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  Chapter One




  The thought sickened him, of course, but he knew he had to kill Eleri ap Vaughan. Although this was an unusual name, he had been told there were plenty like it over in Wales

  and she would not stand out there at all. That is, her name would not stand out there, Eleri herself would stand out wherever she was. In many, many ways Eleri was a delight – old and

  thin-legged but a delight all the same, and probably the most skilled pusher of cocaine to the gentry in Britain. If other countries had gentry this flair would have brought her a world title, not

  just national. He, as wholesaler, supplied Eleri. And Eleri supplied this golden clientele which she, personally, by skill and charm and reliability, had assembled during quite a distinguished

  period of years, really. In Wales, ‘Eleri’ probably meant a clear mountain stream or a female peregrine falcon, something entirely lovely.




  The site was a problem. Vine did not want to kill her at home. She lived in a flat block, a damn good flat block where soundproofing was sure to be up to the Institute of Bricks, Mortar and

  Pelmets’ highest standard. But the noise of a shot at night would still travel. And it might take more than one, even close up. For God’s sake, who would want a fine old lady like Eleri

  threshing about in throes? There was no such thing as a fully silenced handgun, and people had come to recognize that popping sound through watching so much crime drama on TV.




  The trouble with Eleri was treachery – a hellish word, but Keith Vine could not come up with any other. There had been a perfect trade relationship, beautifully profitable to her as well

  as to Vine and his associates, and then he gets a whisper she is turning away and will take her consignments in future from elsewhere. The first time he heard this and confirmed it as true, he was

  really hurt. Immediately, he went around to Eleri’s place and gave her a bit of a slapping. She had boyfriends off and on, which was part of her wonderful energy and cock-devotion, even so

  late in life, but none of them was actually living-in at the time and, really, none was so regular that they would come looking for who thumped her.




  In any case, the slight battering he gave her was only that, slight, nothing over the top. There had been the noise difficulty to think about then, too. Someone falling or getting knocked

  against a wall would most likely be heard by neighbours, despite the sound insulation, even someone as lightweight as Eleri. Also, it would have been disgusting to hammer a woman of that age really

  badly, regardless of what she was doing. Eleri was over sixty, for God’s sake, a pensioner. And it would not have made any sense to bang her into a condition where she could not go back to

  work soon. Wasn’t this the whole point of visiting her? Vine had wanted Eleri to continue in her unique role of dealer aboard The Eton Boating Song, but dealing only with stuff

  supplied by him. God, he gave nobody bigger discounts than Eleri, as recognition of her undoubted flair and established list of superb, faithful customers.




  For a while after that visit to her place, Eleri seemed to revert to decency and, as soon as she recovered and had some dental work, she went back to her spot in the bar of the Eton and

  resumed selling with at least all previous success, and, of course, using supplies from Keith. This floating restaurant and a big new disco-dance hall not far along the dockside were parts of the

  marina development. It thrilled Keith. Shipping had declined and the port district with it, but now the good aim was to transform all this decay into a cheery entertainment area. The Eton,

  with its brilliantly loaded and professional regulars, seemed designed especially for Eleri. Keith would call in for a drink now and then to see everything looked fine, and to have a chat with her

  during quiet spells. He was fond of Eleri, and not just because of the trade aspect.




  And then he had a report that she had been making approaches again to outside elements. The stories said a possible London supplier this time. He saw that as damn grave. Vine had heard of

  something called the domino theory. It said that if one element in an organization went wrong it could bring down all the others, the way a model made with dominoes might collapse because of a

  single piece toppling. If he did nothing about Eleri, other dealers would drift away to the opposition, too – if the opposition looked as though its terms were better, or if the opposition

  could terrorize them. You had to get your own terrorism going. It was known as pre-empting, if you were lucky. There were rumours that one of the big London outfits had definitely sent a missionary

  down to feel out the place lately. Nobody had an identification for him, but apparently he was quite a dresser and of true all-round elegance. Metropolitan. Someone gave him the name Lovely Mover.

  He’d disappeared for the moment, but he would be back. Perhaps more than one. A trend. For a while now London outfits, Manchester outfits, Liverpool outfits had been looking for other selling

  grounds they could colonize, because things were getting crowded, hot, or both at home. Eleri was the kind of dealer they would all be trying to woo. One or two might have already. This had to be

  stopped.




  Vine went down to the Eton again, just to give Eleri a chance. He would hate to be casual or oppressive. Keith’s own girlfriend, Rebecca, would grow as old as this one day, God

  willing, and he would hate to think of her being ill-treated, never mind how unpresentable she might be by then. If Eleri told him someone had been trying to negotiate but she had turned it down he

  would be satisfied. That would be honesty, and he certainly did not want to kill a generally pleasant lady of sixty-odd who had come to appreciate late in life that deceit was intolerable.




  ‘Eleri,’ he said, ‘here’s a treat seeing you looking so settled and happy.’




  ‘Yes, like that,’ she replied. Eleri gave him a bit of a smile but it was formal. He did not blame her too much for this. She might be nervy if she had negotiations going. And, in

  any case, it was never going to be totally the same between them again after that punishment afternoon. He thought the teeth were extremely tidy.




  ‘Business bright?’ he asked.




  ‘Can’t go wrong, Keith.’




  ‘Let’s keep it like that,’ he said.




  ‘You’re right.’




  Oh, God, Eleri, confess, confess. Don’t force me into it, old love.




  ‘See any new faces?’ he asked.




  ‘Not really. Just long-term customers – or friends, I’d prefer to call them.’




  ‘Exactly,’ Vine said. You’re fucking dead, Eleri. He thought he could see how and where to do it.




  Apparently, the Eton was a one-time China clipper sailing vessel called Imperial Majesty in those more triumphant days – you saw a falling-away everywhere. Now, it had

  been converted to a restaurant and bar and given this new name, which contained a social class aspect, obviously, and a tone of merriment, which Keith was in favour of, if it was going to be a

  restaurant at all. The vessel was moored at a spot where marina development and the skeletons of old docks buildings lay alongside one another. The ruins would be properly demolished soon and

  replaced, but they could be handy for him now.




  The Eton stayed open until 2 or 3 a.m., like real big city nightlife. Customers loved its maritime flavour, with flags of many nations flapping above, and portholes. People could come

  out on deck after their meal and lean on the rail gazing at the dockside, like a Caribbean cruise. This restaurant had quite a reputation – octopus, nearly raw veg, wine always free from bits

  of cork – the whole carry-on that would appeal to Eleri’s kind of regulars. They could get a good feed and pick up some stuff for afterwards all at the same time. This was the sort of

  beautiful, honest, all-round money these folk possessed, and they had to be looked after. Eleri’s client roll was so good it would be a kind of memorial to her, like the one in that famed

  film a few years ago, Schindler’s List.




  She had a certain table in a corner of the bar where she always sat with a rum and black in front of her, her sign she was trading – the way priests switched on the light outside a

  confessional box. The management kept that table for her – it did not matter how busy the place was – because Eleri was recognized as a distinguished feature, and she brought in so many

  eaters and quality drinkers. The thing was, some of her customers had actually been to that famed college, Eton, or said so, and would be wearing the special tie. They were brought up on that

  Boating Song, the way Keith was brought up on ‘Tom, Tom, the Piper’s Son’, and ‘Eskimo Nell’.




  Sometimes Eleri would go home to her own place after work, sometimes to a man friend’s. The men must be very understanding if they did not mind her turning up at 3 or 4 a.m. and climbing

  into bed, her breath full of rum and black. Vine had done a study of her ways. He did this for everyone he had regular business with. Dossiers could turn out crucial. Eleri came and went by taxi.

  There was a late-night rank on the dockside halfway between the Eton and Magenta, the new disco. Eleri would walk to the taxis when she finished. That took her between what used to be a

  customs store and the Seamen’s Union buildings in the old days. Both were boarded up and roofless now, sad sights, Keith thought, but some of the boarding had been ripped away by weather or

  vandals and he could wait for her there. He had come armed tonight. In the shoulder pouch which he had made himself he carried a .38 revolver. There was a silencer in his pocket, to be fitted just

  before. If he could get her into one of the buildings he would move the body afterwards – take her to another abandoned office or workshop on the docks. It would be an error to leave Eleri so

  close to the Eton after he had been seen talking to her there tonight. About these disposal details, he would have liked to consult Detective Chief Superintendent Colin Harpur, a cop paid

  plump retainers by Vine’s firm. Col would know this sort of thing right through, although from the other side, obviously. But there was no time to get round to Harpur’s house in Arthur

  Street. And if Vine telephoned at this hour there would probably be no answer because Harpur would be in bed with that girl student who half lived there since the terrible death of his wife, ears

  thigh-stopped.




  Vine went down the Eton’s boarding ramp, walked over to the old customs building and found himself a fair niche in one of the doorways which had no door or boarding. He listened.

  Although these places were used now and then by winos and/or tarts, he heard no bottle clinks or snoring or gasps. Vine unbuttoned the holster but did not bring the gun out yet. With the silencer

  on it was too big for the holster or his pocket, and he did not want to hold it while he waited. That would seem so damn threatening. He found it strange to be lurking here, waiting to finish

  someone, in what remained of a building that had been for years to do with law and order. Probably, if only you could discover them, this old construction would be the centre of many wonderful

  historic tales. Someone ought to write a book about a customs house.




  At a little before 3 a.m. he saw Eleri coming, that very jaunty, businesslike walk, so terrific for sixty. When he visited her, he had not damaged her legs. He touched the open flap of the

  holster, then, as she passed, reached out and grabbed Eleri around the chin and mouth so she could not shout. He dragged her into the doorway. It was easy. He had known it would be, she was so

  light. Possibly the new teeth were still strange to her and she did not even bite him. ‘I’m so fucking disappointed in you, Eleri,’ he said, his mouth against her ear.




  





  Chapter Two




  For the safety of police officers working undercover inside a criminal firm, a wide, wise set of rules had been evolved, and Harpur broke all of them. So, when now he came to

  feel he had been targeted, he also came to feel he deserved it. Any colleague would have told him the same. But none could, because none knew his situation. Above all, undercover officers were

  instructed to keep in secret, continual touch with somebody who could lay on rapid support if needed. This followed one or two bad tragedies. That is, one or two deaths. Harpur kept in touch with

  nobody. How could he? None of his superiors knew what he was doing. This included Assistant Chief Constable Desmond Iles, the superior who might have organized the fastest and most effective

  rescue. That is, of course, as long as it suited Iles at the time to rescue him.




  When Harpur first thought he might be getting some attention, he was with his two daughters. People wanting to scare you occasionally did it like this: they were giving notice not just that you

  could be hit yourself, but that those dear to you were known, and could be hit, also. In one sense, it might be good news, meaning that no more than a fright and threats were intended. Just do

  it our way and you and yours will not be hurt.




  But perhaps it was only a fluke that this nicely groomed lad turned up when the children were present. Since the death of his wife, Colin Harpur was a one-parent family, and recognized a duty to

  spend what was jargonized as ‘quality time’ with his daughters. Obviously, this pretty well pissed them off, but it meant that anyone doing an approach on Harpur these days – even

  on Harpur only – was still liable to find him with the two girls.




  Now, he discovered he had what might be a sweet, motherly urge to get himself between the children and this stranger, like a lioness or she-rat shielding the litter. Harpur resisted it. That

  kind of quick, minder-style shift would proclaim he knew what was happening here. Smarter to stay like unaware, at least for now. He glanced at the girls’ faces to see whether they had

  spotted anything. His daughters were sharp. Although, naturally, they loathed having a cop in the family, they were also protective, and sensitive to perils near Harpur. They thought him dim and

  blasé about dangers. He was not, but allowed Hazel and Jill to believe it. This kept them alert and even caring, and provided two extra pairs of young eyes, two young twitching noses and

  some good, young antennae. But, apparently, they had seen nothing to upset them now. This watcher, this tail, might be beyond their range. He had the full gleam and hard jauntiness of elite London

  villainy, and the tailoring.




  But it was the graceful economy of his movements that registered first with Harpur. He had seen a great cat burglar pace her remand cell like this. He had seen a congenital security-van raider

  lope from the dock like this and back to work, case dismissed on a technicality, another technicality. This lad today emerged suddenly yet smoothly from between long, gently billowing, cream lace

  curtains. He stood there for half a second, not seeming to look at Harpur or the children, but looking at Harpur and the children, and then moved off left, letting one hand trail lightly down a

  curtain as he went. The sequence was brief though unhurried, and deeply beautiful. It would have thrilled many to tears. Had he only been a woman, the elegance of this scene might have put you in

  mind of a superior, soft-sell TV ad for one of the smarter face packs. Had he been a woman, though, he would not have on that lovely grey summer-weight suit, undoubtedly custom built, brilliantly

  loose cut and balanced, and yet still not quite brilliantly loose cut and balanced enough to hide the mild swell of a shoulder holster in its ideal nesting place, just above the left tit.




  ‘How about this?’ Hazel asked.




  ‘Manic,’ Jill said.




  Harpur and the girls were in Debenham’s curtain department, choosing what might match new decoration in their sitting room: there had been big changes since Megan’s death. The tail

  had entered this end of the store through the lace display, which so gorgeously set him off – much better than any dossier mugshot ever would. A happy summer breeze from two half-open windows

  produced delightful, languid swirlings in the light draperies, and the material had seemed to reach out adoringly, as if yearning to embrace with love such a wondrous suit and its worthy wearer.

  Harpur, on the other hand, yearned to reach out and remove the weapon, then go through the pockets of the wondrous suit for ammunition, identity, and anything else. When you were unarmed yourself,

  as was, of course, ordained for British police out shopping with their daughters, you grew jumpy about shoulder holsters.




  Hazel, holding up the same sample, said: ‘I think this would chime with all the highlights marvellously.’




  ‘Chime! Highlights! Oh, wow, but wow,’ Jill replied.




  ‘What do you think, Dad? All she does is knock, the little twit.’




  Harpur could not see him any longer. Probably if he did return he would use one of the other, less dramatic ways into the department. There were two. He watched them, but did glance at the

  sample, too. ‘Nice. Why do you hate it, Jill? Which one would you prefer?’




  ‘Oh, she doesn’t,’ Hazel said. ‘Nothing constructive. All she can do is criticize. So juvenile.’




  





  Chapter Three




  Harpur could not give as much time as he would have wanted to thinking about this chic visiting gunman. In the evening he had a diaried meeting with what he must call for now

  his employer, and he did not mean the Police Authority.




  Keith Vine said: ‘Colin, I want you to come on a little trip with me to look at something . . . well, something awkward . . . yes awkward. Immediately. We can use your cop

  skills.’




  Harpur said: ‘Fine. Time I earned my honorarium.’




  It was dark, but Harpur saw a frown imprint Vine’s square, big-chinned face. ‘Don’t talk like that, Col. Just having you in the firm – the fall-back potential of it

  – is enough to justify the fees.’




  ‘Thanks, Keith,’ Harpur replied.




  ‘Definitely. Wonderful to know you might – I say only might – I realize what the difficulties are for you, believe me, a serving Detective Chief Super – but you

  might be able to get the pressure off me – off the whole firm, in fact – as to prosecution, or during plea bargaining and so on, should anything ever go wrong. Which it

  won’t, won’t ever, don’t fret – not as long as Keith Vine’s in charge.’




  ‘I’d always try to look after you, Keith.’




  This was supposed to be merely a routine, secret business meeting between Vine and his bought detective, but Keith was obviously preoccupied by a sudden crisis. It might have clouded his mind:

  he spoke of leaving at once, but did not move. He and Harpur had rendezvoused at one of their agreed clandestine spots, the remains of a Second World War anti-aircraft gun emplacement, on a wooded

  hillside overlooking the town. Vine said: ‘Col, what I would never do – and what’s been built into this good trade arrangement from the very outset – is involve you in any

  part of our work where you might be recognized.’




  ‘Thanks, Keith.’




  ‘If that happened, the arrangement would be dead. Your loss, yes, but also the firm’s loss, my personal loss. I can’t afford it. But that’s not going to happen with this

  specific task tonight.’ He sighed. ‘Tragic. Anyway, no possibility you’ll be seen, let alone seen and recognized, Col.’




  ‘Thanks, Keith.’ Harpur would tell him about the lace-draped stalker in Debenham’s shortly, but did not want to hinder Keith’s flow or disturb him too soon, more than he

  was already disturbed.




  ‘You’re entitled to protection, Col. What I’d like is for you to come with me and just glance at . . . well . . . at a certain . . . at a certain, well, call it item,

  and tell me if there are any mistakes, any give-aways, that’s all. The object being total watertightness. As ever.’




  ‘What sort of give-aways?’




  ‘This is Eleri ap Vaughan,’ Vine replied.




  ‘I’m known to Eleri from way back, Keith. She will recognize me.’




  For a moment, Vine did not answer, so Harpur kept quiet also. Then Vine muttered: ‘Unavoidable.’




  Harpur gazed down at what could be seen of the town. Troops manning the anti-aircraft battery in the early 1940s must have felt they had a whole population in their care. And often when Harpur

  looked out over the streets and lights from here these nights and days he, too, felt like that: and not much more effective than the guns were against invading Heinkels. Keith would see simply a

  fine drugs market below, if he could hang on to it. Difficult. There were modern invaders, too.




  ‘Shall I tell you about her, Col?’ Vine said. He shouted a bit. It seemed defensive, edgy. Maybe Keith worried he might have overdone things, whatever it was he had done to

  Eleri. Keith Vine did worry sometimes. ‘Col, Eleri was an absolutely prime pusher with a very favoured franchise from this firm. Until lately.’




  Again Harpur stayed mute, as mute as a funeral mute. Yes.




  ‘Well, I don’t have to tell you, Col – I mean, the stature of her habit clientele! People straight out of that Home Office pamphlet – you know the one—’




  ‘Drugs Misuse Declared.’




  ‘Oh, misuse, so judgemental. About the sale of stuff to the urban rich. That’s Eleri’s realm. And then . . .’ He gave something between a sob and a snarl. ‘Then she

  deserts me, Col.’ He corrected hurriedly: ‘I mean, deserts us.’ Vine stopped talking, held up a hand and gazed left and right anxiously. Harpur listened and also stared

  about. He heard nothing out of the way, saw nothing. Vine was always jumpy at this meeting place. Perhaps they should drop it from their list, or use it only in winter when nothing grew: Keith Vine

  hated Nature at full gallop, and especially trees. He saw all this summer greenness as ungovernable, and stupidly indifferent to him. For someone only twenty-five, yet with brilliant crooked

  business achievements, this was hurtful. Tonight, when he yelled, his voice drifted over the dark oaks and conifers and scrub towards the spread of lights from roads and houses below. They were

  shrouded and faint and dully yellow, under a lingering film of heat haze from the day. ‘Let’s go, shall we?’ he said. ‘This rotten place.’ They began to descend the

  hill towards the cars, Vine occasionally dredging good quantities of angry phlegm to spit at a tree trunk.




  





  Chapter Four




  Eleri ap Vaughan lay pretty well concealed under a lean-to built by Vine against the wall with good-sized pieces of timber. She was in an ancient, now mostly roofless,

  long-abandoned die-cast works in the docks. The hutch reminded Harpur of a talking donkey’s house in some Christopher Robin yarn his younger daughter used to read, before her mind hardened

  against such stuff at about six-and-a-half. Jill was on to the Orton Diaries and a book of boxing journalism now.




  Harpur moved the wood, switched on his pencil-beam torch and looked. He thought one shot only, in the back of the head, a classic execution: ask the Nazis. The bullet had exited from just above

  Eleri’s right ear, leaving her face undamaged, though forcing a flat, triangular piece of skull bone out and into view. Anyone who saw her would understand the message Vine wanted to give.

  Harpur understood it.




  ‘She wasn’t killed here?’ Harpur said.




  ‘How can you tell?’ Vine replied, full of alarm. His words came in a screech, ricocheted off debris and seemed to hang jagged in the air for a second, up near the ruined bits of

  roof. ‘What do you see?’ It was as if he had been expecting such quick insights: the detective would glance at this body and know the complete story. It was why he wanted his

  detective to see her before the rest did. ‘How can you tell?’ he asked again.




  ‘I can’t. It was a question,’ Harpur said.




  ‘No, not here.’




  ‘So you had to drive up close, then drag her from the car?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Your own car?’




  ‘Yes, but it was night. I wasn’t seen, I swear. I could drive right into the building, through that collapsed wall. I put false plates on.’




  ‘Have you searched her?’ Harpur said. ‘And searched her place?’




  ‘For what?’




  ‘We’re taught to keep an open mind.’




  ‘I thought—’




  It started as a snarl. Perhaps Vine was going to say, I thought an open hand.




  Then he drew back, though: ‘Thought I’d better leave all the detailed work to you, Col. I might put more pointers down without knowing it.’




  Harpur crouched and quickly took all Eleri’s clothes off. Her old, very white skin almost gave a glow against the dark filth of the floor. Harpur went carefully through her garments. There

  was nothing. He turned her over.




  ‘God, this is necessary, Col? Someone so old and bony.’




  ‘She might have hidden that signed, prized Valentine you sent in her knickers. They’d get you for a crime passionnel.’ He turned Eleri on to her back again, then began

  to re-dress her. She was in deepest rigor, and this meant difficulties. ‘Was there a handbag?’ He searched the ground nearby with his flashlight.




  ‘Disposed of.’




  ‘Where?’




  ‘Disposed of. But anything here that could give me away, Col?’




  Harpur put the light out. ‘Nothing I’ve seen. It probably comes down to whether your car was spotted. Or whether it’s spotted tonight.’




  ‘This hour, nobody’s about. Well, you can see.’




  ‘Say maybe. I like the shack.’




  ‘Well, she wasn’t a bad old thing, regardless.’ Vine replied. ‘And I love simple, constructive manual work. Plus almost all handicraft. I made this holster.’ He

  opened his jacket a little. Harpur put the torch on again and lit up Vine with it for a moment. He saw a canvas pouch which might have been fashioned from a holdall. He saw, too, the butt of what

  could be a Russian automatic: a flood of them around since the Wall went down. Plenty of shoulder holsters about, too. Vine was giving a sweet proof that he went armed. Harpur had better not turn

  into a full-out cop and try to arrest him for Eleri. ‘Suits you, Keith,’ he said.




  He put the light off again. Vine paced a bit, skirting oil pools and debris and speaking with raw vivacity: ‘You’re bound to be upset about this, Col. I do see it. But I want you to

  understand what she did to me.’ Again he corrected. ‘To us. This is our firm she treated with such disregard, in fact, contempt. Col, she would have taken that

  brilliant list of customers with her and bought her supplies from someone else. A supplier from outside.’ There was a pause. ‘Possibly London.’ He more or less howled this, and

  especially ‘London’.




  ‘I’d heard Eleri gave you a problem or two, but thought it was all sorted out,’ Harpur said. ‘Didn’t you bring her back to cooperation and understanding?’

  Still crouched on the floor, he worked carefully to make Eleri’s clothes look as if they were on her as they had been on her when she dressed for work. Iles might be scrutinizing this scene

  shortly, and Iles saw a lot. Vine had stopped strolling and stood on the other side of Eleri, watching Harpur. ‘How about staining of the car when you brought her, Keith? You put her in the

  boot?’




  ‘It’s all right. I had good plastic sheeting. No leaks.’




  ‘Burned since?’




  ‘Of course.’




  This was like a formal interrogation, except, of course, that Harpur was on his knees in grime getting Eleri’s tights back on her stiff legs, and occasionally looking up towards Vine in

  the darkness. The questions were those Harpur might have put to a villain, so the answers could be read to a court. But this interrogation was aimed at keeping Vine out of court, for now, at any

  rate. ‘You used that Russian automatic?’ Harpur asked.




  ‘No. Christ, do you think I’m some daft kid?’




  ‘So where’s the other gun?’




  ‘It’s gone.’




  ‘Where?’ Harpur asked.




  ‘Gone.’ Yes, like an interrogation: Vine must feel this, too, and kept calling up his right to silence, even with a partner. Now and then, seeing Keith’s nerves and caginess,

  Harpur could become fond of him, almost, despite all the violence and greed. Another of the hazards in going undercover: you could get to like, half-like, the people you spied on, and shopping them

  then became tough. Tough, not impossible.




  ‘Where did the gun you used come from?’




  ‘Not traceable, don’t worry.’




  ‘Hired?’




  ‘You don’t need to worry, Col.’




  ‘You should worry.’




  ‘Why? They’re not going to find the bullet to match to a gun, anyway. One reason I moved the body.’




  Harpur buttoned Eleri’s cerise blouse. ‘You don’t know what they’ll find. Hired from Leyton Harbinger? That’s one of the first calls they’ll make.’




  ‘Leyton doesn’t talk.’




  ‘Jesus, it was hired from him?’




  ‘I didn’t say that. I said he didn’t talk.’




  ‘Everybody talks, if there’s enough pressure.’




  ‘Well, go easy on him,’ Vine replied in a deliberately slow, spelling-out tone. ‘Exactly why you’re hired, Col.’




  ‘I might not be questioning him on my own.’




  ‘Make sure you are. You’re the boss. Exactly why you’re employed, Col.’ Vine was beginning to grow ratty. ‘I don’t think you see what a disaster it

  would have been if Eleri went to some other supplier. Probably the end of us.’ He took another pause and then removed some edge from his voice. Instead, he expounded like a lecturer,

  patiently getting to grips with Harpur’s ignorance. ‘Her clients are beautifully prosperous. These are people who can finance a really robust habit, yet not let it batter the metabolism

  so bad it stops them working or makes them useless, meaning the salary dries up and hence purchasing power.’ Vine bent forward to bring his mouth nearer to Harpur’s ear. ‘Col,

  ever hear about that jazzman, Charlie Parker? He’s using stuff all his life, and, when he died at thirty-four, the doctor put his age at late fifties. I mention it only because Eleri’s

  people are so different. These are surgeons, opticians, people who can’t have shaky hands, but who still want a regular, quality sensation and are ready to pay for it – pay Eleri,

  because they trusted her for only the best stuff, mainly coke, naturally. These customers don’t have to thieve to buy – thieve and get caught by your boys, and removed as purchasers for

  a term of years.’




  Harpur had almost finished getting her clothes right. He would have liked to close her mouth and end the uncommunicative grin. Her false teeth looked new and pricey and assertive. But he could

  not move her jaw up.




  Vine said: ‘You thought difficulties had been resolved between us. So did I. Slackness on my part. Look, I considered we were giving her a fine deal – but, Christ, I knew we

  were.’ He bellowed that, and his voice clanged about the bare building again. He bent and peered at Eleri. ‘Isn’t it finished, yet?’




  ‘Clothes can tell a dangerous tale,’ Harpur said.




  Vine straightened. ‘There were two or three of them like Eleri, getting high-grade stuff from us – well, Col, we were letting them have it ten, fifteen per cent below what we asked

  from other street pushers – our profit margin right down. But, OK, not charity. Eleri brought us clients that, for example, Ralphy Ember and his lot would never even get near. Can you see

  Eleri’s patrons happy with Ralphy or his crude crew, Foster and that spiel-king, Gerry Reid? Eleri had an entitlement from us and she was still a bargain.’




  ‘My mother always used to say you get what you pay for.’




  ‘There are all kinds of mothers. But it was more than just the customers. We had to have Eleri as well, on account of this reverence they gave her. Ember had nothing to touch

  that.’




  Harpur stood and began to brush himself down. Vine helped. ‘I’m grateful for what you’ve done tonight, Col.’ He nodded three or four times. ‘And then, suddenly,

  Col, I hear Eleri is thinking of operating for someone else, regardless.’ He shook his head in sorrow and disbelief.




  Harpur put the torch on once more and, moving away from Eleri, began to look very thoroughly around the floor. Vine walked with him, still talking: ‘I was easy with her, Col. To do her

  serious injury would be the kind of loutishness Ember might have slipped into in the circumstances – or more likely he would have put Harry Foster on to it. Moderation, and it seemed to work,

  Col. But . . .’ He left it at that.




  They came back to the body. Harpur had found nothing give-away in his search. He lit up some oil patches on the knees of his trousers with the torch.




  ‘Just bill me for a new suit,’ Vine said, ‘and for fuck’s sake get something smarter. You’re a businessman.’




  ‘I wasn’t thinking of that. You’ll have it on your shoes, now and when you brought her. If you’ve been walking it around your house and car—’




  ‘Forensic?’




  ‘Now and then a jury will still believe them,’ Harpur replied.




  ‘I’ll get rid of the shoes,’ Vine said.




  ‘Both pairs, if you had others on first time. Burn. Likewise car mats. Have a good look about the house. Any black marks, get to work with petrol. Did you return the hire gun to Leyton or

  get rid of it?’




  Vine said: ‘All these points you’re making, Col – this is why I wanted you to look, you see. Exactly why you’re employed – I keep saying “employed”, but

  I mean made a partner.’




  ‘If you got rid of the gun, go and pay Leyton for it. I mean, not just the hire cost. Do a backdate purchase. Otherwise, he’s liable to grow nasty and he can drop hints to

  us.’




  ‘Us?’




  ‘The other us. Police.’




  ‘Leyton would never talk.’




  ‘Leyton runs a business,’ Harpur replied. ‘Leyton thinks survival.’




  They stood looking at Eleri and Vine bent down and brushed back some hair that had fallen on to her forehead. ‘Listen, Col, I don’t want you thinking I’m heartless. I know this

  is no place and no condition for an old lady. But it was not just another ordinary betrayal – not just going over, say, to Ember. This is at a graver level altogether. Vile. Something beyond

  what a beating could take care of.’




  ‘Yes?’




  ‘We should get out of here,’ Vine replied. But just as at the gun emplacement he seemed transfixed by doubts and anxieties. ‘I thought you would ditch me, too, tonight, you

  know, Col. Didn’t believe you’d follow. Obviously, you guessed what we’d find here and I was afraid you’d decide you didn’t want any more of Keith Vine if Keith Vine

  was someone who killed old ladies – even if the old lady was a foul disloyal bitch.’




  ‘I came,’ Harpur said.




  They had arrived for their hillside meeting in separate cars. Then, Vine had led the way to dockland in his Escort. Now, he put a comradely hand very briefly on Harpur’s arm. Vine was

  young and brassy and bright enough. He could do a boyish, impish smile to soften some of his more brutal moments, and he called one up, just visible in the darkness: ‘I would have hated it if

  you’d let me down – fucked off when you were supposed to be behind me. I regard this with Eleri . . . I regard it not as a test, Col . . . I hate that word between equals. But I do see

  it as important.’




  ‘I came,’ Harpur said. Vine was telling him that if he had failed to help, the partnership would have died. And possibly worse than that. Oh, yes, worse. Vine talked comradeship

  – and thought and acted business tactics. He had a cop as colleague, wanted to trust him, but was nowhere near so stupid as to believe he could in full. Trust him half? Maybe. Harpur still

  needed to convince Keith. To date Harpur had nothing like enough on him and the rest to make a workable, safe case that would eliminate major drug trading in the city, for a while. This was the

  mission. With luck, there could be information on the side via Vine about Ralph Ember, too, and his little competing confederacy with Foster and Reid. The prospect was enough – was it, was

  it? – enough to justify staying quiet about a murder and a murderer temporarily.
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