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  Bill James and The Murder Room




  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles by classic crime writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and

  the emerging science of detection; now we are obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated

  frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some

  of which have been out of print for decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally

  ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. ›››
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  Chapter One




  Sitting in a far corner of the club, Sarah Iles slowly became aware of some kind of disturbance over near the door to the street. After a moment she turned her head to observe

  better what was happening. If she had been quicker, she might have seen more but Sarah had learned a long time ago to be cautious in the Monty. It was a place which could excite her, and she liked

  it for that, but often part of the excitement was fright.




  A man in his twenties must have just come in and now, after a few steps, had sunk down to one knee, as if exhausted or injured, one shoulder propping him against the wall and keeping him from

  slipping further. His head hung forward, seemingly out of control, and a sheaf of dark hair had fallen over his forehead and obscured part of his face. Oddly, despite her anxieties about his state,

  and although he was crumpled on the carpet, her mind registered that he wore what seemed a very expensive light grey suit, probably custom made.




  Ian had just gone to the bar for drinks and, glancing towards him, she saw he was staring at the man, but made no move in his direction. Nobody else in the club shifted, either, though all of

  them had seen what was happening. Sarah stood up.




  ‘No,’ Ian called to her. ‘Stay out of it.’




  ‘Of what?’ Very scared, she crossed the little dance square and passed a pool table to where the man remained huddled on the ground. Now, she could make out what was obviously a

  blood stain under the top pocket of his jacket, and it spread quickly as she watched, like tea through a dipped biscuit. His breathing sounded weak and laboured. As she bent down to him she saw to

  her relief that Ian had left the bar after all and was at her side. ‘What is it?’ she asked the man. ‘What’s happened?’




  He did not answer for a moment. Then, without lifting his head, he muttered: ‘A drink. Water.’




  ‘Yes, of course,’ she said.




  ‘Please.’




  ‘Yes.’ She turned to Ian. ‘Can you stay with him? I’ll go to the bar.’ But as she was about to straighten the man reached out suddenly as if to grip her arm and

  detain her. He could not complete the movement and the effort made him lose balance and almost topple over. To steady him, she put a hand on his shoulder and waited. Before speaking again, he tried

  to raise his head, but couldn’t.




  ‘Listen,’ he whispered, ‘in case.’




  ‘In case? What do you mean?’




  He nodded his head very weakly a couple of times. ‘Yes, in case. A mess.’




  ‘He needs an ambulance,’ Ian said, crouching with her.




  ‘Look,’ the man muttered, ‘some things I just can’t take. You’re hearing me?’




  ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Go on.’




  ‘A silver day. Do you know what I mean? Supposed to be a great day.’




  ‘What?’ Sarah asked, bending closer. ‘Who do you mean? Which day?’




  For a long time he did not answer, seeming to need all his strength to breathe. Then he murmured: ‘I’ll tell you. But some water – or Scotch.’




  She went quickly to the bar and asked Ralph to fill a glass. He did not hurry and, as Sarah waited, she realized with a start that Ian had joined her again. ‘No, you should be with

  him.’




  ‘Stay here.’ Ralph said. ‘Both of you. No need to intervene any longer. Best keep out of it.’




  ‘Yes, we understand. Don’t fret, Ralph.’ Ian replied.




  When she looked back towards the entrance swing-doors she saw that four or five more men had come in and were grouped around the one on the floor. They looked flushed and excited, as if they had

  been running. Almost immediately the group began moving, slowly now, across the club towards a door and corridor which led to the wash rooms and lavatories. From the bar, she had trouble making out

  what was happening and was about to walk back across the room with the drink when Ian and Ralph both said, urgently: ‘No, Sarah.’ Neither of them touched her or held her back, but she

  found suddenly that fear had mounted so much that her legs would hardly carry her, and, although she felt ashamed, she did what she was told and waited.




  Her first count of the group seemed right: there were four men circling the fifth who was hurt, perhaps helping him, half carrying him now, towards the corridor. He might be on his knees,

  supported by hands under his armpits and gripping his jacket. The men did not speak and everyone else in the club remained silent and still. The injured man seemed worse and the only sound she

  could hear was the hideously laboured, rasping efforts as he fought to breathe.




  In a minute, they were near the corridor and to enter it had to go single file. One of the men moved ahead, backing into the space, still half-crouched and with his arms stretched out to draw

  the kneeling, gasping figure after him. Very briefly then, as the circle around him broke up, the man in the centre was clearly visible to her. Again her guess had been right: he was on his knees,

  but doing nothing to propel himself, and needing to do nothing, because the others were virtually carrying him. The light grey double-breasted suit, white or cream shirt and a tie which was mostly

  pink, with some dark stripes, seemed a quaintly dandified outfit now. His head hung forward as before and swung out of control when the men moved, as if he might be only half-conscious, or less.

  She could still make out little of his appearance: there was the dark straight hair across his brow, and he seemed to have a sharp, bony nose and chin. He might be twenty-five. As far as she could

  tell, she had never seen him before in the club, nor any of the men around him. Two of them wore suits, one good jeans and a T-shirt, the other brown slacks and a brown leather jacket, also fine

  quality. This one had rapidly receding grey hair and wore rimless spectacles. To her, they seemed the wrong sort of looks for this setting and this incident, like a passed-over clerk’s or

  librarian’s. The other face that stuck in her mind belonged to one of the men in suits. His eyes were deep-set and unyielding. Although he could not be much more than thirty, she thought his

  teeth seemed too white and regular to be real. He had well cared for, very clean-looking dark hair, and immensely powerful shoulders. She found him terrifying.




  Now, Sarah thought she discerned some sort of mark on the neck of the injured man, perhaps another wound. His shirt collar seemed stained immediately beneath it, and possibly the pink tie and

  shoulder of his jacket, as well. Still afraid to go forward, she stood on the foot-rail at the bar and as she did Ian whispered harshly, urgently, one word, ‘Lights.’ Momentarily, she

  thought he was addressing her and did not understand what he meant. A second later, she heard someone hit the switches and every bulb in the club went out. So, he had been talking to Ralph.




  Ian took her arm and led her to a chair at one of the small tables. Then he moved quickly away, she did not know where. Sitting in the blackness, listening to the appalling wheezing from across

  the room, and the slither and bumping of the man’s knees and feet over the floor as the others continued dragging him, she suddenly felt as if she had been deserted, left on her own. What she

  had always half feared about Ian all at once looked to be true: she did not know him, was invited into only those parts of his life he chose to show and talk about. There were other parts, and from

  those she was carefully locked out, until an uncatered-for incident like this forced him to reveal tiny bits more. Perhaps he knew these men and could make a guess at what had happened. Or perhaps

  – Oh, perhaps almost any bloody thing, but he obviously felt he had to give them cover from her and others in the Monty, and that hurt. She honestly thought she did not care all that much

  what he was or wasn’t, but she wished to know it all. Secrecy between lovers sickened her. Didn’t she make a point of being open with him, telling the lot – well, the lot except

  about Francis Garland, which was a while ago now, and which had become such total ashes finally that she decided it was not worth mentioning?




  ‘It’s all right, everyone,’ Ralph called. ‘Temporary fault. Sit tight.’




  Nobody replied. The Monty was heavy with the silence of people minding their own business, a state of mind they would fall into by habit and instinct here. The only sounds were still those from

  the five men across the room. The noise of breathing had grown less regular and fainter. She heard a door open and then some subdued grunting, as if the four had adjusted their holds on the

  burden.




  ‘Ian,’ she whispered, ‘are you still there? Please.’ He did not answer. She turned her head, straining to see, and thought she could distinguish Ralph, leaning forward

  over the bar and gazing up towards the group, but failed to make out a shape for Ian. She was ashamed of feeling the need of him so much, and, although she wanted to call him again, somehow managed

  to stay silent.




  A door slammed shut and the sounds from the five men ended. For a moment an idiotic calm took hold of Sarah, as if the silence and the closed door made everything all right again – now you

  see it, now you don’t, and when you don’t it’s because it never happened at all, did it? Yes, it did, and it was still happening. Four men had a fifth, hurt, maybe dying, maybe

  dead, in the lavatory of a back-street club, and, if the men’s lavatory was anything like the women’s, nobody was going to mistake it for the London Clinic. Some things she could make

  herself believe for a while, because it was more pleasant to believe them, but not that the Monty would be sweetly back to normal as soon as the lights came on again and the talk re-started and the

  games of pool.




  Ian was suddenly sitting with her on the bench and he gripped her hand. ‘You all right?’ he asked.




  ‘What was it? Where’ve you been?’




  ‘Been? Oh, just at the bar.’




  ‘Were you?’




  ‘Just at the bar. Too dark to move.’




  ‘Why did the lights go?’




  ‘Like the pit, isn’t it?’




  ‘But who are they, Ian? What the hell’s going on?’




  ‘Ralph may know.’




  ‘You don’t? You don’t, honestly?’ The last word came out as an apologetic whisper, an afterthought. Often she felt that she must not press him too hard with questions,

  perhaps because she did not want to know all the answers, perhaps because she knew he would put up new barriers, making her feel even more shut out.




  ‘Some little crisis. Some bloody stupidity. They shouldn’t have come here.’ He raised his voice. ‘Any hope of a light, Ralph?’




  ‘I’m trying. A minute,’ he replied. His voice now came from the other side of the room and as he spoke he switched on a flashlight and shone the beam down to the floor. She had

  not seen him move from the bar. Ralph walked slowly along the route taken by the group of men, the beam still pointed slightly ahead of him, obviously looking for something. Did he fear traces,

  unpleasant stains on the Monty’s old, worn carpet? The search went as far as the closed door, but Ralph did not open it. ‘Yes, a minute,’ he said. He sounded anxious. The beam was

  played carefully over the same ground again, perhaps even slower now, as if he were fixing in his memory the spots that would need attention. ‘All very much in order,’ he announced, the

  tone saying the dead opposite. Perhaps he realized that, and when he spoke again he deliberately lightened his voice. ‘Yes, all fine.’




  The beam moved back towards the bar and in a few seconds all the lights came on. In full, tired splendour the Monty gleamed again. ‘Apologies all round,’ Ralph cried.

  ‘I’d say the club should stand everyone here a drink after that, wouldn’t you? Another power failure, a damned and depressing nuisance. So, what will it be, folks? Arthur,

  Neville?’




  But the two men he spoke to stood up, both looking troubled and obviously eager to get out. One of them made a small gesture to wave Ralph’s offer away, and glanced towards the closed

  door. Then they hurriedly left. Ralph called a genial ‘Good night, boys,’ after them, which they ignored. He turned: ‘Ian? The lady?’




  ‘Yes, why not,’ Ian said. ‘Brandy again, Sarah?’




  For a moment she was on the point of answering him. Because of fear, and because she should not have been in this place at all, and should not have seen what she had seen, she was going to take

  the drink, cave in to the Monty’s nervy ambience again, tag along as a smiling, sipping part of the conspiracy of wise blindness. Then she found she couldn’t do it. Instead, she yelled:

  ‘Ralph, a man might be dying behind that fucking door.’




  Angrily, Ralph glared at Ian, signalling unmistakably that he regarded him as responsible for Sarah in the club, and that she was deeply out of order and should be kept quiet. ‘Oh, I

  don’t think so.’




  ‘Why not go and see?’




  ‘I –’




  ‘Your place, but you don’t go and see. Ian, how can he be like this, how can you be like this, for God’s sake? How can any of us?’ She found she was yelling, as if to

  reach everyone in the club and to get through to them, despite the blankness they so carefully built.




  ‘I told you – stupid behaviour, stupid people, they shouldn’t have come here. Who wants to get mixed up with them?’ Ian replied. ‘Look, let’s leave now, shall

  we?’




  Again she wavered and was almost on the point of backing down, choosing caution, and agreeing with him. It had become routine: in the Monty there would always be things it was cleverer not to

  have seen, and things it was brighter not to have heard: the rule was, Just close your eyes once in a while, like in so much of life. Tension never altogether left the Monty and you had better

  learn how to handle it. Normally, Sarah could handle it: she took a little care, forgot what it was best to forget, yet still got her kicks. She was on a night out, not a course of ethics. No,

  definitely not a course in ethics.




  But tonight she said quietly: ‘Ian. I want to see he’s all right.’




  ‘Why? You don’t know him.’




  ‘What the hell does that matter?’




  ‘It’s crazy, Sarah. You’re just curious, on the look-out for any damn thing new.’




  ‘Maybe. I’m going to find out, all the same.’




  ‘Please,’ he said. ‘Take my word.’




  ‘What word?’ For a second, she sat plucking up strength. Was Ian right, and did she simply need a new thrill? She certainly could not deny that it was the atmosphere of threat and

  possible danger which helped draw her to the Monty. Absurd and childish, really, but every time she came into the club looking for Ian she felt that same bright burn of excitement, a sense of

  risk-taking and freedom and – and a sense of something else she could not define properly, and maybe did not want to. Was it more than the snobby thrill of slumming, an off-colour delight in

  the seedy raciness of the place and probable villainy of many of its members? Probable? And some more. Ian used to tell her quietly which were crooks, most of them pathetically small-time, but

  crooks all the same. A few reached middling, and might be waiting the chance to move up, thinking big, walking cocky, but staying put. Occasionally, Ian would introduce her to some of the regulars,

  and even without help she could have guessed they lived on the wrong side. Mostly, they tried to be cheerful and friendly with her, even charming in their rough style, but, of course, they knew who

  she was and that eventually she would go home to a police husband rich in braid and commendations, and they did not understand what she was doing in the Monty or why she went on seeing Ian Aston.

  How could they when she did not really understand it herself? They kept their talk with her short and afterwards stayed at a distance, up near where the five strangers had just passed, beyond the

  pool tables, so she couldn’t hear. One or other of them used to watch her all the time, and she did her best to ignore it.




  Their attitude always amused Ian, and so did hers: he could find a laugh almost anywhere. On the whole, she loved this in him, though now and then it might turn her ratty and explosive, but only

  for a while: she couldn’t stay like that with anyone, and especially not with Ian. Usually, she fell easily into harmony with him, thought as he thought, felt as he felt, did what he

  suggested.




  Now, though, she fought off his advice that they should leave and apply the standard Monty veil. Instead, ditching the greasy habit of tact she had acquired here over the months, she stood

  up.




  Even after what she had said, Ian misread the move. ‘Good,’ he said. ‘We’re going?’




  But she walked quickly past him across the room towards the closed door. For a moment, fear of what she might see on the other side paralysed her and she stood in front of it, defeated. Then,

  somehow, she forced herself to subdue the dread and reached out and pulled the door fully open. The floor of the corridor was grey tiles and she saw a broad, smudged and broken red line leading

  along them, like evening cloud pushed about by wind, as if blood had dropped from one or both of the injured man’s wounds and then been spread by his dragging knees and feet. Perhaps Ralph

  had seen something similar, but less clear, on the carpet in the dark. The line of blood led past the Gents and Ladies to the end of the corridor, where a fire exit had been opened. The doors still

  stood ajar, and beyond she saw a dark yard.




  Before terror could disable her again, she went forward, walking awkwardly, one foot on each side of the red trail, like a child avoiding lines in pavement stones. As she neared the door, she

  became aware of Ian again, following a little way behind. He did not speak, perhaps troubled that she was out alone in front.




  She stopped at the open fire doors. The yard lay beyond, black and impenetrable except for a little patch immediately ahead, reached by light from the corridor. She thought she could make out

  some parked cars, or perhaps wrecks, and possibly a builder’s rubble container, but nothing was clear, and the boldness that had brought her this far suddenly began to shrink, just as her

  courage had wobbled inside the club. Although she still worried about the injured man, and felt indignation that everybody except her wanted to ignore what had happened, she could not bring herself

  to step out into the darkness of the yards and look for the group. Fear had made a brilliant and total and disgusting comeback. She listened for the laboured breathing but cars were passing not far

  away and she heard nothing above their engines. In any case, he might not be breathing at all any longer. ‘Tell Ralph to get his flashlight,’ she said, turning to Ian. She saw then that

  Ralph had come into the corridor, too, and was not far behind him, still looking angry and very tense. ‘Or can you put yard lights on? You’re good with switches, Ralph.’




  He pushed swiftly past Ian and her and pulled the doors closed. ‘You’ve done remarkably well,’ he said. ‘Best leave it, now, though, don’t you think?’




  Ian took her arm to lead her back to the bar. ‘The stuff on the floor,’ she said. ‘Can’t you see it, what it is?’ She had begun to cry.




  ‘It’ll swab out, no problem,’ Ralph replied.




  ‘A little water clears us of this deed,’ she said.




  ‘What?’ Ian asked.




  ‘A quotation Desmond spouts sometimes.’




  ‘Now, what about that brandy?’ Ralph boomed, a lovely, mine host smile in his voice.




  Ian still had her gently by the arm ‘Yes, come on, Sarah.’ She began to move with him, back towards the bar. ‘What does it mean?’ Ian said.




  ‘That’s what I wanted you to tell me.’




  ‘I’m talking about the quotation. What’s it saying – the little water? He’s got some reading, then, your husband. Is he like those detectives in novels, always able

  to get a classical reference in when he’s discussing burglaries and money with menaces?’




  Ralph put the brandies on the bar. ‘Did you say with water?’




  ‘No, we were talking about something else.’




  ‘Sorry.’




  ‘Oh, Christ,’ Sarah hissed at him. ‘I meant swabbing out the blood and swabbing out all trace and memory of what’s just gone on here, Ralph.’




  ‘Nothing’s gone on here. Whatever happened had happened before they arrived. They were just passing through. That’s obvious. Absolutely nothing took place here.’




  ‘Ralph, you sound like a hypnotist,’ she said. ‘I want to sit down.’ Ian picked up the drinks and they went back to their table. She took a good gulp of the brandy. It

  tasted smooth and helpful. Ralph must have produced his best. This was a special moment. Only a few people were left in the bar and he served them now with whatever they asked for. The place became

  almost lively again, in its own seedy way. There was some relieved, edgy laughter from a couple of men she had seen here often before and spoken with briefly once or twice.




  For some reason, Ian wanted to continue talking about Desmond, perhaps to take her mind off the injured man and the others. ‘I don’t really get it with you, Sarah. Never have.

  Powerful, educated husband, and look at you – Mrs Desmond Iles, nay, Mrs Assistant Chief Constable Iles, down town again among the dross and dawdlers while her better half’s at home

  alone sipping Bovril and reading worthy books. How did it happen, Sarah?’




  Her mind was still on the dark, outside yard, preoccupied with trying to gauge why she had turned away, and with trying to rediscover her bits of courage so she could try again, but she said:

  ‘Look, Ian, there’s a hell of a lot about him that’s great, yes, a lot that’s magic.’ She realized she was jumping rather too fast to defend him, as if she felt he

  needed it.




  ‘Don’t I know? You’re not one to pick a nobody.’




  ‘Ian, I don’t want stupid jokes about Desmond or snide talk.’




  ‘No, of course, of course. But –’




  ‘Things can die. Have you ever lived with anybody, I mean for years?’




  ‘Not guilty.’




  ‘It can work, obviously.’




  Well, look at the Queen,’ he said.




  ‘Maybe if we’d had kids –’




  ‘He didn’t want that?’




  ‘You know that instruction on medicine bottles, “Keep away from children”? Des always says he will.’




  ‘Yes, but –’




  She began to find this conversation painful. ‘Look, Ian, I don’t know why, but I’m here. That’s how it is. Let’s leave it?’ And that’s how it had to be.

  Ian was too genial and sharp-eyed to keep on at her. These were a further couple of the qualities that kept bringing her back to him and the Monty, although half a dozen times or more she had tried

  to finish it all. He was probably as tough as any of them in the club – but not crooked, he assured her, again and again of that, and she had to believe him – yet he could sense in a

  moment how she felt and would be careful not to hurt her. It was a change from home. Des would not hurt her, either, not deliberately, but over the years there had been too many times when he

  failed to see what pain he gave, and how bleak and lifeless things between them had become. That damage was done now, was part of her like a scar, and she did not feel committed enough or

  interested enough any longer to try to put it right. And so, Ian and the Monty.




  She heard Ralph drawing water from the bar tap, and in a moment he came out with a bucket and mop and went to the corridor where the blood trail lay, softly whistling In a Monastery

  Garden.




  Perhaps Ian would have been as considerate with any woman he liked going to bed with, but she could convince herself sometimes that it was only for her. She had grown very nifty lately at

  persuading herself to believe what she needed to believe, and although that sort of comfort never lasted, which sort did?




  All the same, what had happened tonight stirred her uneasiness about the Monty. The disaster she had always feared might have come a little closer. ‘Ian, wouldn’t it be better if we

  met elsewhere?’




  ‘The Monty’s part of me.’




  ‘It’s got to be dangerous for you – I mean, us two together all the time.’




  ‘Because they want you, too? I suppose so. Yes, you’re a cracker, Sarah.’




  ‘Fool. No. Just imagine a prize project goes badly wrong for them one day. Say the police are waiting, an ambush. It happens. The lads here start wondering who’s the leak, and your

  name floats to the top. It would.’




  ‘No. I don’t know about their projects, never have, not just because of you. I don’t want to. I drink here because I’ve drunk here from the old days, when the Monty was

  something else. Why should I let them muck up my way of life?’




  ‘Love me, love the Monty, even if it is tainted?’ she asked. Christ, but she must get a look at that yard, at the rubble container out there and the rest.




  ‘Sarah, sweetie, calm down,’ Ian said. ‘If there’s ever the threat of trouble, I’ll pick up early warnings and disappear, don’t worry. Ralph would hear and

  tip me. He’s not just owner of this place, he’s a mate.’




  She said something then which, when she thought about it very soon afterwards, looked to contain a fair degree of clairvoyance. ‘Oh, Christ, Ian, you know as well as I do, there are

  villains in this patch who could scare Ralph dumb, terrify even him. He’s still got both eyes and pretty kids. They come first. He wouldn’t want more damage.’




  He laughed. ‘Some black picture of the world! We’re not New York or even Peckham.’




  ‘Des says it’s harder every day to tell the difference.’




  ‘Police hype. To get their pay up.’




  ‘What did he mean, Ian, the injured man? “A silver day?”’




  ‘Search me. Delirious?’




  ‘It could be. And “in case”. In case of what? In case he dies?’




  ‘Might be,’ Ian said, ‘but Ralph’s got to be right, hasn’t he? It’s obvious something had gone on earlier.’




  From the corridor came the healthy, cheerful slap of the mop on the tiles, and Ralph began to let in a bit of tremolo to his whistling. Nearer, there was the nice sound of pool balls clipping

  one another, and people had begun talking again, even laughing. Everyone appreciated getting back to normality.




  Sarah took another drop of brandy. ‘I hate it when people keep saying something’s obvious. It’s because it’s not.’ But she felt the drink begin to work real comfort

  on her now, doing just what it had lain waiting in the bottle over all the years improving itself for, smoothing the spiky bits of life, melting trouble and truth away for a time, warming the facts

  until they melted into something else. She sensed her determination to look outside in the yard begin to fade and she was sliding fast again towards a convenient agreement with Ralph and Ian. They

  did have a case. It might be easier and simpler, more mature, to let what had taken place fade in her mind. She should not be here and should not have seen it, whatever it was, so she had not seen

  it. Yes, just close your eyes.




  ‘Sarah, I told him to do the lights because, well, I just thought it would be better all round if you saw as little as possible,’ Ian said. ‘Occasionally, it can be more

  comfortable like that. I mean, for you, as much as anyone.’




  ‘Yes, I understand.’ As sometimes happened, she began to grow bored with the Monty, its stresses, its concealments, its less than half-truths. ‘Ian, can we go to your place

  now?’




  He laughed. ‘A minute ago you insisted on staying.’




  ‘I want you.’




  ‘I wish you’d contain yourself.’




  ‘Now I want to contain you.’




  What he called ‘rough talk’ always embarrassed him, which made her use it more. He reddened and glanced about, then whispered, ‘Sarah, I –’




  ‘Sorry, I forget they’re all angels and shockable virgins here.’ She leaned into him on the bench and turned her hand over, to lace her fingers with his. Often in this grubby

  den she could be as happy as she ever remembered being, happier than since the very earliest days with Des. Ralph, returning to the bar, gave them his fulsome, marriage-broker smile, the old knife

  scar from under his ear and two or three inches along the jaw-bone looking very pale and creamy in the subdued light, like a line of mayonnaise on a plate rim.




  ‘We’ll go soon, now,’ Ian said. ‘Not quite yet. Things have changed. I don’t want it to look as if we’re deserting Ralph after the bother, like those other

  two creeps.’




  ‘No.’ That would be one of those important male considerations: the compulsion not just to be loyal but to show the loyalty. In a way it was admirable, and came from real

  sensitivity. Sensitivity could stop, though, when the person needing it was not regarded as a friend, no matter how bad a state he might be in. Did anyone expect sensitivity to reach a lavatory

  corridor or an unlit yard? Men laughed at women’s inconsistencies, but they weren’t all that hot themselves. Anyway, she did not prize consistency very much. Who wanted to be

  consistently wrong?




  ‘One more drink,’ Ian said. He went to the handsome old mahogany bar, with its beautiful brass inlay and lovely, original beer handles, and began chatting and laughing with Ralph as

  if everything was as well as it could possibly be. Monty’s had a good history. Once, apparently, it had been a select meeting place for businessmen, but now business had moved out to the

  high-tech industrial estates, and this district was entering its second decade of inner city dereliction. Men like Ralph were part of the new scene, maybe men like Ian, too.




  She watched the two of them, clearly comfortable with each other, and felt almost envious of the ease and quickness of their conversation. She felt, too, a worry that came her way continually,

  despite all Ian’s assurances: how had he got himself so well in with these sharp-clawed, cagey people? Ralph guffawed at something Ian said and thumped the bar with his fist, in delight.

  Nice. Such understanding between them. Perhaps Ralph really would look after him if the worst happened. Her doubts might be only the cynicism picked up as a cop wife. All the same, big laughs cost

  nothing. Comradeship came and went, like happiness, unless it was trained into you, grained into you, the way the police did things: canteen culture.




  Watching them, she felt excluded, even resentful, and suddenly realized that the niggling, persistent wish to know the truth was edging its way back again, subduing the brandy and the boredom,

  and even the fear. She had to smash that shady, smug alliance between the two men. In any case, she never reacted very well to restrictions. After all, social considerations would say she should

  not be in the Monty at all, but she was. Now, though, she felt irked by the club’s own particular inhibitions, couldn’t swallow these, either. ‘Listen, Ralph, sorry about this,

  but I’m still bothered. May we borrow your flashlight?’ she asked.




  ‘But for what?’ he said.




  ‘I’d really like to have a look at that yard. The rubble container.’




  ‘The builder’s skip? Why? Nothing out there,’ Ralph said. ‘They’ll be miles away. I heard a car.’




  ‘Not all of them might be miles away.’




  Ian was embarrassed. ‘Once she’s got her teeth into something.’




  ‘This is stupid,’ Ralph said.




  ‘Can I borrow it?’ she asked.




  Ralph looked sullen and tried to sound untroubled. ‘Why ever not?’




  ‘Thanks, Ralph.’ She stood up at once and took the flashlight from him across the bar. Again she led into the lavatory corridor and again Ian came sheepishly behind her. She pushed

  the fire doors open and, switching on the beam, stepped out into the yard.




  ‘What are you hoping to find, Sarah?’ Ian put a hand on her wrist and helped direct the light slowly around, taking in a couple of vandalized, decaying cars and a newish-looking

  Montego that might be Ralph’s. They all seemed empty. Ian said: ‘Who’d hang about in a place like –?’




  ‘Hush,’ Sarah told him. She was listening for the appalling din of the injured man dredging into himself for breath, but heard nothing except occasional traffic and the gentle rush

  and rustle of a few sheets of newspaper whisked by the wind across the yard surface. The beam reached the loaded rubble container and she kept it there, resisting the slight pressure on her wrist

  from Ian to move it on. ‘Let’s go closer, Ian.’ She began to walk.




  ‘Debris. Ralph’s having some outhouses cleared, that’s all. They weren’t safe.’




  ‘I’d like to look.’ She felt as she had felt earlier, afraid, crazily pushy, weak in the legs, wanting to give it all a miss, and determined to keep going and to find out what

  was wrong. Schizo? Maybe. But sometimes she understood why she had married the police.




  They stood alongside the builder’s skip, leaning on the side, like languid passengers at the rail of a liner, and she shone the flashlight in. The acrid, depressing smell of rubble and

  rotten wood hit her and she gazed at old beams, clusters of bricks held together by ancient mortar, slates, splintered rafters. A couple of wooden doors lay on top, overlapping each other and

  making it hard to see very far in. She reached out with her free hand and tried to shift one of the doors to the side, but it would not budge.




  ‘What? Have you seen something?’ Ian asked.




  ‘Can we move it together?’




  ‘Sarah, what for? We’re going to get filthy.’




  She put the flashlight out and placed it on the ground, to make two hands available. ‘Come on,’ she said and took hold of one of the doors.




  ‘This is mad.’ He gripped it with her, though, and they shoved. The door slid a little towards the far edge of the skip and the other one moved with it.




  ‘A bit more,’ she said. They had to lean over further to push again. The doors moved, though much less this time because the top one came up against the skip’s far side.

  ‘Right.’ She stood back and bent down to pick up the flashlight, then switched it on again and hung over the edge, letting the beam reach now into the heart of the container. Her own

  breathing felt tight. Ian gazed with her.




  ‘So?’ he said.




  Still leaning over, she moved the whole length of the skip, the light still searching. She switched off and turned to face him. ‘All right. Nothing. Nothing but your genuine rubbish. There

  might have been.’




  ‘Like?’




  ‘You know what like.’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Honestly, Sarah, I –’




  Ralph called from the fire-door exit. ‘What the hell are you two doing? Looking for treasure? Come on back in before you hurt yourselves.’




  ‘Yes, we’re coming,’ Ian said.




  ‘No, let’s go to your place now, Ian. I’ve had enough here.’ She took his arm.




  ‘Why not?’




  In his bed a little later they tried to put aside the events at the Monty and she said: ‘This is no fly-by-night, empty affair. Don’t think I don’t know

  exactly what I love in you, Ian Aston.’




  ‘God, what’s that mean, all the don’ts?’




  ‘And not just your hands, although your hands seem to know everything there is to know about – Oh, your hands can put everything right, can’t they? Like now. Yes, yes, just

  like now.’ She knew she was grinning with pleasure like an idiot at what he was doing to her. One day she must start working on efforts to ration her responsiveness with him: it was such a

  give-away. ‘Your hands are good, and all the rest of it, but it’s not everything.’ Her own hands reached out silkily under the clothes to him.




  ‘Yours know something, too.’ He groaned happily in his quiet, apologetic way.




  ‘You made me gentle and loving, Ian.’




  ‘Only ten minutes ago you were being so tough, shoving chunks of building about.’




  ‘That’s what I mean, you change me, make me somebody different. Nobody else can do that.’




  ‘Why you want me?’




  ‘It’s part of it.’




  ‘I hope you realize, you’ll never make me somebody different or change me, Sarah.’




  ‘I don’t know so much. This is changing. It’s growing.’




  ‘Christ, but you’re so crude.’ In a little while he said: ‘You’re responsive absolutely everywhere on your body, you know that? I bet you get a thrill cleaning your

  teeth, even.’




  ‘Only up and down. Listen, Ian, do we have to wait?’




  ‘No, of course not, love.’ He moved towards her.




  ‘Sometimes I like to wait, sometimes, no.’




  ‘Seems reasonable.’




  ‘Tonight, no.’




  ‘Good.’




  ‘Yes, you don’t want to wait either, do you?’




  ‘How can you tell?’




  When she reached home there was a light on in the front room downstairs and at the kerb an old Viva, the worse for wear. That would probably mean her husband was with Colin

  Harpur, Detective Chief Superintendent Colin Harpur, head of criminal investigation. Harpur often drove battered-looking cars, hoping they would give some cover, though his big body and head, and

  thick fair hair jammed up against the top, were almost comically conspicuous in a small vehicle. He was Francis Garland’s boss, and worked a good deal with Desmond, too, so presumably had

  heard most of what there was to hear about her life and ways though he never gave any sign. None, except, possibly, that he seemed to treat her with special gentleness. Police knew how to sit on

  secrets, and especially Harpur. The story went that his own marriage and love life had their complications. At any rate, there had been days when she was very grateful for his tender, understanding

  style with her.




  ‘Sarah’s been at bridge, Col,’ Desmond Iles said. Both men had stood when she came in and folded down back into the leather chairs now. What could be the sound of a crushed

  crisp packet came from deep under the cushion of Harpur’s. One day she was going to have a big clean-up in this room, and probably the whole house. Yes, definitely, one day: the same sort of

  target date as for cutting back on her loving warmth in bed with Ian.




  ‘How was it?’ her husband asked.




  ‘Fine.’




  ‘Never got to grips with bridge,’ Harpur said. ‘Bridge, crosswords, chess and the veleta I can’t manage.’




  ‘Bridge needs a certain kind of mind,’ Desmond told him. ‘Subtle, bruising, painstaking. Col, you’d be lovely, unbeatable, on the last. But you’re far too

  charitable. Sarah’s goodish all round. Yes.’ He turned to her. ‘We’re chatting policy, love. You know, whether we should advise kiosks to put the Mars bars at the back of

  the displays, to beat shoplifters, with the Maltesers at the front, or might it be the other way about? Criminologists are silent on this and Nietzsche only tentative.’




  The two men were in shirt-sleeves, drinking tea from the best, real china cups. Desmond had a thing about decent crockery and glass when guests came, even subordinates. His upbringing had been

  what he called ‘wholesome and chintzy’. In front of Harpur was a pad, with a few very brief pencil notes on it.




  ‘Pow-wow? Is there some big police activity ahead, then?’ she asked.




  ‘Always,’ Desmond said.




  ‘Yes, well, I think I’ll have a bath and go to bed now, if you don’t mind,’ she replied.




  ‘It would be so nice to talk to you for a while,’ Desmond said, ‘it really would, wouldn’t it, Col?’ The tone was as close to a plea as she had ever heard from

  him.




  ‘Grand.’ Harpur smiled at her and she was conscious again of his wish to see her happy, or at least unhurt. They said he looked like Rocky Marciano, the boxer, but fair. She doubted

  that. As she understood things, Marciano was ruthless in the ring. Harpur looked tough, but kindly with it, patient. And, despite what he and Desmond said, he must be bright, too, or he would not

  have that job in his thirties.




  ‘I’m so tired. Another night?’ she said.




  ‘All right, love. We’ll probably bog on a bit longer, won’t we Col?’




  As she crossed the door and moved towards the stairs, she thought she heard Desmond say to Harpur: ‘Yes, bridge, very tiring.’




  Sitting in the bath, thinking over the evening, she tasted salt on her lips and became aware, suddenly, that she was weeping. It shocked her. She rarely cried, and when she did she generally

  knew about it. Now, she hung her head forward something like the injured man’s in the club earlier, and let the tears drop into the soapy water, a tiny squall on a grey and white pool.




  God, what was this all about? She straightened her neck and swirled the water about with one hand, as if drowning the tears in suds would drown the pain, too. But a mix of sadnesses competed in

  her head. For a moment downstairs, when Des asked her to stay and she refused, all the pain and aridity of the marriage had closed on her like an illness. Something in her had wanted to please him

  and almost made her agree. Ten minutes would not have killed her. Simply, though, she had found she could not do it. The chore of speaking to him had seemed too much, much too much tonight, even

  though Harpur would have been there to help out the talk and prevent any slide into coldness or abuse.




  So, was it the hopelessness of things between her and Des that had made her bawl? She could not really believe it. Hadn’t she known for long enough about that? Wasn’t it now almost

  fully sublimated into a scar, no more a hurtful wound? The absence of children no longer troubled her, surely? She consulted a marriage counsellor off and on, but this was to help her make up her

  mind about Ian and the rest of it, not Des.




  Perhaps she was crying about Ian, then. It had been all right, it had been lovely, back at his place. That part of it almost always was. Yet tonight those doubts about him, the anxieties, had

  surfaced again. They were always there, not far out of sight, and at the Monty this evening they had become suddenly more alarming than she could remember them ever before. Did she know him? Could

  she know him? He held her off, cut off the lights, doused awkward conversations.




  She climbed out of the bath, still impatient with herself for growing so gloomy and philosophical, and eager to be in bed and asleep or apparently asleep before Des came up. Briefly she examined

  herself in the full-length mirror. It wasn’t bad, was it? Another few good years left? Perhaps that was one plus for having no pregnancies. She had stopped crying.




  





  Chapter Two




  Just as Sarah reached her car in the drive next morning she saw Ralph climb quickly from a Montego parked near the house and walk towards her. Panic hit her immediately, and

  her first terrified, unhinged thought was that he had no right to come up from the Monty to a decent, leafy, pebble-dash road. Christ, it broke the rules: she ran two lives and he ought to stay

  stuck in that other, down-town version of herself. Boundaries should be respected, at least by him. It was like a rat in the bread bin.




  ‘Mrs Iles,’ he said, ‘well, I’ve been waiting for you, obviously. I wasn’t sure if you’d be going out, but I waited. I didn’t want to call at the house,

  even after your husband, the senior officer, had left. I had an idea you wouldn’t like that.’




  ‘Probably not.’




  ‘This needed delicate handling. Luckily, in business, you get used to summing up a situation.’




  ‘It’s a knack, isn’t it?’




  They were standing near her car and she decided that the sooner they were not the better. She did not want him in the house, so she got behind the wheel of the Panda and opened the passenger

  door. He joined her and she drove out of the road at once, feeling hopelessly stressed and confused.




  Her day had begun badly at breakfast, when she found Desmond civil but very distant, more than usually distant, as if some powerful anxiety gripped him. He was not easily upset, not prone to

  worry, so whatever it was must be serious. Conceivably, he felt special grief or hopelessness about their marriage this morning, though she doubted it: they had both become toughened to that

  failure for months now. More likely, Harpur’s visit last night signified a delicate and probably messy police problem that he and Des did not feel comfortable discussing in headquarters,

  maybe a coming operation, maybe aftermath. Private meetings between the two did happen now and then and the best china came out fairly often these days.




  ‘Is there something you want to talk about, Des?’ she had asked, knowing the answer.




  ‘Nothing pressing, love. Is there something you want to talk about? The bridge evening?’




  ‘You’re not interested in bridge.’




  ‘Right. Not in bridge.’ He smiled a bit wearily, a bit sadly. ‘Oh, look, forgive the show of self-pity, will you? Put it down to colic.’




  She left it at that. Generally they did leave the potentially hurtful topics like that – hinted at, skirted. Still feeling low after he left for work, she rang Margot, the counsellor who

  helped her occasionally, and was able to make an appointment for later in the morning. God, her marriage problems were getting to be like bad teeth, needing rush treatment at agonizing moments.




  Always she dressed for full impact when seeing Margot, to make it clear that although she might sound down and desperate there was still plenty of fight in her. Today, she did a thorough job on

  her hair, improved all key zones with Rive Gauche, and wore pieces of her zappiest jewellery. She reckoned she looked pretty positive in a strained way, but did not feel any better. And when she

  saw Ralph, she felt much worse.




  ‘I want to make it clear there’s nothing to worry about,’ he said now, as they drove. ‘This is a precautionary visit, very much so. May I say I love your

  perfume?’




  ‘Have you had breakfast?’




  ‘What?’




  ‘How long have you been there? Dawn? What’s so urgent, Ralph?’




  ‘Please, I don’t want you to worry. Your breathing, it’s very fast.’




  ‘I had school colours for it.’




  He sat back and had a nice, long avuncular chuckle about that, tapering it sweetly from very, very amused indeed to just very, very amused. ‘Good,’ he said. ‘I like someone who

  keeps a sense of humour, regardless.’




  ‘That’s the thing about senses of humour, they must be regardless.’




  ‘Laughter is certainly an antidote. That’s well known.’




  ‘Yes it is.’ None of the fear had ebbed and her body was stiffly arched as she drove. Sweat began to run from her head and neck down between her shoulders, and would soon be making a

  nonsense of the Rive Gauche. For one moment, to her astonishment, she found herself wishing that Des were with her to cope with this man. Absurd as well as feeble: if Des had been around, Ralph

  would never have shown himself.




  He sat half-turned towards her, his knees together, almost touching the gear lever, hands interlaced demurely in his lap. From the corner of her eye as she drove she could just about make out

  that he was smiling gently, and when he spoke his voice sounded light and friendly. He was making an effort to seem innocuous, and she found it creepy. ‘I’ve known your Ian Aston for

  years and years,’ he said. ‘You can’t go wrong there.’




  ‘Thanks.’




  ‘Ian’s a man I’d always stand by.’




  ‘Grand. I’ll just drive around the park and the lake and then take you back to near your car, Ralph. I can’t be long. I’m on my way somewhere.’




  ‘Of course.’ For a while he grew silent and watched from the side window, apparently content. Then he turned and said: ‘You’re bound to wonder what all this is about. I

  understand, perfectly.’ He swung away slightly in the passenger seat, so that he was looking from the side window again. When she glanced towards him, she could see only the line of his nose

  and jaw, with its smooth, white scar. Despite that mark, there was something fine, even noble, about his profile, like a cut-price and darker Charlton Heston. She had noticed that before, in the

  Monty. Ralph’s were the sort of bony good looks her mother had always fancied and found trustworthy, because they were so different from her husband’s, Sarah’s father. Some of

  that taste must have been inculcated in Sarah. As if to confirm that life had brought him down a rung or two he said: ‘I’m not free to act as I would like, you know, Mrs

  Iles.’




  ‘Who is?’




  ‘Well, quite,’ he said peaceably, ‘indeed, who is?’ And then his voice suddenly lost its gentleness and became edged with stress and venom. ‘Mrs Iles, this is not

  some fart-arsing dreamy philosophical discussion, you know.’ He turned violently in the seat to face her again. ‘I’m trying to tell you something, something real, that counts. Do

  you understand that, you – well, you wife?’




  She drew in at the kerb. ‘Would you like to push off now?’




  ‘Oh, don’t come that, the big, other-age dignity. It went out with the Stanley Steamer.’




  ‘Goodbye,’ she screamed at him. The windows were closed but her voice must have reached the pavement, and a couple of old ladies in plastic macs, one pulling a shopping bag on

  wheels, stared through the glass, in the searching way people looked into ambulances. He was probably right: she had started to act stupidly, putting on the class, like Mrs Desmond Iles of Idylls,

  Rougemont Place, instead of finding out why he had come, and what he had to say about the situation of Sarah Iles, mistress, and sometimes troublesome guest at his cruddy club. Nerves had done it,

  nothing else.




  He did not leave the car and when he spoke again his voice was back to considerateness and a sort of amiability. ‘Believe me, this is not how I see myself, not at all, Mrs Iles, coming out

  here to frighten someone like your good self. I’m on your side, very much so, I hope that goes without saying. Oh, you have your views of the Monty and of me, I don’t doubt it, but

  there’s nothing untoward about the club or myself, nothing dubious or malfeasant, I hope you’ll accept that. I’m a family man through and through, doing what I can to give those

  dear to me a decent life. When I say “on your side” you’re going to reply that you have no side, I understand that, but what I mean is I’d do everything I could to save you

  distress, and Ian.’




  She drove on.




  ‘Did you and he discuss that matter of last night, I mean, afterwards?’ Ralph asked.




  ‘Not really.’




  ‘Understandable. You have better things to talk about, for heaven’s sake. Just an episode, wasn’t it, what’s called an aberration?’




  She felt stifled by the seeping verbiage, desperately looked for a sentence or phrase that meant something to her, like seeking footholds in a swamp. ‘Who were those people?’




  ‘At the club?’




  ‘Of course at the club.’




  ‘What I have to tell you is that they’ve made an identification.’ He sighed and turned towards her. ‘Yes, I’m sorry.’ The tone was as if he had informed her

  of a death.




  ‘What? What does that mean, an identification? Who of? Look, we’re nearly back to your car. I don’t want to go into Rougemont Place again.’




  ‘Understandable, entirely. Park here, briefly. Then I’ll walk.’




  She drew in again.




  ‘Yes, I had another visit,’ he said.




  ‘From one of them?’




  ‘One or two.’




  ‘Which one or two? The one with the false teeth? The grey-haired, balding one?’




  ‘You’re observant,’ he said, sadly. ‘I don’t know whether one really wants to stare at people as closely as that.’




  ‘I couldn’t help staring, for heaven’s sake. Think what was going on.’




  ‘Well, perhaps. Put it another way: best not to be shouting these descriptions around. I mean, wildly. Such glimpses can be very subjective, misleading. We were all under stress.

  Distortions do take place.’




  ‘When?’




  ‘When what?’




  ‘This second visit.’




  ‘Very early this morning. They were asking about the people who went into the yard last night.’




  ‘They were there when Ian and I –?’




  ‘These are people who set quite exceptional store upon their privacy, Mrs Iles. The flashlight, and probing into the skip – they watched that, apparently, from wherever they had

  taken cover and were very discomposed.’
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