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  Chapter One




  When someone as grand and profitable as Oliphant Kenward Knapp was suddenly taken out of the business scene, you had to expect a bloody big rush to grab his domain, bloody big

  meaning not just bloody big, but big and very bloody. Harpur was looking at what had probably been a couple of really inspired enthusiasts in the take-over rush. Both were on their backs. Both,

  admittedly, showed only minor blood loss, narrowly confined to the heart area. Both were eyes wide, mouth wide, and for ever gone from the stampede.




  Colin Harpur knew them. Of course he did. It was his job to know them. Easy. It had also been his job to make sure they did not get killed, or, if not exactly that, to make sure when they did

  get killed the people who killed them were caught. This should ensure a good, all-round reduction of the active villain list. For a start, these two would no longer be on it, obviously. Also, you

  could cross off however many were put away for doing them. But to put away those who did them required unterrorized witnesses and an unterrorized, unbought, undemented jury, plus a judge ungutted

  by famous overturned convictions and ready to treat police evidence as different from shit. Less easy.




  The Chief and Assistant Chief had come down to view the bodies, proving the deaths were emblems. Top ranks dealt in overtones. These corpses proclaimed that on this police force’s patch,

  and on most other patches, gangs ran their rivalries, wars and settlements regardless of the law. Everyone knew this, even Mark Lane, the Chief. He honourably yearned to stop it and pretended to

  believe he could. That was for morale, his own and his team’s.




  Iles crouched in the rubble squinting at the two corpses with a flashlight. ‘Possibly as small as .22 bullets. Magnum rimfire? Pathfinder? At least two wounds in each. At the most, .32.

  Panty-hose revolvers, from the States, sir. Britain’s stiff with guns of all shapes since border barriers came down. The Met say five thousand in London alone.’ The ACC glanced up at

  Harpur. ‘Oh, you’ll get nowhere with this one, Colin.’




  ‘How, how can you say that, Desmond?’ the Chief cried, his voice bouncing sharp and damning around the bare room, like the wrath of God.




  ‘Nobody saw anything. Nobody says anything. Everybody’s scared,’ Iles replied.




  ‘But can we tolerate that on our ground?’ Lane demanded. ‘It is people’s duty to tell us what they know, and our duty to act on what they tell us, and then to protect

  them.’




  The ACC gave a wholesome, lavishly grateful smile, radiant even in the drab light. ‘Colin, whenever we feel dirtied or crushed by the foulness of our work, we turn to the Chief for

  affirmation of true values.’




  Lane had been off work with a full breakdown, and two expertly killed pushers in a derelict, boarded-up, Valencia Esplanade house must seem a poor way to start a comeback. As for Harpur, he was

  used to sessions among the stinks and dust of these once select homes, ogling casualties.




  The Scene of Crime people and photographer arrived with their gear, and Mark Lane waved a fond hand towards them. ‘Are you telling me – us – this is all a useless charade,

  Desmond? Our efforts? Never! Those responsible for these deaths must be swiftly caught and brought to justice. I’ll have no gang rule here. This force has attracted enough hostile notice from

  Home Office and Inspectorate of Constabulary. We will show we have control. At once.’




  Of course, behind Lane’s protests would be the suspicion, always that fierce, ravaging suspicion, that Iles, and possibly even Harpur, wanted no true investigation because he, or they,

  knew more than they showed; maybe had a gainful corner in the dark commerce that produced these deaths. Lane saw himself as tragically alone, isolated and kept ignorant in his eminence. He

  mistrusted everyone, and especially Iles. Those reasonable, black uncertainties had pushed him at last into outright depression three months ago. On the day Lane went off ill Iles had said:

  ‘The sod felt so solitary his mind split in two to give himself company, Col. But it wasn’t viable when total, so what chance for halves? Collapse.’




  Now, Iles said, ‘I know these two deads, don’t I, Harpur? Lovable laddies both of them, in their turdish, grab-all ways. Alby Horton, Josh McCallion? Horton’s the bigger grin,

  sir. He was proud of his teeth.’




  ‘Know them?’ Lane replied. ‘How know them? First names?’




  ‘We’ve had them in, Col?’




  ‘Now and then.’




  The Chief said: ‘As to clearing up this appalling situation, I am quite sure Colin and his team will be—’




  Iles stood and thoroughly brushed down his suit. ‘This is how it goes, sir: Kenward Knapp’s shot in a gang tussle during your unquestionably deserved sick-leave, so there’s a

  gorgeous realm suddenly on offer – say seventy per cent of the drugs trade in our manor, and half the top class receiving. Maybe some pimping. This is mighty, non-taxable money. Think of

  Kenward’s house, The Pines. Big Merc. The momentary vacuum after his death brings its own battles and its own silences. Who bosses these two, Col?’ Iles asked.




  ‘Whoever pays,’ Harpur said. ‘Anyway, all sorts are trying it alone now, since Kenward’s firm came up for bids. It’s part of the nationwide small business

  drive.’




  The Chief said, ‘But—’




  ‘And then, sir, suppose Colin here, by some of his fine, filthy magic, gets an informer for us, finds a secret way around the brick wall of fear and greed. What’s next? Some fucking

  old ponce wig will insist from the Bench that we not only name the tipster but produce him to give evidence and face cross-examination.’




  The Chief kicked away three half house bricks so he could stand more solidly on even ground before taking on Iles. ‘Well, Desmond, I do feel that under this country’s justifiably

  admired legal system a judge has the right to—’




  Iles said: ‘So either the informer gets blown away by one of the accused’s aunties before reaching court, or is executed on contract afterwards. Hundred grand price ticket. Grasses

  know the way it goes at trials these enlightened, everything-open days, so they no longer produce, do they, Col?’




  ‘Not as once,’ Harpur said.




  ‘And if we drop a case to protect our informant, the gangs know what that means, so he gets snuffed out anyway.’




  Lane wanted to leave. He turned towards the one doorway where the boarding had been removed. Then he came back. ‘Perhaps acting without such aid is healthier, cleaner, more

  professional,’ he said. Now, his voice trembled with resolution. The lay-off from work and from Iles might have built him up. ‘I’ve always despised the whole damn informant

  carry-on. As you know. To deal with the tainted is to become tainted ourselves.’




  Iles pulled out a leather-bound notebook and very slim gold pencil. ‘Do you mind if I make a note of that, sir?’ he replied. He intoned as he pretended to write laboriously: To

  deal with the tainted is to become tainted ourselves.




  Lane began to leave again, then once more returned, his voice still determined: ‘Besides which, there is an established, official code for dealing with grasses, yet I am bound to deduce

  from what you say, Desmond, that this is continually flouted here. It is central to the proper handling of an informant that he or she is deemed to belong, not to any one officer, but to the police

  service as a whole. There is a laid-down structure of Handler, Controller, Registrar. You apparently speak of Harpur as having his own, private sources, and speak of it compliantly.’




  ‘You know Harpur, sir,’ Iles replied.




  







  Chapter Two




  ‘To put it briefly, then, Detective Chief Superintendent Harpur, these two deaths, Albert Horton, Joshua McCallion, took on something of a symbolic quality, did they

  not?’




  ‘I don’t know what you mean.’




  ‘I think you do, but let me explain. I want His Honour and the jury to understand exactly what I am saying. Were not these two murders regarded by you and your superiors as signs that an

  escalating gang war had broken out on what you would call your ground?’




  ‘I can’t answer for my superiors. To me, these were two men who had been shot dead. That was all.’




  ‘And because their deaths were seen as so significant, you were under exceptional pressure to make arrests, were you not?’




  ‘Whenever someone is murdered we try urgently to find those responsible and bring them to trial.’




  ‘Is it not the case that a notorious drug dealer, Oliphant Kenward Knapp, had recently been killed, and that you and other senior officers feared you were witnessing a ruthless battle

  between those determined to take over from him?’




  ‘A man called Oliphant Kenward Knapp was killed. We had no conclusive evidence that he was a drugs dealer or he would have been prosecuted.’




  ‘You wished by these arrests to demonstrate that the police still had control, did you not, and were not mere spectators to a war?’




  ‘I knew of, know of, no war. My duty was to find who killed Albert Horton and Joshua McCallion.’




  ‘Yours had been a troubled police force shortly before these deaths, had it not?’




  ‘Troubled?’




  ‘Was it not subject to outside inquiries – by the Home Office and Inspectorate of Constabulary?’




  “There had been inquiries. No irregularities were discovered.’




  ‘If you please. But I suggest that such reflections on the competence of the force would bring a level of stress to you and your colleagues, and a wish to restore and guard the

  force’s reputation at all costs. At all costs.’




  ‘No irregularities were discovered. No loss of reputation had occurred.’




  ‘I suggest you were under orders to achieve convictions for the murders of Albert Horton and Joshua McCallion quickly, to allay any further outside unease.’




  ‘I would wish to achieve convictions for all murders as quickly as possible, to prevent repetitions.’




  ‘I suggest that the evidence you bring against all three accused, but particularly against my client, is insubstantial, speculative, and much of it mysteriously derived.’




  ‘It is firm evidence or charges would not have been made.’




  ‘Do you understand what I mean when I say “mysteriously derived”, Chief Superintendent?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘I thought perhaps not. Or perhaps so. Let me take you to a point in your evidence-in-chief. I have it here: “In company with Detective Chief Inspector Francis Garland I called at

  the home of Leonard Claud Beyonton and told him we wished to ask some questions about the deaths of Albert Horton and Joshua McCallion.” Mr Harpur, why did you believe Mr Beyonton could help

  you with your inquiries into the two deaths?’




  ‘I had certain information.’




  ‘Where did that information come from?’




  ‘I’m not in a position to say.’




  The judge stirred. ‘What does that mean? That you don’t know, or that you will not say?’




  ‘I am unable to say.’




  ‘Will not say?’ the judge asked.




  ‘I am unable to say, my lord.’




  ‘If I may help your lordship,’ the lawyer said. ‘Chief Superintendent, you are unable and unwilling to say because you wish to protect your source, is that not the

  case?’




  ‘The source was private.’




  ‘The source remains private, is that not so, Chief Superintendent?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Thank you. You were acting on a tip from an informant, a so-called grass, or tout or snitch or snout, were you not?’




  ‘It was a private source.’




  ‘So we gather. May I take you now to another point in your evidence? “I told Leonard Claud Beyonton that I had reason to believe he had recently begun to associate on a partnership

  basis with Harry Foster and Gerald Michael Reid,” the other two accused. What reason had you to believe that, Mr Harpur?’




  ‘I had certain information.’




  ‘Where did that information come from?’




  ‘The source is private.’




  ‘Is this the same private source as in the previous piece of your evidence?’




  ‘The source is private.’




  ‘Am I right in saying that this source, or these sources, will not appear in court to give their evidence personally?’




  ‘Yes.’




  The judge stirred. ‘What does that mean? That he or she or they will or will not appear?’




  ‘Will not, my lord,’ Harpur replied.




  The judge leaned forward. ‘Mr Couzel, are you and the other defence counsel content with this?’




  ‘We are not, my lord. Absolutely not. I was about to make a submission to your lordship on this matter. And in this I speak for my learned friends also.’




  In the pause, Harpur glanced back from the witness box to the body of the court. Iles had come in to hear the afternoon’s evidence. He met Harpur’s eye, and with one hand held his

  nose while the other pulled an imaginary lavatory chain.




  The judge said: ‘Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, I’m going to ask Counsel to see me privately in my chambers for a short while to discuss certain aspects of the case.’




  ‘All rise,’ the usher bellowed.




  When Harpur looked again, Iles had gone.




  







  Chapter Three




  The party was at Ralph Ember’s club, the Monty, in Shield Terrace. Ember would have stopped it if he could, but what hope once it got going? The three of them arrived

  noisy and cavorting, with a little crowd of relatives, friends and women only five minutes after he had opened up for the evening, and before he knew a thing. They were yelling for champagne, so he

  guessed something special, and thought it must be about their murder case, but had no idea what, except they were free. And then they started crowing what a prime gem the judge was, so dimpled and

  sweet-breathed, and what a beautiful banging Harpur took in the witness box – and saying even Des Iles slunk out, knowing it was ashes. Ember began to get the outline.




  ‘They had to pull it, Ralphy,’ Claud Beyonton said, his little mouse-face bright as icing. ‘We’re fireproof. Here’s my pricey lawyer, Charles Couzel. Charlie did a

  scathing job. This is the club owner, Charles, Ralph Ember, almost BA, sometimes known as Panicking Ralph, but it’s a disgusting lie.’




  ‘Pull it?’ Ember replied.




  Couzel said: ‘Many judges now see that in an open society it is intolerable for the police to use evidence unsupported by witnesses. In this case, the police refused to expose their

  informant and dropped the prosecution. That’s noble of them, I suppose. But any anonymous informant has to be suspect, must be tested.’




  ‘I love judges,’ Beyonton remarked. ‘We’d like to send him something. An illuminated address.’




  At this stage, Ember did not mind too much that they had come here to celebrate. It was a valid occasion. Not Guilty meant Not Guilty however it happened, and no matter how guilty they were.

  Anyway, Beyonton and Gerald Reid were paid-up members of the club, so Ember could not have kept them and their guests out. At the start, there were only about twenty, nearly half lawyers, and they

  spent very nicely and behaved very nicely. Of course, they were loud and would probably get louder, but that was understandable. Three of them had just dodged a life sentence. Three of them had a

  very nice future. As Beyonton said, fireproof, or near it. Who’d have the gall to take them in for anything again? Not even Harpur and Iles. Who could get the evidence if grass evidence was

  ruled out for ever? These three had the keys of the kingdom. Ember, gazing at them across the bar, saw potentially very favourable associates for himself. In fact, he should probably feel grateful

  they had picked the Monty for their rave.




  But the word went round fast – word about the collapsed trial, word about the Monty celebration. During the night, the numbers jumped, continued jumping. So many in the City suddenly

  realized how helpful it might be now to beef up a friendship with these three heroes, Beyonton, Harry Foster and Reid. Spending stayed grand, grew grander, and Ralph had to ring for extra bar help.

  His champagne stocks might not last. There were toasts, more toasts, a table-top speech by Gerry Reid, who had this renowned mouth. Obviously, he compared the three of them to the Birmingham Six

  and the Guildford Four, framed police victims, and did a brave, injured performance which climaxed in honest weeping. Two lots of network television arrived for interviews and shots of the party,

  plus newspaper people, big-wheel newspaper people in today’s jolliest modes, not local.




  About now, Ember began to worry. Christ, he dreaded publicity, this sort of publicity. He hated some of the talk he heard – swagger talk, give-away talk, threat talk, fuck-Harpur-and-Iles

  talk. Christ, he did not like so many tainted members here at the same time, nor so much acclaimed pussy. This was not the Carlton Club but Ralphy did strive to keep the Monty in touch with

  respectability, more or less. In living memory, it had been a meeting place for genuine professional and business folk, a refined spot. Admittedly, the membership had grown rough-house since then,

  but the point was they did not usually all turn up at once, so the mahogany and brass fittings from that previous life had a chance to proclaim class. Not tonight. Too many. Above the alcohol and

  smoke he smelled a smell he knew and worked at forgetting – cells. Ember felt glad his wife and daughters were not here.




  Gerry Reid, on the table, his cheeks bright with tears, was saying most sincerely into the cameras: ‘Friends, one thing I know you would all want to ask us. It’s, do we feel bitter

  and do we want revenge? And the answer is no, no, no.’ The words were clarioned. ‘We have anger, yes; resentment, but not bitterness. And as for revenge, would we go down to the level

  of that piece of evil who fed the police slander about us, and would we sink to the level of police who believed it? Never, never, never. Somewhere tonight there’s a filthy grass who is sick

  with shame and fright because we are free and because he knows what we must be thinking, and what all of you must be thinking too. Let him alone with his dread and his poison. They will suffocate

  him. Our vengeance is not needed.’ This brought a kind of applause and some shouting.




  Harry Foster, at the bar, leaned forward and said to Ember: ‘You think we’re bloody lucky, yes, Ralph?’ Harry was with his girl, Deloraine.




  ‘I think I’m bloody lucky to get your party,’ Ember replied.




  ‘Where else would we go?’




  ‘Thanks, Harry.’




  Deloraine said: ‘Who do you think, Ralph?’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Put the lying word to the police.’




  ‘It’s an industry,’ Ember replied.




  ‘Harry thinks someone’s really inside a business concern,’ the girl said. ‘Someone with rare knowledge. There was detail, authenticity.’ Harry punched her arm

  almost lightly and she said: ‘Mind, that doesn’t mean the stuff was correct. But you know, genuine insight.’




  ‘I understand,’ Ember replied.




  ‘Knew the whole Kenward Knapp operation and just how these two, Horton and Josh McCallion, tried to grab a big share,’ she said. ‘Horton’s so old to try something like

  that, finish like that. I mean, called Albert. Albert! What century is that, for Chrissake?




  ‘Clumsy, useless bastards,’ Harry said. ‘They were in the way, that’s all.’




  ‘That Kenward operation needs some handling,’ Ember replied.




  ‘It’s not impossible,’ Harry said. ‘Experience. Those two, a couple of beginners, even though Alby’s old. Greedy know-nothings. Only nuisances. They were bound to

  go.’




  ‘How I saw it,’ Ember replied.




  Deloraine said: ‘Well, experience. You’ve got some of that, I heard – all directions, Ralphy.’




  ‘Thanks.’




  She bent across the bar and kissed his cheek, fingering the long scar on his jawline. ‘You look like Charlton Heston, you know, Ralphy, when he was younger. Anyone ever told you

  that?’




  ‘You must be joking,’ Ember replied.




  ‘Of course they’ve told him,’ Harry said. ‘Get your boobs out of his mouth, will you?’ He wrenched her back by the arm he had punched. ‘Harpur shows here some

  nights, yes, Ralph? And even Iles.’




  ‘They won’t come tonight.’




  ‘No, not tonight. Not with muck on their face. But before. When they were here before, you see them talking to anyone, Ralphy? I mean, really talking, deep talking? Or going off with, more

  likely – a quiet chat somewhere else?’




  ‘Oh, these are just terror calls they make here, Harry,’ Ember said. ‘Supposed to be about the licence, but they collect free drinks and look at who’s in, throw their

  weight about. They don’t talk.’




  Gerry Reid, with a magnum of champagne in his hand, fell from the table and brought down another where people were drinking. A couple of women got soaked and jumped up screaming curses. Gerry

  stayed on the floor. Somehow the bottle had not broken and he giggled and took another drink. Beyonton went over to him in case the men at the table turned heavy. Beyonton was small but barbarity

  made up for it.




  ‘Well, they talked somewhere with somebody,’ Harry said. ‘But the great thing is this, Ralphy – the better the stuff police get from a grass, the more the judge wants the

  grass in front of him. If it’s just flimsy rubbish, he couldn’t care less. But good information, he has to get all mean and fussy, flap his integrity about. Police can’t win.

  Beautiful.’




  ‘I suppose it’s all still there, waiting,’ Ember replied.




  ‘What?’ Harry asked.




  ‘Kenward’s operation.’




  ‘Naturally it is,’ Harry replied.




  ‘You ever seen that great house Kenward had, The Pines, Ralphy?’ Deloraine asked. ‘Stables. A gallery. A gallery! And the clothes that cow of his Constance wears – wore.

  Never the same twice. Some name for a cow like that. This was an operation, the Kenward operation.’




  ‘Just sensitive managing needed, that’s all, Ralphy,’ Harry said.




  ‘Ralph knows about management,’ Deloraine said. ‘Well, look at this lovely club.’




  Beyonton pulled Gerry to his feet and took the magnum from him. They came and joined Harry and Deloraine at the bar.




  Ember said with a grand laugh: ‘Claud, my view is Harry thinks the leak could have come from inside the Monty itself. I’m really hurt.’




  ‘Not yet you’re not,’ Beyonton replied.




  ‘Nobody’s accusing you, Ralphy,’ Reid grunted, ‘and far from it. All right, you have Harpur and even Iles up here, but I know you’re no talker. You’d despise

  that.’




  Now and then when Ember had one of his panics, he felt as if his scar had opened again after all these years and was trailing nerve-ends. He put up a hand and touched it.




  ‘Anyway, fireproof or not, we talk to one another only, now, just the three of us, nobody else,’ Beyonton said. ‘Too many whispers.’




  ‘Ralphy would like a piece of the action, I know it,’ Deloraine said. ‘And he’s been thinking a lot about Kenward’s outfit, haven’t you, Ralph?’




  ‘No, no.’ Ember said. ‘Only what I read in the press.’




  ‘Kenward was big, even by your standards, Ralph.’ Beyonton said.




  ‘I don’t really know much about him,’ Ember replied. ‘He came on fast, that’s all.’




  ‘Finished faster,’ Beyonton said.




  ‘Well, drive carefully, lads,’ Charles Couzel said. He and the other lawyers were leaving and came in a happy group to the bar. They had a steady glow about them which lawyers

  radiated sometimes when aware they had pulled off a victory for fair play and justice.




  ‘I’m going to send you a present, Charlie,’ Beyonton said. ‘I mean, on top of that fucking extortionate fee you’re in for anyway, bastard. But seriously, you were a

  star, and that judge respects you, which is a real clever flair. I was thinking of one of those gold chains with a medallion based on a saint for you, a real saint, not some soccer player or

  tit-and-bum girl. This would have taste, don’t worry. I don’t mean wear it in court or down Lincoln’s Inn banquets, for God’s sake. But when you’re on your holidays in

  a leisure shirt, the Caribbean or Mexico, or wherever you loaded, smart-arse sods go. This would give a genuine glint in the continuous sunshine and make you remember Claud and friends. Just watch

  you’re not mugged for it out there, people like that. Make a change for a lawyer to get mugged instead of mugging the rest of us. But you’re still a true star, Charlie.’




  The three of them shook hands with the lawyers. ‘We won’t be needing you again, boys and girls,’ Gerry said. He had reclaimed the magnum and handed it around for farewell

  swigs.




  ‘Of course you won’t,’ Charles Couzel said. ‘You’re boys who wanted above all to keep out of trouble but were landed in it by innuendo and lies.’




  ‘Plus, we’ve got those two dead now,’ Harry replied




   Couzel looked shocked and appalled.




  ‘He doesn’t mean those two, not Alby Horton and McCallion, do you, Harry?’ Beyonton said. ‘He’s talking about Harpur and Iles, that’s all. Meaning

  they’re finished after this. Metaphorical?’




  







  Chapter Four




  Harpur and Denise were naked and talkative behind the settee on the floor in his big living room, when he thought he heard someone tapping a window very gently – not this

  room, possibly the kitchen or breakfast cubby-hole at the back. It was clear Denise had not heard, and he felt a bit ashamed to have noticed it himself, as though not rapt by the sweet urgencies

  and chat of the moment. ‘Oh, in due course screw me sweetly, ceaselessly, Col,’ Denise chortled, in that heartening, educated voice. ‘Let’s shake all her damn books from the

  shelves.’




  He greatly liked good, explicit, spoken menus in lovemaking, impossible or not, and certainly preferred it to the sound of that tapping, whoever it might be. His daughters were in Wales on a

  judo course, so he did not have to worry about them, and for now was not going to worry about anyone else.




  ‘You could bite me,’ she said.




  ‘Are you sure?’ He took her nipple in his mouth and found it as warm and pushy as ever. It would be wasted on babies.




  ‘Well, not right through. With delicacy. Both.’




  After a while, when that had finished, he said: ‘You could bite me.’




  ‘Are you sure?’




  ‘Not right through. With delicacy. Just the one.’ He knew he would be warm and allowed himself to be pushy, too, though not injuriously.




  She drew away from him suddenly with a fine slurping sound. ‘I hear tapping,’ she said.




  ‘Sod that. A night woodpecker.’




  ‘Col, what is it? I mean, to find us like this, entwined and floorboarded in your own home.’




  ‘Just forget it,’ he said and nuzzled her again.




  ‘Well, all right,’ she said.




  ‘Stop talking now.’




  ‘Col,’ she said, hesitantly, ‘just tell me this, all right? Now, don’t get shirty. Well, did you ever do this before?’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Make love among the cobwebs here with – with your wife.’




  He knew she disliked using Megan’s name. ‘Here? Why would I?’ he said.




  ‘Oh, it could have been, like, an impulse – something wild. Although married. God, how I hate to think of that.’




  ‘Don’t.’




  ‘What do you mean, don’t think of it because it didn’t happen, or don’t think of it because it did? I loathe your past. It doesn’t belong to me.’




  ‘There wasn’t much to things between Megan and me by the time she died – was killed. Over. She was looking elsewhere.’




  This was the first time he had ever been able to persuade Denise into his house, or, as she would call it, his own home, although he had been single for months, a genuine widower. The three-day

  absence of the children was decisive. She still drew the line at his double bed, though. He found such delicacy strange in an independent-minded undergraduate of nearly twenty. Perhaps what people

  said was right; today’s students had turned sensitive.




  They lay looked down on by Megan’s books, which he and his daughters definitely meant to get rid of one day, definitely one day soon. For Denise, the books obviously screamed Megan, like

  the bedroom. For Harpur, too, the books screamed Megan, so should he keep them or let them go? The lights were off. Denise and Harpur both felt it would be gross to make love on a living room,

  library, floor except in the dark.




  ‘I adore it – you,’ she said.




  ‘Right order.’




  ‘Just shut up,’ she said. ‘Oh, Col, love me. Love me hard, harder.’




  ‘God, the young – so exorbitant.’




  ‘Needy.’




  There were times when Harpur felt Denise was too beautiful for screwing, and especially screwing in the kind of unkempt locales they had to use, like this chill corner of the room among a

  decade’s debris. Always he managed to triumph over these scruples, but they were another reason for keeping the lights out now: he could not see her gorgeous face, and worked around her

  gorgeous body by, he hoped, reverent touch. He had first met her via the girlfriend of one of his prime informants, and still marvelled that police work could produce such a lovely source of

  joy.




  They sat up afterwards and leaned against the back of the settee. She had what felt like an ancient parking-ticket stuck to her thigh, and he peeled it off. ‘I’m going to discover

  who’s out there,’ he said . The noise continued intermittently. He hunted clothes.




  ‘Another woman? Her turn?’ she asked.




  ‘Probably. Where’s my diary?’




  ‘Swine. I wish I’d bitten rougher. Ownership marks.’




  He pulled on trousers and a sweater.




  ‘It could be dangerous,’ she said.




  ‘Dangerous people don’t knock the window.’




  ‘You sure?’




  ‘No. I’ll take a fire iron. I’ll be formidable.’ He recalled his daughters arming themselves like that one day when they thought an intruder was in the garden.




  ‘An iron for me? I should come with you.’




  ‘No, just get dressed,’ he whispered. ‘I might have to let someone in. You look unambiguous.’




  ‘Who says it’s only one?’




  ‘Nobody.’




  ‘So I ought to come with you.’




  ‘Dress and stand by the phone, love. I won’t be in trouble but if it sounds as if I could be, just do nine-nine-nine straight away. My name will be enough. It’s Harpur. Say

  you’re the butler.’




  ‘Oh, stop being so bloody mature and cool.’




  ‘Dismally mature. Not cool. Then get out of here. Anywhere.’




  ‘Leave you to it?’




  ‘Help will come.’




  ‘I’m help.’




  ‘Just get out, Denise.’




  She looked full of wild, teenage rage and astonishment, plus some hurt. ‘Do you think I would, Col? Could I, for God’s sake? Is that how you see me? If it was Megan, would you

  tell her to ditch you, too?’




  ‘Just don’t hang about,’ he replied.




  ‘Ashamed to have them find me in your home?’




  He picked up the poker and went into the kitchen, keeping against the wall, a bit crouched, very obvious. He wore no shoes or socks and was reasonably quiet. He still did without lights. An

  acquittal or a case-collapse made people think they could never be touched again, and they might be right. They forgot about risk, went out stalking those who had menaced them. Beyonton could be

  like that, and Harry Foster. Beyonton had the face of a decent little mouse, but more ferocity. Perhaps even that dreaming spiel king, Gerry Reid, could turn brutal. After all, that dreaming spiel

  king had done his share in getting rid of Albert Horton and McCallion. The information put him very much at the scene and active. All right, an old wig said the information did not rate, but old

  wigs were frightened now by all the mistakes they’d made in the past. From Sunday-school days Harpur remembered a text, Judge not that ye be not judged. They had fallen for that

  one.




  As he stood near the kitchen door, he saw a hand appear outside from beneath the window, a hand in a black woollen mitten, and with a bit of sleeve also visible, like a puppeteer with no puppet,

  or someone dying in a trench. The thumb and forefinger held a ten-pence piece, and this was used to tap the window, four lots of three smart knocks, as though it was some known code, the way

  prisoners talked on jail heating pipes. Harpur’s education did not cover this as yet. He waited for a face, faces to appear.




  It was true, dangerous people probably did not tap windows, not unless they wanted to draw someone into the back garden for a look around and whatever. Now and then Claud Beyonton could let

  hatred run ahead of good business sense. Seeing off Horton and McCallion would have been very good business sense, especially if you got away with it. Seeing off Harpur would be hate only. The

  effect was identical.




  After a few minutes, the hand appeared again and gave the same message. This time the coin looked more prominent. Perhaps the moon had come out, making it seem to radiate the bright, beckoning

  evil gleam of a bribe. Would people fix this as about Harpur’s price if he ever started on the take? What else could he read in this hand, this mitten, this sleeve? Not much to form a profile

  from, but he did not believe Claud Beyonton would stoop to black woollen mittens, nor stoop under a window and stay stooped and faceless so long in someone’s backyard. There was not much

  sleeve on show. He thought it was some sort of khaki; an imitation combat jacket, which again would be wrong for Beyonton. Although Claud lived by combat, he did not dress for it. Claud liked the

  formal. Reid, Foster?




  Harpur crossed the room and looked down. A face was staring up, and he recognized it even in the dark. Harpur went to the kitchen door, unbolted and opened it. ‘Come in,’ he said.

  ‘You’ll freeze.’




  ‘Someone with you, yes? I’ve been watching the house and saw a girl go in, too.’




  ‘It’ll be all right.’




  ‘I wouldn’t want to meet anyone.’




  ‘It will be all right.’




  ‘And then no lights in the house.’




  ‘I was in bed,’ Harpur replied.




  ‘Well, you’re entitled.’




  Harpur shut the kitchen door and put the poker on the table. “There’s no blind for the window. We’re overlooked by a couple of houses. Maybe we should sit in the dark. Do you

  mind?’




  ‘Some other room?’




  ‘It would be better here,’ Harpur said.




  ‘Someone else about?’




  ‘Well, yes.’




  ‘You’re entitled, regardless.’




  ‘Yes, thanks. Here’s a chair, look. I can make some tea. I know the way around.’ He lit a gas ring on the stove, which gave some light, then filled the kettle. ‘Hang on

  here, will you? I’ll just tell her I’m busy.’ The 999 call would be a mistake. He picked up the poker to take back.
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