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	 Chapter One
 

	 She could not read or write, but she could count. Her schooling ended a year ago, when she was twelve. She ended it. Even while she was still on the register she hardly ever went. Perhaps there were a few written words she would understand: very simple combinations that she had picked up in primary school, when her attendance was better; plus words she recognized through familiarity: graffiti words, placard words, pop music programme titles on television. But especially graffiti words, such as kid gang names like Zit and Saka; and produce names, like ganja, nut nuts, poppers, wash and Billy; and then the usual, of course: love, fuck, HIVSPIT, lootable, fRenZeeEee. She could write her name in block capitals. It was NOON. She had taken this from a group she loved, but which had come apart now. She liked to keep the memory of them in her name.
 

	 Before NOON she was Mandy, which she had hated. That was a baby name given her when she was a baby. The school had called her Mandy, of course, and the newspaper reports of her death did, too, because that was the way it came from the police. If she had been able to see these reports, and able to read them, this would have truly pissed her off. One of the papers did say she liked to be called NOON, but it was right down the bottom of the story, as though unimportant. And if she had been able to see the report she would definitely not have been able to work her way that far through the words. It was the sound of the name NOON that she liked, and she had a pretty good idea of what it meant, too. Getting the crossbar of the N the right way, and making the Os join up gave her trouble, but she had stuck at it.
 

	 Even thirteen-year-olds up on their reading would have had trouble with some of the words in the news reports. Fusillade. Courier. Intimidation. Convictions. Culmination. Tragic symbol. The pictures, though, gave no difficulty. They showed the stretch of pavement outside a fruit and veg shop where she was found. Her body was not shown. Possibly the photographers arrived too late. Conceivably there had even been some self-editing by the Press in the cause of tenderness. A dozen Vs of glass hung from the top frame of the shattered fruit and veg shop window. Fusillade. There would be thin spikes in the broccoli: not good at all. One of the bigger papers did a series of street maps on page two, with white arrows: Child killed here; Man One (white) shot here and pulled into exiting blue Carlton by Man Two (black) armed with automatic rifle, possibly a Kalashnikov; Man Three (black) drove; Man Four (black) possibly wounded in arm here and escapes on foot down Cave Street; Man Five (white and wearing beret) unhit and escapes into Simon Street here. The maps had the artist’s name in the bottom right-hand corner, like battle paintings. The houses and apartment blocks in these sketches looked good. They had style, even grace. That’s how they must have been forty-odd years ago when they were built: a post-war impulse to house the people decently. The slow slide into seediness did not show. The map placed the park at a junction of Cave Street and three others. It was represented by a few bushy-topped tree drawings and the wooden bridge over a stream. You could imagine it as restful, and in the 1950s it probably was.
 

	 Even ten years ago that park, Fulmar Gardens, was not too bad: usable. On some fine summer afternoons then, Mandy was taken there to play by her mother, and other mothers and children went, too, and even fathers. Later, when Mandy was NOON and busy, she had in her head woolly but nice recollections of those afternoons, and her feelings about the park might grow confused for a second. Of course, she knew it was not on to go into the park now, morning, afternoon or night, and especially when carrying what she might be carrying. This would be either one of the products or money she had just collected for the products. But the tidy, grown-up good sense of such fears could be shaken for a second occasionally by some of those far-off recollections and she would gaze at the trees and big clumps of bushes and think how nice they looked, never mind the dumped stuff all round, the old fridges and bits of car. She could just about recall great games of chase, and running yelling with no clothes on through the stream near the little bridge. She remembered how a breeze might shift the high leaves and let the sun flicker through on to her face for a second, a lovely hot glare, and then it would be shady again. She remembered a thick wallflower smell.
 

	 The park would have been a useful short-cut for her now when she was on one of her courier runs, but she would never let those pleasant old memories make her think Fulmar Gardens might still be all right. In the summer especially, when everything looked so beautiful, people hung about in there among the bushes, getting highs on, or planning something for the night or dividing up looted stuff. Someone told NOON it was not safe to run through the park in case you fell over mugged handbags and it was not safe to walk through there in case you were caught by lurkers. Once, NOON asked her mother did the park change all at once one day. But her mother only said, ‘What?’ She never seemed to want to talk very much about anything, and there was nobody else to ask. Most people did not like to speak about the park. They were ashamed of it and afraid of it. NOON heard a woman in the mini-mart say Fulmar Gardens was a mockery. This was one of those words NOON must have missed. The mini-mart kept its steel shutters closed in the day as well as at night, and the door was shut, too, except when customers came in or went out. They had a couple of dim light bulbs on in there all the time and there were shadows, so that NOON could not see the woman’s face very well. But NOON could tell from her voice that mockery meant don’t go in the park. The thing about Fulmar Gardens was it could be bad in there at any time, but the place near the fruit and veg where NOON was hit was not usually bad at all. It was very bad that day, that was all.
 

	 Although the reports had some awkward words, the headlines were almost as uncomplicated as the pictures, and NOON might have been able to manage them, given a bit of help.
 

	  
 

	 GIRL, 13, SHOT DEAD IN DRUGS GANG WAR
 

	  
 

	 DEAD MANDY, 13, WAS DRUGS PUSHER
 

	  
 

	 CROSSFIRE DEATH CHILD SOLD DRUGS
 

	  
 

	 VICTIM: CHILD OF OUR TIME
 

	  
 

	 ‘Child of our time’ meant, obviously, that she was no child at all, a little girl made adult too soon by deprivation and evil. It also meant there were others like her. But, yes, she was a child. Although she ran an efficient, pretty business, she liked sweets and dolls – slept with three dolls, and could not sleep without them – and had no interest in the produce she ferried. Possibly she even realized, or half-realized, that there was something wrong with her life. That is, not just wrong in a way which might have brought the police after her; but not right to have moved young into trade and skipped so much of growing up. She wondered whether what had happened to the park had happened to her: a dark, rushed change that would never change back. She would have asked her mother about this, but knew she would not get much of an answer. There was one doll she talked to most, a doll she took to calling Mandy when she gave up the name herself. In bed some nights NOON told Mandy of this idea of the sudden alteration to the park and herself. She would also talk to the other dolls sometimes, but for this special matter only Mandy would seem to do, because Mandy had the name NOON had when she was young.
 

	 Little Mandy Walsh, aged only 13, was gunned down yesterday in broad daylight yards from her home, blasted to death in the crossfire of warring drug gangs.
 

	 Her small body was hit by possibly three bullets in a fusillade from a Russian-made Kalashnikov automatic rifle. She died on the pavement near a shop she often visited to buy sweets. Drugs barons on the estate where Mandy lived employed her to carry supplies to street corner pushers and collect cash. Police say she had £2500 worth of crack cocaine ‘rocks’ in a carrier bag when she was hit.
 

	 FULL STORY PAGES 2, 3, 4 and 5.
 

	 The Press covered the details of the shooting very thoroughly, and most of them also looked at the tragic symbolism of NOON’S death. One paper said that in a good week she could make £250. Originally, she had been paid a wage for running suppIles. Then she had asked for a percentage. This part of the article was where the sentence, She could not read but she could count, probably first appeared. The child knew how valuable she was to the major drug dealers. Police would not suspect a pretty, smiling girl of 13 of pushing.
 

	 One of the writers had been to Mandy’s schools and discovered her attendance record. From May 7 1992, her 10th birthday, Mandy had only four full days of schooling registered. It was not clear how this figure had been arrived at. The article said that neither the schools nor the education authority would allow sight of the registers. Perhaps some clerk or some teacher had whispered the facts, wanting to highlight the difficulties of schooling in areas like the Ernest Bevin estate. The authority claimed it had done all possible to enforce attendance, but the feeling from the article was that she had been written off by teachers and officials who had too much else on their plates, and who were, in any case, afraid to get heavy on the Ernest Bevin.
 

	 Mandy’s father left her mother, Rachel, 34, when the child was a year old and disappeared. Police have so far failed to trace him to inform him of the death of his daughter. Honey-blonde, attractive Rachel Walsh says the only money coming into the house was from income support and child allowance. She denies that Mandy had earnings from drugs running and says that if she did none of it was passed from Mandy to her.
 

	 Mandy lived in a neat, 6th floor, two-bedroom flat in the Osprey tower. On her carefully made bed lay her three favourite dolls, including one which she had recently given her own name, Mandy, which she had abandoned.
 

	 Psychologist Emily-Marie Harbison of the Child Welfare Institute, which has a clinic on the Ernest Bevin estate, says that this rejection of a given ‘official’ name is typical in disaffected youngsters. ‘And the shifting of that name on to a doll or pet or other cherished possession is also typical,’ she said. ‘The child wishes to quit childhood, or has been compelled to quit it by circumstances. At the same time, the child seems to recognize subconsciously that the premature loss of childhood is, indeed, a loss, and so will seek to embody that “younger” self elsewhere. A doll or other inanimate possession, rather than a pet, is the more common choice, because inanimate objects do not age.’
 

	 Comforted by neighbours, Rachel Walsh was too distressed to talk at length about her daughter’s death, but said it had happened because the law no longer operated in that area, and the innocent were just as likely to be injured or killed as members of the battling gangs. ‘We are intimidated and terrorized,’ she said. ‘The death of Mandy is the culmination of many acts of violence. There is constant crime, often involving guns, and no convictions.’ She has had a police warning for possession and use of cannabis, but has never been prosecuted. She said that her boyfriend, Carl Sillers, loved Mandy as if she was his own child and would never even raise his voice to her. ‘It was not home life that made her become so uncontrollable,’ Rachel Walsh said.
 

	 






 

	 Chapter Two
 

	 The Chief wanted to look again at the spot where Mandy was killed. Harpur drove him and Desmond Iles, Iles lying out on the back seat, slim legs crossed. He had on fine grey slacks and a navy blazer bright with silver buttons. For some crimes, the Chief would routinely do this: visit and revisit. To Harpur it looked like a kind of penance: the monk climbing and reclimbing a hill in the sun, the nun cleaning and recleaning a spotless floor. Crimes which drew the Chief to make these personal trips were always those that proclaimed to him a terrible and general message about what one of the papers had called ‘our times’. Now, Lane wanted to stand exactly at the place where Mandy had lain, and Harpur guided him to it, a hand on the Chief’s arm. Lane gazed about at the shops and tower blocks, empathizing. The Chief was a good, confused man, now and then able to fight his way to a clear and terrible vision. Today he wore one of his brownish suits which Iles said were made instead of mail bags by lifers in Zaïre. ‘More than ever I feel this domain is coming apart, and that we do nothing,’ the Chief said, his tired-looking skin more tired than ever. There was traffic noise, but Harpur heard him. ‘And what happens to this domain happens throughout the country. And further yet.’
 

	 ‘It’s called chaos theory, sir,’ Iles replied, leaning against a pillar box. ‘You’ll know that Stoppard play, Arcadia.’
 

	 Lane glanced at him. It lasted a second. Lane did not speak. Then he looked away, as if afraid of encouraging the Assistant Chief to say more. Iles always accompanied the Chief on these trips to the scene of emblematic offences. Lane’s life was mortally chafed by the ACC’s brilliant rough mind and unstoppable tongue.
 

	 ‘A development of chaos theory, yes,’ Iles said. ‘That suggests there’s a system in seemingly random reversals – a sort of order in disorder. That would be fine, of course, if the hidden pattern were benign. But what if it is an ordered decline, like troops marching in formation over a cliff? Some feel we are methodically regressing and will eventually enter the new Middle Ages.’ A big grey 525 BMW slipped past them. Harpur thought he recognized a famed middle-rank supplier driving, gold finger furniture bright on the wheel. Iles, too, seemed to notice.
 

	 Lane continued to stare about at the drab buildings. ‘This was a fine progressive architectural concept. Modern in all the best senses when it was built.’ He smiled at a couple of old women on their way to the mini-mart. He was here to try to console people. They might not recognize him, but most would recognize Harpur and probably the ACC. They would deduce Lane was police, too, although he appeared so benign and crushed. Harpur knew the Chief yearned for these folk to believe that law and order would yet win through, even if on most days he could not believe it himself.
 

	 ‘Obviously, sir, the main comparison with the Middle Ages is the resurgence of plague,’ Iles called out across more pedestrians out shopping. ‘Aids as equivalent of the Black Death. Untreatable viruses. Then we have the education of the populace dropping to what it was five hundred years ago: a girl of thirteen who does not go to school and cannot read. And as for us, sir – you would rightly ask what is our role in all this – well, we are the equivalent of the king in those days. Ostensibly, we are authority, charged with the preservation of order. But we are miserably incapable of controlling the barons.’ He pointed to the place where NOON died to illustrate. ‘Robber barons in those times. Drugs barons now. They run the place.’
 

	 ‘Never!’ Lane cried. A tall black woman pushing twins in a buggy stared towards him, then looked elsewhere and walked quicker.
 

	 Iles went and stood close to the Chief and in a moment bent down swiftly until his lips touched the spot near Lane’s feet where Mandy was found. The ACC could go theatrical. Iles stroked the paving stone for a while, as he might have stroked her hair to comfort a child in agony ‘It’s five times worse in France,’ he told Lane, looking up along the brown trouser leg. ‘Whole suburbs lost to villainy. The police don’t go near. These are seemingly isolated areas of disaster. But perhaps not. Perhaps there is linkage. Perhaps these setbacks will spread, affecting one another and growing at each stage. They will become the norm.’ He straightened. ‘Harpur will tell you, sir, that there’s little chance of finding those who killed the girl, and even less of bringing successful charges. That so, Harpur?’
 

	 The ACC expected answers to his questions and Harpur said: ‘One of my daughters had that late-night Channel 4 shit on about chaos theory, sir, including the Froggy bit.’
 

	 ‘Will you get anyone for this child slaughter?’ Iles asked. ‘Will there be witnesses? Will they talk? Will they live?’
 

	 Harpur said: ‘I loved that crazy moment where the imported don from Oxford, or was it Yeovil, said police would soon be forced to accept treaties with the drugs lords, the way the king had to with the barons. Neat!’
 

	 ‘Never,’ Lane hissed. ‘I do not treat with scum.’
 

	 Iles said: ‘A controlled evil. Our job is order. We fail to get it because of accelerating chaos. So, we change the nature of what order is. It’s no longer an arbitrary and abstract idea. We turn order into an agreement between powerful parties where predictable behaviour becomes not just possible but convenient. King, barons. It’s really only a return to policing by consent – the consent of those with clout. The lawmakers used to have the clout – which meant the voters who elected them. Democracy. Not any longer. If we can get established satisfied villain firms it means peace. No illiterate little delivery girls caught in a bullet storm. Accident? Or were they gunning for her?’
 

	 ‘I’ll never make deals with them,’ the Chief said. ‘That would indeed be chaos. Infiltrate. Get someone into one of the firms.’
 

	 Iles smiled. ‘Infiltrate.’ He shrugged. ‘We’ve been here before, sir.’
 

	 Harpur would have to agree with that, but said nothing.
 

	 ‘Infiltration doesn’t work and carries appalling risk,’ the ACC said. ‘Remember our young detective Raymond Street? Dead.’
 

	 ‘If it’s the only way to get evidence, the only way to win and to remain winners, infiltrate,’ Lane whispered. He walked back towards the car, dignified in his way, regardless of the suit and shoes. He was someone a child like Mandy could have trusted to do her no harm. But she should have been able to trust him to do better than that.
 

	 Back at headquarters car park, Lane walked to the building ahead of Iles and Harpur. The ACC said: ‘Listen, Col, how did you suddenly get so fucking witty – “Oxford, or was it Yeovil?” The destruction of league tables by jumbling them. That’s my kind of chaos joke and you pinched it, you pitiful jerk.’
 

	 ‘You’ve got a million, sir. You won’t miss it.’
 

	 






 

	 Chapter Three
 

	 The Sunday Press stuck with the story. Because all details of the actual shooting had been given in the dailies, these Sunday papers moved on to deep profiles and analyses. Articles came in the full range of journalistic styles. A tabloid had bought up Mandy’s mother. The papers knew they were writing about Britain, not just the death of a little girl or the dark troubles of one council estate.
 

	  
 

	  
 

	 Things were never going to be easy for Mandy Walsh. Pressures on the child to look after herself – financially and in all other ways – began immediately she was out of infancy: the kind of accelerated move to self-preservation seen in young animals. ‘She had street savvy at the age of eight,’ one teacher said, ‘She’d be sitting in the middle of a class, her eyes on you and apparently paying attention, but what her eyes told you was she was alone and that that was how she wanted it.’ Like some other children on the estate, she seems to have regarded school as a luxury to be forgone. She would not let herself burden her deserted mother.
 

	 Psychologists say some children fear that a single parent resents them, as a liability and restriction. Mandy, who became NOON, probably adopted her criminal career to escape this resentment; and adopted her new name to signal the end of a dependent relationship with her mother.
 

	  
 

	  
 

	 Mandy lived in a sex empire, as well as a drugs empire. Many big-time pushers are also pimps. Girls go on to the streets to finance their habit.
 

	 Some of the streets where Mandy delivered drugs were notorious beats for prostitutes of all ages, some nearly as young as herself.
 

	 There is no evidence that Mandy sold sex. But, had she lived, the pressure might have fallen on her before very long to turn tart. If police had come to suspect she was a courier, her usefulness to the barons would be over. Then she might have been compelled to earn her money with her body.
 

	  
 

	  
 

	 Mandy Walsh was not the only child courier used by local drugs merchants. The system appeals to the barons. In addition to the youngsters’ appearance of innocence, they tend not to be users, so are unlikely to run away with drug consignments or – in the case of cocaine – conceal a theft by cutting (mixing) the product with filler, such as baby powder. The children are also easy to frighten and control. Most live at home and are traceable if they behave out of order and have to be punished.
 

	 Major middle-rank dealers do not allow children to make their larger deliveries. These they handle personally. But for supplying the smaller, street-corner pushers, youngsters are ideal. Above these middle-rank dealers are the wholesalers who are by nature idle and arrogant. They exult in the title ‘baron’. And they get kudos from employing young retainers to dispose of chickenfeed transactions. Yet to a child – and to some of their out-of-work parents – the possible earnings are dazzlingly high. Mandy’s mother claims she never saw any of her daughter’s earnings – in fact disputes there were any. But there is no doubt that the kind of money Mandy could bring home would be riches to a woman trying to run a home on State payments only.
 

	 On a typical day Mandy might have been carrying up to five or even ten grammes of cocaine at £50 a gramme. Or a quarter of a pound of cannabis costing £110 an ounce. Ecstasy pills could be anything between £7 and £15 each. But crack is easily the biggest earner, and she would have done at least two consignments of that per week. Crack comes in quarter gramme rocks at £25 a rock, and on some trips – including her last – she might push 100 of these. Mandy was believed to have secured a 3% commission. If she made eight or ten deliveries a week – about the norm – a return of up to £300 would be easily reached. In cash, of course. A good week might break down like this:
 

      


	 [image: ]


	  


	 

	 Couriers pick up their day’s consignments from the car of one of the dealers, never from his house or office.
 

	 Delivery personnel are kept at arm’s length. The rendezvous points change daily: couriers are told where to report tomorrow. All the pushers Mandy served probably operated within a mile’s radius of Fulmar Gardens and she would generally travel on foot, though sometimes by bicycle. Girl couriers dress unobtrusively. To preserve the appearance of innocence they must not look older than they are. On the other hand, there is danger that a child seen in the streets during school hours might cause suspicion. But this is not a likelihood in Mandy’s area because of general truancy. She carried the crack in a carrier bag, as if out shopping for her mother.
 

	  
 

	 

	  
 

	 Even though so young, Mandy and her friends came to question the value of education, and to despise it. The people who employed them and paid them so well did not succeed through schooling. Children like Mandy decided this was the future, not books. These youngsters had landed in the category sociologists dub Status Zero: chronically truanting and with no prospects but the dole and/or criminality.
 

	  
 



	  
 

	 Rachel Walsh talks exclusively to Malcolm Pitts
 

	  
 

	 Until she was nine or ten my little Mandy was just a normal, happy girl and so full of fun and love. When I had time I took her to the park to play and I would read her many stories at home, such as fairy tales and about Uncle the grumpy elephant, which she loved.
 

	 Often she would kiss me and cry out in her tiny little voice that I was the ‘bestest’ mummy in all the wide wide world. This was so I would not feel so sad because Phil had left me. She would make me lovely little handicraft presents at school – once a cardboard serviette ring and another time a lovely little stationery rack.
 

	 I can’t be certain when she started to change. Of course, I did not know she had stopped going to school, not until the attendance officer came. How shocked I was! Of course, by the time the attendance officer called, Mandy had been off school for months. They cannot keep up with it. I felt sorry for him. I pleaded with Mandy to return to school, explaining that she would regret it later, but she refused to listen.
 

	 I had various jobs as Mandy was growing up and was too busy to spend a lot of time making sure she did go to school and stayed away from undesirables, though I was able to take her to school myself now and then. I could feel this area where we live sliding, sliding, and I feared Mandy might be sliding with it. But none of us could do anything to stop that.
 

	 This kind of area – you do not get residents’ associations, which happens in some places. People do not like coming together in such ways. They are too ashamed of being here. They would be too afraid to form a group, anyway. Leaders of a group would be targets.
 

	 And the councillors – they’re also afraid. You never see them, except at election time and even then they do not hang about for long. If you complain about the violence and threats and lack of police they just say it’s the same everywhere, a blight of our time – like part of Nature. Do they get this kind of terror in those rich streets in Chelsea or Bath?
 

	 Romance would come into my life now and then and, although I never neglected Mandy and fretted about her all the time, I had my own life to live, obviously. Two boyfriends, including my present one, Carl, tried so hard to help me show her that what she was doing was wrong and stupid. They always treated her right in every way, nothing off colour. I would never allow that. I hated it when she took that name, NOON. It was like she had stopped being my daughter.
 

	 Copyright.









 

	 Chapter Four
 

	 Infiltrate. Lane might have a case. The idea frightened Harpur, though, and he struggled to crush it. Iles who would generally ignore risk thought undercovering too risky, and Harpur agreed. Iles had never properly got over the death not long ago of DC Ray Street when undercover. And the ACC had never forgiven it, either. To penetrate a gang meant asking someone to put himself into the darkest kind of lonely peril and stay there. Or herself. Yet, even while he looked for ways to dodge the Chief’s orders, Harpur shortlisted in his head five or six people who might do, mostly women. No detective would refuse. Wasn’t it a distinction to be asked?
 

	 But, God, could he ask, ask again? Anyone Harpur picked would know the tale of Street, murdered when exposed. It would not prevent acceptance. Wasn’t the choice too heavy for a detective chief superintendent, and too heavy for anybody? All the same, he sensed it would eventually come to infiltration. Lane kept insisting. Previously, the Chief always discouraged such operations. Now even he saw no other means to claw back his dirty realm from the gangs, or to try to claw it back. It was not the blasting of Mandy Walsh that changed Lane but learning of the child courier network. The routine evil of it would sicken him: that system daily soiled his ground. Everyone had suspected something like it existed, everyone except the Chief. He was too wholesome to believe it possible, until he heard of NOON’s rock-rich carrier bag.
 

	 My name is Charles Ericson, proprietor of Alert, a company specializing in automatic alarm systems, based in London. At about 11.10 a.m. on May 25 I was standing outside the Post Office in Sphere Street on the Ernest Bevin estate. I was spending three days in this city to update the alarms of a large number of its Post Offices. I had just descended from a ladder outside the Sphere Street Post Office, having examined the alarm control box fixed to the wall. I saw a blue Vauxhall Carlton car approaching very slowly up Bateson Road towards the junction with Sphere Street opposite the Post Office. Its slowness drew my attention. I thought it about to break down. There appeared to be three men in the Carlton, two in the front, one in the rear. I would judge them all to be in their late twenties or early thirties. The driver was black and so was the man in the back, who wore sunglasses. The man in the passenger seat was white and also wore sunglasses. The Carlton turned left into Sphere Street and stopped opposite a jeweller’s and pawnbroker’s shop. I thought the engine might have failed.
 

	 This from one of two witness statements. In his office, Harpur went over them again now. Both were given by visitors. Locals did not do statements. They never saw anything or heard anything, not even when threatened with a withholding evidence charge. Worse threats existed: the kind that did not need to be spoken because they hung permanently in the air, the way patriotism and belief in God did once. These hellish pressures would probably fit into Iles’s chaos theory, except that for residents of the Ernest Bevin estate they were not theory but very actual.
 

	 Harpur longed to drag some identifications from these statements. Both witnesses had been shown dossier pix of all the domain’s possibles, but unsuccessfully. The descriptions they gave did nothing for Harpur or for Francis Garland or for anyone in the Drugs Squad, or so the Drugs Squad said. That meant the men in this shooting could be invaders from London or Manchester or Leeds or Edinburgh or Paris or Antwerp, in search of fresh openings and earnings and more or less untraceable. But Harpur worked through the words in case even so late in the day he might suddenly feel something familiar in these pavement warriors’ looks, clothes, business style, social style, weapons. Of course, the slow-moving Carlton had been stolen and offered no message. Harpur needed these people to be home grown. He could handle that. If he found an identification he would be able to work from this, and postpone the Chief’s scheme or kill it off. And also kill off or postpone Iles’s scheme for a ‘working arrangement’ with big villainy. Harpur was not sure which scheme he dreaded most. He would even settle for half an identification.
 

	 I had expected one of the men to leave the car and look under the bonnet. This did not happen. I saw the driver and the man in the front passenger seat lower the car’s sun vizors although there was no sun and it would have been behind them anyway. I assumed they wished to hide part of their faces from someone approaching from ahead. At this point I grew uneasy. I was aware of the reputation of this area. I watched carefully and memorized the Carlton’s registration number. I suspected now that the car had moved slowly not because of mechanical trouble but to use up minutes before a timed rendezvous or interception; probably the latter, or they would not have needed to conceal themselves.
 

	 A couple of days ago, the Chief had asked to see these statements and Harpur took them up to his room. Iles had been present. Lane read silently for a while and then stopped at that sentence, ‘I was aware of the reputation of this area.’ Raising his head wearily he had spoken the words aloud twice, turning once to the ACC and once to Harpur, as if impressing a text on Sunday School pupils. ‘So, we preside over an area whose infamy is widespread,’ he declared. ‘This man has heard of our failures even in London, for God’s sake.’
 

	 ‘Oh, Sphere Street Post Office gets done now and then, sir, like all Post Offices everywhere,’ Iles replied. ‘The Alert company supply and service the alarms, and Ericson will have heard the horror stories. He’s bound to be jaundiced.’
 

	 ‘I can’t bear to have people speak of a section of my – our – domain like that,’ the Chief had replied. ‘It sounds chaotic, like no-go for us.’
 

	 ‘There is, of course, an argument for keeping it localized, sir,’ Iles said. ‘Think of it not so much as no-go, but as an area where trouble is confined, sealed-off.’
 

	 ‘What argument for keeping it localized, Desmond?’ Lane replied. ‘The death of this little girl?’
 

	 For a moment then Harpur had thought the Assistant Chief would strike or more probably head-butt Lane. They were standing quite close to each other, and Iles took a quick step forward, bringing his face to within a few inches of the Chief’s. Iles knew nutting and Harpur had seen him use it deftly once or twice. No, three times. Harpur had been sitting down but stood hurriedly and contrived a good stumble in which he barged Iles to one side. ‘Oh, sorry,’ he said. You could not let even a venomous dandy like Desmond Iles drown his career in a Chief Constable’s nose blood. Harpur believed a prime duty of all good officers was to protect his inferiors, and at self-control the ACC was inferior to most. Lane had walked back to his desk. Chaos theory took a rest.
 

	 The man in the rear of the Carlton left the car and stood near it. He was carrying a brown holdall. He seemed to be staring south along Sphere Street, as if expecting someone. I confirmed he was between 25 and 30 years old, black, about 5 feet 10 inches tall, lean, with small features and possibly a small moustache. He wore a dark, two-piece suit and open-necked floral shirt, the background colour pink or red. Now and then he would bend down and speak through the passenger window of the car to the two men inside. He smiled a lot. He seemed at ease, full of jokes. His teeth were very good, even and bright. He was swinging the holdall playfully.
 

	 The two in the front pull down the vizors to hide themselves. The one on the pavement, Kalashnikov in his swinging holdall, is relaxed and seemingly does nothing to conceal his face. He might be a stranger, then, another out-of-town visitor who would not be recognized; perhaps a big city import, untroubled by what he would regard as minor league, back-street stresses, and keen to calm the nerviness of the men in the car. That pair could be local, afraid they might get spotted by their target, targets. Harpur liked this reading. It brought them within his range.
 

	 I feared that the man with the holdall would realize I was watching him. Therefore, I remounted the ladder and pretended to examine the alarm again. From this point I had an extensive view both ways along the length of Sphere Street and I looked to see whether I could make out whom or what they might be waiting for. I saw a girl of about 12 or 13 approaching at a quick walk. She had a carrier bag in her right hand. I now, of course, know her to be Mandy Walsh, the girl who was shot. At that time she seemed simply a child kept off school to shop.
 

	 And did our waiting friend from the Carlton appear interested in her? It would have been hard to judge from up a ladder while play-acting concern for something else. Ericson would have tried to plumb eyes behind shades and directed mostly away from him. In any case, did it matter whether she had been hit by intent or accident? Either way she was dead and Harpur had nobody for it.
 

	 Oh, tell me, tell me, Mr Ericson of Alert Alarms, tell me, do, about the two men in the front of the car who are shading themselves from no sun pre-noon and pre-NOON. Might I know them?
 

	 I saw two other men now appear on foot from a side road a little way behind the child and turn into Sphere Street, walking towards the Carlton. One was white, the other black. The white, about forty, wore a half length plaid jacket, a black beret and training shoes. He was about 5 feet six inches tall, powerful looking and agile. The other was around twenty-five, over six feet and in a long grey overcoat, odd for May. He had no hat and he had begun to lose his hair. When I looked back to the man standing at the Carlton I found he appeared suddenly tense. The joking was over. It was like the moment of truth. He opened the zip of the holdall, though he produced nothing from it yet. I had the impression he might be talking to the men in the car through the open window, but he did not bend down to do so now. He was preoccupied. He stared ahead.
 

	 At the two men? At the girl? At all three? Were they linked in some way? Had the two men and NOON been programmed to coincide like this in Sphere Street, and had the Carlton party somehow found out? Hence the dawdled approach, to get the timing more or less right: ‘the moment of truth’, to use Ericson’s bit of gaudy phrasing. Were the two following NOON to some quieter spot for a deal? For a business conference?
 

	 Did any of this matter, either, though? Her chest and thin neck were torn open by two bullets, that was what mattered. Both rounds had passed through her and had not been identified yet among all the spent shells recovered after the incident. And yet perhaps it was important to know the run-up to her death. This was not much to do with identification. But it could affect what the Chief and Iles had argued about: strategy, even philosophy. At their pay level they were expected to do some philosophizing. If NOON was accidentally shot in a battle between the Carlton people and this walking duo, Iles’s comforting suggestion that the gangs fought only one another, hurt only one another, might stand up. The same was said of the Krays and their enemies. She would be a crossfire victim. The sort of accommodation with the gangs suggested on that Channel 4 programme might then be conceivable.
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