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  Chapter One


  Iles said: Col, I honestly dont think anyone would suggest Im the sort who might kill a brother officer merely because hes on the take.


  Iles liked answers to his questions and, as Assistant Chief Constable, was entitled to answers to his questions, but this wasnt quite a question and Harpur said nothing.


  In any case, proof that Dick Nivette takes is shaky. Around 6535. There arent many officers one couldnt say the same about, or even worse, Col, including
  you.


  They were in Harpurs room at headquarters. As he sometimes liked to do, Iles had stretched out on the desk, the back of his head in the Out-tray, resting on an Overnight Offences Summary.
  Half his legs and his feet in fine black lace-ups hung over the edge at the opposite end like lessons in stress relief.


  Standing at the window, Colin Harpur gazed down. It was early summer and things looked good, wholesome: the business buildings, St Johns spire and the bright white stone of North Bridge.
  Anyone might want a piece of this city. Dick Nivette might. One way was backhanders from some villain team who already had a piece.


  Iles said: Grand girls jiggling unrestrictedly out there this morning, Col?


  This was a question and Harpur replied: Nivette? Problematical. He might be genuinely taking or only pretending to, as cover for some private undercover ploys. You know, sir 
  seeming to double-cross us, but only as a means of getting into a villain firm and double-crossing them, eventually with a prosecution when hes found out enough. Double-double.
  Youve heard of it.


  Nothing better than liberated summer chests in filmy garments after winter, even glimpsed from the altitude of this office, the ACC replied. And hows Denise, the
  undergrad girlfriend, Col? Hale? Good. Nivettes doing private undercover? You mean, unofficial, unknown to us, maverick, freelance, no stand-by back-up, no protection, no headquarters
  Controller for his operation, no system?


  Along those lines, sir. Fast-track detectives sometimes do. They love playing solo. None but the lonely heart. They want total, unshared gloire. They see the system as a
  hindrance.


  Iles turned his head slightly to stare at Harpur and the ACCs head rustled on stationery. And you sympathise, dont you? Once you did something like it yourself, of course,
  Col. At least once.


  Oh, I doubt that, sir.


  You did, you fucker. Nobody knew you were undercover. It was 


  I dont have a watch on Nivette, in case he is only playing at the take. Someone working like that cant operate if he thinks were spying. Nivettes bright
  enough to spot surveillance.


  Remind me, did we put you under surveillance?


  Well deal with him, sir, Harpur replied. He grieved a little for Nivette, corrupt or not, dangerous or not, double-double-crossing or not. Harpur would have grieved at least
  a little for anyone the ACC took the trouble to deny wanting to kill.


  Iles crooned something quietly, but the song seemed feverish, madly hurried. Harpur failed to make out the words. They might have been Mexican or Portuguese or Erse. When it was over the ACC
  said with something close to genuine feeling: As you probably realise, Col, my main wish is to guard our Chief from further hurt, the dear eminent mouse.


  Harpur did not need to respond to this.


  That mans health and well-being, a non-stop anxiety to me. Iles turned on to his side and brought his legs up to the crouch position, a grey-haired foetus in one of his
  1500 grey-flannel suits. One knows the Chief dotes on Nivette, he said. Has really brought him on  only twenty-seven and Chief Inspector. Better even than you
  did, Col? And Im sure the sod wont be well stuck as Detective Chief Super at, what are you now  thirty-seven, eight? Should he live.


  Mr Lane sees extraordinary organisational flair in Nivette, sir, Harpur replied.


  Iles sang a bit more, still very quietly, maybe a Tonton Macoute fraternity jingle. The ACC said: Myself, I made Chief Inspector at just turned twenty-six, and damn pretty with it. Oh,
  youll say fluke and brown-nosing, so piss off, Harpur.


  And the Chief was very impressed with Nivettes handling of the Capel-Nelmes case. Seven convictions, wonderful Press.


  Iles groaned. I dont say anything fleshly between the Chief and Nivette. Just professional. Mark Lanes invested his soul in that lad. If we come along now and tell him this
  trusted minion might be dirty right through, whats it going to do to the Chiefs flimsy self-belief? Justifiably flimsy Lane would blame himself  guilts his hobby, Col
   hed blame himself for nurturing a piece of rottenness whose taint touches the whole Force. We must shield the Chief from that. Hasnt our sweet, wife-run relic slid into
  clinical breakdown at least twice before? Do you know what I believe, Harpur?


  That because of 


  I believe some would take quite an extreme view.


  Yes, sir?


  Some might even argue that the kindest, surest thing is kill Nivette in circumstances made to look as if he died valiantly on police business  say get him into the forefront of an
  ambush, knock him over with an untraceable and duly inscribe his memorial on the Halo Wall downstairs. Wed be rid of the treacherous shit, if thats what he is  possible,
  possible  and at the same time the Chief could feel his devotion to the shit he wouldnt know was a shit was far-sighted and noble  Nivette a nicely corpsed hero, no suggestion
  of two-timing. Youll remember Bogart in Casablanca talking about the murdered Jerry couriers: Yesterday they were just two German clerks. Today, the honoured
  dead.


  Are you asking me to fix his death for you, you mad jerk, sir? Harpur replied. If so you can 


  The caption under his name could read, Much missed, but not on this occasion. Its almost impossible to prove malpractice by an officer, and even more impossible to
  get him chucked out for it, especially when people like you concoct defences for him. However, as Ive said, Col, although I might see the charm, even rightness, in an execution its
  not something to appeal to me, personally, is it? A tactic like that could never rate as law and order  correct me if Im wrong. I mean, if an Assistant Chief doesnt know what
  law and order is, who, I ask, does?


  Harpur was trying to whistle up an answer to this when someone knocked the door and the Chief pushed it gently open a few inches and peered in. The moment seemed to sum up his standing these
  days. Even when only part on view in the gap, Lanes big doughy face looked as almost always, benign, twitchy and gamely  hopelessly  intent on displaying resolve. Iles was
  lying with his back to the door but, hearing the knock, had raised his head a little and turned. Oh, you, sir, he cried over his shoulder. I know I speak for Col when I say
  this is a fine treat. Isnt it a treat, Col?


  Harpur said: As a matter of fact, Mr Lane, we were just discussing 


  Yes, Harpur and I reminisced about that seminal talk you gave to the accelerated promotion course at Bramshill on The Inevitability of Ethics, published in Police
  Today, and lucky they were to get it. This was a mind getting to grips, if I may say. I wish I could have heard it in the as it were flesh. Iles remained in his position on the desk.


  The Chief came slowly into the room. Targeting, he said.


  Ah, Iles replied.


  Its time. There was a rasp of almost decisiveness in the Chiefs words. He must have rehearsed. Oh, God, Harpur longed for him not to get reannihilated by Iles. Oh,
  God, Harpur longed for Lane to retire or move up to the Inspectorate of Constabulary while he still often made sense. The Chief sat down in a straight-backed wooden chair beneath a big street map
  of the inner city. He was in uniform today for some function later, the buttons badly in need of a clean: this would be part of his endearing, radiantly successful campaign always to look scruffy
  and unmilitary. My dread, Desmond, Colin  well, do I need to bore you again with that central terror of my life  the terror that we will come to tolerate evil on our patch for
  the sake of a kind of peace?


  Bore us, sir? Iles cried. He gave a brilliant amazed chuckle. To bore is not within your nature, as it is not in the nature of a pekinese to climb trees. Would you think the
  Chief could conceivably bore, Col?


  Lane said: But perhaps we have this situation already  a state of tolerated evil. The Chief shuddered and lowered his head for a moment. Abruptly he straightened and made
  his voice hiss like a whip: An end to the appeasing blind eye, Desmond, Colin. Instead, targeting. We select one, perhaps two, major criminal operators on our ground  people who have
  come to feel their massive but discreet drugs trading is acceptable to us for the sake of stability and the quiet life  and we build a case  no matter how long it takes  we build and build
  and eventually show them and show the public  yes, show the public, this also is crucial  show everyone that these fine, smart, loaded crooked figures are not in fact above
  prosecution, any more than back alley muggers and small-time thieves are above prosecution. He smiled minutely. Forgive a little rhetoric, but I speak of my eternal
  mission.


  Iles sat up on the desk, his body tense, as though he saw a vision. I believe I recognise your thinking, sir, he said. This is top drawer theology. This is your fear of that
  ultimate, unforgivable sin, despair  the state of mind which says evil is so strong it must prevail, and therefore should be accepted. Col was brought up Gospel Hall, and hed know in
  detail about all the sins, not just the flesh ones. Yes, Col?


  Which criminal, criminals, would you want targeted, Chief? Harpur replied.


  At once Lane said: People who think they have achieved a kind of business respectability, even business sainthood, yet whose illegal empires thrive beneath such cover. Theyve come
  to believe they have a right to work cheek-by-jowl with us.


  Panicking Ralphy Ember? Iles asked. Manse Shale?


  Lanes body arched forward suddenly in the chair, like a strychnine spasm. Right, Desmond! Those two above all . . . Grubby emblems. Their very names sicken me  the
  familiarity with which you speak of them. Ralphy Ember. Mansel  Manse  Shale.


  Oh, they not bad old entities, sir, Iles said. Ember and Shale try to stick to the rules.


  Rules? Which damn rules? Lane cried. That is what I mean. The rules, Desmond, are unspoken permissions for Ember and Shale to carry on their deplorable trade in exchange for
  forswearing violence. Nod-nod, wink-wink. The slang seemed wrong coming from him: dclass, flippant. Harpur wanted the Chief dignified. A couple of scarlet nodules gleamed for
  a moment on a vein in his right cheek. These would appear now and then and were the only signs of rage Harpur had ever seen him show. Lane said: I dont imply blame against you,
  Desmond, Colin. How could I? Whos in charge here? I. I. He struck himself with the tips of his fingers on the chest. Occasionally, Lane was obviously appalled by his responsibilities.
  Iles said it was a notorious management phenomenon: people promoted a fatal stage beyond their skills, like Kennedy and St Peter. Once, Lane had been a great detective on the neighbouring patch,
  but Chiefdom and Iles had murderously sapped him. Now, Lane fretted that moral decay would grow rampant in his realm and from here infect the cosmos, like the spread of TV.


  The Chief said: If there has been apathy that apathy has been mine. You were entitled to look to me for a different kind of leadership. I have failed you.


  Iles leaned forward and stared at Lane. Harpur saw for a second real, motherly anguish in the ACCs eyes. Harpur never fully understood Iles. Who did? The ACC would hound and defeat and
  ignore Lane, yet now and then  now  it became touchingly clear he did not want him altogether flattened. Ultimately there was a kind of tenderness in Iles, an Iles kind. Ultimately
  there was a kind of reverence for hierarchy and proper process in Iles, an Iles kind. And the Chief still represented these, however ramshackle he had grown. The ACC said: Oh, you are
  painfully unjust to yourself, sir. I know I speak for Harpur, also, when I 


  Colin, Id like to see someone young given the job of bringing such people as Ember and Mansel Shale to trial and conviction through a long-term targeting operation, the
  Chief replied. Targeting has worked in the Met and many other Forces. I want someone with hope and resolve and stamina to run this. Someone still free from that odious, enfeebling
  willingness to compromise which has disgracefully crippled myself and Desmond and . . . yes, even you.


  Did you have anyone specific in mind, I wonder, sir? Iles asked.


  Oh, not for me  not for me to intrude upon Colins operational decisions, Lane said. He gave a tiny lost laugh. I hope I know my place, Desmond.


  Harpur said: I suppose that someone like 


  Theres Richard Nivette, for instance, the Chief replied.


  Iles said: Nivette has certainly 


  Yes, someone like Richard Nivette, Lane said, that hiss of command in his voice again.


  


  Chapter Two


  Harpur had one of those phone calls at home. Its super-fink, his daughter yelled, holding out the receiver. I recognise the creepy tone:
  Would Detective Chief Superintendent Colin Harpur be there I wonder, dear? She did not cover the mouthpiece  never did when rubbishing an informant. Both his daughters
  hated almost all police work and liked everyone to know it, particularly Harpur and particularly Harpurs tipsters. But then all kids were keen to look gift horses in the mouth and kick their
  teeth down their throats, given a chance.


  When the telephone rang he had been in the kitchen getting quite a supper ready for them and himself, something extensive and fried. Harpur craved a reputation as a damn conscientious single
  parent and tried to be around at least two or three times a week to cook breakfast and the evening meal. It unnerved the girls and they sometimes called him Earthmother. He took the phone and Jack
  Lamb asked: Which one was that, Col?


  Jill.


  Age now?


  Going on fourteen.


  Lovely time of life  things look so simple and positive, and the larynx grows strong. We need to go on a journey, you and I. Obviously a death matter.


  Right.


  Tonight.


  Right.


  Harpur waited. Lamb was possibly the greatest informant in the world, and certainly the greatest never to have been jailed. He informed only to Harpur, and when Jack made a suggestion Harpur
  always agreed, always agreed and asked nothing. You let an informant make the pace. It was his or her skin. And you especially let Jack Lamb make the pace, not just because he had a lot of skin but
  because he preferred to deliver slowly, so that what he brought could be properly savoured, properly valued.


  Dont they realise it would all stop, Col?


  Who?


  Your daughters. And, I have to say  looking back  your wonderful late wife, Megan.


  What would all stop? Harpur asked, knowing the answer, but also knowing he could get into this script only as little boy lost.


  Detection would stop, Col. If it wasnt for voices like me.


  There arent any voices like you.


  Some try. Thats what I mean, a death matter. Tonight I want to take you to one who might have tried, or threatened to try, poor sod. Where do they learn these words,
  Col?


  Who?


  Your daughters.


  Which words?


  Fink.


  Ill speak to her.


  Its American TV, Lamb said. Rendezvous 3?


  Right. They had a list of spots where they would meet, supposedly remote and secret. Lamb did not like to speak their locations by phone, so this code. Number 3 was a defence
  blockhouse built at the beginning of the Second World War to protect the coast from Hitler. It must have put him off. Harpur had the idea the concrete hut was used these days by all sorts for
  confidential meetings, villains included. But he accepted Jacks suggestion. Always he accepted Jacks suggestions.


  I hear some targetings under way from your side, Lamb said.


  Targeting?


  New term to you, Col? You know  an educated focus on one or two prime crooks. The Chiefs own project as I understand.


  I hope we focus all the time on prime crooks. We call it policing.


  Led by Nivette. By Nivette! Have I really got that right, in the circs? In the problematical circs.


  Where do you pick up such things? Harpur replied.


  It was the sort of question Harpur often put and which Lamb or any other informant never heard. I can drive you from Rendezvous 3 to where you need to be, Col, he said.


  Right.


  This will be a boat trip.


  Right, Harpur said.


  You can manage a rope ladder in the dark? Lamb asked.


  In the dark, in the light, rope ladders are my thing. Will you be with me?


  Yes. You might need protection. Are they there now, in the room, listening?


  Who?


  Your daughters. Jill. The other one. Hazel? Older?


  They were but Harpur said: Of course not. Into homework.


  Occasionally I wish I had children  to inherit and keep up the name and business like Jane Fonda, if something goes wrong.


  Oh, we make sure it doesnt.


  Yes, we do, Col. We do. Thats why Im coming as protection. And who protects me, youll ask.


  No, he wouldnt have asked. But now he said: Who?


  Too self-effacing, Col. Grand reciprocity. I know youd do it, if something went wrong.


  We make sure it doesnt, Harpur replied.


  When he had replaced the receiver, Hazel said: A rope ladder at your age, dad? In the dark?


  Youd trust your safety to the hands of a fink? Jill asked. She was reading The Sweet Science, a boxing book, but put it down now. Do you ever think what would
  happen to . . . well, to Denise if you were . . . But I suppose shed be all right. Yea, she smokes but shes young, and pretty, with boobs, and clever, so thered soon be
  another boyfriend, more her own age, less coarse than you, probably, and going to be a merchant banker or quantity surveyor, something high.


  What rope ladder? Hazel asked. A vessel?


  Jill did an imitation of him, but whining: Will you be with me? Sounds feeble, dad  like, Hold my hand.


  I wish you wouldnt use that word, Harpur replied.


  Fink? Jill said.


  And in any case not shouted, Harpur said.


  I could say nark or grass or snout or snitch, Jill said.


  Harpur finished preparing the meal and they sat down to eat at the kitchen table. He loved the sense of ordinariness and peace. Does it upset them when I say fink? Jill asked.


  Naturally, Harpur said.


  Does it upset you? Jill asked.


  Of course it does, dreg, Hazel told her. Look at his face when you do it. Its already deadbeat but  These are people he has to keep sweet and youre
  bellowing down the phone theyre slime.


  Does it upset you, dad? Jill asked, baked bean juice neat and bubbly along her lower lip like effluent at the seas edge.


  Yes, Harpur replied.


  She chewed and thought and slowly pulled a length of bacon rind from her mouth. Perhaps Ill stop doing it, then, she said.


  Thanks, Jill. The informants livery company will be grateful, too.


  Dumbo kid. Do you have to have everything said straight out before you see it? Hazel asked her.


  Ill be working tonight, Harpur said.


  No, honestly? Hazel replied.


  You said targeting, dad. Who? Do you realise if you make somebody a target they might turn around and make one of you?


  Thus spake the prophet, Hazel muttered. What do we say if Denise or some other woman rings up for you or comes around here sniffing the way they do?


  That Ill be back shortly, Harpur replied.


  Unless youre a target on a rope ladder, Jill said. Marriage is just not wanted by you, is it, dad? I mean with Denise. You like things as they are  casual. But
  is that . . . well, grown-up? Is it . . . right, even for a cop?


  Would someone such as Denise  college girl, own motor, soon with a degree  I mean would she want to marry him? Hazel asked. His age and the job and us around
  his neck and his Day Centre music.


  Of course she would, of course she would, Jill said. Ive heard of much older people than dad. Think of George Foreman making a comeback.


  Wipe your gob, Hazel replied. If Denise turns up here in the night and youre out shell think youre dallying with someone else, dad, she always does.
  Shes very bright.


  He will be. His fink, Jill replied.


  When Harpur arrived, Jack Lamb was already at the blockhouse, standing massive and slightly hunched outside in the shadows. They left Harpurs old Renault from the police
  pool there and Lamb drove towards the docks. This is a death by long-drawn-out savagery, he said. As I hear.


  Oh, God. Who? Who told you about it, Jack?


  Maybe just torture for the sake of it or maybe to get a conversation going or maybe to warn others.


  Jack did not usually speak in maybes. It was worrying to know even he suffered doubts.


  Are you carrying anything? Lamb asked.


  My notebook, Harpur replied.


  You wont call the cops if I tell you Ive got a Mustang Colt?


  That a gun?


  Not a fucking horse. Weve got a dark situation here. But I cant say at this stage that the Chiefs friend is involved.


  Which friends that, Jack? he asked, again knowing the answer, and this time wishing he didnt.


  Nivette. Possibly. Jack drove on to what remained of the docks. He seemed to be making for the Invet Basin, one of only two docks active now. In these last few years marina
  development and new bijou housing had colonised much of the area and would colonise more. The Chief loved the marina. To him it said rebirth. Lambs voice grew heavy: As you know, Col,
  I inform only as and when.


  Harpur had frequently been given Lambs gospel of grassing, but always listened properly: informants were despised, might hear contempt from children, and naturally needed to explain now
  and then why they did it.


  Lamb parked behind some sheds. They walked. It was just after midnight. When your daughter calls me fink, Col, she 


  Shes an infant, crude.


  In a way, Jills obviously right. But I think youll agree I dont talk to you unless I see something especially filthy and chaotic, something that could ruin the whole
  system.


  Absolutely.


  And not for gain.


  Not for simple gain. Harpur saw three middle-sized vessels moored against one another, the first along the quay wall, then the next tied to her and the third out towards the middle
  of the dock fixed to the second. They called it stacking. You could probably step from ship to ship. Jack said: Were going on to the far one, the Dion.


  They looked like freighters all from one line, each showing a D inside a red circle on the funnel and with names starting with D. The company must have laid them up here waiting for cargoes. The
  ships were not properly mothballed yet, but that could be the next stage, or the breakers. Even the working docks were not really working. Change and decay all round. The Chief might have a
  point about the marina.


  The vessel against the dockside had a gangplank but it was raised high now on davits for security. Lamb said: Theres a boat at the steps. We row out to the far side of the third.
  Shes got a ladder down there to a platform. Theyve had a diver looking at her hull.


  If the docks police see us pulling out at this time of night theyll 


  That will be all right, Jack replied.


  Who says?


  That will be all right.


  How is it theres a boat at the steps? Harpur asked.


  Ill row, Jack replied.


  Harpur was brought up around docks. Ships did nothing for him. The buggers always looked so brave and top-heavy and doomed and the steering was damned approximate. They spoke tragedy. These
  three also spoke redundancy and made the wide, otherwise empty dock seem an ante-room to extinction. Harpurs father used to say that when he was growing up in the war he knew ten or a dozen
  neighbours at sea in merchant ships and not one survived. Lamb led down the steps to the rowing boat and took the oars. Harpur cast off. They moved out on black water under the stern of the first
  ship. The quayside cranes stood thin and high in the moonlight behind Jack, probably as underused as the ships.


  You wont be able to report this death, Col, Lamb said. He rowed easily and spoke without effort.


  Im a senior police officer, Jack. Ill be duty bound to.


  Of course. But dont.


  Right, Harpur replied.


  You report it and it points to me. Then where are we?


  Right, Harpur replied. They passed the second ship and started to round the back of the third. Lamb had on what he might consider typical boatmans gear  not
  yachtsmans smartarse stuff, but the kind of outfit worn by freighter crews. This was like Jack. He loved to garb himself in tune with the meeting place they used. At the blockhouse he would
  often turn up in bits of army uniform bought at a surplus store, once with the epaulettes of a field marshal. Tonight, he wore a roll-necked navy sweater under heavy, full-length black oilskins,
  although the night was cloudless and warm. On Jack full-length meant full-length and full-breadth as well. He was six foot five and weighed 260 pounds. People thought of informants as small and
  furtive like Toothpick Charlie in Some Like It Hot. Not Jack. Fink would never be the word for him.


  I think Nivettes all right, Harpur said. Charading in a worthy cause.


  Ah, there is a ladder, Lamb replied, as they came around to the starboard side of the Dion. Something I got right.


  Like the boat at the steps and no bother from the docks police. Laid on?


  God, but youre lucky to get this kind of aid, Lamb replied.


  Have you been out here for a look already?


  And all for free.


  More or less. Lamb certainly required no dabs in the hand. He owned a brilliantly lucrative art business, lived in a lovely manor house, ran a turbo Lancia and could go mad on army surplus. But
  sometimes there might be worrying doubts over where pictures he sold came from. Harpur hardly ever inquired. This was give and take, the unsolid rock on which detection survived, when it did. There
  was a name for the kind of relationship where a detective became so tied to an informant that the officer might blind-eye big law breaking by the grass, even take part. It was called the Stockholm
  Syndrome, though Harpur did not know why Stockholm. He never participated in Lambs business, but did little to discover how it worked. Of course, he knew it would be useless to ask Jack.


  Lamb brought them alongside the Dion. Ill go up first, he said. Wait for my word. If theres any bother you ought to get into the water and swim back.
  Can you swim? Too easy to pick you off from above sitting in a boat. Harpur fixed their painter to the divers platform and Lamb immediately began to climb the rope ladder
  expertly and fast. When he reached the deck he paused and looked about. Harpur saw him draw the pistol from a pocket in his oilskin. He went aboard and disappeared. After seven or eight minutes he
  came back and called down, OK, admiral. Harpur followed him up the ladder, less expertly, less fast. At the top, Lamb gave him his hand and said: Ive found our
  lad. He pulled Harpur on to the Dion. Jack had put the pistol away but was carrying a small flashlight now.


  Who is he? Harpur asked.


  My information says someone called Goussard.


  Victor Goussard  Slow Victor? Gay. Known too as All Passion Bent?


  Not someone I recognise. You might, Lamb replied. Facially hes still all right.


  Low-level pusher. Gets his supplies from Shale or Ralph Ember.


  So does everyone, as you know, Col. Victor was earning some extra as watchman on these three. Or he had reasons to lie low.


  Because they were afloat, Harpur expected a death in some special way to do with ships. But as watchman Slow Victor had been given the captains cabin, and he was strung up with cord by
  wrists and ankles from the double wardrobe crossbeam used for hanging clothes, like a leopard on a pole between safari porters. The room could have been the Savoy, except there was no electricity
  and Lamb had lit two big gas lamps. Harpur saw a line of blood beneath Victor and some hefty splashes on the back wall of the wardrobe and several small calibre bullet holes there. His body was
  scarred by gunshot wounds for what seemed its whole length  feet, legs, arms, chest, head. It looked as if someone or more than one had fired at him from the other side of the cabin, the
  first rounds probably deliberately non-lethal. There would be nobody about to hear, and the weapon, weapons, were most likely silenced anyway.


  Dont touch anything, Col. Well, hark at me telling basics to a detective! All right, maybe not Nivette. But someone wanting a lot of silence.


  So, why the brutalising?


  Perhaps hed asked for money as fee to stay quiet. People can get ratty. And theyd want to discourage others from talking, if others know. Whatever it is.


  How discourage others when hes hidden here?


  Not hidden for ever, Col. The diving party could be back some day soon, I expect. Or the Dion will get herself chartered. But for the present, private to you and me.


  And to who told you. Someone trying to do a bit of thieving around the boats but runs into a corpse instead? And so a whisper to Jack Lamb and maybe to others. You went straight to the
  body when you came aboard? Have you been before?


  Lamb closed the wardrobe doors, wiped around the cabin with a handkerchief, and put out the lights. He switched on his torch.


  Harpur said: If you dont want anything done about it why bring me out for the show?


  I didnt say you couldnt do anything about it. I said you mustnt report it, tell your people. Not yet.


  What else can I do, for Gods sake? Harpur said. He saw at least a few things he could do, of course, and, of course, knew Jack would see them, too.


  Some find going down a rope ladder worse than the ascent, Lamb replied. Ill lead again, shall I? I can catch you if you tumble. Well, my eternal role.


  On the way back to Rendezvous 3, Lamb drove to a street near where Harpur knew from dossier memories Slow Victor lived alone, and pulled up. Harpur left the car, walked around the corner and
  broke into the terraced house. Harpur and Lamb had not discussed this, but Jacks instincts would be the same as Harpurs. It was crucial to look for anything in Victors home
  that might prove hed come into some rare knowledge. As soon as the body was found detectives would tooth-comb the house. Harpur had no idea what he would do with it if he did find something.
  In fact, he had no clear notion what his motives were for searching, but that did not make it any less necessary to get in ahead of colleagues. This was policing. Perhaps he wanted to protect the
  Chief, that lifelong, worthwhile mission. Protect him from what? The truth? From disintegration? Yes, always that.


  Still without saying anything, Lamb had handed him the flashlight and his Mustang Colt pistol just before Harpur climbed out of the Lancia. After all, there might be others interested already in
  possible disclosures of whatever it was Slow Victor had known.


  Harpur loved this kind of work: digging alone and clandestinely into the domestic banalities of someones life and forming a profile. But he found he could not relax tonight and his probe
  was skimped. It would be at least very bad to be found here, and possibly hazardous. He must leave no signs and so worked too delicately  found nothing of use. Most of the time he spent
  going through Slow Victors desk. In the drawers were some minor-sum accounts, and a bundle of well-phrased love letters from a man called Bernie, tied together with a bit of electricity
  wire. It was a big, roll-top desk, possibly Edwardian or earlier. Sitting at it, Harpur felt a kind of grandeur despite his edginess: a sort of fine, respectable dignity. His daughters should have
  seen him foursquare at this desk, except, of course, they would ask, and go on asking, whether it wasnt criminal for him to have broken in. He hoped Lamb was keeping an eye outside.


  This desk was so right for Slow Victor. He had always been keen on style and weight. A couple of years ago it had looked briefly as if he might get himself a drugs career near the top, with its
  own style and weight  and wealth. That had never happened, though, or even nearly happened. Harpur was not sure what went wrong. Some gays had such demanding emotional lives that they were
  distracted from career paths. Victor had stayed in the trade but stayed in the trade very near the base: mostly grass to kids, occasionally crack and Ecstasy. Perhaps the accounts recorded some of
  those tiny deals in code. It must have been a tonic for Victor to come back from a pub toilet sales mission and do some thinking and paperwork at this grand desk, or relax on his re-covered red
  leather chesterfield, the frame also Edwardian or Victorian. All the furniture in Victors small comfortable property was solid and worthwhile. Harpur tried to imagine him moving in that
  graceful way of his among so many good possessions, but found he could only see him as he had just seen him, an aunt sally, slung-up afloat like a sagging hammock.


  Lamb had waited. In vain? he asked when Harpur returned. Oh, someones been there before you I should think.


  No evidence of entry.


  There are folk who dont leave evidence of entry, Col. I hope youre one of them.
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