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  Chapter One




  When she was killed by three chest knife blows in a station car park, Megan Harpur had been on her way home to tell her husband she was leaving him for another man. Now and

  then, and lately more often, she went up to London on what she called shopping and theatre trips, and which did fit in shopping and theatre, and returned by the last train, arriving at 1.22 a.m.

  There would be a handful of other passengers with their Selfridges or Harrods carrier bags who left the train, too, but at that hour Megan was generally the only one travelling alone, and always

  the only woman travelling alone. She had four carrier bags herself. One of them contained presents for her daughters, Hazel and Jill, and, as it happened, one for Colin, her husband. None of her

  purchases appeared to have been taken, though some had been stacked tidily near her on the ground: these included the presents and a pair of bold patterned cotton trousers for herself, plus a sale

  tablecloth in cheerfully embroidered Irish linen. The tablecloth took most of the staining. This washed out fine, and as soon as it was released by Forensic, the girls suggested sending it with

  Megan’s clothes to Oxfam. They were good kids, who thought they should contain their grief, keep it under, partly for Harpur’s sake, partly to strengthen each other; but now and then

  some reminder of Megan would touch them in a way they could not control or hide. The tablecloth was like that, and together they decided it had better go.




  Harpur said they should keep it, use it. Of course he understood and more or less shared their pain, but also wished them to learn early that you could not let death run you ragged, not

  anyone’s death.




  ‘I don’t want people crowing,’ he said.




  ‘Who’d know?’ Jill asked.




  ‘These people, they know.’




  ‘That’s stupid. Melodramatic,’ Hazel remarked.




  ‘Which people?’ Jill asked.




  ‘I’ll find them.’




  ‘Maybe,’ Hazel said. ‘London people or local?’




  ‘I’ll find them.’




  ‘You’re that interested?’ Hazel asked. ‘Just as a cop?’




  ‘They’re crowing anyway,’ Jill said.




  ‘If you don’t like it, I’ll always sit at that end of the table,’ he replied. Harpur had on the tie Megan was bringing back for him, which had also been released. Silk,

  it was a terrible, wan, middle-management thing, but had to be honoured. This, too, was stained, with engine oil from the car park surface, not blood. The black blemish was at a spot that could not

  be hidden, and he felt glad he had no reputation as a fashion plate to nurse.










  Chapter Two




  ‘A fucking watershed, Harpur, no less.’ The Assistant Chief stood behind his desk, glibly turned out in a brilliant double-breasted grey suit, and what would

  probably be one of his rugby club ties decorated with small, deeply unflashy silver shields. ‘I have to tell you I did a thorough morgue glance at the body, Col.’




  ‘Sir, if you thought you might be taking the case—’




  ‘I had a right, a duty to look. Yes,’ Iles replied, nodding. ‘I’d still like to clear it with you, after the event and while we’re alone. Naturally, you’re

  going to ask whether, if this had been the Chief’s old double wardrobe of a wife, I would have wanted to pull back the slab sheet and commit an ogle. Touché, of course, Harpur.’ Iles

  grew, for him, preposterously delicate. ‘I don’t know how many bodies I’ve had to look at in my day, Col, but with Megan it seemed an intrusion. This was a life I respected,

  whatever you might say about her. For instance, if things were reversed, it would infinitely nauseate me to think you, Harpur, were squinting at Sarah in that state, even though you must repeatedly

  have gazed on her when—’




  ‘Megan did have three wounds, sir, as first thought?’ Harpur replied.




  ‘Yes, that’s right, Harpur, do your detective chief super bit and reduce things to post-mortem terms, won’t you?’




  ‘All I’ve got.’




  The ACC carried out some significant pacing between desk and window. ‘Obviously, as husband you were right not to handle the case yourself, Col – unthinkable – but, yes, I have

  wondered whether Francis Garland can cope, pretty as his talent may be, and almost as pretty as he thinks. Didn’t I say on the actual night in the car park that one might look at it

  personally? One has these occasional juvenile longings for the sharp end again.’




  ‘Sir, I—’




  ‘It’s kind of you to suggest one will be overworked, but I insist. Naturally, you’ll ask what I mean by “watershed”. Well, the States is another item, but what we

  do not have and will not have in this country is ‘cops’ as it were loved ones used by villains as means of retaliation or foul pressure. I’ll put the stopper on that at once. Loss of a

  dear wife – who can say what that might do to a man? I’ve tried to imagine how it would be if this had happened to Sarah. She’s sauntered out a bit from the strictly wedded now

  and then, as you know, and so does Garland, of course, yet she could not but be central to me at all times.




  ‘I think Megan was about to leave me, sir.’




  The Assistant Chief smoothed his fine grey hair and for a moment fell into classic interrogator’s style, beautifully fabricating a multi-stage question that reached its own answer.

  ‘Leave? That provoke you, enrage you, make you desperate, make you, yes, murderous, Harpur?’ He seemed to realize what he was doing and switched back to colleague talk.

  ‘Brain-dead slob, should you be telling me this if I’m doing the inquiry? Women, they terrorize us, Col.’




  ‘But things seem to have sorted themselves out for you and Sarah.’




  ‘They get their eternal, impossible urgings. The poor dears are helpless, ruthless. You’d think the way they’re made they’d be able to sit on their feelings, but, no,

  simply this frantic build of secret heat, like a blaze in a rick. And they’ve come to want to live the way we do, some of them.’




  ‘Perhaps that’s natural.’




  ‘Oh, we don’t believe that, do we, Harpur?’










  Chapter Three




  On the way back in the train, Megan had rehearsed what she would say to Colin.




  You’ve seen it coming. You won’t care. It’s just a matter of who made the break first.




  She would try to wait until the kids were out of the house, because this would be a full-voice session. Neither of them believed in the ‘we were intelligent people’ stuff, ‘no

  tears no fuss’. When you were tearing and being torn, you yelled. There had been earlier instalments of this, though never going all the way. If you ripped something to bits, let’s hear

  it come apart.




  You can handle an open marriage. So can I if I have to, and now I’ve decided I don’t have to.




  She kept it terse, because when you were shouting, snarling, you had to sound sure. He spent his grubby professional life combing words for frailties.




  You betrayed me first.




  And she felt sixty per cent certain this was right. He would not argue, would find timetabling ludicrous. He had a point, when it was a matter of destroying a family. She would say it, all the

  same. She had to feel justified, or not completely unjustified. There was a lot of her life left and she could not carry a barrel of blame for the next thirty-five years, not even forty per cent of

  a barrel of blame.




  Seated there in the almost empty train, formulating, she could gaze along the length of her brightly lit carriage, then the next and even part of the next. That view had helped make Megan think

  of her life stretching far ahead, bright, too: a bit like the unending corridors in her surreal video, L’Année Dernière à

  Marienbad, which she loved and which Colin naturally denounced as pretentious bullshit. A man sat in the next but one carriage, almost at the limit of her vision, apparently gazing towards

  her, as she gazed towards him. It was too far to make out much. He had on dark clothes, sat straight, could be young, might have a small, dark moustache. There was communication, there was no

  communication: capsuled people. Perhaps he wondered who she was, travelling alone, as she wondered who he was, travelling alone, and possibly with a fur collar to his overcoat. Probably, he was not

  looking at her at all. He might even be asleep, despite that upright posture. The distance was too great to see his eyes: one of those situations where you hoped a man, maybe a youngish man, felt

  interested in you, appreciated your appearance even from afar, and spotted depths, and also hoped he didn’t. It might have troubled Megan had he stood up and made his way towards her. Once or

  twice Colin had asked her about the wisdom of coming in late by train so often, so regularly. It was his training to see the world as menace and believe there were people charting your movements.

  He never pushed it – couldn’t, because this would be using safety points to keep her tied. He would despise that. The man stayed where he was, of course.




  She knew she ought to work out what she would say to Colin about the children, but could not find the phrasing. There were no right words for that. If he had been as tender to her as he was to

  them she might not be preparing an exit speech now, rattling and swaying through these sleeping nowhere spots, wondering if her beauty carried the length of a couple of railway carriages and at

  least a decade.




  Yes, I’m going to Tambo. Who else? He’s very insistent. Don’t bloody laugh. Someone wants me. Then a pause. Yes, it is a bit of a giggle, I suppose, Col. The

  nickname took away some of the gravity, of course. But it had stuck, after he played Tamburlaine the Great in an amateur society show when he still worked here, before his move to the Met. The

  name, hatched in the police canteen, probably, was derisive, naturally, and meant to make him sound part like that loud dictator and part like the Rambo wild man. Thank God, he was not either.










  Chapter Four




  Harpur himself had found Megan’s body, tucked in against her Astra and humped over some of the purchases, the rest nearby, out of the bags but tidy. Perhaps not just a

  body: he thought she might still be alive and lifted her with all the tenderness he could on to the back seat of his ageing Granada and talked to her with all the tenderness he could for all the

  seven-minute journey to Casualty at the Paston, where eventually a black girl doctor came to Waiting and announced dead on arrival with a kindly whisper in his ear, her breath rich Wrigley.

  Casualty was in a smart, new, cheery wing of the Paston, with nursery rhyme pictures on the walls to beguile hurt children. He was sitting alongside a couple of mangled, white tap-room scrappers in

  their fifties and the three of them had a thick sprinkle of blood across their shoes, the other two’s their own. This pair had not been gracious about Megan’s going ahead of them into

  Treatment, but Harpur felt they had enough injuries for their age and listened to the boozed protests and threats without response.




  He had telephoned while Megan was examined and reported his find. For job anonymity he always used old cars without a radio, otherwise on their way to the hospital he might have been able to ask

  Control to call ahead and get things a bit more ready. What did it mean ‘on arrival’? It meant when they had a proper look at her in there, and how long did that take? Was the nice

  young doctor on the spot immediately or at the all-night canteen for more gum? The Granada had rattled its worn-out frame and the engine came over loud at between a whine and a rasp, but above it

  all he thought he heard some sort of sound from Megan: a little, dim, miserably brief struggle for oxygen or even an attempt to speak. ‘I hear you, love,’ he said. He was used to

  hearing her. His soaked hands slipped about on the wheel. He realized that calling her ‘love’ meant less than if he had used her name. He might have addressed any woman dying in the

  back of his car as love. There was a distance between Megan and him that not even a knife could cut short. He drove as hard as the Granada would take. He would do that for anyone.




  Normally, Harpur would have slept through and not gone to find why she was late. But he did not get home himself until nearly 2.45 a.m. and was troubled to see her car still missing from the

  drive. He had been looking at a burgled fashion shop in the town centre and when he returned to the house made a couple of telephone calls about the likelies to be picked up, then mixed himself a

  weighty gin and cider, the weight mainly gin. By the time he went to bed it was 3.30 and, despite the drink, he lay awake listening for Megan. This time, and a couple of times before, it had struck

  him when she left on a London trip that she might have decided to go for good. It would not be like her to slink away with no statement – she loved statements – but he feared it was

  possible. Yes, feared it: the unmistakeable finality. He hated definition, lived by ambiguity.




  At just after four o’clock Hazel came into the bedroom and said she had woken up and looked out and Megan’s car was not there. Why had she looked? Perhaps the child also sensed Megan

  might quit one of these days or nights. Perhaps Megan had said so. He did not ask. Harpur pretended he had been at peace and sleeping, grunted a bit in supposed confusion and said he would drive to

  the station in case she had car trouble. If she had car trouble and had come in nearly three hours ago she would have telephoned or called a taxi, but he needed to make some effort and Hazel seemed

  to need him to make some effort, too, although she also would see the absurdity. It was what families were about.




  ‘You stink of booze. Are you over the limit, Dad?’




  ‘Probably.’




  ‘Ah, well, who’s going to breathalyse C. Harpur?’




  ‘Some would.’




  ‘Yes, some of your friends are enemies.’




  ‘That’s what’s known as a job description.’




  The car park was unlit, a long tree-bordered rectangle, narrowing at one end towards a path and footbridge across the line. A few cars stood in the spaces, owners away for more than one night.

  He saw her Astra at once, ten metres from a grey Volvo, and could make out something wide and white fluttering in the wind, occasionally curling around to the front of the Astra and dragging across

  the bumper and number plate, like a loose sail. He accelerated, arcing out then straightening to point his headlights directly into the gap between the two cars. He saw Megan lying near some of her

  shopping, including the tablecloth, which had part unfolded so one end was lifted by the gusts and blown against the vehicle. Other, more solid, items – books, a couple of CDs, porcelain in a

  box, a small framed print or picture – had been placed on the ground near her legs. As he left the car and approached her, Harpur heard a sudden, insistent rushing, rustling sound from among

  the trees and turned urgently to look that way and guard himself. He saw what must be one of her carrier bags, green and substantial, caught up by its handle-string high in a bush, crackling and

  ballooning in the breeze. His panic sickened him: never mind your flattened wife, think of your skin.




  Megan was on her side and he crouched down close, noticing the concentration of blood high on her yellow sweater. Her eyes were shut. She lay on a paperback encyclopedia she had bought, so her

  body was slightly raised at the hips, though her right cheek rested flat on the ground. There were small black stones in her hair. At that stage he did not speak. At that stage he was capable and

  followed routine and training. He behaved like a policeman and like a compos mentis husband. Taking her left wrist he felt for a pulse and thought yes, far off, very slow and slowing more,

  even in the few moments he held her. He tried for a neck pulse, too, but could find nothing there. He hurried back to the Granada, opened the rear door and swept all the junk off the back seat

  except for an old sweater. Then he picked up Megan and carried her to it, laying her down still on her side, her head supported by the folded sweater. One thing about the Granada – most women

  could stretch out on the back full-length. He had already known that. All the same, he closed the door gingerly so as not to catch her, then drove.




  Later, after the doctor’s private announcement, there was some paper work, which she handled. ‘Name of deceased.’




  ‘Megan Irene Harpur.’




  ‘Address of deceased.’




  ‘126 Arthur Street.’




  ‘Age of deceased.’




  ‘Thirty-six.’




  ‘Identified by.’




  ‘Colin Harpur.’




  ‘Relationship to deceased.’




  ‘Husband.’




  ‘Occupation.’




  ‘Police officer.’




  ‘Yes? We are asked though not required to supply information about the nature of the occurrence.’




  ‘You tell me.’




  ‘At least three deep wounds in the chest, either of which could have killed, Mr Harpur. In my judgement. Is it all right if I call you mister? But when they ask the nature of the

  occurrence they mean how the wounds, well, occurred, Mr Harpur.’




  ‘She was knifed in a car park.’




  ‘Were you present, Mr Harpur?’




  ‘Look, I’m the detective. These were skilled blows?’




  ‘Mr Harpur, your wife is dead. You must see her, please. This is to confirm the identification.’ She led him to a small room and switched on the light. There were two stretcher

  trolleys. On one a body was covered totally by a sheet. On the other, Megan lay with the sheet folded back at the neck. She looked as she almost always looked, beautiful and remote, her mouth

  aggressive, as though about to snarl at him again about his contemptible use of informants, or some other unclean bit of police method. The doctor eased her chewing rate out of respect.




  ‘Yes,’ he said.




  The girl covered Megan’s face and switched out the light. ‘I’ll ask you to sign the identification, Mr Harpur.’ They went to an office containing four desks heaped with

  papers and files and she cleared a space on hers and gave him a pen. In the corridor outside, one of the pub fighters walked back towards Waiting, his head bandaged and big plasters on two face

  cuts. Seeing Harpur through the open door, he stopped, half entered, squaring up his body to look burlier, the jolly wreck, transmitting down-grade fumes.




  ‘We’ll be waiting for you outside, queue-jumping, posh ponce,’ he said.




  Harpur reached across suddenly and ripped one of the plasters from his face. The man staggered back and groaned, his wound spouting gorgeously. Harpur made as if to pull the other plaster off,

  but the man covered his face with both hands. ‘No, I shouldn’t wait, if I were you,’ Harpur replied. ‘You’ve lost blood and need rest. My friend here will fix you up

  with a new dressing.’




  ‘You must be quite high ranking,’ the doctor replied.




  Harpur had a wash and sponged his clothes in the hospital lavatory, then drove back out to the car park. The area was busy with police now and some early commuters. Two batteries of emergency

  lights had been set up near where he found Megan. A miserable December dawn was breaking. The goods she had bought lay as before, except that the tablecloth was properly folded and held in place by

  a large police flashlight. From where he stood, Harpur could not make out what was embroidery and what blood-staining.




  Mark Lane, the Chief, and Iles arrived at more or less the same time, Lane in a dark overcoat, Iles wearing a magnificently soft brown leather bomber jacket, brown slouch hat and crimson scarf

  loosely tied.




  ‘This would be one of her Tambo trips, Col?’ he asked.




  ‘Appalling, appalling, Colin,’ Lane said. ‘You shouldn’t be here. Francis Garland can handle it.’




  ‘I don’t expect Harpur can face them at home, sir,’ Iles replied. ‘Kids – they get intimations about these things, somehow. Sexual attack?’




  ‘Her clothes seemed intact,’ Harpur said.




  ‘Skilled knifing?’ Iles asked.




  ‘As the hospital says, she’s dead.’




  ‘How many blows?’




  ‘Three.’




  ‘Yes, skilled. Apparently not theft. Col, perhaps one for me to look at in person? That make your flesh creep?’




  ‘She was a lovely, inoffensive woman,’ Lane said, ‘and a wonderful wife and mother, I know. And so near Christmas.’




  ‘Christmas survives, sir,’ Iles replied. ‘It’s got a track record. Hit by some sort of professional. She ranged a bit, Col? Well, obviously. They do. But even more than

  was generally known? Into what?’ The crimson scarf fluttered about his face and he did nothing to stop it, as if keen on the touch of raciness this gave. ‘Many do like the full life

  these days, and all credit to them I say, sir,’ he told Lane. ‘Can they cope, though?’ He waved a hand towards the spot where Megan had lain and the neat border of purchases.




  ‘She would be travelling alone?’ Lane asked.




  ‘As far as Colin knows, sir,’ Iles said.




  ‘She would be travelling alone, Colin?’




  ‘As far as I know, sir.’




  ‘Tambo wouldn’t ever come back with her?’ Iles asked. ‘But why should he?’




  Lane said: ‘When you say Tambo you mean—?’




  ‘Yes. My predecessor as ACC here, sir. A tendresse. Before your time. He’s some sort of Assistant Deputy Assistant or Deputy Assistant Deputy in the Met now. Leicester

  graduate, or possibly Oxford. Somewhere like that. Fine skin here and there. You could see how he might fool women. Megan loathed police, yet here she is tied up with two of them. Blood’s

  such a tyrant. Thank God, I say myself, sir, wouldn’t you?’




  ‘Your poor daughters, Colin,’ Lane replied. ‘They were so very close to Megan.’




  ‘Passably close, sir,’ Iles said. The ACC tried not to agree with Lane too often, nor to disguise his contempt for him too often. Under Barton, Lane’s predecessor, Iles had

  sometimes been able to act as Deputy, though still officially only an Assistant Chief. Lane kept him very much to Assistant. Iles noticed.










  Chapter Five




  Tambo had put her on the train. Well, nearly. He could not risk walking with her at that hour, when there were so few people about. It was conspicuous. Police patrolled London

  stations and he might be recognized, so he drove Megan to a spot from which they could almost see her platform. He was divorced, yes, but she was not, and it would do him no good to be discovered

  in an adulterous affair with the wife of another officer. They kissed in the car and she did this last stretch alone. He watched and she turned just before going out of sight. He waved but she did

  not, because it might direct attention. That was their drill, the sort of caginess you accepted in these situations. He had to take care of his job. Certainly it was understandable.




  In her train seat now, as she thought of that walk from his car and replayed the moment, the face and moustache of the man in the next but one carriage suddenly surfaced in her memory, a kind of

  double-take. Had he been one of a scatter of people behind her and making for the train, perhaps also coming from a car or cab? She had not been giving much attention because there was no need,

  simply looking back to glimpse Tambo and say silently across the distance that it had all been lovely and great, despite those few evil moments. Gazing out into the blackness as her train rattled

  on, could she dig up now from a corner of her subconscious a face put there without her knowing it by a corner of her eye?




  And what did it matter if she could? This man had obviously boarded the train – he was here, in view now – so why shouldn’t he have been hurrying behind her? Jabbing her mind

  so it would rehash the scene, she visualized Tambo’s car, Tambo at the wound-down driver’s window staring in her direction, waving hard, perhaps sentimentally leaning out as for an

  extra bit of closeness. Then she was alongside the festooned station Christmas tree high up alongside the Departures and Arrivals boards. She thought she recalled a group of three women, all with

  shopping, a man also with shopping and another man, carrying nothing, this man. It struck her that she did think of Tambo as staring in her direction – not at her but only in her

  direction. Had he suddenly spotted the man behind her, knew him somehow, was preoccupied by him? Did he mean some signal, some warning in the violent way he waved? Megan had turned on to her

  platform then, lost sight of Tambo, and hurried because of last-call whistles: she had lingered with Tambo in the car almost too long, trying to put things right. Both of them tried to put things

  right. They were a constructive pair.




  The face in her recollection had now taken on clarity, or such clarity as she could manage from a carriage and a half away. And that was the point, wasn’t it? Damned hindsight, nothing

  but. Of course: imposing this man’s looks, the fellow traveller’s looks, on to what had at first been only an uncertain, utterly vague half-memory of a figure behind her on the

  forecourt, dimmer then in her recall than the shape of the Christmas tree. In computer lingo there was something called ROM, a Read-Only Memory, meaning what was on a disc could not be added to.

  But she was adding to memory, wasn’t she, fretting herself into a conviction that the two men were the same, and childishly overlaying that with menace? A minute ago she had not even been

  sure there was anyone at all behind her on the forecourt. Now, she had concocted threat, a scenario to endorse her stupid tension.




  She was glad that from behind her somewhere in the long carriage she could hear voices, a man’s and a woman’s, the man talking very steadily, the woman occasionally saying,

  ‘Yes, indeed’, or ‘Amusing.’ Megan was not alone, and she took comfort. It was untypical of her to need such support, and she wanted to know why it had happened, this panic,

  this collapse into poisoned fancy. She turned from the window and glanced up the train again. He was still there, upright, motionless, perhaps gazing at her, perhaps gazing past her, perhaps gazing

  at nothing, but dozing. Again she felt that mixture of reactions. If his eyes were fixed on her, she would worry. If he was sleeping, fine. If he saw her but was not impressed enough to keep his

  eyes on her she would be hurt, a little. At least a little. It was one of the nice things a lover could do: make a woman think every man owed her attention, and that only fools or the undersexed

  refused it.




  This was the moment when she decided she wanted Tambo and only Tambo. She was at sea, her feelings a jumble. She needed solidity, and he was it. Much of their short time together today she had

  spent telling him she could not leave Colin and the girls, at least not yet. They had had the same argument before, often. Today, though, it had been especially painful and harsh, and, walking from

  his car to the train, she wondered if irreparable things had been said. And so the attempt to send the long-distance message to his car that all would be well. Now, trying to spot home-stretch

  landmarks through the window, she realized she did not want this kind of life any more, craved certainty and recognition of matters as they were – knew she had to tell Colin it was finished

  and she must leave.




  Perhaps she smiled minutely, at the tortuous, contrary ways by which she had reached this point. Up the train the man seemed to return the small smile. That scared her, and gratified her. But

  she did not want her smile misunderstood and turned away, pretending to check some items in her carrier bags. When she glanced back, he was unquestionably watching, definitely not asleep, eyes

  visible and interested.










  Chapter Six




  Iles lived and lasted by venom, of course, but would show occasional links with humanity. Harpur had seen that happen more than once, and even more than twice. It could be

  unsettling. As Francis Garland ran his widening ground search at the car park for a weapon and anything else, the Assistant Chief had said: ‘I’ll come home with you, Col. You’ll

  need help breaking it to the children, and, clearly, you nor they would want Mark Lane there vulgarizing her death with unction, the dear man. Leave it to me. I’ll head His Worthiness

  off.’




  The Chief had withdrawn to his car and was sitting crouched forward a little over the wheel, the collar of his overcoat up, more or less concealing his features. ‘In monkish prayer, would

  you say, Col?’ Once, Lane was a great detective, but now promotion and Iles had started to undo him, in their notorious ways.




  At home, the girls were getting themselves ready for school when Harpur and Iles arrived, and at once seemed to sense something bad from the two men’s appearance and the fact that Megan

  remained missing. After a couple of seconds, Jill began to weep. At first she covered her face with her hands, then let them fall back and stood in the middle of the room, her eyes and mouth wide,

  the tears lumping up for a moment on her cheekbones before dropping to bounce from her lower lip and spray out in front. She tried to speak, to ask what had happened, but the words did not

  form.




  Hazel stared at her, as if yearning to believe Jill was acting childishly, crying before she had been hurt, and yet fearing, knowing, her sister had it right. She turned from Jill and glanced at

  Harpur really studying his face now. Then she also began to weep, but lowered her head quickly towards her shoulder, so Harpur could not see her properly, and, he realized suddenly, especially so

  Iles could not see her properly. Harpur went quickly and put an arm around her. They both walked like that to Jill and he held her to him with his other arm. She pushed her face hard into his chest

  and he felt the warm damp of her tears soak through.




  Iles, undoubtedly knowing pretty well what they thought of him, stayed near the door of the room and kept silent so far, fiddling with his gorgeous scarf, doing all he could to look unimperious.

  Hazel used to refer to him as ‘the feral loony’. He would occasionally send them money presents via Harpur at their birthdays or Christmas but tell him to say they came from

  elsewhere.




  ‘Is this some accident?’ Hazel asked. Slowly, she detached herself from Harpur. She had become the elder sister, able to stand alone, entitled to a report, demanding things should be

  spelled out. Picking up a cushion from an armchair, she wiped her face with it, then wept again.




  ‘No, not an accident,’ Harpur replied.




  ‘And she’s dead?’ Hazel said.




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Oh, Mummy, Mummy,’ Jill bellowed. ‘Dad, you’re saying murdered? Mummy? This is something to do with the dirty lives the two of you have? Had.’




  Iles said: ‘Whenever I spoke to your mother you two girls were uppermost in her mind.’




  ‘He was supposed to be uppermost in her mind, and she in his,’ Hazel replied. ‘It’s called marriage. Heard of that?’ She rubbed her face with the cushion

  again and then threw it from her, back on to the chair. There was a time for grief, and it had gone. It had not, but Harpur admired the effort, would have expected it from her.




  Iles said: ‘Marriage? Yes, but things are subject to change.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘Time’s a villain.’




  ‘What a prospect. Who’s going to find who did it?’ Hazel asked.




  ‘Mr Iles,’ Harpur said.




  ‘That’s something,’ Hazel said.




  ‘Thanks,’ Iles replied.




  ‘They haven’t got a chance if it’s him,’ Hazel said.




  ‘Thanks.’




  ‘People need someone like you now and then. Like a lavatory brush.’




  ‘Thanks, Hazel. It’s called policing. Heard of that?’




  Hazel took a few steps towards the door. Harpur thought she would take her sorrow to her room. Then she turned suddenly and went and touched Iles briefly on the arm of his bomber jacket. She was

  fifteen, almost womanly, Harpur saw, even in the school uniform. Iles remained still and silent, the red scarf in his hand trailing the floor. Hazel moved back and stood with Harpur and Jill again.

  Hazel wept once more, though without noise.




  ‘Colin didn’t want me to come. He thought this was private, and of course it is,’ Iles told them. ‘I didn’t and still don’t know what to say but I just

  thought it might be all right for someone who knows him well to be with him.’ He spoke hesitantly to the girls, as though before a tribunal.




  ‘Yes, it’s all right,’ Jill said. She glanced towards the cushion but then wiped her face on Harpur’s shirt.




  ‘There are gifts up there for you, but that’s not the point,’ Iles said. ‘She never stopped thinking about you.’




  ‘Up where?’ Hazel replied.




  ‘Where she was found,’ Iles said.




  ‘I don’t ever want to know where,’ Hazel replied.




  ‘Right,’ Iles said.




  ‘Where was it?’ Hazel asked. ‘I won’t have flowers left there, in a street or wherever – those corny “tributes” done on TV.’




  ‘Some people mean well,’ Iles replied.




  ‘We thought she was going to leave,’ Jill said.




  Hazel said: ‘No doubt of it.’




  ‘Well, I suppose we all think of that now and again,’ Iles replied. ‘It’s called marriage. Not so many actually do it. And, whatever she intended, you two would have been

  her supreme concern.’




  ‘You’ve already said that. It doesn’t make it any more true,’ Hazel replied.




  Jill said: ‘He’s doing his best, that’s all, Hazel. Give him a chance.’ She paused for a long moment, obviously gearing herself up. ‘Is this her blood on you,

  Dad?’




  ‘Well, yes,’ Harpur replied.




  ‘Colin did what he could,’ Iles said.




  ‘He always does what he can,’ Hazel replied, ‘but it’s not always right or good enough.’




  ‘I keep telling him that,’ Iles said.




  ‘So what about you?’ Hazel replied.




  ‘Hardly ever right or good,’ Iles said, ‘but it works now and then.’




  ‘I heard,’ Hazel said. ‘You don’t care about much, do you?’




  ‘Not about much, I suppose.’




  ‘Well, there’s some breakfast left, Mr Iles,’ Jill said. ‘In view of you being up from an early hour. Cereal and quite warm tea I should think.’




  ‘Sounds grand,’ Iles replied, immediately sitting down at the table and filling one of the girls’ bowls with muesli and milk for himself. He began to eat champingly with the

  used spoon. He poured himself some tea in Jill’s cup. Harpur sat down with him but did not take anything.




  ‘They won’t let those grief counsellors loose on us, will they,’ Hazel asked, ‘encouraging full sorrow expression? We’ve done that. We’re not

  children.’




  ‘They’re good people. Intelligent,’ Iles said, sucking noisily at his tea. ‘Grief’s not just for children, is it? But not if you don’t wish it.’
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