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  Chapter One


  He should not be here. At Harpurs rank you led from the Control Room, did it by radio. Instead, he had turned out again, late thirties, kerb level, waiting in a plain
  car with three sound lads, conscious of the Walthers weight in a shoulder pouch, loathing its hard presence.


  This them? Inchiver muttered, staring ahead into the traffic.


  Could be, Harpur said.


  So why was he tooth-and-clawing once more, mutton dressed as wolf, deeply downtown in this street behind Valencia Esplanade? The hand-gun was crammed to his heart and he breathed the sweat
  odours of four, the nicotine odours of two, and whatever else was going. Set up something like this after a direct whisper, a whisper to you only, and Harpur reckoned you had to join the outing.
  Part, it was ego, saying the job was his, right through. On top, if he sent men to possible grief on the private word of a grass, he put his body where the grasss mouth was. Harpur did well
  for private words from a grass, which helped get him fast to Detective Chief Superintendent. It also meant he often sat, pulse up, waiting in ambushes, treating himself to squeamish thoughts about
  guns, and bloody thankful he had one. You did not dress to kill but you matched the forecast, and the forecast said possible firearms.


  Harpur had queried it hard. Such a cheapskate target  a sub-post office in a dismally mini mini-market. Worth gunplay? But the grass again whispered possible firearms, and,
  the grass being Jack Lamb, you listened. Doubts kept their head above water, all the same. What might be available here was at most twenty-five thousand, more likely twenty or fifteen  say
  four maximum around the mini-market tills, the rest in the post office on pensions and allowances day  to be split three ways, if Jack had the raid party right, and Jack would. Theyd
  risk shots in anger for seven or eight grand each? Possible firearms, Col, came the chorus. I wouldnt be talking to you otherwise. Probably it was quaint these
  days to think of guns as big stuff.


  Yes, this could be them now, a driver plus two in the back of a dark green Audi Quattro, current registration, approaching at a nice unshowy pace. If you stole, steal class, and the car was
  probably worth more than the purse. But they would not be keeping the Audi. In any case, a lot of people lived a year on much less than eight thousand. He ought to stop thinking in hundreds of
  grand: vanity  dread that handling nobodies sent you to a nobody career.


  Tinker Bell driving, Garland said from behind him in the Senator. Webb and Venton in the back.


  All as Lamb had promised: three bits of malign trivia  trivia to date  none over thirty, no gun histories, but possibly keen to flower before old age sucked out their sap and sent
  them back to jemmying gas meters. These boys could fret about careers, too.


  Harpur put a hand inside his jacket and touched the Walther, just checking. The weight of it and the tug of the harness around his chest gave nothing but comfort now. Weaponry could be
  addictive, one reason Harpur dreaded it. There were other reasons  better, sharper: even rubbish like these three could squeeze a trigger and make a decent hole. The Audi had turned in from
  the main road, officially still Valencia Esplanade, though since its social slide Esplanade sounded comic or cruel, and most knew the area of tarts, thuggery, drug commerce and
  poverty as just the Valencia. Or may I call you Inner-city?


  Martin Webb he could have done without, and he had prayed Lamb was wrong, at least on that. Harpur did pray now and then, an impulse from childhood, and the response was not always so utterly
  null. Webb had uncles, a father, cousins, grandparents, aunties, brothers, half-brothers, all into crime or thereabouts, a really warm, extended, villain family, lawless in-laws, too, and any of
  the kin liable to come settling up later, if one of theirs was hurt on duty. Above all, you worried about his father, Doug Webb, known generally as Webby, or as a number when on one of his times
  away. Todays meeting could be the start, not the wrapping up, of something. That you could say about so many jobs, though.


  Harpur glimpsed Martin Webbs delicate straight nose behind Bell in the Audi now before they masked up. Somehow, Martin had collected almost noble features from the wide, underclass
  lineage, along with a brain that went a little too slowly: not quite retarded, but close. Webb wore his fair hair long and always put Harpur in mind of pictures he saw years ago of that First War
  poet Rupert Brooke, another childhood recollection. If he should die think only this of him/ That he was set up cold at Link Street Post Office. Link Street might not be a foreign field
  but was highly multi-racial. Among flyposters on a wall near where they waited, Harpur saw news of a show by Nigerias brightest comic, Papa Ajasco and Boy Alingo  pre-London
  appearance, tickets here. Could be a good night.


  For a moment then, Harpur thought Webb had spotted him. Alongside Harpur, Chris, the driver, seemed to feel the same. Thats wrecked it, he muttered. Webb appeared to be
  staring right at them, and even from so far Harpur could see the bright blueness of his eyes: not so much Rupert Brooke now as a handsome, imperturbable colonel of the old school in that same war,
  getting his dawn view of the Boche across no-mans-land. Four men in a Senator, three of them bulky, none genial-looking, were always going to be conspicuous, even half-obscured by other
  vehicles in the mini-markets carpark. Maybe they should have waited on foot with the rest of the ambush in Jailhouse Frock dress shop. But Harpur had wanted a manned vehicle like the Senator
  ready, in case these people abandoned at the last moment. That could happen with the fourth-rate. He also had an Escort around the corner in Anchor Drive.


  Webbs grand features seemed to remain still. As far as Harpur could make out, he was not yelling what he had seen, or even speaking at all. Maybe that unmoving stare came with
  short-ration marbles. Webb turned away now and looked towards the target, as if just recalling why they were there. The Audi pulled in. These jobs scared anyone, even Francis Garland, but at least
  they had clarity: take men while they were taking and you side-stepped the chewy problems of manufacturing a tight case. There were hunters and hunted, no grey area stuff, no need to beef up truth
  for trial.


  The rear doors swung open hard together, so Webb could after all act fast when the moment came. He was out first, on the pavement side, the stocking already over his head, bending and blurring
  that radiant profile. He held an automatic pistol in one hand and a green rucksack in the other, their modest collecting bag. Even they did not seem to expect much. As always, stocking masks
  brought unreality, a boon to the wearers. Confronted by a nyloned face, some people lost their thinking power, like kids frightened by TV monsters. The real would break through, though: once Harpur
  had seen a bank robber shot in the mouth through a stocking mask, a chubby old pro called Ernest Lattie  bad police marksmanship, chest being the designated area. That day, a bullet split
  the stocking sideways in a neat line, and he remembered the difference between the eyes, rosy cheeks and nose, still vague and distorted under their intact, covering film, and the sad actuality of
  the shattered lips, false teeth and tongue oozing out through the gash. Hard to imagine that the stocking might have previously held only a delightful leg. Harpur heard Ernies family put
  Blessed are the meek on his gravestone, all-round debatable.


  Christ, whats that? Inchiver said.


  Bernardelli Parabellum? Garland replied  a question so he would not sound too know-all, the know-all, pushy sod. Quite late in life  about thirty-two  Garland
  seemed to learn the rudiments of tact. Nine millimetre, sixteen-round. Used to be called Combat Line.


  I thought maybe imitation, Inchiver said.


  Nice for you, Garland replied.


  After a minute, Inchiver muttered: Jesus, sixteen rounds in Martins hand.


  And Hals, Garland said.


  Venton, also stockinged, was out on the other side of the Audi and running around the rear to join Webb. He was darker and squatter, not a bit like Rupert Brooke, but he held what could be the
  same kind of automatic. There had been some choosy buying. Both wore standard British Post Office-doing gear  jeans, denim jackets, oldish-looking trainers. They and the stockings would all
  burn easily afterwards, not that this time they would get an afterwards. Trainers were expensive, with modes fluctuating non-stop, and people like this kept obsolete pairs for work.


  Martin Webb was elegantly lean and athletic looking  altogether the kind of beautiful, flawed baby a mother would think should be given understanding rather than blazed away at by butcher
  cops, even after duly shouted warnings. If matters went like that, the family would be searching for the grass as well as the police crew, and the grass more, for breaching silence. Plus there were
  what were called the grasses grasses  people who brought little tips and rumours to the informant for sorting and possible onward transmission. They could be at peril,
  too. It had struck Harpur lately, and horrified him, that Denise Prior might easily be mistaken for one of those. Christ, yes, Denise. He would have to think very carefully, very selflessly, very
  sexlessly, if he could, about her. Naturally, he had mentioned most of these worries to Lamb  though not the ones about Denise  and Lamb replied, Noted, Col. Thank you,
  just as if he had not agonised over them fifty times already himself. You would not find a politer grass than Jack.


  Harpur spoke to the rest on the radio. Not yet. Let them get inside.


  It was the old, crucial conundrum, which Harpur had grown brilliant at shutting his eyes to. Did you try to grab them before they hit the shop and Post Office, minimising risk to the customers
  and veg, or wait until they filled the bag, so a jury had less room and inclination to doubt that men carrying sixteen-round automatics, masked up and with a flight car waiting, engine
  unswitched-off, definitely had criminal intent, despite what their battling, progressive-minded QC said? For himself, Harpur liked there to be something the exhibits officer could label Swag.
  Although he obviously wanted no old-age pensioners or nursing mothers felled by ricochets or taken hostage, if you were bringing in robbers you wanted to see them rob. Mark Lane, the Chief, had
  come to hate such reasoning, though in his detective days he would have lived by it, like everyone else. Promotion brought people down. But Lane could not win that argument  not until some
  pensioner or mother really was shot or held.


  Webb and Hal Venton ran hard and together towards the double doors. Who said Webb was slow? Keeping a fraction ahead, he seemed to have promised himself, maybe promised his dad, that he woud be
  in first, unscared, dominating, at last a late developer. But for the mask his golden hair would have streamed behind like a Greek gods, but this but was a real but  the stocking made
  his head look shaved, angled and evil. They would both be yelling threats and orders pretty soon, though the sound might not reach the Senator.


  Move, Harpur said to Chris and to the radio.


  The car jumped forward and Harpur brought his Walther from its holster. Chris had to block in the Audi and three people from Erogynous Jones Jailhouse Frock party would deal with Bell who
  had stayed at the wheel, unmasked but crouched down to hide his face, not really managing much of a sentry job. What could a sentry do, anyway? The Audis hazard lights were flashing 
  standard signal near a bank or Post Office that a hit proceeded inside. Timothy Bell was the youngest at twenty-four, a father of three, including twin girls, and a genuine family man by all
  accounts, with regular leisure centre visits, teaching the infants to swim early, and tea in the cafeteria afterwards. Eight grand would look after quite a bit of blancmange. The dossier did not
  say anything special about his driving, but perhaps he fancied himself. Slight, bald, still unstintingly acned and with an education including A-level biology, he had been a civil servant for a
  while in Transport and wore what looked like a suit and a collar and tie today, giving the raid tone.


  Chris slipped the Senator nicely across the Audis bow and the Escort came in hard behind. The pavement was wide here, with a string of black bollards along the road edge to prevent cars
  mounting to park. Planners had put some zestful environmental thought in and prescribed mock cobbles for the pavement which, with the bollards, gave a continental port flavour. Well, it
  was the Valencia. The bollards, the Escort and the Senator sweetly boxed Tinker in. That made three cars with hazard lights on the go, like a street festival. As Harpur left the Senator he
  glimpsed Bells head come up suddenly, his face full of fright, eyes puzzled and injured: why were they expected? All he wanted to be was a provider, wasnt it?


  Had they given him a Bernardelli, too? Sometimes drivers were drivers because they refused to arm, but dont count on it, and two of the three boys for Tinker had Brownings and
  instructions to forget his children if he turned explosive.


  Harpur, Garland and Inchiver sprinted towards the mini-market, Harpur already making his invitation: Put down your guns. Armed police. Webb and Venton would not hear it yet through
  the closed doors, but people in the street would, and that might be useful in an inquiry, if you could get any of the buggers to speak. Harpurs legs felt fine. One day, age and cumulative
  fear over the years might take the core out of them on a job like this, but not today, thank God. His voice was good  strong and persuasive and clear despite a tension wheeze.


  He pushed the doors open. Three men were to come in from the back and four more from the Jailhouse Frock contingent had joined him, Garland and Inchiver. Once in a while, numbers favoured the
  law. The odds might frighten these two into quick surrender, or into a shit-or-bust blast-off: psychology rated with Harpur as only an approximate science, especially when one of the psychologies
  was Marty Webbs. Harpur saw him now at the Post Office parcel counter, wagging the automatic to terrorise three Asian women working there and screaming: The money, the money, the
  money. He must have rehearsed. One woman had started filling the bag. This was timing.


  Hal Venton had four or five of the customers and assistants herded near the mushrooms, grapes and cucumbers: innocent bystanders were called mushrooms, so mushrooms near the mushrooms. Venton
  wanted the rest there as well, and was waving the pistol and yelling commands and menace. People did not realise how noisy and verbal a hold-up was. Until those two arrived there had not been a man
  on the premises and nobody under forty. Most of the women, white and black and brown, gazed calmly at the two, and then at Harpur and his people, as if in these parts armed robbery interceptions
  came as part of normal shopping. The Chief would have noticed that and felt guilty in his soft way. We cant offer safety? he would grieve. No, we couldnt. Harpur howled
  two warnings again and raised the Walther so Webb and Venton knew it was all factual.


  Venton lurched around when he heard Harpur, forgetting his captives for a second, and near him a thin black woman wearing a brilliant floral dress, her face impassive, suddenly swung her loaded
  shopping bag and knocked his pistol hand to the side. He swore and would have turned abruptly back to her but Garland, his own Walther still holstered, flung himself at Venton, part wrestling, part
  rugby and pulled him down to the floor. Immediately, Inchiver kicked twice at Ventons wrist with his red Doc Martens, the second time sending the gun scuttling across the shop. Inchiver gave
  Ventons arm and hand another couple of careful stamps, guarding against recovery. Foresight figured in his appraisal papers.


  The rear door at the side of the Post Office section swung violently open and Erogynous and two others burst in, all fucking wrong. Webb, back to his usual laboured style, looked from the
  rucksack on the counter to Harpur then to Jones and back to the quarter-filled rucksack, and for his own cloudy reasons decided that since Erogynous led he must be the danger man, though armed only
  with a truncheon. Deliberately, Webb brought the automatic around to point at him. Joness gun ticket had lapsed. Both men behind him carried pistols but were obscured. Shambolic: Erogynous
   Jeremy Stanislaus  Jones had a long-service award, and was still the worlds finest tail, but not always a thinker.


  Harpur fired twice from about three yards, without more warnings. Webbs gun went off as he half-spun and fell and the 9 mm piece of lead smacked into a magnificent pyramid of shining
  green apples, shattering a few and bringing the whole thing tumbling to the ground as Webb tumbled, too  a torrent of minor thuds and then the heavy, helpless one and a clatter when
  Webbs fingers gave up the gun and ghost. He lay on his side. A couple of apples rolled against Webbs chest and were gradually encompassed by spreading blood, bulbous islands in a
  bright lake. And, staring at them, for a moment Harpur was capable of only one thought: thank God the Bernardelli had been real and loaded. Even Garland could be wrong.


  Nice one, madam, Francis told the black woman. The Chief Constable will certainly write a letter of thanks on my personal recommendation, if youll kindly give me your
  name and address. You might wish to frame it. And possibly the Post Office will want to reward you. He and Gordon Inchiver had Venton standing between them now, manacled to Inchiver. Garland
  briskly pulled the stocking up off Ventons face. Just a little turd, you see, lady, negligible son of a ponce, but you werent to know that, were you? The woman did not
  respond and resumed her shopping. Race immaterial, not many Link Street people talked or listened to police, or gave names and addresses, or volunteered for perilous media notice, or publicly
  accepted money for fouling up an enterprise.


  Harpur bent to feel for a pulse on Webb. You must be joking, sir, Garland remarked. Gorgeous shooting. Necessary shooting. In his numb fashion, young Marty would
  understand. Garland crouched down also and peered at Webbs shrouded face. Yes, hes looking entirely resigned. Harpur straightened.


  Erogynous said: What else could you do, sir? And thanks. Was I hasty there?


  Three men brought Bell in to the shop, his wrists handcuffed behind him. Bell gazed at Martin Webb, heavy tears sliding down and dripping from his pimples. I dont think well
  be letting you out for the funeral, Tinker, Garland said.


  And so, on the way back to headquarters in the Senator, Harpur began to worry about Denise Prior, worry more than before, wonder more than before whether he was putting her in
  peril. Denise had made her irresistible way into his life a few months ago, at a period when he had just begun to feel the hunger for moral certainties which did get to him from time to time. This
  yearning he regarded as forgivable and even natural: a reaction to spending so much of his professional life in realms where moral certainties got only a short-term visitors pass, and where
  Truth, as the Assistant Chief used to say, was not Beauty but what the jury believes. Then, while Harpur felt really into this kind of clean-up, reformist mood, along might come a girl like Denise
  Prior aged, what, nineteen? True, she was not married, but he still was. As a matter of fact, things between Megan and him had seemed pretty tolerable this last year or so.


  Well, there was no along might come and no what, nineteen? about it  no uncertainty at all. She did come along and she was just nineteen, a university
  student here from the Midlands, but without a fume-dried complexion or accent like the death of thought. Instead, Denise was academically as bright as high summer, apparently, yet not bright enough
  to see, or, at least, not wise enough to care, that contact with him put her at hazard  even before Link Street, and additionally now.


  As to complexion, she had glorious skin and features that lived up to it, which he could not help occasionally visualising cut about and wrecked. Worse he could visualise, too, after today.
  Garlands words stuck in his head and he could imagine himself watching Denises funeral from the corner of a street in her home town, simply as a bypasser, which is all he would be
  then.


  Feel all right, sir? Chris asked.


  Never better.


  It was a good outing.


  I think so.


  Might it be humane, selfless and noble to drop Denise, considering Webbs death and the probable sequel? Harpur tried to console himself with the idea that no matter what he decided now,
  she would refuse to be dropped. In any case, Harpur recognised that he was humane and selfless only once in a while, and only once in a very long while noble. Other powers generally ran him, some
  not noble in the least, though maybe none outright evil. None?


  He had bought Denise a birthday present last month, some junk jewellery bracelet which she chose herself and alleged she loved. Well, she wore it all the time, all the time she was with him, at
  any rate. Kids could be surprisingly sensitive, even the highly educated. There were moments when he thanked God she either did not spot the dangers of being tied to him  linked, you could
  say after this  or did not worry about them enough to say, Thanks and goodbye, Colin Harpur. That is, did not drop him, either. Well, of course, of course, there were such moments: for
  instance when they were walking on some remote bit of the foreshore or arguing about the Gulf  she had been fiercely pro-war  or Woody Allen or Madonna  she, fiercely anti both
   or making love in a hotel bed, or the back or front of a car, or among cement splinters, glass and mortar on the floor of a derelict house, often in the Valencia, as it happened.


  And then came the other moments, when this throwback urge to do things right and decently and in keeping hit him hard: nobility raising its thin, bitchy little voice for a second or two. In
  keeping? That meant suitable for a husband and a father of two daughters, and for a head of the Criminal Investigation Department: once, in fact, a veritable whizz-kid but now the agonising lover
  of a potential whizz-kid, if kids could whizz anywhere much on Literature and French, her subjects. Denise had a brother and sisters and parents in what sounded like a prime suburb away in
  Stafford. God knew what they would think of it if they knew. People who named a daughter Denise probably had very wholesome, enthusiastic hopes for her, and sending the girl here to study would be
  part of those. They certainly would not want her giggling and then sex-groaning in a university town with some thirty-six-year-old heavy, wearing, but half not-wearing, a three-piece suit, on the
  rotten floorboards of a previously fine sea-view villa, marked for obliteration immediately the slump eased. He had actually gone to H. H. Seabrooks and bought himself a classier outfit than
  he usually wore  off-the-peg, but a genuine muted country-style tweed job  as if this might make his behaviour sweeter. He adored her, but was not entitled to. No tailoring could put
  that right.


  As to the perils, then: through evening ballet classes in the town hall Denise was friendly with Jack Lambs live-in bird, Helen Surtees. Harpur had first met Denise more or less by
  accident in a record shop, when trying to pick a rap disc for his younger daughter, who had come second in a judo tournament. He asked Denise for advice: probably he would not have, had she been
  less pretty, which was why he thought of it as only more or less an accident. Denise had been unable to help. It was not her sort of music, either. Things developed from there, though. Only later,
  and too late, did Harpur discover the link to Helen, and so to Lamb.


  Jack and Harpur took endless care over security, but evidence grew that some folk suspected Lamb leaked, and had done it for Link Street. He lived with risk, like any grass, big or small. He
  also lived with this once-punk kid, Helen, who would definitely qualify for some of the reprisal package, too, if the word seriously spread about Jack and Harpur.


  But for her connection with him, Denise would probably have been safe  not really close to Jack, only to Helen, which was remote enough. Now, though, it would look as if she were tied up
  with Lamb and with the prime killing cop, as well. She might appear a go-between: one of those skint students earning a bit extra carrying the tales from informant to executioner. She was not, but
  thats how it might seem, and this would be enough. These people did not need perfect proof, did not have to persuade a jury. To get Jack himself, or Harpur himself, might be difficult,
  though not impossible. They did know something about protecting themselves, and protecting those who lived with them, like Harpurs family or Jacks Helen. It meant that if the Webb
  mourners wanted to make a point and return some agony they might pick the supposed messenger. Harpur recalled another girlfriend of Helen, who finished dead inside a rolled Wilton carpet on the
  foreshore, though not the stretch where Harpur and Denise sometimes strolled and argued and talked love in what he hoped was secret.


  You saved a police life this morning, Col, the Assistant Chief said. No worries. The inquiry will be fine. Some are appointed to see filth shall not swamp
  the earth, and at times the only way is plug the orifice.


  Psalms, sir? A word for all situations. They were in Iless big immaculate room at headquarters, the ACC cleaning his nails.


  Lane wonders if you should think about being counselled. As a killer, he said. Well, the creepy Mick jerk would, wouldnt he?


  I might. I hear its often effective.


  The Chiefs wholly into the caring dimension. I certainly dont say its a total write-off.


  Ill think about it, sir.


  That Webb rabble  when they hear! the ACC whooped. For a while he went into a rich chuckle, sitting back radiant at the desk. He examined his hands and put the nail-file
  away in his top pocket. There was a copy of what looked like a novel on the desk called The Sun Also something-or-other, title and book part-hidden by papers: Iles hated it to be known he
  read. Perhaps theyve had the news by now. Oh, boy, Id love to be the one who broke it. Bit by bit well force that rotten dynasty down. Well, youve cut a few
  corners today. Another suggestion from the Chief is armed protection for a while, you and the family. You are still with them, Col? Obviously, we wont be publicising who actually
  let daylight into Martin, not till the trial, at any rate, but there were a fair number of people watching. These things do get out. Youre not an anonymous figure. Iles stood suddenly
  and bent his thin silver-grey head forward a little, to watch whether the creases fell out of his suit, as the tailor must have told him they would for that money. It, also, was silver-grey,
  double-breasted, built for him, certainly in London. Almost slight and almost refined looking, Iles in plain clothes was not always recognised by strangers as a policeman, one of his several
  assets. He sat down again, apparently content.


  I dont want men at the house, sir. I can look after myself and the family.


  I told Mark Lane how you would feel. But you know him. Everyones nanny, lovable old biscuit. And the student girl? Youre still enraptured there?


  The Webb menace is exaggerated.


  Will you tell this youngster to keep her eyes open, Harpur, and to walk with care? Around that age people can be very casual, especially the clever ones. They assume lifes running
  only their way, whereas it could be something diabolically different. Really, what the Chief would not want, and neither do I, is a kid like that, on our patch from elsewhere as an undergraduate
  guest, given heavy and messy hammer by the Webb culture. Id feel we had failed her. We do not do that. You hear? Col, sometimes I wonder if you see beyond the end of your
  hormones.


  Harpur tried to leave the subject: Sir, about Erogynous  


  Gagadom setting in there? Time he took a pub?


  Erogynous has so much courage and pride, sir. It would be instinct for him to come first through that Post Office door.


  Holding a twig. Whats he think hes doing, water divining? Naturally, Im not wholly displeased to see Marty wiped out before he can grow into something heavier 
  probably a sawn-off next time  but not wiped out in that sort of scramble. And I am able to view matters from your point of view, Harpur  the shock. Its a feature of top
  leadership, known as empathy. I shouldnt think it will ever come your way, but Ive plenty: they called me Empathy Iles at Staff College. I can see this was a shooting forced on you,
  and youre sensitive. Yes, thats one word for what you are. Hows Megan?


  Great. Were all supposed to be going out to dinner tonight. Its one of my daughters birthday.


  Lovely. Why not?


  Sir, after this morning I suppose Im feeling  


  Unbearably success-thrilled. Theyll put up with that. It might humanise you a bit and bring a spark. The lads from your Link Street project will be having a little celebratory
  drink-up, too, I suppose. Where? The club here?


  No, Ralphy Embers place, the Monty, sir.


  Iles beamed. Great. Take the fight to the enemy. Let them see whos in charge. Well, have your nice family occasion and then go on to the Monty, yes. I might look in there myself.
  Im fond of old Panicking Ralph. Which daughter?


  Hazel. Fifteen.


  Already? My best wishes to the child. I mean your daughter, not the undergraduate. And to Megan, obviously. He opened a drawer in his desk and brought out a twenty-pound note.
  Give that to the girl  your daughter, that is. Oh, say from Uncle Des.


  Thats not necessary, sir, really.


  Iles sat up very straight and spoke fiercely. I dont want this kid dead or mutilated on my ground, Harpur  thats the one whos not your daughter. Well, I
  dont want your daughter hurt, either, naturally  either of your daughters, or your wife. In her own way, Megans a gem. But give some powerful thought to the other.


  This is most generous of you, sir, Harpur replied, putting the money away for Hazel.


  She the snooty one  Hazel? Doesnt think much of police? Especially doesnt think much of myself? They develop good taste very early, some children today. If you
  suspect she wont want to take the gift from me, say its out of the slush fund, Col. Shed believe that, I expect.


  Neither of them thinks much of police. Nor Megan.


  They dont understand, Col. Thats all. You mustnt feel harsh or injured. Were surrounded by the worthy who believe good might prevail. Once in a while it does
   Link Street. Then we dance on the grave. Its a therapy, and you need a therapy, Col. Its an aid for the future.


  At the restaurant in the evening he found himself for a moment arguing with Franco over the table reserved for them. Harpur wanted to sit where he could watch the door.


  Whats the matter, Colin, for heavens sake? Megan asked. This ones fine, Franco.


  Jill, Harpurs younger daughter, said: To do with Link Street, dad? The thing on TV news? You were there?


  Harpur dropped the objection and they took the original table. When he handed Hazel the ACCs gift she asked: Has he finally flipped, I mean, completely?


  I think Mr Iles must have a hidden, lovely side to him, Jill said.


  You what? Megan replied.


  He does what he can, Harpur said. Hes fighting a war.


  But is it a just war? Megan asked.


  God, Mummy, what a slab of trite piety, Hazel replied.


  Well, thanks, Hazel, Harpur said.


  Just this once, she replied. Not a permanent alliance.


  Of course not, he said.


  After dinner, Megan took the children home and Harpur went out to the Monty, Ralphy Embers place in Shield Terrace. It had been Garlands idea to come here.
  Occasionally, after a good operation people wanted to celebrate in public, not on home ground  even wanted to celebrate in somewhere like the Monty, where half the membership was on bail and
  most of the other half away, locked up. As Iles had said, to come here in strength after Link Street was a victory fanfare, a lap of honour on the other teams ground. Harpur would not have
  minded missing it, but you did not miss an outing like this. Leadership brought its own fierce set of rules.


  Iles and the others were already there. Well get Ralphy over, the ACC said, beckoning to Ember behind the bar. Bring some of that connoisseurs Kressmann
  Armagnac, theres a saint, Ralph.


  Ember came to their table carrying two black-labelled bottles.


  We mean to be properly behaved tonight, Ralph, Iles said. Well, what else in such a decorous spot? These boys have done exceptionally well today. You know Erogynous?
  Excelled himself. Bob Cotton? Sid Synott? Chris? Gordon Inchiver? And so on. All lovely fellows. And, of course, Col Harpur, himself, always our sombre star.


  I heard thered been activity, Ember replied.


  Exactly that.


  Ember poured.


  Have one yourself, Ralph, Iles told him. Me, Ill stick to the usual  the old tarts drink, port and lemon. And Col will have gin and cider, I expect.
  Ever the prole.


  Ember went back to the bar for the drinks and to fetch himself a glass. Harpur saw he met the eyes of no other customer. The ancient long knife scar along his jaw seemed to have grown pale with
  stress. People said he looked like Charlton Heston without the money, but tonight haggardness had taken over, and he stooped slightly. Iles could always have that kind of effect on him just by
  walking in the door. Being forced to drink with a bloodstained ambush crew would not bring him relaxation, either. He sat down and took some Armagnac, all the same, and Iles grew quiet for a while,
  gazing at Ember as at a dear friend just returned after long absence.


  Then the ACC said: Enough about us, and our little achievements, Ralph. How about you, your wife, Margaret, and the children? Erogynous will have their names, Im sure of it.
  Hes a walking dossier.


  Venetia, Fay, Erogynous said.


  Spot on, Iles remarked. These names are redolent.


  All fine, Ember said.


  Theyre going to be ladies, worthy of you and the Monty, Ralph, Iles told him. Im certain of it. That fine school, and the gymkhanas.


  I ought to get back to the bar, Ember said.


  Ought you? Iles replied.


  Its a busy night for him, sir, Harpur said.


  Always the placator, is dear old Harpur. But youre right, Col. Crowds. Theyre all out drinking to Link Street, arent they? the ACC shouted. Well
  have a toast, too, yes, Ralph? Heres to  well, life? They all sipped.


  Shall I leave the Kressmanns? Ember said.
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