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  Chapter One




  Yes, on the whole she liked it best when conferences took place at one of these long-windowed, narrow-gabled, stone-built, converted Victorian country mansions in fine grounds.

  Well, think of the alternative: some state-of-the-art urban cop shop – the kind she spent most of her life in – all glare-lit corridors and phoney wood doors, except for the cell block.

  The theme of the conference frightened her. Anything to do with running undercover police operations frightened Esther. The sedate setting might solace her a little. Might. A little.




  Most of the renovated old properties were reached along artfully curving drives, tarmacked or gravelled, so the building could not be seen from the gates because of good tree clumps, mostly

  conifer, oak, larch. The houses had a separateness, had been built purposely to get separateness. Esther fancied a bit of separateness, more or less always did, but rarely got much of it, what with

  the Assistant Chief job, and Gerald. Of course, there’d been a time when she’d delighted in togetherness with Gerald. She had no trouble remembering those days and nights, but they

  couldn’t be brought back, although she had tried for a while, and might have another go if things ever got to look more promising. Despite the violence, he definitely still had some good

  aspects. She worked at encouraging these and never treated Gerald as having become totally fatuous or irrecoverably on the skids.




  For now, anyway, she could enjoy the sight and setting of Fieldfare House, this secluded, gracious, secretive rendezvous. About a hundred and fifty years ago, the first, jumped-up creators of

  estates like this financed the land purchase and construction with magnificent profits from their new factories in hurriedly industrialized towns; or from their coal mines; or from laying railways.

  They wanted distance between these work sites and their homes, so they could flit from the innovative, cash-flow ugliness to somewhere green and tranquil and private and, of course, with status:

  the big, solid residences in landscaped, parkland acreage had been pretentious boltholes. A successful labour master would look out on lawns and minor lakes and rhododendron clumps and stables and

  a paddock, perhaps even on deer, not on the splendid, unsightly enterprises that bought them. Where there was muck there was brass, yes, but the brass would buy a spread where he could forget the

  muck at weekends. He’d hope, and might believe, his family would be here for centuries, or for ever, the same as dukes at Chatsworth and popes at Rome.




  As a matter of fact, no such luck. But Esther Davidson, turning up today at Fieldfare, could sense and enjoy for a moment that former sureness and optimism, and the comfy impression of being

  apart from the routine tangles of existence. Naturally, she knew the feeling was irrelevant and stupid, brought on only by a classy setting. The feeling came just the same, though, and lingered

  briefly. And, in the circumstances, there was a bit to be said for this boost to her morale, never mind how temporary and false. What circumstances? Well, during the next three days, Assistant

  Chief Constable Davidson would be involved in life-and-death presentations and discussions of what an agenda sheet called ‘The Efficient and Secure Management of Out-located Personnel’.

  In the cause of security, that slab of jargon was very deliberately a slab of jargon, and very deliberately unintelligible.




  Decoded, it said: How to place an undercover detective in a targeted gang, cell, clan, crew and make certain (by – see above – due Management) he/she (a) comes up with enough stuff

  usable at trial to convict on (i.e. – see above – is Efficient); and, above all, (b) stays undiscovered, untortured, and unsunk in a concrete bodysock (i.e. – see above – is

  Secure).




  ‘Out-located’ meant one very precise thing, and, also, its very precise opposite. True, the officer would be Out-located from family, from normal duties, from usual colleagues and,

  crucially, from standard life-lines and protective back-up. But this was in order that he/she could penetrate a crooked team – could, in fact, be deeply and secretly In-located: that

  is, become part of, or seem to, the targeted gang, cell, clan, crew. It would usually be a gang, cell, clan, crew, that had shown itself unbeatable, unsmashable, unjailable, over at least months,

  and more likely years, by any other police method. Standard investigative ploys will have done nothing. Because of the hellish, continuous perils, you tried every alternative before deciding to

  install a spy. And if you got that far you prayed the secrecy would last, and had a unit ready to go in and recover the officer in time, if it didn’t. Or try to recover the officer in

  time. Esther knew that very soon she might have to smuggle one of her people into the biggest, most savage, enduring, prospering and expanding criminal firm back on her own ground. She hated the

  notion, but maybe at Fieldfare she’d learn something handy and extra and reassuring, to go with what she’d learned already from other undercover gambles.




  The original got-rich-quick occupant of Fieldfare House could never have visualized what actually would happen to his grand, deserved, dignified property. So, what did? Time happened. It

  wasn’t unique. Those who came after the mighty industrialist would eventually, or sooner, have found the place too costly to run and maintain. They’d begin to think about the comforts

  of suburbia, and soon the removal vans would roll. Servants for a place like this, and central heating and damp courses and tonnes of re-roofing slates, could grow unacceptably expensive. The Home

  Office – the Home Office – intelligently interested itself in such homes or ex-homes and bought Fieldfare and its surrounds at not much above peanuts. Then, after thorough

  repairs and decent refurbishment, turned it into a venue for the kind of sometimes dark, sometimes unnerving get-togethers Esther and colleagues from the Association of Chief Police Officers

  nationwide had been invited to now.










  Chapter Two




  Thursday 22nd June 2006, 1400 hours, Simpkins Suite Out-Located Operations: Two Personal Narratives




  Officer A: 1400–1500 hours




  1500–1530 hours, Questions




  Officer B: 1530–1630 hours




  1630–1700 hours, Questions




   




  Esther tried to recall from school history lessons whether any of the great Industrial Revolution contractors had been called Simpkins; possibly not quite as renowned as Watt

  or Arkwright, but important. To christen one of the rooms after Fieldfare’s original owner would be a nod to scholarship which might appeal to some knowledgeable Home Office dignitary, and

  there were a few of those. Did Alfred or Samuel or Bertram Simpkins invent an early version of the fork-lift truck? Should she have heard of ‘The Simpkins Hercules Hoist’?




  There were civilian staff at Fieldfare, of course, all excluded from the Simpkins Suite and other Suites while sessions about Out-location took place. Just the same, there might be leaks. And

  so, the two featured officers who had been undercover, and who might go undercover again, appeared merely as A and B when they gave their ‘personal narratives’: that is, described and

  analysed their Out-located experiences for this gathering of brass; no names and no indication of which part of the country they worked in. A and B’s ranks, as well as their names, remained

  undisclosed. But, almost certainly, they’d be detective constables only, or, at the highest, detective sergeants. Years ago, as a detective constable, Esther herself did some Out-location,

  slangily known then, though, simply as ‘leeching’.




  She wondered whether A and B found it daunting to take the platform and instruct a roomful of Association of Chief Police Officer members. But was that crazy? After all, A and B had lived for

  weeks, even months, in situations needing a stack more bravery than confronting an ACPO collection. Nobody at Fieldfare would put a knife to their throats, a daily and nightly chance for

  Out-located detectives. Esther had never known more fear than when undercover.




  Officer A: Meet Mr Adjustable




  He’d be about twenty-eight or -nine and before saying anything catwalked back and forth like a model on the small, temporary platform at the end of the room.

  Occasionally, he pirouetted, so they could take in the all-round glory of his three-piece, double-breasted, grey suit, which was all-round glorious. Unquestionably, it had been custom-made. The

  cloth held to his shoulders in the affectionate, unruffled, congratulatory way a midwife might present a just-born baby to its mother. The lapels were mid-width and timeless, no ludicrously sharp,

  wool spear points at the top. Not much of the waistcoat showed under his buttoned-up jacket, but Esther could tell it fitted right, and the pockets contained nothing bulky to destroy the general

  line. His striped blue, white and aubergine silk tie had impact without luridness. She thought A’s black lace-up shoes would be from Fellowes, or Mason and Caltrop, and possibly also

  custom-made. He’d had his hair done in a moderately up-tuft style, but, again, nothing coarse, nothing farcical. You could see men with haircuts like this presenting unextreme television

  programmes or running charity shops.




  He came to the edge of the platform and gazed at them: ‘You might have to shell out on this kind of tailoring and so on,’ he said. ‘It’s all paid for by the police.

  I’ve got three outfits of similar quality, two K a throw, and a stack more shoes. Upper grade villains dress upper grade. And conventional. You’ve got to match it on your boy – on

  your girl, too, if you decide to pick female, though gangs tend to be male and sexist, and the rules for what women wear are different.’ Esther couldn’t pinpoint any accent. He grinned.

  ‘So, you have to wonder, could you afford me?’




  He assumed instant charge of the Simpkins Suite. A Simpkins descendant couldn’t have been more at home. For God’s sake, Esther had madly imagined he might be nervy and hesitant in

  front of them! She realized he reminded her of someone, not the actual looks but his radiant cockiness. In a moment, she pinpointed who: Joel Grey, as the singer and club master of ceremonies, in

  that Liza Minnelli film, Cabaret, on DVD. She saw the same mixture of lavish insolence and impishness in Officer A. His voice, the glare of his eyes and the aggressive, challenging tilt of

  his modish head said he didn’t recognize much of any real worth in this puffed-up audience and thought they might as well push off right away, back to their snug, well-pensioned, desk-bound

  sinecures. He had lived in, survived in, a rough, non-stop dangerous scene, and might have to again. They needn’t expect any kowtowing from him. He couldn’t know that Esther, and

  perhaps others in the room, had also entered that dangerous scene in the past. He shot the cuffs of his stupendously white shirt. Gold links flashed, like ‘Fuck the lot of you’ in

  Morse.




  But then he turned his back for a moment and when he slowly spun and faced them once more seemed suddenly . . . seemed suddenly what she’d originally expected: nervy and hesitant. In

  small, arse-licking, sing-song tones he said: ‘Ladies, gentlemen, this is a privilege and an important responsibility to address so many chief officers.’ His body signalled prodigious

  cringe now. The suit had somehow abruptly lost its oomph and might have been an entirely ordinary, reach-me-down, sixty-quid job. You could suspect him of having pinched at least the cuff-links,

  and possibly the shoes. ‘I speak for my colleague, B, and myself,’ he went on, ‘in saying that we are, indeed, surpassingly grateful for the interest shown in our work by high

  representatives from so many British police forces. I – we – are honoured by such interest, which will encourage, nay, inspire us, when next we are required to take on infiltration

  assignments. It is especially appropriate that this valuable endorsement of our special duties should occur in the magnificent Simpkins Suite of the renowned Fieldfare House, a symbol of success in

  another era through boldness, vision and effort. These are characteristics which B and myself will seek to emulate, in this twenty-first century, deeply heartened by your presence here

  today.’




  He smiled a minion’s greasy smile, and passed the tip of his tongue gingerly along his upper lip, like playing the word ‘lickspittle’ in Charades. Now, when he flashed his

  cuffs and the links, the gesture seemed pathetically boastful – a desperate ploy by someone frantically struggling to come over as significant.




  Esther realized they were watching a performer who could have made it big in the theatre. He did roles, inhabited them instantly, no matter how different from one another. During her days at

  Fieldfare, Esther would several times run across the word ‘protean’, meaning able to change appearance and character at will. And A seemed to have decided to give a demonstration of

  this flair, or had been instructed to, so Esther and the rest of the audience would know the kind of talents they must demand in their undercover people. Next for A, King Lear. Or Bottom. Just tell

  him what you wanted. He brought out crummy words like ‘nay’ and ‘indeed’ without a tremor. He was made for Out-location, In-location. That is if, as well as his acting

  range, he knew what to look for, and remembered it, and brought it back in a form fit to prop a prosecution.




  He might never appear on the witness stand himself, or that could be the end of him in secret operations. Might be the end of him altogether: relatives and friends of those he helped send down

  would want a reckoning if they saw plainly and painfully at trial how they’d been gulled. But A, and those in his game, must be able to guide and brief and cue the colleagues who could

  do the arrests and give the evidence in court. He, personally, would stay out of sight, watching his back, counting his suits, cooking up insults and smarm for his next appearance at Fieldfare.




  Judges sometimes turned nosy and obstructive in cases based on undercover evidence. Of course, judges would never be told the prosecution rested on undercover evidence. Those words

  – ‘undercover’, ‘Out-located’ – had to be kept from the wise; the allegedly wise. But some of them tactlessly sensed or sniffed out gaps in material as it came

  before the jury. A detective in the box might say that, ‘acting on information received’, he turned up at the right place and at the right time to witness the accused doing what he was

  accused of, and to arrest him. ‘On information received from where and how?’ some intellectually unkempt judge might ask. Because the source had to stay confidential, no proper answer

  could be given, and there were judges who regarded this as either an affront to themselves and therefore to the whole edifice of British justice, and/or cool defiance of themselves and therefore of

  the whole edifice of British justice. They regarded spying as a sneaky, obnoxious trade, unless done years ago by Alec Guinness in Smiley’s People on BBC television. The prosecution

  case might get thrown out. Undercover people accepted this as customary, high-minded, wig-powered, Inns of Court absolutism and idiocy, and waited for the next casting, or promotion into

  Traffic.




  Subsequently today, Officer A turned philosopher and theologian for a while. For this, he put a real whack of solemnity into his voice and manner. ‘Think the movie, Reservoir

  Dogs,’ he said. ‘Think ethics, think acute and inevitable spiritual confusion. Consider how your man or woman undercover must in the interests of his/her disguise temporarily become

  a villain, going enthusiastically along with all kinds of gang crimes, including possible murders. Will that be acceptable to you? If not, perhaps you should forget undercover capers. Do it some

  other way. For credibility, and to see offences at first hand, your planted officer might have to take part in the actual lawlessness he/she has gone undercover to expose and thwart. His/Her

  Honour, concerned to guard his/her honour and the court’s, will possibly disapprove of such dishonourable behaviour, if Her/His Honour should get sight of it. He/she might find it hard

  to believe the supposed good end justifies the dirty means, and QCs climbed to be QCs by highlighting the dirty means so judges did notice them; unless the QCs were hired by the Prosecution,

  in which case they’d downplay the dirty means, naturally, and try to blank off the judge from them.




  ‘And, then, yes, think Reservoir Dogs. You’ll remember, Tim Roth, the cop spy playing gang member, “Mr Orange”, has to join in the very self-same diamond robbery

  he has already tipped off his chiefs about, and gets fatally gut-shot by the actual ambush police answering his whisper. Could you face that kind of agonizing irony? Again I say, you possibly

  shouldn’t mess with undercover if not, because undercover can be very messy.’




  Esther chewed on that lot. Of course, she’d known already that undercover presented deeply troublesome, hellishly slippery issues of right and wrong. And, also of course, she’d heard

  the tale and the rumours about an Assistant Chief Constable, Desmond Iles, whose ground lay not all that far from Fieldfare. Apparently, Iles had very reluctantly authorized the placement of an

  undercover detective in a local criminal band.1 Soon, though, this officer’s real identity got known to the gang, and he was garrotted. Police

  arrested two men for the murder and prepared what they considered an irresistible case. The court acquitted both. But not long afterwards the pair were found dead, also garrotted. These killings

  remained a mystery. Some described them as ‘rough justice’. But, surely, police dealt in justice as plain justice, not justice with fancy adjectives stuck on. Esther tried to believe no

  Assistant Chief would carry out such tit-for-tat attacks, regardless of how racked he might have felt for sending a man undercover, so causing his death. And regardless of how enraged he might

  reasonably have felt at the perverse failure of the court to convict. She found herself confused by the issues involved here. Did the two villains deserve what came their way, though from no court?

  Should a senior police officer think like that? ‘“Vengeance is mine,” saith the Lord,’ in the Bible, really emphasizing that ‘mine’. There’s no

  mention of Assistant Chief Constables.




  She liked to think the Fieldfare sessions might bring clarity to these debates she had with herself. And maybe Officer A did offer a kind of clarity, though not a soothing kind. He slapped the

  problems in front of you squarely, brutally, almost insubordinately, and more or less told you to get lost if such insoluble moral conundrums deeply niggled your pious, prissy soul making you not

  much more use than a judge. The conundrums deeply niggled Esther’s soul. She’d stay for the full Fieldfare course, though. It was such a treat to get away from Gerald and his little

  rages. She gathered Desmond Iles totally forbade undercover in his Force since those rough events on his patch, so he probably wouldn’t be at this conference. No nominal roll of those

  attending had been issued, of course; further security.




  Esther hoped Officer A would eventually reach something that could truly be called a personal narrative, as described in the advertisement for this session, i.e. his own story, rather than

  displays of disdain, tailoring, bum-sucking servility, brilliant footwear and toughness. He did. Soon, he described his selection for undercover duties via psychometric assessment at another of

  these huge, adapted, Home Office Victorian houses, Hilston Manor. Esther had naturally heard of it and of the magic art, psychometrics – mind and brain measuring. She’d never been to

  Hilston, though. It and psychometrics were an advance since her own undercover spells.




  Now, Officer A grew very heavily technical. Jargon galloped back. Esther made some notes, though she didn’t understand everything she wrote. At the Manor, he said, they used a specially

  adapted character test based on the findings of the famous psychologist, Carl Jung. This had been originally designed to assess the ability of candidates for high posts in business to read and

  interpret information, then act on it. It had an obvious bearing on undercover work. A talked of ‘scale scores’, and the ‘high and non-negotiable requirement’ to reach a

  good, specified level at these skills before qualifying for Out-location. He told of ‘interaction complexities’, ‘profile dimensions’ and ‘fakeometers’, designed

  to expose those who gave false answers, to conceal unsuitable personality quirks. He mentioned what was dubbed at Hilston ‘the unconfined, or protean, persona’, meaning, apparently, the

  flair of A and others at becoming something one moment, and then its opposite the moment after, and then a modification of both, or of one, or neither, as thought necessary. ‘I’m sure

  you’ll all be familiar with Proteus, that classical sea god who could switch shape whenever he fancied.’




  From here he went into accounts of his own undercover work in several settings, some requiring the status suits and shoes, some less formal. All these penetrations of villain firms had clearly

  been deeply dangerous, several successful, a few not, though he told of each absolutely deadpan: another from his stock of ready-made, adaptable, suitable faces.




  But Esther realized she had come to think of him not as a face at all, more as a suit, shoes, a stance. The impact of the suit could certainly vary, depending on his stance, and the

  changeability somehow made it memorable. Although his face had massive changeability, too, this didn’t seem to register on Esther with the same vividness. His shoes, of course, kept their

  constant, gentle and gentlemanly splendour. And, yes, the suit, also, could at times look for ever just right, and mutedly but undeniably superior, like something worn by Sir Cedric Hardwicke in

  old films. Or, because of the way A hunched up his body or sidled or twitched, it could look entirely cheap-jack cut and sewn, probably from somewhere poky abroad where the Department of Health and

  Safety’s writ did not run, and where they’d never heard of the minimum wage; serviceable for a month or two until wear and tear set in; not quite the right size, though nearish; and

  very, very deniably superior. Sir Cedric would not have been seen dead in it, or even poorly.




  His face, then, and physique? He was about six feet and 185 pounds, light on his feet, so necessary for the fashion pirouettes. He had full, reddish cheeks which, at some stages in his array of

  identities, could make him appear almost genial. His mouth seemed unusually wide and very ready to open up in a good grin of decently looked-after teeth, if the occasion could take it. Esther felt

  she would have trouble believing what a mouth like that said. But, then, she didn’t know many people whose every word she’d take as true. Who did? After all, lying had its treasured

  place in serious life. She was at Fieldfare to learn lying as a supreme and useful skill, an accomplishment, a necessary weapon, a revered instrument of good.




  At Fieldfare, though, she felt manipulated. Of course she did. If you came on a management course you should expect to be managed. The Fieldfare programme aimed to show how to run

  ‘Out-located personnel’. At the same time, it had to persuade people like Esther into believing that Out-located work worked. Gravely bad tales about these operations flourished. Think

  of ACC Desmond Iles. Think of Reservoir Dogs. At Fieldfare they did not attempt to hide the dark aspects. In fact, Officer A foregrounded them. Perhaps Officer B would, too. It was Officer A

  who brought Reservoir Dogs and the undercover man’s ultimately fatal wounds into the reckoning. Those organizing the Fieldfare session, and scheduling Officer A as an early speaker,

  must know they had an informed, worried, hard-nosed, sceptical audience who would reject any attempt to present undercover as pushover or routine. And so, Officer A with his harsh warnings and,

  possibly, Officer B, 1530–1630 hours, with more. The Fieldfare sessions resorted to frankness and honesty, because they couldn’t get away with less.




  But, massively on the positive side for those in charge of the meetings must be the fact that Esther, and the rest of the ACPO audience, had signed up and travelled to them. It proved they

  wanted to run Out-location schemes; had, perhaps, been forced into wanting Out-location schemes because all other ploys hopelessly nose-dived. They needed Out-location. And they’d

  opted to get along to Fieldfare and hear the latest on how to do it, jargonized or not. Esther would probably have come, even without the bonus of getting shot of Gerald for a while.




  All right, Desmond Iles might have decided he did not need Out-location, or found its possible price too great to contemplate – too great to contemplate again. That could be

  understandable. But Esther had never suffered such a catastrophe, and she, personally, had survived a stint Out-located. She thought Officer A’s warning that undercover might be too morally

  messy for some of his audience came over as a challenge, not really a warning at all, and probably a challenge by intent. Who at the top of a police force wanted to be labelled dainty and/or

  prudish? Officers of their various high ranks were accustomed to finding more or less tolerable routes through tricky problems of conscience. Not many of them would be turned off by such apparent

  discouragement as A offered – or pretended to offer.




  His lecture had obviously been choreographed to dispel those problems eventually, anyway, or at least to counter them. This was his object in describing the harsh, sophisticated selection

  methods of Hilston Manor. Such skilful shaping of his talk was what made Esther feel manipulated. But perhaps manipulated in a worthwhile cause? Officer A abandoned the theorizing now and went for

  practicalities: OK, OK, yes, he’d admit difficulties existed. So, he’d describe how to deal with them, diminish them. He stressed that only people who came certifiably through the

  intrusive, gruelling, psychometric tests at Hilston could be considered for undercover duties. This must cut risk. The tests would reveal hazardous, unacceptable weaknesses. And they would identify

  protective, inbuilt aptitudes. Watching A vary his personality, even his appearance, at the start of today’s show, she decided he must have been born to spy. That was obviously the impression

  he wanted to get across, and had been chosen by the organizers to get across. And the fact that he appeared here at all – had survived so many of these secret intrusions – proved,

  didn’t it, that Out-location really could be managed efficiently and securely, given correct selection? He wouldn’t be the only officer with an ‘unconfined, or protean,

  persona’.




  Some formidable teasers did remain. She acknowledged this. Could it be right for any police officer, including an incognito police officer who, above all else, had to stay incognito

  – could it be right for him/her to witness serious crimes and do nothing, or even, for the sake of her/his play-acting, physically to take part in serious crimes? But this was the kind of

  footling, purist, unworldly objection judges might raise. Esther’s main job was, in fact, to get major villains in front of a judge – purist, footling, unwordly or not, as it chanced

  – and then hope for the best. She found when listening to and watching Officer A, that (a) yes, she could believe undercover might help, and (b) another yes, the risk to the spy you chose to

  commit was possibly justified; chosen from volunteers only, of course. And if your Out-located officer did have to take part in a crime, she’d heard one could seek on his/her behalf what was

  lumpily termed ‘participation authority’ from the Crown Prosecution Service. She wondered how often the CPS said OK, though.










  Chapter Three




  Back on her own ground after Fieldfare, Esther found it was Officer B’s talk she remembered best. That might be because B dealt only with the practical: no

  theorizing, no theology, no hearty kicking around of bouncy moral questions. Instead, B was good on organizations and their structure, a subject Esther liked more than ethical jigsaw puzzles. For

  instance, months before she went to Fieldfare, Esther and a couple of her most senior CID people had tried to draw a structure plan of the so-called Cormax Turton Guild, the most successful,

  long-lasting, rich and ruthless crime corpus on their patch. Yes, they had the plan and thought it eighty-five per cent accurate, with Cornelius Max Turton still influential and so far untouchable

  at the top, despite his retina trouble and arthritic knees and knuckles. Immediately beneath him, and actually responsible for the running of the firm, including all waterfront activities since, at

  the latest, the famous carnage on 17 November 2004, came Ambrose Tutte Turton, aged forty-one, a nephew, and thirty-seven-year-old Nathan Garnet Ivan Crabtree, nicknamed Palliative, one of

  Cornelius Max’s grandchildren, second son of his daughter, Annette Veronica Crabtree, and her first husband, Brent Holywell Crabtree.




  Brent, of course, became better known after death than when alive and busy, because his obituary in The Times caused noisy protests, not on account of what was said but because it

  appeared at all, though down the page with a very small photograph, beneath an American woman jazz singer’s and a Classics professor’s. Some readers, MPs, other papers and bishops

  thought The Times should not allow even this limited publicity to a renowned ex-crook. But, in a hit-back article by one of the editors later, The Times argued that it was actually

  the scale of Brent Crabtree’s dark renown that made his obituary necessary, in the same way as Hitler’s, Stalin’s and Pol Pot’s deaths had been registered in the

  paper’s graveyard. The test was not the virtue of the deceased but his/her influence on, and her/his fame or notoriety in, society locally, nationally and possibly abroad. By this standard,

  Brent Holywell Crabtree had probably earned his broadsheet obit. And the way he died, of course, as well as that Moroccan episode, added the sort of fizz journalists liked. Below Cornelius,

  Ambrose and Palliative in the Guild structure diagram prepared for Esther, there were occasional uncertainties and alterations, as there might be in any company’s chart, but the general

  picture remained pretty well correct.




  Yes. Yet, although they had the shape of the Guild reasonably right, they still couldn’t stop it operating and winning and growing. And it was this agonizing, humiliating failure that

  ultimately sent Esther to Fieldfare. She had decided Cormax Turton would have to be quietly, very quietly, intruded upon. Given large luck, resolution and professionalism, in that order, the Guild

  might be picked to pieces from within.




  At Fieldfare, Officer B spoke for about half her time on crooked hierarchies and their systems. As B said, undercover presumed a powerful, aggressive villain empire. Undercover was no use in

  freelance, private lawlessness. There had to be some complicated, thriving outfit to enter, stay with, get approved of by, trusted by, promoted in, depended on. And to observe, document and parcel

  up for jail.




  Officer B: Meet Ms Vamoose




  She was what Esther thought of at first as a ‘hearty piece’ – open-faced, cheery-looking, hair mousy-to-blonde and worn in a shallow fringe to just over the

  ears, slightly above middle height, not too thin, big-voiced, apparently a bit offhand – though that could be put on – a couple of years younger than A, and nowhere near his league for

  clothes. She wore a blue and white striped shirt, perhaps a man’s, run-of-the-mill jeans and trainers – the trainers not new – no jewellery, except a big square wristlet watch;

  eyes blue-black that methodically went left-right, right-left three times over every member of the audience and maybe stored a print of each. Afterwards, she could probably have done a seating

  scheme with a precise description of all her listeners in their proper spots. This comforted Esther. She felt B might be a fan of elementary method and order and would apply these to the

  frighteningly shifty and shifting practice of undercover work. True, Officer A had eventually become businesslike and basic in his talk, too, but Esther’s early impression, based only on the

  look of B, was she would treat almost nothing but the businesslike and basic, and Esther approved of this. She wanted to feel assured that undercover and its strengths and infinite, perilous

  snags could be nicely tabulated, and regulated. She liked tabulating.




  And B knew plenty about the perilous snags. She began with them: ‘You might want to pull your rumbled undercover officer out of the villain stockade in a hurry and with no farewell party

  or leaving present,’ she said, ‘just, vamoose. Especially no leaving present. Me: I had to come out in a hurry last time. Why I’m talking to you. How I’m talking to

  you. Me, I’m your vamoose paradigm, ladies and gentlemen. Yes, such a hurry. Now they see me, now no way. But, look, this was not defeat. In fact, a plus. The getaway procedures

  worked. As I said, why I’m talking to you, how I’m talking to you. Me, I’m here and OK. And I’m ready to go back. Not into the same firm, of course, nor even in the

  same bit of the country. The word will be around and my description. Hair dye and specs, plus handlebar moustache and bumper bra won’t make me safe there or thereabouts. But in principle, the

  withdrawal was fine. See it as like using the escape chamber from a submarine stuck on the sea bottom. Big crisis at the time and scary, but, afterwards, just a handy experience extra. And a

  comfort – one has shown it can be done and one has done it. Why I’m talking to you. How I’m talking to you. The Song Of The Man/Woman Who Has Come Through.’ Her

  cheery face grew a few degrees more cheery. She had tidily proved, at least to herself, that risk, properly dealt with, brought brilliant rewards. When they charted her morale at Hilston the graph

  line must have speared through the frame top. She’d have led a 1940 advance on Berlin from Dunkirk beach.




  B said: ‘Well then, what is the typical shape of the kind of firm you’ll send someone to infiltrate? But, hang on, hang on . . . you’ll ask is it possible – sane –

  to generalize? I think so, I think so. However, let’s start with a negative, shall we? When we talk about an organized criminal gang, this doesn’t mean like, say, the way an army

  regiment is organized, or an aircraft carrier, with clear lines of command, or ICI, or the C of E, or even a police force. It’s going to be more ad hoc and loose than those. If there’s

  a family element – very often the case – think of the Krays, and the Corleones, and some of the eternal south-east London crook teams – yes, when there’s a family side, this

  may give a kind of natural shape – perhaps, dad at the top, as long as he’s still got his marbles and balls, and the offspring in middle-management spots, or below. So, Vito Corleone,

  the godfather; then his sons and adopted son running lesser jobs, until the eldest boy is tommy-gunned to shreds on the toll bridge; the next son, Fredo, turns out weak; Vito gets doddery; Michael,

  the youngest, takes over and kicks out Tom the adopted lad. Fiction, but not far from possible reality. We see that, even where there’s a sort of stability to things, based on powerful,

  wicked, holy kinship, it may be shaky, and therefore vulnerable to penetration.




  ‘The shakiness can be more so when the firm has no bonds of family to give at least a steady base, but this isn’t necessarily to your advantage. The reason? Well, such teams are

  likely to be villains who will join together – will agree to cooperate – for occasional major tasks needing a lot of manpower: e.g, the Great Train Robbers. What I meant by ad hoc. If

  it goes well, there’ll be a share-out afterwards of the particular loot from that particular job. But, when there’s no large project around, people waiting for the call will do their

  own crooked things and pocket their own crooked gains. In other words, the firm is not like a straight commercial company where all members at all times are supposed to be contributing by their

  work to a central accounts book. We can’t compare these criminals with what used to be called “organization men” in legit businesses – people devoted to and looked after by

  the company – because this organization might only last months, or even weeks. The one-off quality of such outfits makes them difficult from our point of view: they may not be in existence

  for long enough, first, to identify, and then bluff a way into.’




  She shrugged, as though to say undercover was much less than an all-purpose weapon. Most of her audience would know that. Esther did. Hadn’t she come to Fieldfare to find which purpose,

  purposes, undercover did suit? B said: ‘However, then there’s another kind of firm, altogether – not focused on the occasional massive heist – a bullion raid, for

  instance, or the Great Train frolic – but running a continuous trade, such as cargo-takes or illegal drugs supply. Here, there’ll be a need for minor people on the edges, say to watch

  for one certain super-valuable container from a ship’s hold and get it to a pre-arranged spot on the quay; or pushing at street corner level or at clubs, and couriering stuff from bulk

  suppliers. Lowlife doing that kind of very prole, small-time assignment will come and go, and will probably be doing their own bits of unrelated law-breaking at the same time.




  ‘It’s obviously through one of these marginal jobs that implanting a spy will be easiest – not easy, but easiest, though some are gender-specific, of course: you can’t

  put in a lady as dockside labour. But with drug mongers things are different: it’s bisexual, and if your woman or man can offer long-term reliability by sticking around, being efficient, not

  skimming either cash or substances, there’ll be a chance of moving up. Vital. You won’t want to risk sticking someone undercover to catch two shop doorway dealers and a user. He/she

  must be able to finger the leadership. We expect, don’t we, the prospect of at least ten years’ lock-up? We have to hack the heads off firms, not just tread on their toes.’ She

  paused and did another eye-inventory of her listeners. This time, though, it might not be simply to memorize: no, not just memorize, but to check they were mesmerized by her spiel. Esther felt

  mesmerized.




  B began again: ‘Now, let’s return to the toughest challenge – to firms that are family controlled: dodgy but possible. Several methods exist for getting aboard, but the main

  and historically most successful is to identify which of the family might feel discriminated against, undervalued, bypassed, and instal our man/woman close to him, on the pretext that she/he

  admires the runt figure regardless, sees hidden pluses, and can offer help to lessen or end this disrespect. I’ll give you a couple of examples.’ B had come on to the stage holding a

  Waitrose carrier bag and set this at her feet. Now, she bent down and brought a red ring binder from it and began to read of tricky but ultimately triumphant infiltrations. Naturally, she

  wouldn’t be mentioning tricky and ultimately disastrous infiltrations.




  Esther’s mind went back, went back to all that while ago, when first half thinking about an attempt to smuggle someone into the Turton Guild – yes, Esther had wondered then, in fact,

  whether there might be rivalry, and therefore useful hatred, affecting Ambrose Tutte Turton and Nathan Garnet Ivan Palliative Crabtree. One tale around said that during the sudden rolling warfare

  spat between the Guild and other firms on 17 November 2004 Palliative had deliberately left Ambrose exposed in the Preston Park battle sector, apparently hoping to simplify the succession for

  himself to Cornelius Max Turton’s supremo post, eventually. Deliberately? This might be the kind of charge difficult for Ambrose or anyone else definitely to prove. And the rumour of a savage

  enmity looked very dubious, because he and Palliative seemed to have worked all right together since Cornelius went more and more emeritus, as he aged. For instance, Ambrose and Crabtree had almost

  certainly put together the campaign against Claud Seraph Bayfield as joint commanders. This would have been no pushover. It suggested very effective collaboration. Maybe, if differences had once

  existed between them, they’d been ditched now, both recognizing that their combined strengths kept the Guild up there, paramount in the city, and acknowledged nationwide, perhaps even

  beyond.
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