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  Chapter One




  SATURDAY




  THE TWO men sat in the great house, waiting. In the faint light of summer dawn, the child’s head was dark against the

  cot pillow. Through the open door to the nursery, the governess slept heavily.




  With the sound of the stopping car, both men moved to the corridor. Across twelve feet of board and carpet, they could see into the bedroom. At the side of the fourposter bed a shaded light

  burned. A white silk coverlet had been turned back. On the small table, a water carafe and tumbler flanked a bottle of sleeping-tablets.




  As the street door closed, the older man gestured, his right sleeve flapping where arm became stump at the wrist. Bain pushed his shoulders hard into the wall behind him. Both men were still as

  the stairs creaked gently under the weight of mounting feet.




  Bain could still see the corridor. She stood, the woman, in the square of her own doorway. When she yawned, the light caught the blaze of diamond from head, throat and arm. For a moment, she

  turned her head towards the nursery door then yawned again and went into the bedroom. The lock clicked with finality as she turned the key from the inside.




  Already, Bain’s fingers had found the barrel-nosed forceps in his pocket. He felt the smooth metal gratefully, content that the waiting was almost over. Three hours they’d been in

  this house—seven sleeping bodies around them. The last uneasy half hour in the child’s nursery. Once, the child had moved in sleep, tossing the covers. Arran replaced them, crossing the

  room without sound—in the darkness almost without substance.




  Bain knew the way his partner reasoned. Without motive other than self-preservation. A cold child woke more readily than a warm one. It was no more than that. Arran’s acceptance of his

  position as a lawbreaker was complete. Since the commission of crime endangered him, every act must be designed for self-protection. Chance was an enemy, never a friend. Bain had worked with twenty

  guys but never a better one than Arran.




  The strip of light at the bottom of the door disappeared. The two men waited ten more minutes then tiptoed quietly into the corridor, closing the nursery door behind them. Need for action had

  rid Bain’s stomach of the knot of fear and his gloved hands worked surely. Gentle fingers found the nose of the key and fitted it into the jaws of the forceps. Exerting pressure with both

  hands, he turned the forceps against the clock until the wards clicked. Completing the circle, he stood back, wetting his mouth. As always, sweat had started to drench the back of his shirt.




  The half-empty sleeve flapped and Bain rotated the door handle, pushing gently. The white door ajar, they waited in the warm air, heavy with a scent no longer fresh. The velvet curtains were

  drawn and the room dark. With conscious deference, he waited for Arran to give the signal. Though each had given equally in the preparation, it was the older man’s coup. An assault planned

  with more than intelligence—with a cold hostility that Arran found for each individual he robbed. Both men had spent long restless hours in the pursuit of servants. Days in the Reference

  Rooms of public libraries, searching the history of the Middleburgh family. Turning up old files of Country Life till the right copy was found. Four illustrated pages with photographs and

  plan of the interior of Middleburgh House. Arran’s imagination had given probability to a scheme that other screwsmen would have laughed off. Maybe it was true that the heirlooms came

  out of the bank three or four times a year, he argued, maybe the Duchess was burglar-conscious. But at four in the morning, people become careless. All that was left was to watch the social

  columns. And the Duchess.




  They’d seen her off from the house on Belgrave Square. Walked past her car where it waited in line in front of the Palace. Watched as she chatted with the girl she was to present. Waited

  till she came home, a tired woman.




  Now, at the end of it all, Bain was even more ready to accept Arran’s leadership. He scarcely believed in the reward any more. Those jewels that had flashed in the light might be paste.

  Only danger was real and he needed Arran to lead him out of it.




  In the immense bed, the woman showed in the tiny circle of light from the pencil flash Arran held in his teeth. Mouth half open, she trailed a hand in drugged sleep. Moving with sure economy,

  each man took up position. Arran, at the dressing-table, held a black velvet bag in his good hand. The stump he used, with awful dexterity, to scoop the jewellery into the bag. By the bed, Bain

  sneaked a look at his partner. His own job was to watch the open door—the woman on the bed. The flat weight of the gun in his pocket was an assurance. The first faint creak of the trigger

  brought a feeling of power. With it, no desire to destroy but the satisfaction of imposing one’s will. In the disc of light at the dressing-table, hand and stump worked faster, rejecting

  trinkets, choosing only gem stones. Bain pulled his eyes back to the woman. She had not moved. He looked at Arran who jerked the flash in his mouth at the door. Then the room went dark. Closing the

  door on the sleeping woman, Bain followed his partner to the head of the stairs.




  Down below, light filtered into the wide hall. The two men worked quickly, a nod, a gesture, sufficient communication. The two mortise locks on the door were fastened—the keys

  gone—he used the skeleton keys. The short length of burglar chain clinked softly as he undid it. For a second, he waited for the creak of a servant’s door to open. But the house still

  slept. Gently, he lowered the chain and pulled back the catch of the spring lock. The heavy street door opened easily on oiled hinges.




  Beyond the tall iron railings that enclosed the wet green in the centre of the square, an early sun filtered through the plane trees. From far off, the sounds came as they might in the country.

  Clear and with the faintest echo. A dog barking—bottle cages clanging in a milk cart.




  Bain checked his watch. Thirty seconds to wait. With the sound of the first, heavy footsteps in the square, he narrowed the slit in the door. The uniformed police walked slowly in file, swinging

  capes no longer necessary in the morning warmth. A dozen or so men whose night beat covered the area. In a couple of minutes, they would check in at Gerald Road Police Station to be replaced with

  the first shift of the day. During that brief lapse in surveillance, the square was unprotected.




  The two men left the house without hurry. Once again, Bain used the two skeleton keys to make fast the door. One thing remained to betray their defeat of the locks, the unfastened burglar chain

  on the other side of the door. From the top of the stone flight to the window sill was a long step. Bain made it, steadying himself with one hand. He crouched there. In a second, he would be

  through the window in front of him. There were no screws to secure the sashes. No patent catches or clanging burglar alarms to signal his entry. But set on each side of the window frame were two

  electronic cells. As soon as he passed through the beam, a warning would flash at Gerald Road Police Station, five hundred yards away. Within minutes, the square would be full of police. Yet a few

  more minutes and the radio control room at Scotland Yard would be in action—a dozen squad cars sealing off the area.




  Bain slid the putty knife between the sashes, pushing back the catch. Then he eased up the window. If their luck held, if Arran’s guess was good, they’d be out of the area before the

  cops were mobilised. What they’d come to do in that house was almost done—not about to be started. The tell-tale rays were no secret to them. Once again, it had been the dreary nights

  and evenings spent in the public libraries that paid off. It was in some obscure trade journal that Arran had found the advertisement.




  

    THE GIMLET RAY—THE WATCHDOG THAT NEVER SLEEPS


  




  In a feature article was a technical account of its installation in the houses of half a dozen celebrities. Middleburgh House was among them.




  Bain steadied himself on gloved hands and looked over his shoulder. At the top of the steps, Arran was almost elegant in his portrayal of innocence. His maimed right hand was lost in his trouser

  pocket. Grey hair toffee-streaked with sun, his blue suit and white silk shirt still fresh, he nodded down encouragement as if to a dog to which he was giving an early morning run. Easily, Bain

  vaulted the sill into the dining-room. A tall dark clock in the corner whirred the quarter hour as he ran into the hall. Nothing else moved. He passed the straightbacked chairs, like silent guests

  against the wall, and lifted the burglar chain. Swiftly, he fastened its snout in the slot. Refastening the mortise lock, he ran back to the open window. A moment more and he was up beside Arran at

  the head of the steps. One last look for dirt on their clothes and both men walked across the square to the parked car. Behind them, the great house was still silent.




  Bain took the ignition keys from his pocket. For three nights they’d watched this Vanguard saloon. Daytimes, a woman from one of the houses beyond used the car. In an accessory shop off

  the Euston Road, Bain had found the right combination of keys for door and ignition. Now he hit the starting button, then gunned the motor. Heading the car south, he drove fast into the wide empty

  sweep of Grosvenor Gardens.




  “Three minutes. You couldn’t have done it better.” Arran’s face was tranquil. With his good hand, he fingered the grey stubble on his cheek. “Take it a little

  slower,” he ordered. “We’re off the district and this car won’t be missed for a while.”




  Without question, Bain eased the car to thirty. Arran’s quiet certainty made danger impossible. Once across Vauxhall Bridge, Bain drove west along the river. Here, the day’s work had

  already begun. Crane booms swung noisily. Tugs nosed laden barges into the shelter of the wharves. Long-distance trucks blocked the roadway, their drivers bellowing abuse at one another. On past a

  paper mill, the Vanguard turned on to a deserted wharf. There was no gate—no office—no more than a hundred yards of bare stone cluttered with baled waste, twenty feet high.




  Bain edged the stolen car to the side of the water. The Vanguard was hidden, now, from both mill and road.




  “Three-quarters of an hour before they open here,” he said. It was the first time he had spoken since they had got into the car and his voice croaked with nervousness. He pulled down

  the window and spat at the water beneath. “Shall I dump this stuff now?” He nodded down at his new, scuffed shoes. For seven hours, the thick crêpe soles had allowed him to trip

  lightly. Now they hurt like hell. On the floor, in front of the back seat, were two pairs of leather-soled shoes. They had changed in the Vanguard before going into the house.




  Arran’s eyes were blue—bright and without depth. “Well, that’s the last time you ever use a bunch of keys,” he said thoughtfully. “You went out on a high

  note. I’ve seen the best of them at work. Tonight was a . . .” he waved the flapping sleeve “. . . a tour de force.” In his mouth, there was no incongruousness in the

  expression.




  Bain bent over his shoe laces, hiding his pleasure. Too often, the mockery in Arran’s eyes robbed his praise of value. Bain kicked his feet free of the hot suède. In turn, Arran let

  his own shoes fall to the floor and flexed his toes. Bain tied two sets of shoe laces together and stuffed the putty knife in a glove. Then the strip of celluloid he had used for the spring lock.

  For a second, his hands lingered with the slender skeleton keys. These had been cut with laborious care from square blanks. Last of all, he threw the short automatic on the pile.




  Working his fingers, Arran eased the glove from his left hand. It fell at his feet and Bain retrieved it. “What do you think you’re doing with that gun—those keys?” asked

  Arran.




  Bain looked up, forcing from his face the scowl that always accompanied a question. It was a mannerism that irritated the other. Lighting a cigarette, Bain let the match fall to the sluggish

  water beneath. “I’m going to dump them with the rest. There!”




  Nose thin with a non-smoker’s dislike, Arran opened the window on his side. “I see,” he said, too pleasantly. “All the evidence in one tidy package for the police to

  find.” He stabbed his stump towards Bain. “If some boy burglars have just dumped a safe there,” he mocked, “the cops may well be dragging the river in an

  hour’s time.”




  Bain waited, without answer. Sometimes, he toyed with the idea of erasing that quiet smile from the other’s face. During the two years that they had worked together, the older man had

  never been wrong. Indifferent to all but their joint safety, Arran used his inner certainty like a whip. And, Christ, you grew sick of being always on the receiving end of it.




  “Two skeleton keys that fit two locks at that house,” Arran continued. He was leaning back, his eyes not completely closed. Suddenly he opened them wide. “And all the usual

  screwsman’s impedimenta.” Long ago, something had smacked with force into his upper lip, scarring and thickening the tissue. It gave his smile a lopsided appearance. Delicately, he took

  the burning stub from Bain and pitched it into the river. “No, Mac! It makes their job too simple! If the cops should drag here—if any snotty-nosed brat with a line on the end of a pole

  starts to fish—the catch won’t be remarkable. Three gloves. Two pairs of shoes and a piece of ’loid. Nothing to connect them with Belgrave Square.” He shook his head.

  “But with the keys! That gun. . . .”




  Already, Bain had separated pistol and keys from the pile. He kept his voice civil. “Then what?” he asked. “What do you suggest I do with them?”




  One-handed, Arran was tying the knots in his shoe laces. “Do you intend to sleep now or what?”




  “For two hours?” jibed Bain. “It’s not worth it. I’ll take a bath and collect my ticket. Sleep I can get tonight.”




  “Good.” The pale eyes were level. “That’s probably best. What time will you be ready to go out?”




  Bain moved his shoulders. “Nine-thirty—ten. As long as it takes me to get a shower and change my clothing. I’ve got no woman to bother about.” As he spoke, he regretted

  it. The suggestion that Arran’s will could be weakened, his perfection blemished, because of his wife, would be unwelcome.




  The older man was unmoved. “Caroline does as she’s told,” he said shortly. “Write down this address.” He waited as Bain took pen and paper.




  Bain scribbled street and number on the back of the envelope. Once a coup had been made—the time for action gone—he was always ill-at-ease with his partner. Taut with need to

  placate—to avoid the word that might trip the other’s displeasure.




  “Get to that address—at ten,” said Arran. “Ask for Corrigan. You don’t know him but he’ll be expecting you. And say as little as possible to him. I

  don’t want him remembering you, particularly. That accent of yours sticks out a mile. Just give him the keys and the gun. He’ll know what to do with them.”




  “OK.” Bain pocketed the paper. With Arran, there was no point in much questioning. You merely left yourself wide open for the inevitable feeling of inferiority.




  Cigarette ash had greyed the blue of the older man’s jacket and he brushed at it impatiently. “Your bit of gymnastics at the window will convince everyone,” he said at last.

  “Including the woman upstairs. She’ll sleep till the law gets there. When she wakes, she won’t know whether her stuff went at four o’clock or at six. What she

  will know is that her street door will have been found locked with the burglar chain still on.” He rapped a finger at the other’s knee. “It’s cutting it fine, but

  there is just time for a villain to have been in through that window, up to the bedroom and out again, the way he came. You made that possible.”




  The sun had climbed, giving a rippling sheen to the black water beneath. Already, the stream of city-bound buses on the bridge beyond was heavier. Bain was suddenly restless. “All

  right,” he said. “I give this guy Corrigan the keys and the gun. When do I meet you?”




  Arran ignored the question. “In two months’ time, that jewellery will have been replaced. Those keys will be worth money.”




  “With us in Spain?” It was impossible to go on playing straight man to another’s cleverness.




  “Corrigan doesn’t know where those keys may be used. In six months’ time, I propose to tell him. For thirty-three and a third of the loot.” Arran stretched his legs,

  polishing the tips of his black shoes on the carpet. “Sometimes cops are only too ready to believe in their own logic, Mac. Whoever screws that house for the second time will be assumed to

  have done it the first. When that happens, as you point out, we’ll be in Spain.”




  Unable to follow completely the other’s reasoning, Bain’s inquiry was a plea for reassurance. “Suppose it’s a tumble, the second time. How solid is this guy? How do you

  know he won’t bawl his head off?”




  Arran’s lip was thick as he smiled. “Because, like you and me, Corrigan’s an exceptional rogue. We all believe there are certain things required of us for self-protection. You

  don’t steal your pal’s cut. You don’t involve others in your trouble with the police.” He bent, making a package of shoes and gloves. Reaching past Bain, he let the bundle

  fall. It hit the water and a few gulls circled curiously as the leather soaked. When it sank, they flapped off. “All we give Corrigan is reliable information, in six months’ time. If he

  doesn’t know that the place was burgled last night, it’s his headache. Crime reports are required reading for thieves. Corrigan can take care of himself, Mac. Let me do the same for

  us.”




  Eager now to be in the safety of Arran’s car, parked a quarter mile away, Bain nodded. “And when do we meet?” he asked again.




  “At noon at the airport. Once you see me and Caroline there, forget about us until we get to Madrid.” Reaching in his pocket, Arran spilled the contents of the bag on his lap.

  Against the dark blue stuff, the diamonds flashed light from a hundred facets. This was no modern jewellery, cut to deceive, but gems without time in fashion. Five carat stones studded each point

  of the ducal tiara. The bracelets, made when St Petersburg had a court jeweller, showed beauty beyond the double row of brilliants. His face expressionless, Arran considered the jewels in his lap.

  Then he put them away.




  He spoke with satisfaction. “In an hour’s time, Rojas will have broken this stuff up. I told you at the beginning that this coup would pay us.” He turned to Bain, his face

  smiling fully for the first time. “You know what we’re going to cut up! Forty thousand dollars. Nearly eight thousand pounds apiece. And you’ll take your end, the way you like it,

  in Madrid. In any currency in the world.” His voice was amused. “By the way, have you got enough money for your hotel bill—the plane ticket?”




  From beginning to end, everything had been as Arran had promised it would be. His quiet menace—the certainty that verged on smugness—were directed at those who stood in his way. Not

  at those who were with him. Bain thought of the few pounds in his pocket and now amusement showed on his face. “Sure—I’ve got enough,” he said.




  The two men checked the smooth surfaces of the Vanguard with care. Since their gloves had been removed, here and there their fingers had rested, no matter how briefly. Each used a handkerchief,

  polishing until no possibility of a print remained. It was half past eight as they walked off the wharf.




  For six months, Bain had lived at the hotel at the back of Knightsbridge. A small place, with no more than twenty rooms. He was accepted there without question as a Canadian journalist. A pose

  that covered his unconventional comings and goings.




  At the corner of the Crescent, Arran braked to a stop, using his maimed right arm with the efficiency that always troubled Bain. That, the multiple scars that covered Arran’s body, implied

  a physical menace. The man’s quiet voice and manner only added to it. Arran was a sun-worshipper. A hundred times, over these past two years, Bain had watched his partner move around,

  stripped to the shorts. The red-brown skin on chest and back livid with scar tissue. As though the flesh had been whipped with a cat o’ nine tails. More from fear than courtesy, Bain had

  bitten down on his curiosity. Once, his face to the sun, polishing his scarred skin with his left hand, Arran’s eyes had opened with a suddenness that caught Bain unaware.




  “A great healer, the sun.” It was the nearest that Arran had ever got to an explanation.




  Groups of women were hurrying past the parked car on their way to the big department store on the corner. In a quarter hour, the store would he open. Three hours more and passengers for the

  Madrid plane would be moving into their channel. Gun and keys were flat in his hip pocket. Bain opened the door.




  “The airport, then, at twelve.”




  Arran nodded. “Twelve.” He started the motor. “Corrigan’ll be expecting you, so be on time. Ciau!” he said and waved his right arm.




  Bain walked over to the hotel entrance without looking back. It was a family concern where the owners worked hard, late and early. Already, Emil was behind the small reception desk, sorting

  mail. As Bain took his key, the Swiss smiled. It was a greeting reserved for new guests and those who paid their bills promptly. He riffled through the stacked letters.




  “Nothing for you today, Mr Bain. But I have your account ready. My wife tells me you are leaving this morning.” The cash drawer was open and the man’s fingers hovered over the

  notes and silver. As though reluctant to part with any, even in change. “You will be long out of England, Mr Bain?”




  He made no answer. With luck, for ever. Just hours now and this city would be a memory of three trials, three convictions. A half dozen years spent in stinking jails. It needed only one more

  conviction and some po-faced bastard in a wig would he sentencing him as an habitual criminal. To twelve years—ten—eight. It didn’t matter. The least of them was a death sentence.

  Even at thirty-five, better a rope to the bars and your neck than a grey succession of days without hope.




  He shoved three five-pound notes across the counter and checked the thin wad that remained. Forty quid. The plane ticket would cost twenty. Ah well. He’d neither drink nor eat another

  twenty before the plane reached Madrid.




  Emil stamped and receipted the bill. The lines round his mouth were deep with pleasure. “And two make fifteen! Thank you, sir. Just a card to let us know when you’ll be coming back

  and your room will be ready.” He closed the drawer sharply and pocketed the key. His interest in Bain was over.




  Upstairs, the room was as Bain had left it. The bed turned back and unused. The cabin trunk, locked and strapped, consigned to storage. If he never saw the trunk again, it wouldn’t matter.

  It held clothes. A few souvenirs from the RCN. A couple of photographs of his parents, the set kindly smiles on their faces a mockery of that last letter. It had been his mother who had written.

  The words were too few and final to forget.




  ‘If I thought you would care, Macbeth, I would tell you of the shame and hurt that you have caused your father and me. We grieved for a son and no longer have one.’




  That was five years ago. Now the letter and photographs had become part of his self-justification. Reminders that you never went back. For there was nothing to go back to. The hell with it. Like

  everything else in that trunk, the souvenirs could rot. Eight thousand pounds was more than just money. It was goodbye to a life full of fear.




  He walked past the trunk to the bathroom. Stripped, he took the cold needles of the shower with gratitude, rubbing the sleep from eyes and temples. Once he had shaved, he felt alive again. The

  grey mohair suit was still good. He dressed with care, knotting the blue knitted tie neatly. Yesterday’s carnation was unwilted in a tooth-mug. Wearing a boutonnière to a

  burglary was an affectation that had not survived Arran’s sarcasm. But Bain still wore a flower and as if the gesture marked the end of an era, he set it in his lapel.




  It was five past nine. He checked his pockets. Cash, Corrigan’s address. The gun and keys would be bulky in the thin tropical suit. He wrapped them in newspaper and stuffed the package

  into a briefcase together with passport and ticket voucher. He took one last look at the room. The storage people would collect the trunk later. His bags he could pick up on the way to the airport.

  Indifferent to the elevator, he took the steps down, two at a time.




  On the street, he flagged a passing cab. At Hyde Park Corner, they drew abreast of a local radio car. The cop at the wheel had his uniform cap tipped back. Sweating, he wiped his forehead. Bain

  grinned. Arran was right. The sun was a great transformer. Somehow, in this grey country, it gave even a cop a look of bucolic benevolence. Making the car crew a bunch of jolly fellows with no more

  than a poacher on their mind.




  Past the Ritz, the cab slowed to the crawling confusion of Piccadilly Circus. He remembered they would need voucher, money and passport at the American Express offices. These he kept ready in

  his hand. The gun and keys were in the briefcase beside him. At the top of the Haymarket, the block was ten cars long. There was no time to spare if he had to be at Corrigan’s by ten. It was

  already twenty past nine.




  He leaned forward, pulling back the glass partition. “You can let me off here,” he ordered, pulling some silver from his pocket.




  The driver nodded without turning his head and reached back with a thick-skinned hand. The traffic had started to move. Bain broke for the pavement, just avoiding a bus taking the corner too

  fast. In the American Express offices, the long counter was crowded, in spite of the early hour. Bain waited impatiently while a flat Kansas accent cancelled reservations. When the man was done,

  Bain pushed his papers at the girl. He grinned to strip the words of offence. “Make it as fast as you can. I’ve got a million things to do and only one life to do them in.”




  She ran a crimson nail down the file cards. Pulled one and held it against the voucher.




  “That’s right, London-Madrid. This morning’s flight. One way. You have your Spanish visa, Mr Bain?”




  He flipped pages to where the elaborate signature was scrawled. “All three dollars worth.”




  She smiled. “Ten-thirty at the terminal, Mr Bain. Or if you have your own transport, eleven-fifteen at London Airport.” She handed him the ticket.




  He looked up at the clock. Twenty minutes to get from the West End to the back reaches of Walham Green. He’d never heard of Bolsover Street but Arran had said it was off North End Road.

  Passport and ticket grabbed fast in his hand, he groped for the briefcase. It wasn’t there.




  In the first moment of shock, he was conscious only of the girl’s stare. As if asleep, he passed the flat of his hand across the polished wood of the counter. Then looked down at the

  floor.




  “Have you lost something, sir?” The girl was curious but unperturbed.




  Wordless, he ran for the door. He stood there while thirty cabs passed. All were indistinguishable from the one he had used. For a moment, he thought of searching the nearest cab ranks. Maybe

  the driver had pulled on to one of them. If not—time was going. At ten he must be at Corrigan’s. In little more than an hour after that, at the airport.




  In spite of the warmth, he was suddenly cold with the urge to vomit. He walked up the Haymarket, past the news vendors and into the subway. A phone booth was vacant. He dropped four coins and

  called Arran’s number. The summons buzzed, incessant, but unanswered. By now, Arran was probably supervising the breaking up of the jewellery. His partner’s caution went as far as that.

  He’d stand over Rojas till all that was left of the Middleburgh jewels was a heap of loose stones—a nut of platinum in an electric furnace.




  Bain replaced the receiver and wiped the muck from his neck. Fear was real. Somewhere in London, his briefcase was in the back of a cab. Once turned over to the cops, it would be opened. In his

  mind, he could see his partner’s hostile stare. Hear the quiet venom in the man’s voice.




  Maybe this Corrigan knew where Arran could be reached. In any case, Corrigan had to be told. Bain found a cab and gave the man double fare. It wanted five minutes to the hour when they reached

  the North End Road. The driver sucked a tooth. “Bolsover’s somewhere round ’ere, guvnor, but where . . .” He gestured at the street pedlars behind their stands.

  “Better ask one of them.”




  A fishmonger in straw boater and gumboots stopped his pitch long enough to listen to Bain’s inquiry. He poked a hand, wet with fish, under Bain’s nose. “First right, then on

  your left, mate. Fine loverly ake!” he bawled.




  Sixty-three was a five-roomed house with yellow bricks, hideous with stained glass in the door panels. A piled garbage can stood outside the front door. Flapping a hand at the dancing wasps,

  Bain lifted the doorknocker. The door opened simultaneously. As though the woman had been hiding behind the curtains, waiting. She was flat-chested, fifty, and wore mustard-coloured bedroom

  slippers. She held the door firmly with one hand. “Yes? Oo is it?”




  He was brief. “Tell Mr Corrigan someone’s here to see him,” he said shortly. “He expects me.”




  She gave him careful consideration, viewing the high brown polish of his shoes, the flower he wore, with distaste. Her mouth narrowed. “I never ’eard of ’im.” She started

  to shut the door in his face.




  He stuck his foot in the aperture and fished for the envelope. Bolsover Street. Sixty-three. The same number was over the door in faded Victorian signwriting. “I know,” he

  said. “But I’m expected.” He smiled.




  “And I tell you I never ’eard of ’im!” She pulled the door back then shut it on Bain’s foot. “I’ll thank you to take your foot out of my

  door.”




  The carefully built pattern of safety was collapsing into a hopeless jigsaw. Maybe he’d gotten the street wrong, the number. “You must have heard of Mr Corrigan,” he urged.

  “He lives on this street.” He sought for words to describe a man he had never seen.




  “You go and ask somewhere else,” she said. “This is a respectable house,” she added gratuitously and slammed the door.




  Batting the buzzing insects automatically, he walked by the piled garbage to the sidewalk. At the corner he read the street name again. There was no mistake there. The thought of Arran possibly

  being at fault helped momentarily. It was best, now, to say nothing till they reached Spain. Best to do no more than run for the airport.




  He was turning into the North End Road when he saw the car. It was parked in front of him. Long and with its black paint shining in the sunlight. There were bloomed rear windows that could only

  be used from the inside. In the front seat, two men sat watching him. He dropped on one knee, tying a shoelace. From that position, he sneaked a look behind him. A second car blocked the other end

  of Bolsover Road.




  He climbed up, forcing his feet to take him past the car. As he drew abreast, the door opened. Two men swung heavily in front of him.




  “Police officers. We’d like a word with you.” The man who spoke, offered his hand as if in greeting. It held a warrant card.




  Four or five women, blowsy in head scarves, stopped on the pavement. One posed a laden shopping bag at her feet, her eyes bright with anticipation. Bain took a step towards her, ignoring the

  cops who had moved to his side. Beyond her, a bus was rolling north, gathering speed. Just twenty yards and he’d be safe. A hundred street pedlars lined the North End Road with their stands,

  reducing the traffic to a crawl. By the time the police car bad been turned, he could be dropping off a bus, a quarter mile away. He was close enough to the woman to smell her cheap scent.




  “Go on, mate, run!” she shrilled suddenly. She kicked her basket at the legs of the nearer cop. It caught Bain’s ankle and he stumbled, hitting the paving stones with

  his chest. He lay there, pinned by the detective’s knees, beating the palms of his hands like a wrestler acknowledging a fall. Grunting, the second cop stood over Bain. He was hauled to his

  feet, one arm screwed in a half nelson.




  The woman retrieved her basket and held it like a buffer. “Let ’im go!” Her face ugly, she spat the hate of the poor for the law. “Two on to one! What about them

  murderers! Why donchew go and catch a few of them?”




  The detectives ran Bain through the gathering crowd to the police car. Someone inside held the back door open. As it closed, the car moved off.




  Freed of the agony in his arm, shoulder, Bain slumped between the weight of the two detectives. The redhaired one breathed heavily, licking a trickle of blood from a skinned knuckle. Instinct

  kept Bain silent. They’d found the gun and the keys. That much was clear. There was no time to think further. Between here and wherever they were taking him, he had to come up with the answer

  to that briefcase. It was dim behind the bloomed glass and he shut his eyes. He knew the squad car had turned east along the King’s Road. That probably meant Gerald Road Police Station. It

  couldn’t be far off eleven o’clock.




  If ever you’re pinched alone, say nothing. Keep your head and wait until I can get help to you.




  The quiet reason in Arran’s voice was a good thing to remember. Once he realised that Bain was not joining the plane, he’d be back from London Airport as fast as a car would bring

  him. Unless they’d grabbed Arran, too . . . Bain stifled the thought. There could be no connection between his partner and the briefcase. No chance of an arrest that might come from other

  circumstances. Somehow, Bain had to face the danger that he himself had produced. Above all, he had to keep Arran out of it.




  The car slowed on Elizabeth Street, then turned into Gerald Road. Bain walked into the station house placidly, the two officers beside him. Bicycles were propped against the limed corridor that

  led to the charge room. A hatless station sergeant looked inquiry from his papers. The redhead jerked a hand and the three men went through the door marked CID.




  Inside, a deal table was littered with files and three telephones. A kitchen clock clicked over an empty firegrate. A patch of sun shone through the dirty windows to the bare boards. As they

  walked, the dust rose under their feet. At a desk too big for the room, a man was waiting. He nodded, rapping his pipe ash in a can on the desk. He looked at Bain, his voice pleasant. “Good

  morning. My name’s Farrell.” He had a stomach that sagged and thin grey hair. “Give him a chair,” he instructed.
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