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  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are obsessed with the
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  Without laws the world would become a wilderness, and men little less than beasts; but with all this, the best things may come to be the worst, if they are not in good

  hands; and if it is true that the wisest men generally make the laws, it is true that the strongest do often interpret them.




   




  From The Character of a Trimmer




  by George Savile, first Marquis of Halifax 1633–95




  ‘There is no death,’ she said. ‘No, my dear lady, but there are funerals.’




  From Comfort Me with Apples




  by Peter de Vries
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  Chapter One




  If you knew how to look, a couple of deaths from the past showed now and then in Iles’s face. This might be true of many Assistant Chief Constables, maybe even most. What

  would be special to Desmond Iles, though, was the raw glow of joy and triumph blessing his features at these times. Of course, Iles never spoke about what had happened. That he would see as flashy

  and dangerous, even to talk about it to Harpur. Just the same, anyone could observe a deep, private thrill occasionally touch the ACC. Yes, anyone would spot that, but could not know where it came

  from. Harpur felt pretty sure he did know. Nobody worked closer to Iles. Harpur never considered this an out-and-out treat or privilege, just how it was, a harsh, long-life alliance. You could say

  Harpur sat on the ACC’s right hand, except when the ACC was using the right hand and probably his left as well to assist law and order in secret, brilliantly jungle ways.




  



  




  Chapter Two




  Mark Lane said: ‘I don’t know whether I can talk to you about this, Col.’




  Harpur kept quiet.




  ‘Of course, I know I’m isolated here,’ the Chief said. They were in Lane’s big, light office-conference room, and he waved his hand as though talking about a one-man

  dungeon. But he meant more than a room. He meant the domain. ‘I want Desmond Iles out, Colin.’




  For about the first time this afternoon, the Chief looked straight at him. Harpur let the shock get into his voice. ‘Sir, is this something you should discuss with me?’




  Of course, of course Lane wanted to get rid of Iles. Everyone understood that. A few might even sympathize. It was not something to be spelled out.




  Lane said: ‘Why I hesitated over mentioning it. I can’t act alone, though.’




  ‘Hardly for me to say, but I can assure you, sir, that Mr Iles is among your most committed—’




  Lane brought the side of his fist down hard on the desk surface. ‘Look, don’t think this is just my wife talking.’ He did a grotesque yet loving imitation of a woman’s

  voice. ‘Get rid of that vicious Desmond Iles, Marky.’




  ‘Nobody believes you’re swayed like that, sir.’




  ‘My wife is a glorious strength to me and sets a tone. Of that I’m proud.’




  ‘We all admire her, as we do you.’




  ‘But I have information which she knows nothing of. I ask you to understand that, Col.’




  ‘Certainly, sir.’




  The Chief snarled: ‘Certainly? You think it natural that such information should be available about Mr Iles?’ Once, Mark Lane was a great detective on a neighbouring patch, and in

  those days Harpur had carried out good inter-Force operations with him. Now and then the Chief could still dredge up that old sharpness. Thank God he could. It was hellish to watch a man crushed by

  his position.




  Harpur said: ‘I mean of course Mrs Lane could not influence you. At your level. On, well, important policy. Sir, everyone—’




  ‘Respects me, and so on.’ Lane made the formula words trickle out and disappear, like pissing on parched ground. ‘When I say isolated, I mean beyond what would be standard in

  the post of Chief Constable.’




  ‘Sir, I—’




  ‘So, whom do I talk to, Col?’ Lane was in some kind of brownish-beige suit. He had the top button of his shirt collar undone and the knot of his brownish-beige striped tie down on

  his chest. He liked to believe scruffiness meant relaxation. The Chief bent his head and gazed at the spot where his fist had landed. ‘If, for example, we could find Iles with an under-age

  whore, Colin.’




  Harpur did not reply.




  ‘You’ll say, is that likely,’ the Chief went on.




  ‘Well, yes, sir.’




  ‘Is which likely? For him to be with a child tart or for us to catch him at it?’




  ‘Since he started a family, sir, Mr Iles has—’




  ‘So, why turn to you? You don’t want this load. You’ve got your own pains – recent tragic loss of a wife and so on. Oh, I invoke old times, I suppose. Plus, I believe

  there are more moments than not when you see things straight and decent, despite everything. Plus despair. In any case, who the hell else do I go to, Col?’ The Chief kept this question

  clipped, almost offhand, but the despair was there, jagged in his words.




  ‘A grand team, sir,’ Harpur replied. ‘People think of you as leading a grand team – the head, yet very much part of it.’ He would have loved the Chief to be happy,

  or at least happier. There was a sort of real greatness to Lane, but the wrong sort for his job.




  Lane shoved all this away with another wave. ‘Now you’ll realize why I have to come to you, Col. I want Erogenous Jones to do the snooping, don’t I? Nobody else could shadow

  Iles effectively. Some routine heavy behind him and he’d know right away and know right away who’d sent him. Iles is a master of our game. Clearly, it’s delicate, gum-shoeing an

  ACC – the disrespect, the slyness. I understand enough about this Force to know Erogenous won’t do it unless the instructions come personally from you. He’d tell Iles, or

  deliberately get spotted, or just refuse.’ Lane still had his head and eyes lowered. ‘You can see I’m putting myself in your hands. It has to be an under-age girl, if possible

  ethnic. Just to take him with a whore is not enough. Par for the course and he could brazen it. Why I say Erogenous. It could be a longish, subtle job, with trial and error, waiting for a child.

  Iles buys a lot of company.’




  Lane rose from his desk and walked to the window. He had taken his shoes off, as he often did in the office, and his socks made a very gentle sandpapering sound on the block floor when he moved,

  like a tame sea on shingle. The socks were to suggest more relaxation. He stared from the window, giving the sense of seeing for a huge distance and wishing he was there. Many times Harpur had

  watched him in what Iles called his only-a-bird-in-a-gilded-cage attitude. Hanging on the wall alongside him was a framed, multi-coloured diagram giving the command structure. His own post was a

  thick-lined, scarlet rectangle, solitary at the top, with the letters C.C. in purple at the centre, and an array of delegating green arrows pointing down. ‘I’ve been excluded, Col,

  that’s all. Systematically sealed off,’ he said over his shoulder. ‘It can be done, given the skill, the poison. Has been done. I talk to you privately, you walk out from here and

  tell it straight away to— My fate. My fault. I’ve failed to win you people, get your trust.’




  ‘Oh, sir, I don’t believe anyone would—’




  ‘A leadership disaster.’




  Yes, a princely man, but unquestionably a stumbling chieftain. Iles reckoned Lane typified a notorious route to failure: somebody with talent promoted one rung above his range, and so to

  destruction. ‘Like St Peter,’ Iles would say. The ACC, who worked nonstop to speed this destruction in Lane, claimed he often wept over the Chief’s plight, though Harpur had never

  seen the tears. He said: ‘Sir, I don’t think you realize how much your people here— We’ve all learned from you, believe me. It’s not easy to come into a strange

  Force.’




  ‘I should have dealt with Iles long ago.’




  Harpur said: ‘Erogenous is promoted inspector now. He does little tailing. That sort of tailing.’




  ‘But in your debt, Col.’ The Chief did not turn and still spoke towards the window.




  ‘I mean, if it were really so, about Mr Iles.’




  ‘We need him gone, Col. Finished. Yes, we need it, not just myself. So I disclose to you.’




  ‘He’d be a terrible loss, sir. But, really, I can’t talk to you about an ACC like this. It’s—’




  The Chief did spin round now, his sallow face a fusion of rage and misery, though Harpur knew misery would win: Lane could not do rage for long, a loveable, sad defect in a Chief. ‘Iles,

  you, Francis Garland, Erogenous, perhaps Sid Synott – that’s the real team here, yes? You run us. Meaning Iles runs us. He’s killed people, Colin, you know. Yes, you know. In a

  good cause. But unquestionably killed. Became the avenger.’




  Harpur kept his face thoroughly blank and said nothing.




  Lane had an apologetic little laugh. ‘I feared you might walk out if I attacked Iles like this.’




  ‘You’re Chief Constable, sir. I’m a detective chief superintendent. I can’t walk out.’




  ‘You’ve walked out in your head? All I want is for Iles to go elsewhere.’




  ‘If we catch him bare-arsed on docks rubble with a black schoolgirl tart, sir, he’s in jail. He’d go down for ever – an Assistant Chief Constable. That’s if it were

  remotely likely, I say again.’




  Lane reverted to the window view. ‘Oh, no charges. Desmond’s a prized colleague, after all. Eminent in his way. Just give the pressure. He’d quit. Col, if he has killed I

  don’t want him here, under me. That’s strange, for God’s sake? People are niggling about those deaths again. Home Office. The Inspectorate. Possibility of a Parliamentary

  Question. Another Parliamentary Question. That’s what I mean. This is the information I mentioned. Am I a chief constable who would tolerate an ACC who’s murdered? Can I face

  that? Can any one of us in this Force face it? This government has the knife out for all police. Rationalization, so called. A smell like this and our Force could get swallowed for ever by next

  door. Or again, how do I look at home, allowing someone like Iles to continue, Col? Wives don’t understand these – these rough complexities of our work. As you know. Knew. They think

  there are clear moral demarcations. It’s sweet in them and ultimately right. Ultimately right, Col.’ He went back to his desk and folded weightily into the chair.




  ‘But we’ve heard such rumours before, sir – about the Home Office digging into those deaths. As you say, we’ve had the questions in the Commons. Nothing

  happened.’




  ‘It will now.’




  Harpur said: ‘So what, sir? I can put it so bluntly because the deaths were properly investigated. We all know you would not have tolerated anything less, especially you. But no luck. The

  file remains open. We still interview. We’ll break it.’




  ‘You see? You instantly knew the deaths I meant. Naturally. Yes, Jamieson, Favard. They kill Ray Street, one of our best undercover boys, are acquitted, and the ACC is maddened and

  executes them. That’s the overwhelming likelihood, now isn’t it? Oh, obviously, you’re not going to answer. His actions are almost understandable, but— But intolerable. We

  do not want vigilante assistant chiefs. Also, he thought they’d killed a woman of his, of course. What it comes down to, do we accept that Iles knows better than a jury, better than the

  law?’




  ‘Never proven or anywhere near, sir.’




  ‘We tried. We tried?’




  Harpur stood.




  ‘All right, Col. I’m sorry. But do you want some internal investigating team here, looking at all that? God knows how far it would go. A man’s entitled to the privacies of his

  sex life, definitely, you or anyone else, but you’re aware what these clean-up visitations are like. Every corner. In principle one approves absolutely. That goes without saying, I hope. But

  an outside chief, with a staff of hard noses.’




  ‘They’d discover nothing, sir.’




  ‘I can believe it, Col. You’re very capable people.’




  ‘Who?’




  ‘You and your detectives, who did our investigation. Of course.’




  ‘Thanks.’




  ‘But I want Desmond Iles away. Early retirement – some sickness arranged. It can be worked. Or transfer to another Force.’




  ‘That would solve nothing, sir. Supposing there were something to solve.’




  ‘It’s all I can do. We’d be wholesome here again. We’d have a chance of survival. I believe you want that, Col.’ Lane’s voice got up off the canvas. A mild

  gleam between red and brownish-beige touched his cheeks for a second. He stared at Harpur. ‘And he’d know I’d beaten him. I could run this outfit then.’




  ‘You do now, sir.’




  ‘Speak to Erogenous. But, obviously, not if you’re going to spill this to Iles. Loyalties will compel you? Or would compel Erogenous?’




  ‘My loyalties – all our loyalties – are to the Force and you, sir.’




  ‘Will you report it all to Iles?’




  ‘Oh, I’d be ashamed, sir.’




  



  




  Chapter Three




  On the floor with his skull shattered and a piece of coal jammed into his mouth lay the original very nice guy wearing one of those sveltley cut silver-buttoned double-breasted

  navy blazers he was so fond of, and rightly famed for, and fine grey flannel trousers that would have cost not less than £250, possibly even custom made. The shoes were slim black lace-ups

  and, again, perhaps created for him, a kindness to the feet and joy for all admirers of quiet beauty. In talk at The Monty club and around the town generally, everyone used to call him this, the

  original very nice guy, always in full, including the ‘the’, and often giving reverential, capital-letter weight, as if: The Original Very Nice Guy. Many had almost forgotten his real

  name, Raoul Caesar Brace, though that was certainly how he had to appear on charge sheets and maintenance orders, and in newspaper court reports, plus now the death notice. Previously, Harpur had

  never known the original very nice guy involved in anything that brought him even the slightest injury, but today would obviously make up for that.




  Across the room from him, Lester Magellan was seated on a tastefully restored mauve upholstered Victorian chaise-longue, eyes wide, as though gazing fondly at the original very

  nice guy but not. This was Lester’s flat and altogether quite a gem for such a rough-house district, the walls a pale ochre wash. Exceptionally vivid Habitat scatter rugs on sanded, varnished

  boards somehow gave the feel of an art gallery, though there were only framed, old film posters hanging, including Sergeant York. Lester wore a pale blue sweat shirt decorated with a flat

  map of the earth which had angels blowing trumpets at the four corners, perhaps for the Day of Judgement, or just a world-wide gig. The lovingly polished brass poker that had been used to screw a

  garotte wire very adequately into Lester’s neck stuck up erect behind his head like a hussar plume. Lester had quite a tongue.




  ‘Obviously the original very nice guy was loathed more than most, sir,’ Francis Garland told Harpur, ‘what with the blazers and lordliness and always overmixing the commodity,

  so customers thought his class rig cost them too much. But, myself, I didn’t know anyone had him marked for treatment just now.’




  Whizz-kiddery would normally have stopped Garland admitting that gap. The rare sights here might have pushed him askew for a minute. He was authentically bright but did occasionally show flaky.

  ‘No, nor me,’ Harpur replied. ‘Francis, there was a lot to be said for the original very nice guy. Bee keeper. He recognized all the hive individually.’




  Garland had arrived first and was standing near the door, well back from the bodies, as if fiercely meticulous about disturbing nothing before the Scene of Crime people turned up. ‘Pockets

  and so on?’ Harpur asked.




  ‘They’d been thoroughly cleared already. Some dental floss in the original very nice guy’s trousers. That’s all.’




  ‘Had the shoes and socks off? Both?’




  Garland glanced at him impatiently, plainly bored by the question. ‘Both what, sir? Both legs, both men?’




  ‘Let’s say both legs of both.’




  ‘Nothing there.’




  ‘Behind the coal?’




  ‘Mouth’s otherwise empty. It took some shifting and shoving back – worse, that – rigor being well on, and he’s got excellent teeth, thanks to the floss, I expect:

  the original very nice guy knew how to take care of himself.’




  ‘Up to a point, copper.’




  ‘And then Lester,’ Garland replied, ‘such a nothing that who’d waste strength on him?’




  ‘Not a kindly man, but he told me once he would only strike a pregnant woman more than three months on, when it’s safer, and I accepted that. He had to fight his way up – if

  you regard where he was now as up. The chaise-longue and genuine mahogany-finish magazine rack.’




  ‘I rang you first, obviously, Colin. You’d want to see this ahead.’




  ‘Where did the tip come from?’




  Garland let that go, as any decent detective would. ‘On my private phone,’ he replied.




  Harpur himself had been alone at home when Garland called. After Megan died, Harpur decided he should spend more quality time in the house giving companionship to his daughters, so the two girls

  went out more.




  ‘My own feeling is these deads could have been anyone,’ Garland said.




  ‘Some grammar. Well, it’s too late to start on the blazer lining. They’ll be here any moment.’




  ‘I did consider slashing it, naturally, but that needs your rank, for the level of cheek.’




  ‘Thanks.’




  ‘I had a good feel around the material. I don’t think there’s anything.’




  Harpur crossed the room to see matters from another angle. ‘It’s all so tidy, Francis. Even the head mess is modest.’




  ‘The original very nice guy could be modest. Everything says there was time to spruce up afterwards.’




  ‘These two weren’t fucking each other? Some dalliance variations gone vaguely amiss?’




  Garland made a small groan. ‘We know what this is about, don’t we, sir? Anyway, the original very nice guy’s a career straight. Lester could adapt, true, but not with him. I

  did a quick survey, of course. No signs. Just two insignificants needed for a tableau. My impression. A re-run.’




  Harpur bent and had a long stare at the original very nice guy from a couple of inches away. ‘As a matter of fact, the Chief was talking to me about all that a day or two ago.’




  ‘Oh, why? Why, sir?’




  ‘Just reminiscing. That happy way he has.’




  ‘These two deaths—’




  ‘Have their resemblances with the earlier two, Jamieson, Favard, yes,’ Harpur replied.




  ‘Well, absolutely.’




  Harpur straightened up and went to rejoin Garland. ‘Not absolutely. Close.’




  ‘OK, Favard was garotted with a broom handle and rope. Now it’s a poker and wire. But—’




  ‘Neither here nor there to Favard’s and Lester’s necks. Fair enough . . .’




  A window was open and Harpur thought he heard a couple of weighty vehicles draw up down in the yard.




  Garland sotto voced. ‘And if the Chief was talking about the earlier ones, did he – well, did he mention Des Iles, sir?’




  ‘Just gossiping generally about the past. No, I don’t think the ACC was referred to. Why would he be? Was he involved with that case? No.’




  Garland said: ‘So, he was mentioned? I want to be here when he sees this.’




  ‘Is he coming?’




  ‘He’ll come when he hears the details, won’t he? If they can locate him. The coal in the mouth, for God’s sake. How it was with Jamieson.’




  ‘Jamieson was shot.’




  ‘There are differences, yes. But the pageantry’s identical.’




  ‘And then the facial burning to Jamieson. Not repeated here. Wasn’t Favard tied to a chair, with a mirror in front of him so he could watch the rope get to work?’




  Garland said: ‘But you know, don’t you, sir, that this refers back? Don’t you, though? I can’t see the purpose, but it must. Why I say the people don’t count.

  It’s the show itself that matters. It’s the show that’s telling us something.’




  ‘I’m listening, Francis. As ever.’




  The Scene of Crime crowd came in and took over with their photography, plastic bagging and print dusting. Harpur always found all that tedious and he and Garland went down a flight and knocked

  at the flat immediately below. A tough-looking woman of about forty in smart, executive clothes, superior junk jewellery and vehement eighties Thatcher-sweep hair-do opened the door and, leaning

  forward, felt the material in Harpur’s lapel. ‘Police,’ she stated. There was Ovaltine on her breath.




  Garland said: ‘We wondered whether you—’




  ‘One hears nothing, sees nothing. But nothing – NOTHING.’




  ‘Dear Lester Magellan in number eleven,’ Harpur replied, ‘the pretty bachelor and nest builder. We—’




  ‘Absolutely zilch,’ she said. ‘That’s how it is here.’




  ‘Noises through your ceiling,’ Harpur said.




  ‘You could help us,’ Garland said.




  ‘But could you bastards, would you bastards, help me if I helped you? Supposing I could, which I can’t,’ she answered. ‘Am I a mouth, for God’s sake?’




  ‘Chief Inspector Garland is a carer.’




  ‘I’m sorry,’ she replied. ‘You can’t protect us. You’ve written us off. This is the badlands and we look after ourselves, thanks. Who’s the star in the

  Ascot hat and Bonny Prince Charlie overcoat?’




  Iles was coming up the stairs towards Magellan’s flat and joined them on her landing. He grandly removed the brown trilby and gave a medieval bow. His silver hair gleamed poorly in the

  feeble lighting.




  ‘This lady unfortunately feels she can’t risk talking to us, sir,’ Harpur said.




  ‘Quite,’ the Assistant Chief replied. ‘Madam, if I lived in a shit-heap like this, I’d keep my head very well down, too, oh, yes. Adore the octopus.’ He nodded

  towards a gross purple, yellow and grey brooch on her chest. ‘One area never out of fashion is the sea bed.’




  ‘One thinks of it as degentrification of my sort,’ she said. ‘One once had all the bourgeois, law-and-order-backing views but if one has to take a place here one also has to

  take the ambience. And the ambience never talks to police. NEVER. Traffickers do object. I could show you what’s left of people who have spoken, and some I could not show you and nor could

  anyone else.’




  Iles said: ‘So true. These lads of mine are poor on subtleties, always have been. Harpur here, with a face like that, I mean, is he going to spot nuances?’ Iles had a brief but deep

  laugh, and the woman joined in. ‘Possibly I’ll call on you later, dear, in a personal capacity, and who knows how things might seem then?’ the ACC asked.




  ‘I promise nothing.’




  ‘One does admire you for that,’ Iles replied.




  He, Harpur and Garland went up to Magellan’s floor. ‘What worries me, horrifies me, is how this will disturb Lane,’ Iles said, gazing at the bodies. ‘He’ll hear

  echoes. Far-fetched, but he will, Col. He’s worked so hard to get all that Jamieson and Favard stuff pushed far, far back in his noble little mind, and now this. And for it to happen to the

  original very nice guy, too. This was a wonderfully amiable man you could scare co-operative just by eyeing his finger nails or screaming in the next cell plus a few coughing blood sounds. What did

  you find in their clothes and so on, Col?’




  ‘Obviously, we decided we must disturb nothing but wait for the Scene of Crime people, sir.’




  ‘Don’t mess me about, Harpur.’




  ‘Obviously, we decided we must disturb nothing but wait for the Scene of Crime people, sir,’ Harpur said.




  ‘Lane thought I’d done those other, previous two, you know, funny old eclair,’ Iles replied, wagging his head fondly. He did not lower his voice and one of the fingerprint gang

  turned and stared for a moment. ‘Hadn’t you heard that, Viv?’ the ACC asked her, giggling. Abruptly, though, his voice went bleak: ‘Those two droppings, Jamieson and Favard,

  kill one of our best young boys, and then scrape a not guilty. Oh, I don’t blame you in the least for that, Harpur. Not altogether. You got them into court, though the evidence could have

  been so much more professionally plumped. We were faced with some terrorized jury and piss-artist judge, plus the usual defending, libertarian, fee-fat, fat-fee, villains’ mate QC. As it

  happens, Jamieson and Favard had unquestionably done for a certain girl I knew, too, called Celia Mars. By burning. Yes.’ Iles had put his hat back on after speaking to the woman beneath. He

  pulled the brim down for a moment now and swivelled away towards a poster for Midnight In Miami, as if to hide his face. For a while he did not speak.




  When he resumed, his tone was lighter. Vivienne Aitken, the finger-print expert, had resumed her work, but Iles continued to declaim to the back of her blonde head. ‘Yet, purely by

  splendid fluke, both Jamieson and Favard were later slaughtered in agonizing, picturesque circumstances – well, yes, not unlike these – but with something of a fire motif in

  Jamieson’s case, as I recall. You’ll have to put me right on this, Col. When one is not personally involved with a case, memories can weaken. But I think I’m right. Some scorching

  to the face, and, as here with the original very nice guy, coal in the gob.’ Iles chuckled again. ‘The Chief put all sorts of two and twos together, primarily, of course, motive, the

  dear thing, and thought of yours truly. I knew it, know it, though obviously he would never say so, the lovely gent. So, why didn’t he have the motive, too, the cream-faced bag of piety? Ever

  asked yourself that, Garland – when you’re not too busy screwing other men’s wives? Why didn’t Mark Lane want to put things right for Raymond Street, one of his

  greatest?’




  Iles liked answers to all his questions. Harpur said: ‘Well, sir, it’s—’




  Iles said: ‘I heard, in fact, renewed Home Office interest in those distant events. That raging conscience, the Chief, will have provoked this in his sweet deviousness. He has a saintly

  way with a grudge.’ Iles never let his contempt for Lane diminish. Far, far back under Barton, the Chief’s predecessor, Iles had often acted as Deputy, though still only an Assistant

  Chief, in fact. Lane never allowed that.




  ‘That’s all a closed book, sir, surely,’ Harpur replied. ‘Not a closed file, but nothing active now.’




  ‘You remember Celia, do you, Col?’ the ACC asked.




  ‘Oh, yes, sir. A—’




  ‘Well, I don’t need your slimy recollections, Harpur. She was brought out of that torched house unrecognizable, like a piece of turf.’ Iles had begun to shout and some spittle

  flew towards Gary Cooper, crouched in No Man’s Land as Sergeant York. Most of the Scene of Crime people knew the ACC’s little ups and downs quite well, and took no notice. But Harpur

  heard a thumping sound in the floor quite near the original very nice guy’s destroyed head: the octopus lady must be rapping her ceiling with a brush handle to protest at Iles’s din.

  ‘I expect you’re very much in the picture on this Home Office move against me, Col,’ the ACC said.




  Harpur replied: ‘Celia Mars – a wonderful, sad face, like an Italian princess grieving over lost terrain.’




  ‘What interests me,’ Garland said, pointing towards the bodies, ‘is why anyone should want to imitate those killings now.’




  ‘Sod off, Francis,’ Iles replied, ‘I’m talking to Harpur about a lovely woman who found my soul.’




  ‘Or if we can get whoever did this pair we’d probably have who did the previous ones,’ Garland said. ‘That would really clear things, sir. I mean generally, and for you.

  It might not be just copy cat. It could be someone’s regular method.’




  Iles went across and fondled the original very nice guy’s grand shoes. ‘You made a slack job with these laces, Francis,’ he replied. ‘Let me break all this to Mr Lane,

  lads. He’s so delicate. It will have to be put with some consideration. That Sumo wife is wearing him down, unpicking his boyish nerves, though in many ways a treasure, I gather.’




  



  




  Chapter Four




  The original very nice guy’s mother had always loathed hearing him called that. Most people close to the family knew it, and when they came to the house to offer sympathy

  and pay respects they were careful to speak of him and to him as Raoul.




  Stanley Stanfield, gazing into the casket with real comradeship, said: ‘Well, don’t worry, Mrs Brace, we know whose work it was and where to look.’




  ‘I think so,’ she replied. ‘Am I one to stand in your way?’




  Even if the undertaker had not managed such a subtle job, she would still have invited relatives and friends to come to view Raoul in the middle room. You had to make your public statement. You

  had to tell everybody you still had your pride in him. This room opened on to a small conservatory rich in healthy plants and she had put a bowl of taramasalata dip with crackers on a garden table

  in there, and set up a barrel of Bass, plus sherry or Pimms for the women. These were good, handed-down procedures for such situations. Some neglected them nowadays, but a community had its tried

  ways and its own wisdom.




  Stanley Stanfield wearing a suit in keeping wept a while quietly, head back, not trying to hide the tears. ‘I might have been with them that night.’




  ‘We need you now, Stanley.’




  ‘Count on me. He was the original very – what I mean, he was the original model for so many around here, Mrs Brace. Prototype. His example goes on in us.’




  It was exactly because there was such truth in this that she had wanted people to use his true name and still did. Way back, when Raoul was only in his late teens, and acquaintances first

  started calling him the original very nice guy, she picked up a smear of mockery, possibly contempt or fear, and made it plain she was opposed. Raoul himself had not seemed bothered and believed

  the title showed affection, but he was a generous boy and optimistic, as life began to open up.




  Stan touched the side of the box gently, like getting the tone of a piano, and said: ‘He tried to end it with her decently, Mrs Brace. Several times. Believe me, the girl was more than a

  willing party. Oh, yes, young, yet many of them know a damn sight more at that age than some of us ever will. But fathers – fathers think their little girls are still little girls, and so

  their appalling rage.’




  ‘Raoul underestimated his own attractiveness right across the board age-wise, the silly, sweet lad. He dressed the beautiful way he did to please himself and me, and didn’t realize

  the golden impression he made generally, cheap shoes being particularly abhorrent to him. Do we expect the police to do anything about his death, anything real? And dear Lester’s,

  naturally.’




  ‘Christ, no,’ Stanley replied. He shook his head and a tear flew from somewhere and landed on the shroud near Raoul’s face, making a tiny stain for a moment, until it dried.

  Mrs Brace did not mind that. This was something natural, emotional, true. Stanley went on: ‘How could they, even if they wanted to? To be blunt, Mrs Brace, although in his presence,

  you’ve heard of wheels within wheels? To me, this looks like someone deliberately using the father’s anger to stick him right in the frame. And when I say someone, I mean someone big,

  someone very big, someone very big police. Someone who understands very well how a jury might be swayed by knowing the father seemingly had a motive. In fact, the girl’s father could not do

  this sort of thing. Beyond him. We both know that, don’t we? But because of his anger with Raoul, that father can come in useful – can be landed with these deaths. And then if

  he’s landed with these it can be made to seem he did the other two as well. That’s the real point. It’s typically clever.’




  ‘This is Iles.’




  ‘Who else is capable?’ Stanfield replied.




  ‘Thus, no police help, so we’re alone. Have to put it right alone?’




  ‘We’re alone, we’re together.’




  ‘Right, Stanley. Yes. Just think the number who’ve fondly come to see him now. This is support.’




  ‘Nobody can ever destroy that spirit. We live and die by it. The work will go on. There could be a pay day around for you soon, Mrs Brace. This was a project devised by Raoul, so I feel

  you have an entitlement.’




  ‘Thanks. I know you were a fine team.’ The dropping of Raoul’s given names hurt her more because his friends, Stanley Stanfield and Lester Magellan, were always called Stanley

  and Lester. Poor Lester, always very secondary, and dead probably only because he happened to be with Raoul that evening. To call a child Stan Stanfield seemed stupid of his parents, as though

  unable to budge from the stan sound, yet people allowed him his due identity, did not make up something different.




  Stanley said: ‘Yes, in all ways a beautiful man, prime. That girl was nuzzling up to him the very first time they met, Mrs Brace, while he was still concentrating only on general

  conversation. This was a really embarrassing and avid display by her. But could you tell a girl’s obsessed father that? What father would believe his little precious was bed-crazy?’




  For all the funeral arrangements, she described Raoul as R. Caesar Brace. Even when Raoul was only a youth she made him sign forms and letters in that way, and he had stuck to this whenever he

  could since. His name in that shape she had felt was sure to get him noticed. Face to face when he was alive, and now, she never addressed him as Caesar, always Raoul, but used to tell everyone

  that R. Caesar Brace sounded better than Raoul C. Brace, where the C seemed tucked away and wasted. Of course, the law and courts did both first names, Raoul Caesar Brace, which she had also come

  to dislike. But this was how the law treated everyone, like the snotty shout of a court usher. The law slammed labels on. It had no feelings.




  ‘What’s a man supposed to do?’ Stanley asked. ‘This was a passably desirable piece, and developed, whatever her age.’




  ‘Raoul would never wilfully take advantage.’ And then another of Mrs Brace’s main hates was funeral parlours, so she had insisted on bringing Raoul home. This, too, would have

  been the rule in the past. Lester was At Rest At Grant’s, as the local paper announcements always said. At Rest meant shoved out of sight at Grant’s before disposal and she

  wouldn’t have it and wouldn’t have had it for Raoul even if he had died unnewsworthily. Warmth, companionship and loyalty you offered your children, whether or not they could return

  these, and loyalty above all. For instance, could any funeral home provide such a pleasant leafy conservatory? Emily Brace went in there with Stanley now and they sat for a while on garden chairs

  looking back through the foliage towards Raoul. She had a sherry, and Stanley took one, too. He had always been a nervy boy and probably thought it would not be proper to swill pints while the body

  was in the house. Although, in fact, tradition said men drank beer while watching over the departed, Stanley was entitled to take what he wished, and she avoided showing any hint of disapproval or

  even surprise.
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