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  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are
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  Chapter One




  Jack Lamb rang him at home, wanting to arrange a meeting, and sounding as comfortable and breezy as ever, his voice rich on endless dark victories. And, also as ever, Harpur

  listened and said not very much, because his part was only to agree with whatever Lamb proposed. Harpur’s older daughter, Hazel, had answered the phone first and, probably without covering

  the mouthpiece, bawled upstairs: ‘Dad, it’s for you. Sounds like one of your finks? He asked for Colin.’




  He picked up the receiver and Lamb said, ‘My mother’s over from the States again.’




  ‘Grand, Jack.’




  ‘You met her once.’




  ‘I remember. Lovely lady.’




  ‘Well, she likes to keep an eye on me. She worries. As a matter of fact, did I ever tell you, mother always wanted me to go into the police, myself ?’ Lamb guffawed. ‘She

  thought you were lovely, too.’




  Harpur stayed silent.




  ‘She’s very keen on hearing Billy Graham. At the football ground, you know? Preaching – it fascinates her. Always has. Anyone. She never misses that afternoon service on radio.

  Nothing like it in the States. “As may be most expedient for them”, all that. I thought I’d take her to Graham tonight.’




  ‘Why not?’




  ‘Oh, a lot of people about, but not many you or I’d know at a show like that, Col.’




  ‘It’ll do.’




  ‘I’ll have Helen with me, too, I should think.’




  ‘Helen?’




  ‘Ah, what happened to Fay, you’ll ask. That had to end, didn’t it? Her husband became resentful and distressed, eventually. But an amicable break. Fine wholesome person, Fay.

  Well, we’re mature people. You’ll like Helen. She used to work in catering. Full training. The girls won’t be in the way. They’ll want to listen to the service. We can talk

  in private somewhere. They always have a room where the converts are taken. See you outside there, about half an hour after the sermon starts.’




  ‘You did say outside?’




  He laughed again. ‘I think so, at this stage. Mind you, I quite like the notion of unloading all my troubles on some genuinely sympathetic counsellor. Now and then I see myself like that

  one who fell among thieves. Never feel wearied by sin, Col? How’s the wife and children? All well there?’




  ‘Fine, Jack.’




  ‘Excellent. What I like to hear. Didn’t I always say it would come good again?’




  ‘I think you did.’




  ‘Oh, still not too great, is it?’




  ‘It’s fine, Jack.’




  ‘Okay. None of my business. As a matter of fact, I miss Fay. True, Helen’s very beautiful and younger, yet gentle, and younger’s so important, of course, but Fay knew about art

  and pool and hanging baskets, and her sister’s quite well placed in the Royal Automobile Club office. These things add up. Never mind, a husband has rights. I can’t deny it. He wanted

  her back, and Fay was quite touched. I didn’t stand in her way. I mean, this is a longtime marriage we’re talking about. Have to show respect. I gave her a very pretty Brabazon-Brabazon

  water-colour of Venice as a farewell, to help soothe hub.’




  ‘So I’ll see you at the ground.’




  ‘Am I rambling, Col?’




  Meeting Lamb was always a risk, wherever it took place, but all the same Harpur expected to enjoy the Billy Graham rally, like Jack’s mother. It was the kind of simple, salvation preaching

  he had known as a child: although his parents never went near a church or chapel, of course, they had made him attend Sunday school at the local Gospel Hall, and in fact some of the most frequently

  quoted Bible verses from those days still lurked in his memory, and could still trouble his sleep: ‘the dead in Christ shall arise first’, ‘without shedding of blood is no

  remission.’ On blood the Gospel Hall had gone very strong. ‘Wash me in the blood of the Lamb and I shall be whiter than snow,’ they sang. That used to upset him when he tried to

  visualize it and make sense of it. He must have been a sensitive kid and, maybe, a stupid kid. Some of the sensitivity had been filleted since, but only some, he hoped. Some of the stupidity must

  have hung on, too, or he probably would not be going to meet an informant at a crowded rally. There was the blood of Jack Lamb, plus his own, to worry about these days.




  Jack was already in place when Harpur arrived, waiting huge and kindly-looking near the home side’s dressing room, taken over by the spiritual advisers tonight. He wore a very superior

  grey leather bomber jacket and a navy beret. It was one of Jack’s few drawbacks as an informant that he did stand out in crowds. His non-stop, deeply perilous optimism and confidence could be

  alarming, too, and so could his businesses, which Harpur never wanted to hear much about: once, Megan had asked him whether the only two physical qualities essential for high rank were an ability

  not to vomit drink – especially not in public – and ownership of a blind eye. Even after fifteen years with Harpur, Megan did not understand how police worked. Or, perhaps she

  understood but hated parts of it, especially those shadowy parts required to deal with the biggest villains and the biggest jobs. She came from a family of benign Highgate doctors, who believed in

  the perfectibility of Man, despite all the senility and ulcers they saw, and Megan still gamely harboured many of their principles. When she and Harpur married he was at the bottom, investigating

  stolen scooters and pub brawls and there had been no tricky aspects of the job for her to swallow. As he moved up, though, things had grown tenser; now, against all the problems and dangers that

  Jack Lamb certainly brought, Harpur had to weigh the brilliant, eighty per cent accurate information he supplied, and regularly supplied. No other nark approached his class, and for such service

  Harpur would put up with pretty well anything. Most policemen would. Or most policemen who got ahead would. A copper lived and died by his whispers.




  Over the public address a clear-voiced boy soprano sang a sad, slow hymn which Harpur remembered well, ‘Just as I am without one plea.’ The people he stalked these days always had a

  plea, along with a crew of QCs and side-kicks to package it in the prettiest wrapping for the jury.




  ‘They’ve been talking about you from the platform, Col,’ Lamb said.




  ‘Yes?’




  ‘The man taken in adultery.’




  ‘I thought it was a woman.’




  ‘Yes. But there must have been a man. You’re not looking as good as I’ve seen you.’




  ‘Got some trouble, Jack?’




  ‘Me? Of course not. Trouble! Would I bother you with that? Have I ever?’




  A pleasant-looking girl in a yellow anorak and jeans came out from the counselling room and approached them. ‘You’ve decided to give yourselves to the Lord? And are you here for

  advice? Please, do come in and we’ll speak to Him together.’




  ‘Perhaps in a moment, love?’ Lamb said.




  ‘Don’t fight it. This may be the last time you’ll ever hear the call.’




  ‘Yes, I know,’ Lamb replied.




  ‘Open your heart.’ She turned to Harpur. ‘Well, both of you, I mean. It’s all that matters.’




  ‘Yes, it is,’ Harpur said.




  ‘Two grand, big chaps like you: it would be so nice if you were working for the Lord.’




  ‘I agree,’ Harpur said.




  The singing had finished and there was a sudden rush of people looking for counsellors. The girl in the yellow anorak went to help deal with them.




  ‘She’s a very winning kid,’ Lamb said. ‘Think, she might have been home listening to the giggling fucking gabble of disc jockeys, but, no, she’s here to reclaim

  souls for God. Myself, I’m warmed by that. What I wanted to see you about is Tenderness, Col.’




  ‘Mellick?’




  ‘Bernard Tenderness Mellick, yes. Ever been to his place?




  ‘No, not personally. But we keep an eye. Big new house on the Elms Enclave?’




  ‘So you’ve not met his son?’




  ‘Didn’t know he had one. It will be on the dossier.’




  ‘Boy of eleven. Not quite sixteen ounces to the pound. He’s called Graham, but not after Billy, I shouldn’t think. Delightful child, like so many of them are. Mellick worships

  him. How he got to be called Tenderness?’




  ‘No, that’s from when he cut up someone years ago and gave him a face like Clapham Junction. Bit of a savage, Tenderness. We think he did Ivor Wright lately with a blowlamp.

  Tenderness – it’s like calling a tall bloke Tiny. Megan would tell you it’s irony. Big thing, irony. So, what’s happened, Jack?’




  ‘The boy’s missing.’




  ‘How long?’




  ‘Eight days.’




  ‘We haven’t been told. I’d have heard. Mellick’s a name.’




  ‘Why I’m telling you, Col.’




  Not a case of the boy wandering off? I mean, if he’s not right in the head.’




  ‘He was snatched.’




  ‘From where? Isn’t the house like a fort? And the whole Enclave’s got private security.’




  ‘All the same he was snatched, Col. Mellick’s upset a lot of unstoppable people, hasn’t he? Not just Ivor’s team and relations. Top-class claws all over. Are a couple of

  fat lads with peaked caps and walky-talkies going to keep them out?’




  ‘Eight days? He’s still alive?’




  ‘Col, I know he’s gone, I know he was taken, and that’s all. I don’t know who or where. If I knew who I might know why, but I don’t. And I don’t know if

  he’s been killed, either.’




  ‘Is Tenderness trying to do a deal?’




  ‘He’s got his people out looking. The gang who took the boy might be in touch with him. I don’t know that, either. Do you and yours keep a tap on his phone?’




  ‘Not that I know. A permanent thing like that’s tricky without authorization, and we wouldn’t be granted it, of course. But I’ll check in case we’re running

  something privately.’




  ‘I hear Tenderness is offering a hundred grand for information. No questions.’




  ‘That going to be enough?’




  ‘Not so far.’




  ‘Has he got that much, anyway?’




  ‘It’s what he’s offering,’ Lamb replied. ‘He’s done all right, hasn’t he?’




  ‘A hundred grand is a lot to have in the bank when you spend like Tenderness.’




  ‘So it might be bullshit, but he’s got to talk loud and big if he’s going to reach the right ears.’




  ‘He’s playing about with the life of his child. If he had come to us –’




  ‘Would he, Col? You really think he’d involve the police? Do they ever, operators like Tenderness? In any case, they might have told him the boy’s finished if he brings your

  lot in.’




  ‘So, how do I know all this, Jack?’




  ‘Here’s mother now and Helen.’ Lamb waved.




  ‘Jack, how do I know this? Can I act on it and say you’re source?’




  ‘You don’t know it. Not yet. Do nothing until I give the word’. He went forward and put an arm around his mother’s shoulders. Helen took his other hand. She was pale,

  slightly punk and less than twenty. ‘Wasn’t he fine?’ Lamb exclaimed.




  ‘Well, simplistic,’ his mother replied.




  ‘The saved and the lost, ma. Hasn’t it got to be simple? No fancy footwork can dodge round that.’




  ‘So, who’s this?’ Mrs Lamb asked.




  ‘Saved or lost, you mean? Who can tell? Don’t you remember Colin Harpur? He remembers you.’




  ‘Cop?’




  ‘One of the best, ma.’




  ‘How come he’s here? For the preaching? I don’t believe. This just a rendezvous outing, Jack? You need somewhere to spill again? You using us, using God? You do your deals

  here, like the money-changers in the temple?’ She had on an old, once-good silk suit, with a large, navy cravat. The outfit made her look grave and unforgiving.




  Harpur said: ‘Wherever there’s a crowd you’ll find a cop, Mrs Lamb. Who knows what we might discover there?’




  ‘So you discovered Jack. Such luck.’




  ‘This is Helen, Colin,’ Lamb said.




  ‘Jack says you were in catering.’




  ‘Catering?’ she replied. ‘Me?’




  ‘Wasn’t it something like that?’ Lamb asked.




  ‘This was quite an experience here tonight,’ Helen replied. ‘About Lazarus and rolling away the stone at the tomb. Things must have been pretty good in those days. Did people

  know how lucky they were? Oh, St Mark and the others wrote it all down, so they must have known it was interesting, but what about all the other people? I mean, the sick made better and all that.

  Great.’




  ‘Yes, things have gone a bit down hill since then,’ Lamb said. ‘Life may have got trickier.’




  The girl in the yellow anorak approached them again. ‘Do all of you require counselling?’




  Harpur said: ‘We’re in people’s way here. We’re leaving now.’




  ‘It may be the last time you’ll ever hear the call.’




  ‘Thoughts like that make me sad and very fearful,’ Mrs Lamb replied.




  ‘Me, too,’Harpur said.










  Chapter Two




  Nobody came if he screamed in the night so he never did now. Every morning a man called Rick arrived to let him out and take him to the toilet in the house. He had breakfast

  with the men. They gave him bread with Marmite or jam. He could have more than one piece. Graham’s father had taught him counting and he knew that sometimes he had four pieces.




  There were three men. He did not know how many days and nights he had been at the farm and sleeping in a building near the farm house. His counting went only to four, and it was more. There was

  a sleeping bag in the room on the floor and he thought it was new because it smelled like new clothes.




  At first the building where he slept had made him very frightened. It did not have a window or any curtains. He had seen a building like this on television and knew it was called a cowshed but

  the men said this was his room now. It had been disinfected. To him it had a smell like when his mother cleaned the toilet.




  When Rick came to let him out in the mornings Graham would look at the big lock on the outside of the door. On the first night in the shed he had panicked. He did not know it they would ever let

  him out again and he cried and yelled. That night, he left the sleeping bag and tried to get to the door. But he bumped into a wheelbarrow in the dark and fell, cutting his face, and when he gave

  up and went back to the sleeping bag he made it wet with blood. He did not tell the men about that, fearing it might make them cross if the blood spoiled the new sleeping bag. When they were angry

  they shouted and sometimes they hit him. Each morning he put some of his clothes on the bag to hide the bloodstain.




  He had been hurt another time. That had happened when the men came to take him from his mother and father’s house. He did not want to go and he fought, but they put him in a green van. His

  mother had taught him colours. Green was not hard to remember, because it was like grass and the big table on television when the men were playing snooker. There were a lot of balls on that table.

  He did not remember all the colours but he knew blue, red and green.




  The men had come for him when he was playing on the grass at the back of the house. He shouted for his mother and father but they did not hear. One of the men had picked him up and carried him

  along the lane, then pushed him into the back of that van. It was then that he had hurt his head. He was kicking and trying to stand up, struggling to get away. He knew now that the man who carried

  him was called Dave. The other one’s name was Milton. Dave was always laughing and to the boy he seemed elderly, with grey hair like Graham’s grandmother. He did not understand how

  someone so old could be pushing a boy into the back of a van. Dave had a grey moustache and small grey beard.




  When Dave carried him down the lane to the van he had seen Sam the dog lying on the ground, and he had an arrow sticking in his throat by his collar, and his tail was lying out, very still and

  very straight in the mud, like a brown branch. He knew about arrows. He had seen them in Robin Hood on television. Usually, if anyone approached the house, Sam would bark a lot but he did

  not bark that day.




  Sometimes Dave called him Podge. That had upset him for a while. It baffled him that someone who knew his name should want to call him something else. Now, he felt better about it. He thought it

  might show Dave liked him, and he wanted that. He felt safer then. In the fight at the van he had bitten Dave hard near the nose, and he knew people remembered bites. The teacher at his school did,

  and afterwards he could be very nasty. Sometimes when he bit somebody and he was friends later he used to kiss the spot, but he had never kissed the teacher or Dave. Now, he was glad if Dave did

  not feel angry with him all the time because of the biting.




  Dave used to touch the place of the bite sometimes with his finger and laugh. One day when he did that he said: ‘Podge, you’re a terror. You’re just like your dad.’ He

  said something else as well. He said ‘your fucking dad’, but Graham’s mother used to tell him that word was not needed.




  When they spoke about his father it made him want to cry. He could tell they did not like him, but could not understand why. It troubled him to think that his father and mother would not know

  where he was and would be worried. They would go out in the car and look for him because they did not like it if he left the garden. One day, a long time ago, he did go into the street and they

  came and found him. He was playing with some children. He liked that, but his mother and father said he must go back to the house with them. But a farm was not in the street, and he was afraid his

  mother and father would not know their way in fields.




  When somebody came to this house the men made him hide. They sat upstairs and watched from the window. There were no houses and they could see a long way. If a car was coming they told him to

  hide and keep quiet. They said he must stay in the bathroom and if he came out or if he made a noise they would lock him in the cowshed all day as well.




  They gave him some toys to play with but the toys were in the house, not in the shed. He liked the toys very much, and especially the Lego building kit and little horse soldiers with bright

  helmets, so when they told him to hide and be quiet he did because he dreaded being locked in the shed all the time.




  For dinner they had chips and sausages and sometimes meat and beans. They had their dinner upstairs. He thought this was very quaint: upstairs was for going to bed and for having a bath. In one

  of the upstairs rooms, there were photographs on the wall. He was delighted to see one of himself, in his red T-shirt and the trainers bought him by his mother. A few photographs showed the garden

  in his mother’s and father’s house, with all the flowers and the climbing frame. He liked climbing. There was a big picture of Sam the dog before he was shot and some others of his

  mother and father and his father’s car.




  Milton came in one day when he was looking at those pictures and he said: ‘Don’t cry, you’ll be back there soon, Graham, if everything goes all right.’ Sometimes Milton

  touched him on his trousers, when he was talking to him. He disliked that but did not know what to do about it. Milton said Sam was dead now but there were shops for buying new dogs, so that would

  be all right.




  When Milton was talking to him that day, Rick came in and said the pictures could come off the wall now. He said they should be burned because they were not needed any longer. But they did not

  do it.




  Rick talked more quietly than Milton and Dave and had a lot of pretty rings on his hands. His soft voice made him sound kind, and Rick never hit him, but Graham was not really sure whether he

  was kind. Only Dave and Milton hit him. Sometimes Dave said sorry. Milton never said sorry.




  Sometimes Milton was quiet and sometimes he was very loud. When he sang he had a cigarette in his mouth but he could still sing and it did not fall out. That amazed and thrilled Graham.

  Sometimes Dave and Milton played darts, throwing things at a thing on the wall, and the things stuck in it. Milton had some hair in his nose. The boy’s mother had told him people could not

  help it when they had hair in their nose or pimples on their face. She said he must not talk about it to them, they did not like it, so he never mentioned the hair to Milton.










  Chapter Three




  Harpur disliked farewell parties but thought he’d better go to Hubert Scott’s. Twelve years ago, when Harpur was a newly promoted detective sergeant, they had been

  close colleagues, with Scott much the senior. He had stayed at that rank, apparently happy to transfer his ambitions to Free Masonry, where he was now a flashy eminence of some sort, often getting

  his name and title heavy typed in the Daily Telegraph announcements. He used to say that if Masonry was good enough for Rudyard Kipling it was good enough for him. The boys who did the

  office posters for his leaving thrash mocked up a picture showing him in gorgeous Masonic regalia and half throttling a masked man holding a sawn off shotgun: Hubert could still turn dangerously

  rough with villains once in a while. He was hard and he did not mind people knowing. Three or four times lately, though, Harpur had worked with Scott again and found him restrained enough, capable

  enough, loyal enough, and very brave. For his retirement he had landed a porter’s job at the polytechnic, but always refused to talk about it. It was the kind of embarrassment and sadness

  which made Harpur very uncomfortable at send-offs and so inclined to dodge out. But Hubert was Hubert, and he went.




  At Scott’s wish, this one was ‘a wives do’. People brought their spouses, and that pleased Harpur: outsiders stopped things getting too grim and mawkish. The décor team

  had festooned the bar with more pictures, one enlarged from a newspaper shot featuring Scott’s torn and swollen face after he was cornered and beaten up by a hired crew on a vengeance outing

  not long ago. Another, lifted out of television film, showed him at a window with a knife at his throat during the two-day Royal Street siege, when he voluntarily took the place of a girl hostage.

  From a mock-up gibbet hung a nicely made dummy of Councillor Maurice Tobin, left-wing chairman of the police committee who had frequently raised questions about Hubert Scott’s methods. The

  committee were not invited tonight. At the moment, Mark Lane, the Chief Constable, and his wife were standing near the gibbet, talking to Scott, Lane with his back to the effigy and pretending not

  to notice it. He had to live with Tobin, and he had to live with his men and women, too.




  Benign-looking and beautifully dressed, as ever, Lane’s Assistant Chief, Desmond Iles, was alone at the end of the bar and beckoned Harpur. ‘How depressing to see Sally Lane losing a

  most courageous battle with that ever spreading elephant’s arse of hers, Col. I’m not saying it doesn’t suit her. No, Sally’s all of a piece. Megan with you?’




  ‘Circulating, sir.’




  ‘Grand. Sarah had one of those previous engagements. Yes. Where she goes, God knows, possibly. She tells me she has her own life to live. They read these things now, don’t

  they?’




  ‘We’ll all miss Hubert,’ Harpur replied.




  ‘Ah, I see: seek the safe ground. All right – yes, good old Hubert. I’m very fond of Hubert, and not just because of the Lodge. Mind you, the Chief’s been blathering

  lately that he should have got out sooner.’




  ‘What the hell does that mean?’




  Iles leaned forward a little so that a sheaf of grey hair fell across his brow. He pushed it back, then froze with his hand still there. ‘Put a bullet in each of my knees if you ever see

  me perform that gorgeous Heseltine gesture again, Col, will you?’ he snarled.




  ‘Why should Hubert have gone sooner, sir?’




  ‘I’m supposed to sit on this for the time being – you know the Chief and that mean little taste for secrecy.’




  ‘Sit on what, sir?’




  ‘Apparently we have a big visitor coming down to look at . . . well, look at certain allegations.’




  ‘Oh, Christ, Hubert got heavy once in a while. It’s water under the bridge.’




  ‘Maybe, but that’s not the point, as I understand it.’




  ‘What else?’




  The Assistant Chief made a small, brief unclenching movement with one hand. ‘It’s a grief, Col.’




  ‘On the take?’ Harpur said. ‘Hubert? Oh, that’s got to be wrong, sir.’




  ‘That’s the tale. Lane seems very eager to believe it, in that unwholesome way of his. He comes into the Force and begins looking for corruption before he’s got his feet under

  his desk.’




  ‘Taking who from?’




  ‘Nobody minor.’




  ‘Who?’




  ‘The only word I have on it is Lane’s.’




  ‘Okay. So who?’




  ‘He says our friend Tenderness.’




  ‘Taking from Mellick?’




  ‘Alleged.’




  ‘And who’s the Chief’s source?’




  ‘Over a period of at least two years.’




  ‘Who says?’




  ‘Lane wouldn’t tell me. After all, I’m only his Number Two.’ He nodded at the hanged effigy of Tobin. ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if this questing, point-scoring

  rag-and-bone man were behind it. Anyway, they’re sending some Assistant Chief from outside to investigate. That’s not going to satisfy Tobin and his like – police judge and

  jurying police and all that formula – but it’s the best they’ll get. Naturally, the Chief’s not too bothered. He’s half in favour of anything that does damage to the

  Craft. We keep a bit of an eye on Tenderness?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Something special going on there?’




  ‘Not that I heard.’




  ‘He just coins it and coins it, no hassle. A protection team protected? Maybe someone from this quarter really is giving him comfort and succour.’




  ‘Hubert’s going out to a nothing job, for God’s sake, sir. If he was being paid by Tenderness –’




  ‘Hubert’s a very bright and very experienced old lad, Col. Is he going to send signals? Next year the Bahamas, maybe, not next week. He probably knows people are watching.’




  ‘You believe all this? I thought he was a mate of yours.’




  ‘A Brother.’




  ‘So?’




  Iles did not answer. Instead, he said: ‘Lane’s afraid the shit will start flying all ways if this visitor does some earnest digging. We could do without that. Are you still having

  happy times with Ruth Cotton, or Avery that was? Of course you are. Who’s going to ditch a pair of thighs like those, for God’s sake? And are you still running your perilous

  reciprocities with assorted undisclosed grasses, all that grey area activity. Of course you are. How else do you get convictions? But, you see what I mean, Colin? Why, there’s Ruth and her

  husband now. Isn’t she looking healthy? You’re very good for her.’




  Iles grinned across the room and waved. Ruth responded. Harpur waved, too, and Ruth gave one of those very tiny, dead-and-alive smiles she could always produce for him at public occasions. Then

  she turned away and began talking sweetly to her husband and their group. It was wise, it was discreet, it was the only behaviour possible, but it still hurt him. Ruth and Harpur had been running

  these disguises for a long while now, but the sight of her temporarily out of reach and seemingly happy with Robert Cotton always depressed him.




  ‘They can haul Hubert back whenever they like for questioning,’ Iles said. ‘How’s that going to look to his new employers? And do you think he, or anyone else, can count

  on support from Lane if matters get sweaty?’




  It did not sound as if Iles expected a reply, and in any case, Harpur was still watching Ruth.




  ‘Well?’ Iles demanded.




  Harpur had forgotten that Iles did not ask questions which might be left unanswered. ‘Sir, I believe the Chief would do everything legitimate to look after the proper interests of any

  officer who became the subject of inquiry.’




  For a second, Harpur thought the ACC would hit him. Iles’s body tensed inside the grand suit and he half raised his left arm, the fingers of his hand tight in a fist. Then he relaxed them

  and pretended he had been reaching for his drink on the bar. ‘Are you taking a correspondence course in spokesmanship, Harpur? What were those creepy terms – “legitimate”,

  “proper”? This is a police force, not Sense and fucking Sensibility.’




  ‘I think I’ll find my wife, sir.’




  ‘Boasting again.’




  Harpur made his way through the crowd towards Megan, who had joined the Chief and Sally Lane with Hubert Scott. Megan looked to be in very good form. She and Harpur had drunk a couple of bulky

  gins at home before they left, and now she was laughing and waving her arms about and amiably poking Scott in the chest with her finger to emphasize some point. Harpur liked it when she drank. He

  could not persuade her to do it very often, though. Some of her worthy worry about the world could disappear for a while when she had taken a few on board, and some of that biting uneasiness she

  felt among police in the mass. When they first met fifteen years ago she had been drinking a bit, and perhaps that had helped bring them together. Occasionally these days he could not think of very

  much else that might have done it.




  She beckoned Harpur: ‘Colin, love, we’re discussing ethics. It’s all right. Don’t panic – not police, political ethics.’




  All the same, he groaned and slowed down, and was glad to be intercepted by Francis Garland. In that special, overwhelming way of his, Garland at once began talking urgently, as if

  Harpur’s only wish in life was to hear his words: ‘I took a swift look around the Mellick place, sir. Outside only, as you suggested. No boy of eleven about, and the dossier says there

  should be, so your informant might have things right. They use a dark glass Merc and I couldn’t tell who was going in and out. Megan not with you tonight, sir?’




  ‘What? For Christ’s sake, yes, Megan is with me tonight, just behind you. Iles first, now you, why the concern?’




  ‘People have your welfare at heart, sir.’




  ‘What about you? No bird tonight, Francis?’




  ‘Picking records.’ He nodded towards the juke box and Harpur saw a dark-haired girl he did not recognize.




  ‘You’ll be relieved to hear Sarah Iles isn’t here.’




  Garland shrugged. ‘Long time ago, sir.’ A Randy Crawford record came on, Now We May Begin.




  ‘She has taste, too,’ Harpur said.




  ‘I talked to kids in the street near Mellick’s house, just very gentle stuff, nothing head-on. They didn’t know anything about the boy: almost never saw him, so they’d

  have no idea if he was missing. “A head case”, they call him, poor little bugger. Apparently, he only ever played with them once in the street, and Tenderness and his missus arrived in

  a big sweat, afraid he was lost. The kids reckon an Alsatian has disappeared from the house – it used to bark, but hasn’t for more than a week. They had some idea it could have been got

  at by men a couple of them saw with a green van. Probably three. The descriptions are feeble, but they might fit a trio of Ivor Wright’s boys – Ancient Dave, Rick the Intelligent and

  Milton Bain. There’s a lot of trouble between Ivor and Tenderness, isn’t there?’




  ‘Yes, you could say that. If someone goes for your balls with a blowlamp you might want to give a reply. But, Christ, three men, a strange van – I thought the Enclave was built with

  its own security. Wasn’t that the idea? All sorts of vulnerable money lives up there: Tenderness, Mr Porno, high-tech wizards, the fruit machine king, a snooker champ –’




  ‘The security’s a farce, sir. More ways in than a blowup doll. If –’




  His girl returned from the juke box and pulled him away to dance. Harpur saw that she was very beautiful, with fine dark eyes and lovely, pale skin. She scarcely glanced at Harpur, though, and

  that nettled him. Christ, was he starting to look old? Garland was such a catch, for God’s sake? Did she fancy being jawed to death?




  Megan went out on to the floor with Scott and Harpur followed with Scott’s wife. It was better than talking ethics, any ethics. Jessie Scott beamed about the crowded room, a tall, square

  shouldered woman of fifty, wearing ornate spectacles and biggish pieces of wine-coloured costume jewellery. In a pause between records, Harpur said: ‘It’s a great turn-out. Well, what

  you’d expect, Jess. Everyone likes Hubert.’




  ‘The Chief’s been really ever so nice. I mean, all the things about Hubert he was saying just now, and Mrs Lane. They’re caring, no side. What does it matter they’re RC?

  Mr Iles goes on about “the Micks”, but it’s not pleasant, not nice. Take as you find. Mr Lane thinks the world of Hubert, that’s obvious. It makes some of the rough bits

  like in these photos seem sort of worthwhile.’




  ‘And you’re glad to be going?’




  She nodded. The music was about to restart. ‘Of course, we’ve got regrets, especially Hubert. But – he’d kill me for saying this, you know – but he’s getting

  a bit old to take these hammerings, isn’t he? Soon he won’t be giving as good as he gets.’ Ella Fitzgerald began to sing Every Time You Say Goodbye.




  ‘So sweet of them,’ Jessie Scott said. ‘Hubert’s been putting it off, putting it off. It’s a way of life, isn’t it, Mr Harpur, not just a job? And there are

  one or two things he would have liked to finish.’ She was moving slightly to the music. ‘He really wanted to nail that bleeding Tenderness for the incendiary raid on Ivor Wright’s

  face, neck and balls.’




  So, if Hubert was in Tenderness’s pocket, she did not know about it, or she was a top-class actress. He had always thought of her as totally straight. But, then, he had always thought of

  Hubert as totally straight.




  ‘All right, we all know Ivor’s offal,’ she said, ‘and this was just part of some endless, dirty gang war, but he was entitled to a love life, too. You’ve got to

  draw a line. It was a big mission with Hubert.’ She added something which Harpur did not hear properly above the record, possibly ‘Win some, lose some.’




  He let it go, but could not really believe things always evened out. They didn’t. You lost more, a lot more. She and Hubert might soon discover that for themselves. It was when you thought

  you’d just about managed to come out on top that you could suddenly lose everything.




  The music ended and they made their way off the floor. Jessie said: ‘Megan looks so lovely tonight. Well, always.’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘I think of you two and the girls as the perfect family.’




  ‘That’s very kind, Jess.’




  ‘I mean it: the two or three times I’ve been to your house – I could feel the love and happiness there. It really hit me.’




  ‘Yes, the kids are a great help.’




  ‘Not just the kids. You two. Somehow you’ve kept it alive after how many years of marriage—fifteen, sixteen? The kids are so lucky. And I know you’ll go on like

  that.’




  ‘Yes.’ Did anybody know anything about anybody, really know it?




  Lane was getting ready to lead Hubert and her up to the platform for the speeches and a presentation. Iles, master of ceremonies for the night, was already there, alight with special goodwill,

  team feeling in glorious spate.




  Megan took Harpur’s arm in a loving, slightly tipsy way, leaning into him, and stretched up as if to speak fondly, close to his ear: ‘There’s something very bloody wrong,

  Col.’




  ‘Is there?’




  ‘Isn’t there? You know it. Don’t kid about.’




  ‘Tell me exactly what you think it is, Meg,’ he said.




  ‘No idea, but looking at Lane, I can feel it. What does he know?’




  ‘Shall we make a move, then?’ the Chief said and he and his wife and the Scotts began to push gently through the crowd.




  ‘Hubert knows it, too,’ Megan said.




  ‘Knows what, for God’s sake?’




  ‘Anyone can see it in his face.’




  ‘He seems fine to me.’




  ‘Well, yes, he looks a bit better than in some of those pictures on the wall. But poor old bugger, who’s he crossed, Colin?’




  Iles tapped the microphone and began. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, we’re in the presence of a legend tonight. I’m still a comparative newcomer to this fine Force, but in the time

  I’ve been here I’ve come to recognize in Hubert Scott all the most worthwhile principles of policing, and especially detective policing.’




  ‘Shoot first,’ someone yelled, and there was a big, long laugh from the audience.




  ‘Well, one duty of an officer is to stay alive, with all his members unimpaired,’ Iles said. ‘As far as I can tell, he’s done that, despite I don’t know how many

  near things, and it’s grand that he should look so durable and happy here tonight.’




  Harpur studied Scott, trying to spot the signs of distress Megan claimed to see: Hubert was sharp enough and informed enough to have picked up any threatening rumours that might be about. He did

  seem a little tense and pale, but only what might be expected in someone leaving a job he loved after thirty-odd years and going out to become a nowhere nothing. He had a round, sallow face, almost

  genial when he was with people he regarded as his friends, and set rigid when he was not. Tonight, there were moments when he looked cheerful enough, but Harpur thought he was having to work at it.

  Megan obviously felt the same.




  Iles was talking about the changes Scott had seen and adapted to. ‘This patch is damn wealthy territory now, thanks to the lush flowering of high-tech factories with their coin-op owners.

  And, despite black days on the Stock Exchange, we host all sorts of the mega-loaded, looking for an out from London’s crime and property prices and Aids to bijou, provincial fortress estates,

  like our Elms Enclave. Of course, where you get the prosperous you will also get the clubs and the casinos and the drug dens and the super-rat villains. Vegas-on-sea. Well, I’m not telling

  you anything new: you’ve seen it, and learned to deal with it. Policing for us has become more dangerous and a lot rougher. Nobody has coped with these new conditions better than Hubert

  Scott.’




  ‘They don’t come rougher,’ a voice called.




  ‘We all have to fight harder,’ Iles said, ‘or the filth will drown us. We’re snorkling in shit – if Mrs Lane will forgive the imperfect alliteration. There are

  villains fighting us, and fighting each other, and somehow out of this nettle, danger, we have to pluck the flower, safety, for the general, decent populace. There are a few of them left, and

  they’re worth worrying about, even if they do elect crud kings like Tobin. There’s nothing personal against Maurice Tobin, I know the Chief would not like to think that. It’s just

  that he and so many others whom we have to take some note of are intellectual derelicts, cheapjack moralisers. However, we do take note of him and those like him and, were he here, I would be happy

  to assure him – reassure him – that we always strive to work within the rules. Yes.’ He gazed over respectfully towards the hanged effigy of the police committee councillor and,

  speaking with heavy reverence, said: ‘We enforce the law and are wholly bound by that law.’
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