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  Chapter One




  Iles said: ‘Harpur’s going to tell you about a lad called Raymond Street.’




  ‘I’ve heard of Street,’ she said. ‘His death.’




  Iles stayed silent a moment. Then he said: ‘I dare say. Everyone has. But I want Harpur to run through it with you. A Detective Chief Superintendent has resonance.’




  ‘Why don’t you run through it, Mr Iles?’ she asked. ‘An Assistant Chief has even more.’




  ‘I don’t talk about Ray Street,’ Iles replied.




  ‘So you order others to talk about him.’




  With a cheery lilt, Iles said: ‘One thing you’ll find, Naomi, is I don’t react to insurbordination, even from a woman officer in your rank. Do I give a shit for

  hierarchy?’ The lilt faltered slightly and his voice edged towards a gull scream. ‘What did hierarchy ever do for me? I’m stuck here as Assistant to a . . . to a . . .’ The

  volume fell from scream to tortured whisper. ‘Well, leave that. Ask Harpur if I give a shit for hierarchy. Do I give a shit for hierarchy, Harpur?’




  Iles liked replies to his questions, especially when to do with his essence. Harpur said: ‘The crucial point, Naomi, is never to use so much stuff when you’re with them that you get

  clouded. You’ll have to use some, for credibility. But under control. It’s hellishly difficult – the balance.’




  ‘That what happened to Raymond Street?’ she asked. ‘He started using too much? Forgot where he was? Forgot who he was supposed to be? Wham.’




  ‘The stress can be big,’ Harpur replied.




  Iles said: ‘As a matter of fact, I do talk about Ray. I talk about him to the Chief. Whenever Mr Lane wants to put someone into a drugs gang undercover I remind him of what happened

  to Detective Constable Street. Harpur can confirm this, can’t you, Col?’




  Harpur said: ‘Infiltration of this sort, the key is to take it very slowly, Naomi. Always an eye on the exit.’




  Iles said: ‘So, you’ll ask why are we putting you into a gang if I fight the proposal every time the Chief makes it.’




  Naomi said: ‘So, why are you putting me into a gang if you fight the proposal every time the Chief makes it?’




  ‘You don’t have to go,’ Iles replied. ‘This work’s only for volunteers.’




  Harpur said: ‘You come out at the least sign of suspicion from them. Ditch everything – money, clothes, the commodity, no matter how much. We’ll give you a full eject

  drill.’




  Iles said: ‘If their behaviour changes towards you one day – more friendly, less friendly – get out at once. Especially more friendly.’




  ‘Did Street hang on?’ she asked.




  ‘Street was a great detective,’ Iles replied. ‘Beyond Harpur’s range.’




  ‘Beyond yours, sir?’ Naomi asked the ACC.




  ‘Yes, he hung on too long,’ Harpur said.




  ‘The general view is you subsequently killed the people who killed Street, Mr Iles,’ Naomi remarked. ‘Unproveably, of course. You’re an ACC, for heaven’s sake, know

  how to shape things. When I say “general view”, naturally I refer to a confidential general view within our game.’




  Iles looked suddenly enraged. The skin of his face seemed to coarsen and his chin grew witchlike and militant. None of it would spring from what Naomi had said: in fact, to be accused of

  avenging Street and getting away with it through professional flair was sure to delight him. No, this degree of anger in the ACC could only be caused by discovery or rediscovery of some blemish in

  his appearance. He had been stroking his neck appreciatively while the three of them talked and his fingers eventually came upon his adam’s apple. This part of his body always infuriated the

  ACC. He had once told Harpur it was unforgivable in a Creative Force to produce the muted loveliness of his slender neck and then deform it with ‘this farcical adjunct’.




  Naomi misread the cause of change in him. ‘I’m sorry, sir,’ she said. ‘Tactless.’




  She was sitting legs uncrossed opposite the ACC in Harpur’s room, and Iles stared intelligently into the tidy V of her jeans. ‘Oh, those alleged executions of villains. Women insist

  on enhancing me by gorgeous myth, Naomi,’ he replied. ‘I don’t begrudge. It brings them a little tremor and moisture, I’ve learned.’ He half stood in his chair so he

  could check in the mirror that this neck thing was really outrageously there, and as foully un-Iles-like as it felt. He gazed briefly, then resumed his seat. ‘But, yes, courts are a

  problem. Their little fussinesses and fairnesses get in the way of . . . of what’s right . . . of what has to be done. And then there’s the Chief, tragically weakened by rectitude. I

  grieve for him, the prim saint.’




  ‘Naomi, I’ve been undercover myself,’ Harpur said. ‘And—’




  ‘It’s true,’ Iles said. ‘All right, you’ll ask how the hell – because Col’s face, his body, the haircut, his tirelessly envious eyes all proclaim cop.

  But somehow he did manage it, I swear. A less grubby character background and he’d have picked up the Queen’s Police Medal.’




  Harpur said: ‘Naomi, once you’re installed, besides pacing yourself, doing everything slowly, so slowly, the other essential is to drop more or less everything of your previous life.

  That means, mainly, you never go to where you’re living now. And don’t come anywhere near this building either. Not even if you’re quitting your role at a rush and think you need

  help.’




  ‘Harpur will let you know some rescue points. To be memorized. We’ll have a posse there, or the means to one fast. We’ve improved after Ray Street. I wouldn’t mind if you

  ran to my house. It’s called Idylls in Rougement Place.’




  ‘I don’t think so, sir,’ Harpur said.




  Iles turned abruptly away from Naomi’s trousers and gave one of those smiles at Harpur, an Iles smile, not mellow or wry or fully human: ‘But I’m sure it would be all right for

  her to run to your dim place in that dog-turd road, wouldn’t it, you crate of lech, Col? You’ve been lining this one up for an age, haven’t you? What’s your student

  bird going to make of that, then – Naomi panting at your door around three a.m., whispering your name, requiring succour? Yes, succour.’ He exercised his lips.




  ‘Idylls?’ she asked.




  ‘It’s a big meaty poem from another time,’ Harpur said. ‘Mr Iles told me the full title is Idylls of the King, but he loathes advertising.’




  ‘Drop all my previous life?’ she said. ‘Does that mean—?’




  ‘Ideally it would entail cutting adrift from your boyfrien—from your partner, for the whole period of undercover,’ Harpur replied. ‘But, realistically,

  we—’




  ‘We’ve done some profile work on him,’ Iles said.




  ‘You’ve fucking what?’ Naomi yelled. ‘He’s a private citizen, without any—’




  ‘We know what’s reasonable, what’s possible,’ Harpur said.




  ‘Did Street have a love life?’ she asked.




  ‘Your chum seems a sensible enough sort,’ Iles said.




  ‘Some meetings with him should be all right,’ Harpur said. ‘Not at your own place, naturally.’




  ‘Harpur will fix spots.’




  ‘Will he be in bed with us?’ Naomi asked.




  ‘This is a lad named Donald McWater, yes?’ Iles replied. ‘I never used to go much on the Scotch – those hellish noses raw from the cold – but this

  Trainspotting fellow seems to get a nicer angle on them. Your friend, twenty-six, a supermarket undermanager? I went and had a look at him at work. It’s important to get the rounded

  picture. Harpur will arrange meetings for the two of you in Donald’s holiday times or even his days off. We’ve got a proposal about that relating to the next few weeks, as a matter of

  fact. I say Donald is sensible enough, but is he sensible enough to know he should be sensible enough not to ask why the switch in lifestyle, and not to come poking about, looking for you?

  That’s potentially awkward.’




  ‘Naomi will tell him she’s on the Special Branch course and can’t leave the college for long at a spell, sir.’




  ‘We’ll owe you promotion at the end, Anstruther,’ Iles said. ‘Done the exams – all that jibberish?’ He gave his longish, quiffed grey hair a flick back with

  one finger. Iles had abandoned the en brosse style he favoured for a while after a season of Jean Gabin films.




  Naomi asked: ‘Would Street have been promoted if . . .? What I mean is, Mr Iles, you said he was a great detective.’




  ‘I regard the slaughter of the two people who killed him as an act of God or of someone in that ballpark,’ Iles replied.




  Harpur said, ‘I’m your contact, Naomi. Your only contact. We’ll have our private communications system. You’ll get a new name, of course. We’ll open a bank account

  in this identity for you and keep it stocked. This is extra money to your pay. Don’t go to your own bank, ever. They have tipsters working in banks, and you don’t want your face linked

  with the monthly police cheque. You carry no documents of any kind in the name of Naomi Anstruther, especially not a warrant card. Make sure none of your clothes have identity labels.’




  ‘So, did Street have a love life?’ Naomi replied. ‘This was something else that messed him up?’




  ‘Hotels, travel for you and McWater, we’ll pay the lot,’ Iles replied.




  ‘We’d like you to go out of circulation now,’ Harpur said. ‘Take an immediate holiday somewhere for a fortnight. Can he go with you? Abroad, whatever you like. And then

  come back eventually to an address I’ll give you down the Valencia district. After your break, you get a concentrated course at Hilston Manor in detailed undercover skills, not just the

  outline we’ve discussed now. That’s another advance since Street. You’ll meet some expert people. Psychologists, the lot.’




  Iles said, ‘Col’s such an expert himself, as I mentioned.’




  ‘Hilston will want to see us together at some stage,’ Harpur replied.




  ‘You’ll be in good hands, Naomi.’




  ‘Don’t get obsessed by the shadow of Ray Street,’ Harpur said. ‘Just be temperate, whatever it is – crack, coke, horse. Make a modest show. Remember, some pushers

  don’t use any product at all. Your cover doesn’t require you to be forever high.’




  ‘Street was?’ she asked.




  Iles said: ‘Do you know how to be temperate, Naomi? You came right off, yes? I gather you used a bit before you joined the service. How did you fool the buggers at selection? But

  that’s good – shows nice duplicity. We need that. Can you go back and keep limits? Can you sniff small?’




  ‘I’ve been practising,’ she replied.




  ‘Harpur bought you the stuff?’




  ‘Nice little trips, but I stayed compos,’ she replied.




  ‘Col, put it on your expenses as “lost wagers in greyhound corruption case”,’ Iles said. ‘Now, are you going to tell her the full tale about Street?’




  ‘No, I don’t think so, sir,’ Harpur replied.




  







  Chapter Two




  Mansel Shale pointed to his heart and said: ‘What I got, Alfred, is this feeling they’ll try to put someone in on us undercover, their dirty term. One thing I

  learned long ago is listen to these brilliant hints I get from deep inside, what is known as the subconscious. Well, I suppose you heard of it.’




  ‘With respect, Mansel,’ Ivis said, ‘the Assistant Chief has been opposed to any sort of undercover work in the drugs trade since that Raymond Street business. Mr Iles was very

  upset.’




  ‘He’s a fucking assistant, the Assistant Chief,’ Shale replied.




  ‘Oh, certainly, even Iles, but Manse—’




  ‘Mr Mark Lane, he’s the full Chief. Mr Lane plays it quiet at the top, but that’s where he is, Alfie, on top. He’s the one for what’s known as the overview. I know

  how Mr Lane feels, overviewing. This is the spot you got to make big decisions from, and Mr Lane believes in undercover, he’s famous for it.’




  ‘Well, nobody would deny, Manse, that, when it comes to overview, you—’




  ‘Have a sniff around, see if someone’s coming in, Alfred. Get one of our people to. We got any voices coming from inside HQ these days?’




  ‘Things are thin, Manse, since Sergeant WP Jantice . . . well, since he died that tragic way, a while ago now.’




   ‘Fucking Jantice.’




  ‘I dare say, Manse, but—’




  ‘You know the signs when they’re selecting for undercover, Alfred. This is someone young, lad or girl, maybe someone who had a habit or at least a liking pre the service, and this

  officer is suddenly out of circulation, like some sudden course or special leave to look after a sick aunty in the Shetlands. This is the preparation stage, supposed to make everybody believe the

  officer was never really there at all. Then Hilston Manor. They got their funny little drills.’




  ‘I hope we’re always alert to the possibility of infiltration, Manse,’ Ivis said. ‘My own impression, though, for what it’s worth, is that—’




  Shale gave him a nice portion of teaching voice. ‘Mr Lane looks out upon his bit of the world and he’s unhappy at what he sees, Alf. He decides he got to do something, not just

  saunter along with the situation like it is, or otherwise known as the status quo. And what he decides to do is put someone aboard our operation, or Panicking’s. Same thing.

  We’re confed now. So what the fuck Iles don’t like it? Lane’s Chief.’




  ‘With respect, Manse, I wonder if, because of your own unquestioned leadership flair, you credit the Chief with more influence in their team than he actually has.’




  ‘Get a fucking inquiry going, Alf,’ Shale replied. ‘See if Harpur is talking a bit to some special youngster who looks built for spying – not the usual animal cop face

  but delicate, sly. Didn’t WP Jantice mention somebody lined up like that just pre death? See if anyone’s dropped out of sight all of a sudden.’ Shale did not mind having a discuss

  for a while with Alfie but eventually or sooner you had to terminate. The thing about Alf was he could be a gem in many ways, and that big meaty face could have happened to anyone, think of Sir

  Edward Heath. But don’t ask for no fucking vision. They were in Alfie’s place now drinking gin and pep, what used to be a genuine lighthouse that he was converting into some sort of

  home, the sort someone like Alfie and his wife would want. If you climbed up to where the light used to be you got plenty of views, obviously, but views were not vision.




  ‘That DC Raymond Street situation – so unkempt that was, plus a rotten aftermath,’ Shale said. ‘I wouldn’t want nothing like that in our enterprise, Alfred. We

  locate whoever’s coming and neutralize him-stroke-her as we’re surely entitled. But with neatness, with decent finality. I got an idea Jantice said it was a girl Harpur had his eye on

  for this mission. But it didn’t work out then. Maybe now it’s being brought out of the cupboard.’




  ‘Girl? Yes, probably Harpur would want to use a girl,’ Ivis said. ‘It’s a close relationship, if he’s her Controller, Manse.’




  ‘That bastard still dick-driven at his age? This is a father of two and going on, what, thirty-eight, forty, yet still giving it its head? Self-control, a marvellous virtue, Alf, but

  don’t expect none from police.’




  They were sitting in the room where the foghorn machinery used to be. There was a long window and Shale could gaze out at the grey sea and some damn grubby rocks that this lighthouse and the

  foghorn used to warn of. Probably they had some other way of doing that now, more electronic. He hated how those rocks looked so permanent. They were the kind that would never get ground down into

  a decent sandy beach, like other rocks had in previous times. When Shale was old or even dead those rocks would still be there the way they were now, fat and brown, shoving up through the waves

  regardless. It always made him nervy to sit in this room. If you did not stare out at the sea and those fucking rocks you had to notice the deadbeat furniture and sick bits of trench-war

  carpet.




  ‘It upsets me, Alf, this attitude of Mr Lane,’ Shale said.




  ‘I know, I know. Given that we would wish to offer friendship, it’s ungrateful of him. Prying – I’m sorry, but it’s the only word.’




  ‘Oh, ungrateful, yes, prying, and maybe worse. Maybe aggressive, Alf.’




  ‘Yes, that’s possible.’




  ‘Mind, I don’t say a thing against him for being Catholic. People can have their fancies.’




  ‘Typically understanding of you to say so,’ Ivis replied.




  ‘And yet what Catholics have is the sin of despair. You heard of that? I was told about this by one of the girls I had living in for a while. She was a Catholic. Catholic girls will live

  in but they got to regret it later. It might of been Carmel. Or Lowri. There’s Welsh Catholics. Despair is the worst sin of them all, Alfie, because it means you give up trying. And this is

  what Mr Lane is afraid will happen to him. Why he wants to put someone undercover.’




  Ivis chuckled admiringly and lifted his mug of gin and pep in a kind of toast. He took a mean little Alfie-type sip. Then he said: ‘You can look at a situation, Manse, and see the deeper

  aspects. Sometimes philosophical and sometimes even religious. Theology’s among your fortes.’




  ‘When Mr Lane gazes over this manor you might think he would see a beautiful peaceful situation now we got this arrangement, Panicking Ralph and me, the two businesses run in a handsome,

  civilized way, no fucking blood on the streets for months. Think what it used to be like, Alfie.’




  ‘Absolutely, Manse. Chaos. Lord knows how many groups fighting for the trade. Jungle.’




  Sometimes Ivis would slime away behind his teeth agreeing like this and sometimes he would niggle. Shale did not know which he hated most, the ‘Yes, Mansel’ side, or the ‘But

  have you thought, Mansel?’ side. He kept Alfred on the staff, though. Well, in a way he was what could be called Chief of Staff. Probably, if you counted up all aspects, he was a plus.

  He had a nice style with the pushers, strong but never purple, except when unavoidable, of course. And education. If you could believe him, Alfie went on in school for quite a distance and

  definitely had some of his own flairs, such as history of the Royal Navy and bones of the human body. He almost understood accounts, and Shale let him handle several low-level books. Alfie could

  not really be blamed for the sort of kids he had, doing archery and other kinks. Children was a gamble for everyone. Alf knew guns, but it was a long time since anything like that was required,

  except ducks and pheasants that he had proper leggings for.




  ‘Yes, a while ago I looked at that disgusting chaos in the business scene you mentioned, Alf, and I decided it was not right. The idea come to me – alliance with Panicking. A decent

  confederation which would produce wholesome peace, in the interests of all-round trading and general safety.’




  ‘And you delivered, Manse.’




  ‘What I mean about Mr Lane being Mick.’




  Ivis nodded, but Shale could see from his hanging teeth that he did not understand.




  ‘The despair item,’ Shale said. ‘Mr Lane observes this grand tranquillity in our trade and part of him is bound to like it. Yet he cannot accept it, Alf. They’re

  taught that, Catholics – never accept. Never accept what is not kosher with the cardinals and so on.’ Shale’s voice went low with sadness. ‘When you get right down to it, Mr

  Lane sees our treaty – the one between me and Panicking to run the drugs scene – yes, Mr Lane sees this as bad. Maybe worse. Well, I got to say it, I’m afraid he regards me and

  Panicking as evil, Alfred.’




  ‘Oh, Manse, I can’t believe Mr Lane fails to realize that if you two hadn’t agreed to—’




  ‘As evil, Alf.’




  ‘Peace on the streets is evil?’




  ‘Ah, that’s how you’d see it, how I would see it. Not Mr Lane. My business is viewed as vile by him, and so is Panicking’s. To accept this vileness would be

  that terrible sin of despair. He thinks it’s like saying to himself, I cannot fight this confederation so I better put up with it. Despair, Alf. For them, the unforgivable sin. This is what

  Carmel called it. Or the other one, Lowri. So, he orders attack. He says, “Go undercover.” In a way you got to admire him. This is guts, this is Mick integrity.’




  ‘You’re generous, as ever, Manse. Others might say that if Mr Lane—’




  ‘But Iles, he’d see the wisdom of the current sensible alliance between me and Panicking Ralph Ember. Iles and probably Harpur.’




  ‘Mr Iles is definitely a pragmatist,’ Ivis replied.




  Shale was about to take a drink from his mug of gin and pep, but paused, the mug not quite at his lips. ‘Oh, I never heard that, Alf. Yes, he’ll fuck anything, especially very young,

  but not boys, not to my knowledge.’




  ‘Mr Iles knows that if you and Panicking hadn’t hatched this lovely powerful concord, Mansel, the London people would be in and taking over here. Or Manchester. Even

  Yardies.’




  ‘The London people are here, set up,’ Shale replied. He drank. ‘Mr Lincoln W. Lincoln, and associates.’




  ‘I know it. But Panicking and you together, you’re big enough, strong enough, to hold them down, Manse.’




  ‘What the alliance is all about.’




  ‘And again I say, you’ve delivered. They’re next to nowhere in the trade.’




  ‘They do a tiny bit at the very edge. That’s where they’ll stay. Will they?’ Shale wanted to change his seat or pace about, so he did not have to watch the unhelpful

  eternal rocks. But he hated walking on Alfie’s carpets. He always felt he could detect a creepy greasiness that went up through the soles of his shoes, climbed his legs and wrapped around his

  balls like effluent. Shale said: ‘Mr Lane got this block about handing over certain aspects of law and order to the trafficking firms – to me and Panicking Ralphy. Lane is police, and

  he thinks this has to be police work only. What the benefits are don’t signify to Mr Lane.’




  ‘Ends and means.’




  ‘What’s that about?’




  ‘Well, what you said, Manse. Mr Lane won’t allow the end, although a good one, to justify—’




  ‘But I wonder about Iles,’ Shale replied.




  ‘A pragma—Mr Iles would see the sense.’




  ‘He’ve got rough aspects to him, no question, the mouth and shagging, plus filthy pride, but what he’ve also got is vision, Alf.’




  ‘That’s the word for Mr Iles, vision.’




  ‘I don’t say Mr Lane haven’t got his own kind of vision, also. But that’s a different vision, and it’s fucking inconsiderate, Alfred.’ Ivis’s children

  would be home from school shortly and Shale did not want to be here then. Pretty soon one of them should be old enough to get sent off a good distance to a boarding school well up north and this

  would be a start, although two would be left. Shale always thought when he saw Alfie’s kids that they were the kind of kids who would live in a lighthouse, their faces a bit of a jumble and

  one of them with a slant walk. Shale stood. He put his empty Brer Rabbit mug down on a side table that had seen some life. ‘In this situation we can help Mr Iles, Alfred. He’s been told

  to put an officer into one of the firms, most likely a girl, so he has to do it. Orders. But if we can locate this officer and see to him-stroke-probably-her with decent finality, this is going to

  assist Mr Iles long-term in policy arguments with Mr Lane. Iles would be able to say to the Chief, Sir, this is two officers slaughtered when undercover. Of course, they won’t find

  this officer’s body who’s coming in now, not the way they found Street. But they’ll see what it means, the neat disappearance, won’t they, Alf? Then, Iles says to the Chief,

  This policy cannot work, sir. This policy will get you in rough with the Press and Home Office, losing officers one after the other, especially if one’s a girl. The public would not

  like that, a girl, even if it is equal pay. Iles would say, this policy must be abandoned, Mr Lane, and peace restored via a careful and happy arrangement.’




  Shale had ridden to Ivis’s place on his old-style Humber bicycle and they went outside to it. Now and then, Shale liked leaving the Jaguar at home and coming through back lanes by bike to

  Alfie’s place. Ivis said: ‘This is a lovely piece of strategic thinking, Manse, a sweet reading of the situation, and typical. If I may be permitted one reservation, though. Have you

  thought—?’




  ‘You’re scared of a retaliation from Iles – if this snoop officer had to be slaughtered?’




  The wind blew spray up over the cliff and struck Shale and Ivis on the face. Alfie laughed like he owned it, like it was a mischievous dog. He thought this flying water made the place more

  genuine. Didn’t he realize the sea was getting over the cliffs that were supposed to keep the fucker in its place? Alfie was not one to think ahead. He could not imagine a time when them

  cliffs were worn away and nothing left anywhere but sea and rocks, like right back to the beginning of life in the world. Shale was bent fixing his cycle clips. He wiped his face and stared up at

  Ivis.




  Alfie said: ‘I wouldn’t put it as scared, Manse. But perhaps I do envisage problems. I mean what happened to those people who were supposed to have done Raymond Street,

  though acquitted. That was savagery.’




  Shale prepared to mount. ‘My feeling is Mr Iles would see this action against an undercover officer as quite a good bit different from Street. This would be a constructive matter,

  well handled, and designed to shape general policy in a positive way.’




  ‘Yes, I do follow that, Manse, but Iles is—.’




  Shale gave him a very friendly interview-over wave as he pedalled away. One of the main things about leadership was how to use your time.




  







  Chapter Three




  Now and then people called on Harpur at home in the middle of the night. They came unannounced and did not usually ring the front bell but knocked on the kitchen door that led

  into the back garden or tapped a rear window, especially that. Harpur kept open house, but in a quiet sort of way.




  Most of these dark-hours visitors to 126 Arthur Street were informants with some knowledge to offer, or in need of very swift help, such as an air ticket and a rejigged identity. Informants did

  not trust the telephone, and none of them would want to be spotted going into Harpur’s house or even near it. What informants feared more than anything was information, about themselves. And

  hence the subtler approaches to Harpur. He sympathized. Informants lived with plenty of shame and endless peril. They were entitled to their secrecy, the way Field Marshals hankered for renown.

  Despite this caution, he would lose a grass occasionally – dead, like Keith Vine, or forever wheelchaired and forever on soft foods, like Honest Foul-Barnaby, or aliased and hiding abroad

  like . . . like four or five. Five. For a while, the night visits might fall off. Harpur would feel neglected, would feel disabled. So far, the calls had always picked up again, though, thank God.

  A detective was nothing without gifted private voices. Always he considered them worth getting out of bed for, even when Denise was with him in the bed, almost the best antidote he knew to feeling

  neglected or disabled.




  Tonight, for instance. She heard the tapping first: young fresh ears, young fresh everything. ‘Oh, God, Col,’ she said. ‘Keithy’s ghost?’




  They were lying on their backs, her right hand in friendly fashion on his crotch and his left hand in friendly fashion on hers. They had been discussing fidelity. She was in favour of this, for

  Harpur. At her age, and as a university undergraduate, Denise felt she should have a certain liberty, because it was in the nature of students to collect new experiences and have their eyes

  opened.




  ‘Eyes? Fuck that,’ Harpur had said.




  ‘Along those lines.’ She also thought that being in his late thirties and uncharming Harpur would score only with sleep-around older women and might bring back crabs.




  ‘But you want to be a sleep-around woman,’ Harpur had replied.




  ‘Yet discriminating and not older.’




  ‘Mr Iles had crabs. Perhaps has.’




  ‘Well, there you are then.’




  ‘What do you mean, there I am then?’




  ‘There you are then.’




  Harpur said: ‘I told you that so you’d stay away from him. He’s very keen on opening young girls’ eyes and so on. Iles does have charm, but charm plus crabs,

  possibly.’




  She heard the tapping then and went silent. Taking her friendly hand from him, she had held up a finger above the bedclothes, asking for silence. He listened and heard the tapping, too. She

  muttered her dark joke about Vine.




  ‘This is at the front door,’ Harpur said, ‘and someone using their knuckles.’ Vine had always come to the rear downstairs window and rapped it with a coin. This was not

  even the same species as Keithy.




  ‘But you said these people never risk coming to the front,’ she replied.




  ‘Right,’ he said.




  ‘What do you mean, right?’




  ‘Right,’ he said. They both kept their voices down. His address was in the telephone book, ‘Colin Harpur.’ He thought it should be, believed in availability or what else

  were the police for? Many of his colleagues saw this as stupid. People came looking for police officers occasionally, to settle up. He wished he had a list of recent jail releases with him now. And

  gangs came looking for police officers too, and especially a drugs gang on a corporate high when celebrating some festival, like Good Friday or knifing of a competitor.




  ‘What time is it?’ Denise asked.




  ‘Nearly two a.m.’




  ‘Col, we ought to have a security drill for this kind of visit.’




  ‘We have.’




  ‘What is it?’ she asked.




  ‘I fearlessly go in my fearless style to see who it is. If I don’t come back, you dial 999 and mention my name to the Control room. They’ll act, unless an enemy’s on

  duty. Better than fifty-fifty chance they’ll respond.’




  ‘You’re scared, are you?’




  ‘Of bloody course.’ He was dressing.




  ‘If I phone, who do I say I am, for God’s sake?’ she asked.




  ‘A discriminating sleep-around, crabless, younger friend of C. Harpur.’




  ‘Younger than whom?’




  ‘Most.’




  ‘They wouldn’t believe it – the discriminating part. How would I be sleeping with C. Harpur?’




  ‘Stay here,’ he replied.




  ‘That’s what I mean – we should have a security drill involving me.’




  ‘We have: it’s you stay here,’ Harpur replied.




  He put on no lights and stepped barefoot for quietness down the stairs. In the hall, he dropped on to hands and knees behind the coat-stand and stared at the front door. There was a dim glow

  from street lights and he made out two figures in the porch. One might be a woman, rather burly. The other was more shadowy, hanging back. Two in the porch, how many elsewhere? What was happening?

  Informants always came alone. It was not a team trade. No snout livery company.




  He heard a sound behind him and thought, God, yes, how many of them? He cowered, moved his head abruptly to the right, in case of a blow. After a moment, he glanced around. There was enough

  light from the street lamps for him to see both his daughters in pyjamas coming down the stairs, faces in caring mode. They spotted Harpur crouched on the floor in the shadows and stopped half-way.

  He made small frantic waving movements with one hand, telling them to go back to their rooms. They were targets on the stairs. They ignored him. He was about to stand and get between them and the

  porch when the younger girl, Jill, descended a few steps further and gazed at the front-door glass. ‘It’s Mr and Mrs Lane,’ she said.




  ‘What?’ Harpur said.




  ‘Can’t you see?’ She walked past him and opened up.




  ‘Oh,’ Sally Lane said. ‘I didn’t ring, because I hoped not to wake you and Hazel, dear. Only your daddy. Isn’t he here? Out? Surveillancing again, the tireless

  man?’




  ‘Behind the umbrellas,’ Jill replied.




  ‘Colin, forgive us, do,’ the Chief said. He was in one of his brownish suits. His round, doughy face seemed to sag with worry. He looked like a poor actor doing the end of

  someone’s tether.




  Hazel came down the rest of the stairs and stood very near Harpur as he straightened up. ‘Is this about your morals, Dad?’ she whispered. ‘Surprise vice inspection? Have they

  come to catch you with Denise, above the age of consent but immature? Will your career be what’s called “in schtuk?” But you’re a widower. Isn’t it OK now, I mean

  regardless of before?’




  Harpur said: ‘Come in, Mrs Lane. Come in, sir.’




  ‘It’s a terrible hour, but Chief was suddenly so anxious, so anxious,’ Mrs Lane replied. ‘I didn’t think I could cope alone.’ She had a long, heavy, handsome

  face, bright with excitement and resolve now.




  ‘It’s to do with Iles,’ Lane said. He sounded appallingly weary, and not just from a lost night’s sleep: weary as a way of being, weary as a fate. The suit clung

  tragically to him, like an exhausted mother arm-cradling her dead child in an earthquake.




  ‘Chief could not resist,’ Mrs Lane said. ‘I knew you would not mind, in the circumstances, Colin. Perhaps you are even used to late-night calls.’




  ‘This place is called Finks’ Haven,’ Jill said.




  ‘To do with Mr Iles?’ Hazel asked. ‘What?’




  Jill said: ‘Hazel’s interested, you see. The thing about Des Iles is he really . . . well, he really sort of notices Hazel. Do you know what I mean, notices? She quite

  likes it, in her way, but plays fed up.’




  ‘Button it,’ Hazel replied.




  ‘You can go back to bed now, girls,’ Harpur said.




  ‘I thought I’d make some tea, Dad,’ Jill replied. ‘And there’s them rock cakes.’




  ‘Those,’ Harpur said.




  ‘She talks loutish to suit her peer group and deny bourgeois roots, Mrs Lane,’ Hazel said. ‘I’ve done kids like her in Sociology.’




  ‘Bed,’ Harpur replied.




  ‘I should think out in the middle of the night Mr and Mrs Lane need a warm drink,’ Jill said. ‘Even a Chief Constable.’




  He took the Lanes into the big sitting room. The children would have followed but Harpur closed the door and stood with his back against it until he heard them go upstairs. Then he produced a

  litre of whisky, some glasses and a couple of bottles of soda water from the cupboard. For himself he brought out the gin and a half-full flagon of cider to mix. He poured and the Chief and his

  wife sat down with their drinks.




  ‘Yes, suddenly tonight Chief grew pathologically alarmed, Colin,’ Sally Lane said. ‘He’s never comfortable about the ACC, as you know, I’m sure, and with

  unassailable reasons, but tonight it was so much worse. It’s this undercover matter. I grew worried about Chief’s . . . about his mind, yes, the very state of his mind.’




  Lane said: ‘Oh, Sally, really, I’m not going to—’




  ‘One genuinely feared a relapse, Colin,’ she said. ‘I could have called the doctor. But . . . well, we’re here instead. I felt it would be more helpful. Within

  walls.’




  The Chief had only just returned to work after a bad breakdown. Lane saw worldwide evil on a triumphant roll and believed he alone could stop it: believed he personally had to stop it

  here, in his domain, or it would wildfire on throughout the cosmos. Iles called this ‘chaos theory’: the notion that some small incident in one continent could produce disaster in all

  the others. Eternal anxieties about his solitary mission hammered Lane, and they had hammered him into illness.




  ‘When I say undercover, I don’t want you to think Chief has told me anything about the details of this impending operation against the drug gangs, Colin. Heavens, no! That would be

  unforgivable. Chief never discloses sensitive matter, even to me, and even when he is not feeling one hundred per cent. But the generalities of the situation. And the Iles factor.’




  ‘Only the generalities, believe me, Colin,’ Lane said.




  The Chief made a slow circling movement with one arm to illustrate exactly how general what he had spilled to his wife was. Often, Harpur felt appalled at how much she knew and her influence on

  Lane. The power behind the clone, Iles termed her.




  ‘His motives, you see,’ Sally Lane said.




  ‘Mr Iles’s motives?’ Harpur asked.




  ‘There’s a terrible deviousness to him, Colin,’ Sally Lane said. ‘I don’t feel this is putting it too strongly.’




  ‘Iles would love to be called devious,’ the Chief said. ‘Ascendancy by any means possible – this is his constant objective.’




  Lane’s shrewdness made him seem even frailer: although he spotted what was happening, this could not profit him against Iles.




  ‘Ascendancy is yours, Chief,’ Sally Lane cried, gripping his brown sleeve maternally for a moment, ‘as of right. Yours by achievement, yours by general esteem. Isn’t it

  so, Colin? It’s because I knew you recognized this that I assured Chief you would not object to our calling at such an hour – that it would be more effective than bringing out the

  doctor.’ She sat back, the long face grave. ‘Tell me this, Colin: why is it that, having for so long opposed undercover operations, Iles suddenly favours them?’




  ‘You’ll see the way our mind is going, Col,’ Lane said. ‘Clearly it’s something I wouldn’t want to discuss at headquarters. His influence there is pervasive,

  virulent.’




  ‘He puts a girl into one of these drugs firms with the concealed hope that she will fail,’ Sally Lane stated. ‘That’s the long and short of it. Why? Oh, so plain, so

  plain. He deems this will prove his own quite different preferred way of dealing with the scene is right. It’s non-stop manoeuvring, Colin. Well, I know you see it, too. Constant politics.

  And what is his preferred way? Why, tolerance of two or three local syndicates, so as to keep invaders out. “Better the devil you know” – that sort of thinking: a permitted

  criminality, allegedly in the cause of peace on the streets. Blind-eyeing as policy. But I have to ask—’ She paused and blushed minimally. ‘Yes, I have to ask something Chief

  could never bring himself to ask outright, though he might suspect – and nor, probably, is it something that you, yourself, Colin, would actually articulate, I imagine, much as you, too,

  might wonder about it – but I –  I am not bound by these loyalties, this culture solidarity – I, I have to ask has Iles . . . well, has he an, as it were, a link with

  one of these evil syndicates? Yes, link. And, not to draw back from exactitudes at this point, I will say it, yes – financial links, backhander links? Is it even conceivable that having

  helped choose this girl whose name I certainly would never mention – not even here in the confidentiality of your fine family room, Colin – aware as I ever am of the dangers – but

  is it possible that having selected her he would notify the firm of who is to be planted? Do any of us know, truly know, Desmond Iles? I put these as questions – do no more than

  that.’




  ‘Sally is . . . is heated, Col. Yet, it is true, he yearns to destroy me.’ Lane’s head fell forward for a moment, as if all the strength of his body had been stolen. His sandy

  hair seemed drained of glow. The sofa arm propped him and needed to. The Chief was noble and doomed, cripplingly fractured and toweringly honourable. The evil was too much for him. The job had

  grown too much for him. Iles was too much for him. Perhaps these last pair were pretty much the same. Iles would have been too much for anyone except possibly Ho Chi Minh, but especially too much

  for Lane. Harpur wished the Chief would retire or get promoted to the Inspectorate of Constabulary while there was time. The Chief tonight was dull-eyed and crushed, both his hands tight around the

  whisky glass, like someone grasping a rosary or lifebuoy. Occasionally, his morale could hurtle down irreversibly like this.
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