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Dedication

For Max and Mattie
and in memory of Pip
and all those other
companions of creation
right back to Pangur Ban



messe ocus Pangur Ban
cechtar nathar fira saindan:
bith a menmasam fri seilgg,
mu memna cein im saincheirdd.


Epigraph

Good Morning – Midnight –

I’m coming Home –

Day – got tired of Me –

How could I – of Him?



Sunshine was a sweet place –

I liked to stay –

But Morn – didn’t want me – now –

So – Goodnight – Day!

EMILY DICKINSON (1830 – 86)
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by the waters of Babylon

The war had been over for three weeks. Eventually the process of reconstruction would begin, but for the time being the ruins of the plant remained as they had been twenty-four hours after the missiles struck. By then the survivors had been hospitalized and the accessible dead removed. The smell of death rising from the inaccessible soon became intolerable but it didn’t last long as the heat of the approaching summer accelerated decay and nature’s cleansers, the flies and small rodents, went about their work.

Dust settled, sun and wind airbrushed the exposed rawness of cracked concrete till it was hardly distinguishable from the baked earth surrounding it, and a traveller in this antique land might have been forgiven for thinking that these relicts were as ancient as those of the great city of Babylon only a few miles away.

Finally, with the smells reduced to a bearable level and the dogs picking over the ruins showing no signs of turning even mangier than usual, some bold spirits living in the vicinity began to make their own exploratory forays.

The new scavengers found a degree of devastation so extensive that even the most technically minded of them couldn’t work out the possible function of the plant’s wrecked machinery. They gathered up whatever might be sellable or tradable or adaptable to some domestic purpose and left.

But not all of them. Khalid Kassem, at thirteen counting himself a man and certainly imbued with a sense of adventure and ambition which was adult in its scope, hung back when his father and brothers departed. He was small for his age and slightly built, factors usually militating against his efforts to be taken seriously. In this case, however, he felt they could work to his advantage. He’d noticed a crack in a collapsed wall which he felt he might be able to squeeze through. Earlier while scavenging in the ruins of an office building he had come across a small torch, its bulb miraculously unbroken and its battery retaining enough juice to produce a faint beam. Instead of flaunting his find, he had concealed it, and when he spotted the crack and shone the light through it to reveal a chamber within, he began to feel divinely encouraged in his enterprise.

It was a tight squeeze even for one of his build, but eventually he got through and found himself in what looked to have been a basement storage area. There was blast damage here as there was everywhere and much of the ceiling had been shattered when the floors above had come crashing down, but no actual explosion seemed to have occurred in this space. Among the debris lay a scatter of metal crates, some intact, one or two broken open to reveal cuboids of some kind of lightweight foam cladding. Where this had split, Khalid’s faint beam of light glanced back off dully gleaming machines. He broke some of the cladding away to get a better look and discovered the machine was further wrapped in a close-clinging transparent plastic sheet. Recently on a visit to relatives in Baghdad, he had seen a refrigerator stacked with packets of food wrapped like this. It was explained to him that all the air had been sucked out so that as long as the package remained unopened the food inside would remain fresh. These machines too, he guessed, were being kept fresh. It did not surprise him. Metal he knew was capable of decay, and machinery was, in his limited experience, even harder to keep in good condition than livestock.

There was unfortunately no way to profit from his discovery. Even if it had been possible to recover one of these machines, what would he and his family do with it?

He turned to go, and the faint beam of his torch touched a crate rather smaller than the rest. A long metal cylinder had fallen across it, splitting it completely open, like a knife slicing a melon. It was the shape of its contents that caught his eye. Obscured by the cylinder resting on the broken crate, this lacked the angularity of the vacuum-packed machines. It was more like some kind of cocoon.

He put his torch down and, by using both hands and all his slight body weight, he managed to roll the cylinder to one side. It hit the floor with a crash that raised enough dust to set him coughing.

When he recovered, he picked up his torch and directed the ever fainter beam downward, praying it might reveal some treasure he could bear back proudly to his family.

The light glanced back from a pair of staring eyes.

He screamed in terror and dropped the torch, which went out.

That might have been the end for Khalid, but Allah is merciful and bountiful and permitted two of his miracles together.

The first was that as his scream died away (for want of breath not want of terror) he heard a voice calling his name.

‘Khalid, where the hell are you? Come on, or you’re in big trouble.’

It was his favourite brother, Ahmed.

The second miracle was that another light came on in the storeroom to replace his broken torch. This light was red and intermittent. In the brightness of its flashes he looked again at the vacuum-packed cocoon.

It was a woman in there. She was young and black and beautiful. And of course she was dead.

His brother shouted his name again, sounding both anxious and angry.

‘I’m all right,’ he called back impatiently, his fear fading with Ahmed’s proximity and of course the light.

Which came from … where?

He checked and his fear came back with advantages.

The light was coming from the end of the metal cylinder he had so casually sent crashing to the floor. There were Western letters on the metal which made no sense to him. But one thing he did recognize: the emblem of the great shaitan who was the nation’s bitterest foe.

Now he knew what had come crashing through the roof but had not exploded.

Yet.

He scrambled towards the fissure through which he’d entered. It seemed to have constricted even further, or fear was making him fat, and for a moment he thought he was caught fast. He had one arm through and was desperately trying to get a purchase on the ruined outer wall when his hand was grasped tight and next moment he was being dragged painfully through the gap into Ahmed’s arms.

His brother opened his mouth to remonstrate with him, saw the look on his face and needed no further persuasion to obey when Khalid screamed. ‘Run!’

They ran together, the two brothers, straining every sinew forward, like two champions contesting the final lap in an Olympic race, except that in this competition whenever one stumbled, the other reached out a steadying hand.

The tape they were running to was the Euphrates whose blessed waters had provided fertility and sustenance to their ancestors for centuries.

Time meant nothing, distance was everything.

The only sound was their laboured breathing and the swish of their limbs through the waist-high rushes.

Their eyes stared ahead, to safety, to their future, so they did not see behind them the ruins begin to rise into the air and be themselves ruined.

But they knew instantly there were now other faster competitors in the race.

The sound overtook them first, rolling by in dull thunder.

And then the blast was at their heels, at their shoulders, picking them up and hurling them forward as it raced triumphantly on.

Down they crashed, down they splashed. They were at the river. They felt its blessed coldness sweep over them. They let the current roll them at its own sweet will. Then they rose together, coughing and spluttering, and looked at each other, brother checking brother for damage at the same time as the impulses signalling the state of his own bone and muscle came pulsing along the nerves.

‘You OK, little one?’ said Ahmed after a while.

‘Fine. You?’

‘I’m OK. Hey, you run well for a tadpole.’

‘You too, for a frog.’

They pulled themselves on to the bank and sat looking back at the column of dust and fine debris hanging in the air.

‘So what did you find in there?’ asked Ahmed.

Khalid hardly paused for thought. He had no explanation for what he’d seen, but he was old enough to know he lived in a world where knowledge could be dangerous.

Later he would say a prayer for the dead woman in case she was of the faith.

Or even if she wasn’t.

And then a prayer for himself for lying to his brother.

‘Nothing,’ he said. ‘Just the rocket. Otherwise nothing at all.’
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dropping the loop

It was the last day of winter and the last night of Pal Maciver’s life.

With only fifteen minutes to go, he was discovering that death was even stranger than he’d imagined.

Until the woman left, he’d been fine. From the first-floor landing he had watched her come through the open front door, trailing mist. She tried the light switch. Nothing happened. Standing in the dark she called his name. After all these years she still almost had the power to make him answer. Now was a critical moment. Not make-or-break critical. If she simply turned on her heel and walked away, it wasn’t disastrous. Getting her there could still be made enough.

But he felt God owed him more.

She turned back to the open door. Winter, determined to show he didn’t give a toss for calendars, had rallied his declining forces. There had been flurries of snow on the high moors but here in the city the best he could manage was a denial of light, at first with low cloud, then as the day wore on with mist rolling in from the surrounding countryside. But still enough light seeped in through the narrow window by the door for her to see the stub of candle and book of matches lying on the sill.

His fingers touched the microcassette in his pocket. Without taking it out he pressed the ‘play’ button. Two or three bars of piano music tinkled out, then he switched off.

Below in the hall it must have sounded so distant she was probably already doubting she’d heard it at all. Perhaps indeed he’d overdone the muffling and she really hadn’t heard it.

Then came the sputter of a match and a moment later he saw the amber glow of the candle.

God might not pay all his debts, but he kept up the interest.

Now the candle’s glow moved beyond his range of vision but his ears kept track of her.

Ever a practical woman, she went straight down the passage leading to the kitchen where the electricity mains box was situated high on the wall. He pictured her reaching up to it. He heard her exclamation as the door swung open, releasing a shower of dust and debris. She hated being mussed. He heard the mains switch click down, could imagine her growing frustration as nothing happened.

The glow returned to the entrance hall. Lots of choice here. The two big-bayed reception rooms, the dining room, the music room. But her choice had been preordained. She headed for the music room. The door was locked but the key was in the lock. She tried it. It wouldn’t turn. She tried to force it but she couldn’t make it move.

She called his name once more, nothing uneasy in her voice and certainly nothing of panic, but with the calm clarity of a summons to supper.

She waited for a reply that by now she must have guessed wasn’t coming.

He would have bet her next move would be to cut her losses and walk away. Even if she had the balls for it, he doubted she’d find any reason to come up the gloomy staircase with an uncertain light to confront the memories awaiting her there.

Wrong!

That was exactly what she was doing.

He almost admired her.

As she advanced, he retreated to the upper landing, matching his steps to hers. Would she want to visit the master bedroom? He guessed not and he was right. She went straight to the study door and tried to open it. Oh, this was good. When it didn’t budge, she stood still for a moment before stooping like a comic-book gumshoe to apply her eye to the keyhole. By the vinegary light of the candle, he saw her steady herself with her left hand against the central oak panel.

This was better still! God was truly in a giving vein today.

Suddenly she straightened up and he took a step back into the protection of the black shadows of the upper landing. Now she was nothing to him but the outermost edge of the candle’s faint aureole on the landing below. But the way she’d stood up had been enough. So had she always signalled by some undramatic but nonetheless emphatic movement – a twist of the hand, a turn of the head, a straightening of the shoulders – that a decision had been reached and would be acted on.

He saw the glow float down the stairs, wavering now as she moved with the swiftness of decision. He heard her firm step across the tiled entrance hall, then out on to the gravelled drive. She didn’t close the door behind her. She would leave it as she found it. That too was typical of her.

He waited for half a minute then descended to the hallway. She’d blown the candle out and left it where she’d found it. He pulled on a pair of white cotton gloves and relit the stump, slipping the book of matches into his pocket. He went to the music-room door, removed the key and carefully folded it in a fresh white handkerchief. From the top pocket of his jacket he took an almost identical key, unlocked the door and replaced the key in the same pocket before moving into the kitchen. Here he opened the electricity supply box and reset the mains switch to off. Then he levered off the cover of the fuse box. From his pocket he took the household fuses and replaced them and clicked the mains switch on.

Immediately below the electricity box was a narrow glass-fronted key cupboard, each hook neatly labelled. He opened it, removed the key from his top pocket and hung it on the empty hook marked Music Room.

Some of the dust and debris she’d disturbed from the supply box had landed on top of the key cupboard, some had drifted down to the tiled floor. He took a dustpan and brush from under the sink and carefully swept the tiles but the cupboard top he ignored. He tipped the sweepings into the sink and turned on the tap, letting it run while he opened a wall unit and took out two cut-glass tumblers. From his hip pocket he took a silver flask and a small prescription bottle. From the former he poured whisky into both tumblers into one of which he broke two capsules removed from the latter. He shook the mixture up before tossing it down his throat. He downed the other whisky too before lightly splashing water inside the tumblers, which he then shook and replaced upside down on the cupboard shelf.

Now he made his way back to the entrance hall and mounted the stairs. He inserted the key he had wrapped in his handkerchief into the study door. It turned with well-oiled ease. He wiped the handle clean with his glove and pushed open the door.

For a moment he stood there looking in, like an archaeologist who has broken into a tomb and hesitates to confront what he has been so energetic to discover.

And indeed there was something tomb-like about the room. The old oak panelling had darkened to a slatey blackness, heavily shuttered windows kept light and fresh air at bay and the atmosphere was dank and musty with the smell of old books emanating from two massive mahogany bookcases towering against the end walls. On the wall facing the door hung a half-length portrait of a man in rock-climbing gear with a triple-peaked mountain in the background. On one side of the portrait a coil of rope was mounted on the wall, on the other an ice axe. The painted face was severe and unsmiling as it glared down at the huge Victorian desk that loomed like an ancient sarcophagus in the centre of the floor.

Pal Maciver looked up at the man in the portrait and saw his own face there. He drew a deep breath and stepped over the threshold.

It was now that the strangeness started. Hitherto he had been the complete man of action, his whole being concentrated on the working out of his well-laid plans. But as he stepped through the doorway, awareness of that other darker threshold which was getting closer by the minute swept over him like the mist outside, leaving him helpless and floundering.

Then his strong will took command. There was still much work to do. He summoned Action Man back into control, and Action Man returned, but only at the price of a weird fragmentation of sensibility. Far from finding his mind wonderfully concentrated by the imminence of death, he discovered he was split in two, man of action and man of feeling, or rather in three, for here was the strangest thing of all, he found that, as well as the cast in this two-parter, he was audience too, an independent and almost disinterested observer, floating somewhere near the portrait, looking down with pity on that part of him drifting wraithlike in a shapeless swirl of fear and loss and bewilderment and despair while at the same time noting with admiration the way that Action Man was going about his preparations with the dextrous precision of a maid laying a supper table.

Action Man moved across the study floor, placed the candle on the desk, checked that the heavy curtains were tightly drawn across the shuttered windows and switched on the bright central light. Across the desk lay a six-foot length of thread. He picked it up, took out a cigarette lighter, gently pressed the thumb switch to release gas without giving a spark, and ran the thread through the jet. Then he fed the thread through the keyhole, put the key into the lock on the inside of the door, twisted the internal end of the thread round the head of the key so that about three feet hung down, went out on to the landing, once more clicked on his lighter and put the flame to the dangling end. The flame ran up the thread, vanished into the keyhole, emerged on the inside, and ran round the loops on the key. He let it get within a couple of feet of the end then snuffed it out.

With his gloved hand he cleaned off all traces of the burnt thread from the outside of the door, then he closed it and with great care turned the key in the lock.

Against the wall about two feet from the door stood a tall Victorian whatnot. On the shelf at the same level as the door lock rested a portable record player. Its retaining screws had been slackened so that he could lift out the turntable. He made a running loop at the unburnt end of the thread, dropped it over the drive spindle and pulled it tight. Then he fed the burnt end out through the power cable aperture, replaced the turntable and tightened the restraining screws. He picked up a record leaning against the table leg and placed it on the turntable. He plugged the power cable into a socket in the skirting board, set the control switch to ‘play’ and turned on the power. The arm swung out and descended, setting the stylus in the groove. For the second time that evening the opening bars of that gentlest of tunes, the opening piece ‘Of Foreign Lands and People’ from Schumann’s Childhood Scenes, sounded in the house.

He stood and watched as the rotations of the spindle wound the thread into the depths of the machine. Just before it vanished he pinched the end between his thumb and finger, held it, pausing the music momentarily, then let it go.

He switched off the light. Darkness surged back, almost tangible, as if it longed to snuff out the candle. But the tiny flame burnt on, filling the hollows of his face with shadow and turning the peaks to parchment as he went behind the desk and sat down in the ornately carved mahogany elbow chair.

He opened a drawer and from it he took a book, which he set on the desk, a legal envelope and a fountain pen. Out of the envelope he took several sheets of heavy bond paper. He held a single sheet over the candle till it began to burn. He let it fall into a metal wastepaper bin by the chair. He lit a second sheet, did the same, then the others one by one. Tongues of fire showed at the bin’s mouth, licking the darkness out of the study’s gloomy corners before they shrank and died. The record was still playing. He listened and recognized the fourth of the Childhood Scenes. With an effort he summoned up its title. ‘A Pleading Child’.

He shook the bin to make sure all the paper was consumed and stirred up the ashes with an ebony ruler, reducing them to a fine powder, some of which drifted up on the residual heat and hung in the air.

Now he rose again and went to the left-hand wall where alongside one of the bookcases a glass-fronted, metal-framed gun case was bolted on to the oak panelling. It was empty, covered with a soft pall of dust which he was careful not to disturb as he opened the door. He reached in, took hold of the gun-retaining clip, twisted it anticlockwise through ninety degrees, then pulled sharply. A section of panelling came away revealing a recess mirroring the cabinet in size and in function too. Here stood a shotgun, which unlike most other things in that room showed no sign of dusty neglect. It gleamed with a menacing beauty. Alongside it, on a leather-bound diary embossed with the year 1992, rested a pack of cartridges.

He took the gun and cartridges and returned to the desk. The music had reached piece number seven: ‘Dreaming’. He sat down with the weapon across his lap, broke it and loaded it. From his pocket he took a piece of string about a foot long with a loop at either end. He slipped one of the loops over the trigger, and leaned the weapon against the desk.

He checked his watch. Waited another thirty seconds. Picked up the fountain pen. Wrote in bold capitals on the envelope FOR SUE-LYNN. Set the pen down on the desktop. Checked his watch again. Stood up and went back to the gun case.

Up to this point he had done everything with steady purpose. Now he seemed touched by a sense of urgency.

He peeled off the gloves and tossed them into the secret recess, followed by his lighter, the matchbook, the microcassette, the hip flask and the prescription bottle. Next he replaced the panel, twisted the gun clip, shut the cabinet door, and went back to the chair into which he slumped with a finality which suggested he did not purpose rising again. He let the music back into his ears. Piece eleven was finishing. ‘Something Frightening’. Then piece twelve began. ‘Child Falling Asleep’.

He listened to it all the way through, asking himself, where had they gone, those thirty years?

As the music faded, he drew the book on the desktop towards him.

The final piece began. ‘The Poet Speaks’.

He opened the book. He did not need to look for his place. It fell open with an ease that suggested that this was a page frequently visited.

And now the observer saw that other part of himself, that disembodied swirl of feeling, start to drift back into the corporeal chamber from which it had been temporarily expelled. Like Action Man, it had its calmness too, but this was the calm of despair, the acknowledgement that the end was near, a process perfectly captured by the words the eyes stared at but did not need to see.

He scanned it – staggered –

Dropped the Loop

To Past or Period –

Caught helpless at a sense as if

His Mind were going blind –

Feeling Man, the observer saw, was absolute for death, so completely separated from hope and time and sense and feeling and all the threads of experience which tie us lightly to life that he was far ahead of the meticulous preparation of Action Man for that journey from the familiarity of now into the mystery of next …

The music was coming to an end. The observer could hear it but Feeling Man had ears for nothing but the words of the poem as if they were being read aloud by the soft American voice of their creator …

Groped up, to see if God was there –

Groped backward at Himself

… while Action Man still went quietly about his business, removing his left shoe and sock, bringing the gun between his legs with the stock firmly on the floor, slipping the loop of string over his big toe, grasping the barrel with both hands and holding it steady against the edge of the desk, then leaning forward and pressing the soft underpart of his chin hard against the muzzle.

Now the quiet voice in Feeling Man’s mind speaks the final words

Caressed a Trigger absently

and wandered out of Life

while Action Man lowers his left foot, and Observing Man, rather to his surprise, has time to see the ball of shot burn its way up through jaw and palate, squirting blood from mouth and nostrils and punching out the eyes before emerging through the top of his skull in a fountain of bone and brain which spatters floor and desk and open book.

For a millisec reason and sensation and observation are reunited in one consciousness.

Then the empty body slumps to one side, the record dies away, the fine ash from the wastepaper bin slowly settles, the candle gutters.

Pal Maciver exists no longer.

Except in the hearts and minds and lives of those he leaves behind.
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bedside manner

Sue-Lynn Maciver stretched her naked body languorously against her lover’s hand and laughed.

‘What?’ said Tom Lockridge.

‘I was thinking, first time I felt you inside me, it cost me a hundred quid.’

‘Wait till you get my bill for this.’

He spoke lightly but she knew he didn’t like being reminded he was still her doctor. When Pal had dropped him, his first reaction had been that her husband suspected something. Once reassured, his second reaction had been that this was a good opportunity for her to come off his list too.

‘Don’t be silly,’ she’d said. ‘Why give up the perfect cover for me visiting your surgery, you coming to the house?’

‘It’s just that, if it ever came out, the GMC don’t take kindly to doctors screwing their patients.’

‘Really? How else do they expect you to become stinking rich?’

When he didn’t laugh, she said, ‘Relax, Tom. It’s not going to come out, not from me, anyway. I’ve got even more reason to keep it from Pal than you have from your precious Council. Or your precious wife for that matter.’

She’d meant it. But nonetheless it wasn’t altogether displeasing to feel she had a hold over her lover that went beyond his desire.

He removed his hand from between her legs and pushed back the duvet.

She glanced at her watch and said, ‘What’s the hurry? We’ve got another hour at least.’

‘Just going to the loo,’ he said, rolling out of bed.

‘Why do men always have to pee after sex?’ she called after him.

He paused in the doorway and said, ‘I’ll draw you a diagram when I get back.’

She made a face at the prospect. Sometimes it wasn’t altogether comfortable screwing a man who knew so much about the internal workings of the human body. She reached out to the cigarette packet lying by the phone on the bedside table and lit one. He’d probably give her the antismoking lecture, but it was better than a conducted tour of his innards.

The phone rang.

She picked it up and said, ‘Hi.’

‘Sue-Lynn, it’s Jason.’

She stiffened then forced herself to relax.

‘Jase, shouldn’t you be chasing a little ball around a squash court with my husband?’

‘That’s why I’m ringing. He hasn’t turned up. My mobile’s on the blink and I thought he might have left a message with you.’

She stubbed her cigarette out, swung her legs off the bed, found her panties on the floor and started tugging them on one-handed as she replied, ‘Sorry, Jase. Not a word. But I shouldn’t worry. Probably a customer showed up as he was on his way out. You know Pal. He’d miss his own funeral if he thought there was a deal to be done. How’s Helen? Must be close now. Give her my best. Look, got to go. ’Bye.’

She put down the phone and was crouching on the floor searching for her bra when she heard the toilet flush. A moment later, Lockridge came through the door. He was smiling and there was evidence he was having serious thoughts about how to spend the next hour. The smile faded as he saw her rise on the far side of the bed with her bra in her hand.

‘Pal’s loose,’ she said before he could speak. ‘Get dressed.’

‘Shit. You don’t think he’s on to us? Jesus wept!’

He’d started dragging on his trousers with more haste than care and done something she didn’t care to think about with the zip.

‘Shouldn’t think so, but better safe than sorry … oh hell. Did you hear that?’

‘What?’

‘I don’t know. A noise. Downstairs. No … on the stairs.’

They both froze, mouths agape, eyes staring, she with her bra round her neck, he with his hand on his fly zipper, like a tableau vivant of Guilt Surprised, and were both in a state to take the flash of light that came through the open door as the harbinger of one of heaven’s avenging angels.
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Signora Borgia’s guest list

The mist was definitely getting thicker. Much more and they’d be calling it fog, which was bad news. There were enough idiots out there who couldn’t drive properly in broad daylight without making things even more problematic for them.

Ignoring the obvious impatience of the cars behind her, Kay Kafka drove her Mercedes E-Class down the quiet suburban roads at five mph under the permitted speed limit and signalled a good hundred yards before she turned into the driveway of Linden Bank.

With the mist and encroaching darkness toning down the unfortunate shade of lavender the Dunns had chosen for their outside woodwork, she was able to re-experience her feelings on first seeing the house. Helen had rung full of excitement to tell her that she and Jason had found a place they both liked but she wanted Kay’s approval before committing. Kay had gone along prepared to lie, and had instead been delighted. She’d liked the clean modern lines, the harmonious proportions, the use of rosy brick under a shallow-pitched roof of olive tiles. The prepared lies had come in useful later, however, once the newlyweds had moved in.

At the door Kay only had to ring once before it was flung open by a young woman hugely pregnant.

‘You’re late,’ she said accusingly.

‘You too by the look of you.’

The young woman grimaced and said, ‘Still a couple of days to go – Kay, it’s lovely to see you.’

The two women embraced, not without difficulty.

‘Jesus, Helen, you sure it’s only twins you’ve got in there?’

‘I know – it’s terrible – I may have to let out my smocks.’

They went into the house. Outside the evening temperature was dropping fast. In here as usual the central heating was set a couple of degrees above Kay’s comfort level. In anticipation she was wearing only a sleeveless silk blouse beneath her chic sheepskin jacket.

As Helen hung it up she brushed her hand over the fleecy collar and said, ‘Hey, have you been on a building site? This is a bit dusty.’

‘Is it? You know these old houses. I wish Tony had bought somewhere modern like this,’ said Kay removing the silk square with which she’d protected her short black hair from the mist and shaking it gently. ‘He sends his love.’

‘Give him mine. I really love that blouse,’ said Helen enviously. ‘Wish I dared let people see the tops of my arms.’

In fact pregnancy became her. Big she was, but with the roseate carnality of a Renoir bather. In the glow of that aura many other women would have been reduced to attendant shadows, but Kay Kafka, pale faced and pencil slim, was not diminished.

They went into the lounge. The first time Kay had come into this room and found it full of light from the huge picture window overlooking the long rear lawn, she had known exactly how she would furnish and decorate it. Now, even after many visits, she had to make an effort not to react to the heavy furnishings, the fitted pink carpet, the gilt-framed Canaletto reproductions and the Regency striped curtains which, closed, at least concealed the Yorkstone patio running down to a solar-powered fountain in red-veined marble with which the Dunns had replaced half of the lawn. The only thing that won her approval was the Steinway upright occupying one corner, which, if Jason had had his way, would probably have been replaced by an electronic keyboard in dazzling silver. Strange, she thought, how people could be so beautiful without having any inner sense of beauty.

Tony, when she had told him about this, had asked, ‘So if she bought the right kind of house, how come she put the wrong sort of stuff in it with you looking over her shoulder?’

‘Because I wasn’t looking over her shoulder, not even when she asked me to,’ said Kay. ‘It’s not my place.’

‘Come on. The kid worships you and you’re the nearest thing to a mother she ever had.’

‘But I’m not her mother and I never want to give her occasion to remind me. In fact, looking back, I suspect she chose the house because she knew in advance I’d like the look of it, which I did. Inside’s different. They’re the ones who’ve got to live in it.’

‘You’re all heart, baby,’ said Tony, smiling. He was a man of many contradictions and this capacity to be cynical and affectionate at the same time was one of them.

Now she seated herself gingerly at one end of a long sofa. This was great furniture for lounging in. Helen in her pre-pregnancy days would usually curl up in one of the huge chairs with her legs tucked up beneath her and Kay had had to admit that the setting suited her marvellously well. Herself, even in Helen’s company, she liked to stay in control, and felt taken over by the soft cushions and yielding upholstery. Tony had called it a great shagging sofa, and thereafter whenever she sat on it she got a mental flash of Jason and Helen intimately intertwined in its depths.

Now Helen was long past the curling up stage and presumably the intimate intertwining stage too. She’d brought one of the broad high elbow chairs from the dining room to sit upon, though even this was becoming a tight fit.

‘Hope you don’t mind – got pizzas coming – cooking’s getting hard without doing myself or the Aga serious damage – sorry.’

There’d been a time when Kay had tried to amend Helen’s rather breathlessly unpunctuated way of speaking but she’d given up when she saw she was merely creating tension. The same with the girl’s taste in interior decoration. This was how she was, and you didn’t look a gift horse in the mouth especially when God was the giver.

‘Pizza’s fine,’ she said with a smile. ‘Though I hope Jase is making sure you get a slightly more varied diet.’

‘Don’t worry – I’m sticking to the menu I got from the clinic – more or less – tonight’s a treat – triple anchovies – damn! Just when I’d got comfortable.’

The phone in the entrance hall was ringing.

‘I’ll get it,’ said Kay.

She rose elegantly, not an easy feat from the absorbent upholstery, and went into the hall.

‘Hello,’ she said.

‘Kay, is that you? It’s Jason. Look, Pal hasn’t turned up for squash and I wondered if maybe he’d tried to ring me at home. Could you ask Helen?’

‘Sure.’

She called, ‘It’s Jase. Pal’s stood him up. He wants to know if he’s left a message here.’

‘No, nothing – tell Jase to get himself something at the Club like he usually does – don’t want him spoiling our evening just because Pal’s spoilt his.’

‘Jase, did you get that?’

‘Yes. Who needs phones when you’ve got a wife who could yodel for Switzerland? OK, tell her I’ll get myself a pasty, then go up on the balcony and see if I can find a couple of sweaty girls to watch. How are you keeping, Kay?’

‘Mustn’t complain.’

‘Why not? Everyone else does. Probably catch you before you leave. Bye.’

Kay put down the receiver and stood looking at her reflection in the gilt mirror on the wall behind the phone table. Her face wore the contemplative almost frowning expression which Tony had once caught in a snap which he labelled La Signora Borgia checks her guest list. She relaxed her features into their normal edge-of-a-smile configuration and went back into the lounge.
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an open door

‘There we go,’ said PC Jack ‘Joker’ Jennison, placing the two newspaper-wrapped bundles on the dashboard. ‘One haddock, one cod.’

‘Which is which?’

‘Mail’s haddock, Guardian’s cod.’

‘That figures. What do I owe you?’

‘Don’t be daft. Chinese chippie two doors up from the National Party offices, they’d pay good money to have us park outside till closing time.’

‘Then they’ll be getting a refund,’ said PC Alan Maycock. ‘We’re out of here.’

He gunned the engine and set the car accelerating forward.

‘What’s your hurry?’ asked Jennison.

‘Just got a tip from CAD that Bonkers is on the prowl. Don’t think he’d be too chuffed to find us troughing outside a chippie, so let’s find somewhere nice and quiet.’

Bonkers was Sergeant Bonnick, a new broom at Mid-Yorkshire HQ who was hell bent on clearing out its dustiest corners. Also he was big on physical fitness and had already been mildly sarcastic about the embonpoint of the two constables, saying that watching them getting into their car was like seeing a pair of 42s trying to squeeze into a 36 cup.

‘Not too far, eh? I hate cold chips,’ said Jennison, pressing the warm packets to his cheeks.

‘Don’t fret. Nearly there.’

They’d turned off the main road with its parade of shops and were speeding into the area of the city known as Greenhill.

Once a hamlet without the city wall, Greenhill had been absorbed into the urban mass during the great industrial expansion of the nineteenth century. The old squires who bred their beasts, raised their crops, and hunted their prey across this land were replaced by the new squires of coal and steel and commerce who wanted houses to live in that had land enough to give the impression of countryside but without any of the attendant inconveniences of remoteness, agricultural smells or peasant society. So the hamlet of Greenhill became the suburb of Greenhill, in which farms and cotts and muddy lanes were replaced by urban mansions and tarmacked roads.

From the naughty nineties to the fighting forties, many of the great and the good of Mid-Yorkshire paraded their pomp in Greenhill. But after the war, the rot set in. Old ways and old fortunes faded, and though for a while the makers of new fortunes still turned their thoughts to what had once been the arriviste’s dream, a Greenhill mansion, there rapidly developed an awareness of their inconvenience and a sense that they were at best démodé, at worst crassly kitsch, and by the seventies Greenhill was in steep decline. Many of the mansions were converted into flats, or small commercial hotels, or corporate offices, or simply knocked down to make room for speculative development.

Some areas hung on longer than others, or at least by sheer weight of presence managed to preserve the illusion that little had changed from the glory days. Chief among these was The Avenue, which, if
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Part One

Some talk of ALEXANDER
And some of HERCULES;
Of HECTOR

Anon, The British Grenadiers
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mill street

never much of a street

westthe old wool mill a prison block in dry blood brick its staring windows now blinded by boards its clatter and chatter a distant echo through white haired heads

eastsix narrow houses under one weary roof huddling against the high embankment that arrows southern trains into the citys northern heart

few passengers ever notice Mill Street

never much of a street

in winters depth a cold crevasse
spring and autumn much the same

but occasionally
on a still summer day

with sun soaring high in a cloudless sky
Mill Street becomes
desert canyon overbrimming with heat


 


2
two mutton pasties and an
almond slice

At least it gives me an excuse for sweating, thought Peter Pascoe as he scuttled towards the shelter of the first of the two cars parked across the road from Number 3.

You hurt your back? asked Detective Superintendent Andy Dalziel as his DCI slumped to the pavement beside him.

Sorry? panted Pascoe.

You were moving funny.

I was taking precautions.

Oh aye? Id stick to the tablets. What the hell are you doing here anyway? Bank Holidays been cancelled, has it? Or are you just bunking off from weeding the garden?

In fact I was sunbathing in it. Then Paddy Ireland rang and said there was a siege situation and you were a bit short on specialist manpower so could I help.

Specialist? Didnt know you were a marksman.

Pascoe took a deep breath and wondered what kind of grinning God defied His own laws by allowing Dalziels fleshy folds, swaddled in a three-piece suit, to look so cool, while his own spare frame, clad in cotton jeans and a Leeds United T-shirt, was generating more heat than PMs Question Time.

Ive been on a Negotiators Course, remember? he said.

Thought that were to help you talk to Ellie. What did yon fusspot really say?

The Fat Man was no great fan of Inspector Ireland, who he averred put the three effs in officious. If you took your cue and pointed out that the word only contained two, hed tell you what the third one stood for.

If you didnt take your cue, he usually told you anyway.

Pascoe on the other hand was a master of diplomatic reticence.

Not a lot, he said.

What Ireland had actually said was, Sorry to interrupt your day off, Pete, but I thought you should know. Report of an armed man on premises in Mill Street. Number 3.

Then a pause as if anticipating a response.

The only response Pascoe felt like giving was, Why the hell have I been dragged off my hammock for this?

He said, Paddy, I dont know if youve noticed, but  Im off duty today. Bank Holiday, remember? And Andy drew the short straw. Not his idea you rang, is it?

Definitely not. Its just that Number 3s a video rental, Oroc Video, Asian and Arab stuff mainly

A faint bell began to ring in Pascoes mind.

Hang on. Isnt it CAT flagged?

Hooray. There is someone in CID who actually reads directives, said Ireland with heavy sarcasm.

CAT was the Combined Anti-Terrorism unit in which Special Branch officers worked alongside MI5 operatives. They flagged people and places on a sliding scale, the lowest level being premises not meriting formal surveillance but around which any unusual activity should be noted and notified.

Number 3 Mill Street was at this bottom level.

Pascoe, not liking to feel reproved, said, Are you trying to tell me theres some kind of Intifada brewing in Mill Street?

Well, no, said Ireland. Its just that when I passed on the report to Andy

Oh good. You have told him. So, apart from not feeling it necessary to bother me, what action has he taken?

He tried to keep the irritation out of his voice, but not very hard.

Ireland said in a hurt tone, He said hed go along and take a look soon as he finished his meat pie. I reminded him that 3 Mill Street was flagged, in case hed missed it. He yawned, not a pretty sight when hes eating a meat pie. But when I told him Id already followed procedure and called it in, he got abusive. So I left him to it.

Very wise, said Pascoe, also yawning audibly. So whats the problem?

The problem is that hes just passed my office, yelling that hes on his way to Mill Street so maybe Ill be satisfied now that Ive ruined his day.

But youre not?

A deep intake of breath; then in a quietly controlled voice, What Im not satisfied is that the super is taking what could be a serious situation seriously. But of course Im happy to leave it in the expert hands of CID. Sorry to have bothered you.

The phone went down hard.

Pompous prat, thought Pascoe, setting off back to the garden to share his irritation with his wife. To his surprise shed said thoughtfully, Last time I saw Andy, he was going on about how bored hes getting with the useless bastards running things. He sounded ripe for a bit of mischief. Maybe you ought to check this out, love, before he starts the next Gulf War single-handed. Half an hour wouldnt harm.

None of this did he care to reveal to Dalziel.

Not a lot, he repeated. So perhaps youd like to fill me in.

Why not? Then you can shog off home. Being a clever bugger, youll likely know Number 3s CAT flagged? Or did Ireland have to tell you too?

No, but he did give me a shove, admitted Pascoe.

There you go, said Dalziel triumphantly. Since the London bombings, them silly sods have put out more flags than we did on Coronation Day.  Faintest sniff of a Middle East connection and theyre cocking their legs to lay down a marker.

Yes, I did hear they wanted to flag the old Mecca Ballroom at Mirely!

A reminiscent smile lit up Dalziels face, like moonlight on a mountain.

The Mirely Mecca, he said dreamily. Had some good times there in the old days. There were this lass from Donny. Tottie Truman. Her tango could get you done for indecent behaviour

Yes, yes, interrupted Pascoe. Im sure she was a charming girl vertically or horizontally

Nay, hod on! interrupted the Fat Man in his turn. You shouldnt be so quick to put folk in boxes. Its a bad habit of yours, that. Tottie werent just a bit of squashy flesh, tha knows. She had muscle too. By God, if theyd let women throw the hammer shed have been a gold medallist! I once saw her chuck a wellie from halfway at a rugby club barbecue and it were still rising as it went over the posts. I thought of wedding her, but she got religion. Just think of the front row we could have bred!

It was time to stop this trip down memory lane.

Pascoe said, Very interesting. But perhaps we should concentrate on the situation in hand. Which is?

Thats the trouble with you youngsters, said Dalziel sadly. No time to smell the flowers along the way. All right. Sit rep. Foot-patrol officer reported seeing a man in Number 3 with a gun.  Passed on the info to a patrol car who called in for instructions. So here we are. What do you make of it so far?

The Fat Man had moved into playful mode. Its guessing-game time, thought Pascoe. Robbery in process? Hardly worth it in Mill Street, unless you were a particularly thick villain. This wasnt the commercial hub of the city, just the far end of a very rusty spoke. The mill itself had a preservation order on it and thered been talk of refurbishing it as an industrial Heritage Centre, but not even the Victorian Society had objected to the proposed demolition of the jerry-built terrace to make space for a car park.

The mill project, however, had run into difficulties over Lottery funding.

Right wingers said this was because it didnt advantage handicapped lesbian asylum seekers; left wingers because it failed to subsidize the Treasury.

Whatever, plans to demolish the terrace had gone on hold.

The remaining residents had long been rehoused and, rather than have a decaying slum on their hands, the council encouraged small businesses in search of an address and office space to move in and give the buildings an occupied look. Most of these businesses proved as short-lived as the rathe primrose that forsaken dies, and the only survivors at present were Crofts & Wills, patent agents, at Number 6 and Oroc Video at Number 3.

All of which interesting historical analysis  brought Pascoe no nearer to understanding what they were doing here.

Losing patience, he said, OK, so there might be a man with a gun in there. I presume youve some strategy planned. Or are you going to rush him single-handed?

Not now theres two of us. But you always were a bugger for the subtle approach, so lets start with that.

So saying, the Fat Man rose to his feet, picked up a bullhorn from the bonnet of his car, put it to his lips and bellowed, All right, we know youre in there. Weve got you surrounded. Come out with your hands up and no one will get hurt.

He scratched himself under the armpit, then sat down again.

After a moments silence Pascoe said, I cant really believe you said that, sir.

Why not? Used to say it all the time way back before all this negotiation crap.

Did anyone ever come out?

Not as I recall.

Pascoe digested this then said, You forgot the bit about throwing his gun out before he comes out with his hands up.

No I didnt, said Dalziel. He might not have a gun and if he hasnt, I dont want him thinking we think he has, do I?

I thought the foot patrol reported seeing a weapon? What was it? Shotgun? Handgun? And what was this putative gunman actually doing?  Come on, Andy. I left a jug of home-made lemonade and a hammock to come here. Whats the sodding problem?

Even diplomatic reticence had its limits.

The sodding problem? said the Fat Man. Yons the sodding problem.

He pointed toward the police patrol car parked a little way along from his own vehicle. Pascoe followed the finger.

And all became clear.

Almost out of sight, coiled around the rear wheel with all the latent menace of a piece of bacon rind, lay a familiar lanky figure.

Oh God. You dont mean?

Thats right. Only contact with this gunman so far has been Constable Hector.

Police Constable Hector is the albatross round Mid-Yorkshire Constabularys neck, the long-legged fly in its soup, the Wollemi pine in its outback, the coelacanth in its ocean depths. But his saving lack of grace is he never plumbs bottom. Beneath the lowest deep theres always a lower deep, and he survives because, in that perverse way in which True Brits often manage to find triumph in disaster, Mid-Yorkshire Police Force have become proud of him. If ever talk flags in the Black Bull, someone just has to say, Remember when Hector and a couple of hours of happy reminiscence are guaranteed.

So, when Dalziel said, Yons the sodding problem, much was explained. But not all. Not by a long chalk.

So, continued Dalziel. Question is, how to find out if Hector really saw a gun or not.

Well, mused Pascoe. I suppose we could expose him and see if he got shot.

Brilliant! said Dalziel. Makes me glad I paid for your education. HECTOR!

For Gods sake, I was joking! exclaimed Pascoe as the lanky constable disentangled himself from the car wheel and began to crawl towards them.

I could do with a laugh, said Dalziel, smiling like a rusty radiator grill. Hector, lad, what fettle? Ive got a job for you if you feel up to it.

Sir? said Hector hesitantly.

Pascoe wished he could feel that the hesitation demonstrated suspicion of the Fat Mans intent, but he knew from experience it was the constables natural response to most forms of address from Hello to Help! Im drowning! Prime it as much as you liked, the mighty engine of Hectors mind always started cold, even when as now his hatless head was clearly very hot. A few weeks ago, hed appeared with his skull cropped so close he made Bruce Willis look like Esau, prompting Dalziel to say, I always thought thad be the death of me, Hec, but theres no need to go around looking like the bugger!

Now he looked at the smooth white skull, polished with sweat beneath the suns bright duster, shook his head sadly, and said, Heres what I want you to do, lad. All this hanging arounds fair clemmed me. You know Pats Pantry in Station  Square? Never closes, doesnt Pat. Pop round there and get me two mutton pasties and an almond slice. And a custard tart for Mr Pascoe. Its his favourite. Can you remember all that?

Yes, sir, said Hector, but showed no sign of moving off.

What are you waiting for? asked Dalziel. Money up front, is that it? What happened to trust? All right, Mr Pascoell pay you. I cant be standing tret every time.

Every tenth time would be nice, thought Pascoe as he put two one-pound coins on to Hectors sweaty palms, where they lay like a dead mans eyes.

If its more, Mr Dalziel will settle up, he said.

Yes, sirbut what abouthim? muttered Hector, his gaze flicking to Number 3.

Poor sods terrified of being shot at, thought Pascoe.

Him? said Dalziel. Thats what I like about you, Hector. Always thinking about other people.

He stood up once more with the bullhorn.

You in the house. Were just sending off to Pats Pantry for some grub and my lad wants to know if theres owt youd fancy. Pastie, mebbe? Or they do grand Eccles cakes.

He paused, listened, then sat down again.

Dont think he wants owt. But a nice thought. Does you credit. Itll be noted.

No sir, said Hector, fear making him bold. What I meant was, if he sees me moving and thinks Im a danger

Eh? Oh, I get you. He might take a shot at you. If he thinks youre a danger.

Dalziel scratched his nose thoughtfully. Pascoe avoided catching his eye.

Best thing, said the Fat Man finally, is not to look dangerous. Stand up straight, chest out, shoulders back, and walk nice and slow, like youve got somewhere definite to go. That way, even if the bugger does shoot, chances are the bullet will pass clean through you without doing much harm. Off you go then.

Up to this point, Pascoe had been convinced that the blind obedience to lunatic orders which had made the dreadful slaughter of the Great War possible had died with those millions. Now, watching Hector move slowly down the street like a man wading through water, he had his doubts.

Once Hector was out of sight, he relaxed against the side of the car and said, OK, sir. Now either you tell me exactly whats going on or Im off back to my hammock.

You mean youd like to hear Hectors tale? Why not? Once upon a time

Hector is that rarity in a modern police force, a permanent foot patrol, providing a useful statistic when anxious community groups press for the return of the old beat bobby. The truth is, whether behind the wheel or driving the driver to distraction from the passenger seat, a motorized Hector is lethal. On a bike he never reaches a speed to be dangerous, but his resemblance to  a drunken giraffe, though contributing much to the mirth of Mid-Yorkshire, does little for the constabulary image.

So Hector plods; and, plodding along Mill Street that day, hed heard a sound as he passed Number 3. Like a cough, he said. Or a rotten stick breaking. Or a tennis ball bouncing off a wall. Or a shot.

The nearest Hector ever comes to precision is multiple-choice answers.

He tried the door. It opened. He stepped into the cool shade of the video shop. Behind the counter he saw two men. Asked for a description, he thought a while then said it was hard to see things clearly, coming as he had from bright sunlight into shadow, but it was his fairly firm opinion that one of them was a sort of darkie.

To the politically correct, this might have resonated as racist and been educed as evidence of Hectors unsuitability for the job. To those whod heard him describe a Christmas shoplifter wearing a Santa Claus outfit as a little bloke, I think he had a moustache, a sort of darkie came close to being eidetic.

The second man (looked funny but probably not a darkie was Hectors best shot here) seemed to be holding something in his right hand which might have been a gun, but it was hard to be sure because he was standing in the deepest shadow and the man lowered his hands out of sight behind the counter when he saw Hector.

Feeling the situation needed to be clarified, Hector said, All right then?

There had been a pause during which the two inmates looked at each other.

Then the sort-of-darkie replied, Yes. We are all right.

And Hector brought this illuminating exchange to a close by saying with an economy and symmetry that were almost beautiful, All right then, and leaving.

Now he had a philosophical problem. Had there been an incident and should he report it? It didnt take eternity to tease Hector out of thought; the space between now and tea-time could do the trick. So he was more than usually oblivious to his surroundings as he crossed to the opposite pavement with the result that he was almost knocked over by a passing patrol car. The driver, PC Joker Jennison, did an emergency stop then leaned out of his open window to express his doubts about Hectors sanity.

Hector listened politelyhe had after all heard it all beforethen, when Jennison paused for breath, off-loaded his problem on to the constables very broad shoulders.

Jennisons first reaction was that such a story from such a source was almost certainly a load of crap. Also there were only five minutes till the end of his shift, which was why he was speeding down Mill Street in the first place.

Best call it in, he said. But wait till were out of sight, eh?

I think me batterys flat, said Hector.

Whats new? said Jennison, and restarted the car.

Unfortunately his partner, PC Alan Maycock, came from Hebden Bridge which is close enough to the Lancastrian border for its natives to be by Mid-Yorkshire  standards a bit soft in every sense of the term, and he was moved by Hectors plight.

Ill get you through on the car radio, he said.

And when Jennison dug him viciously in his belly, he murmured, Nay, itll not take but a minute, and when they hear its Hec, theyll likely just have a laugh.

As a policeman, he should have known that the rewards of virtue are sparse and long delayed. If youre looking for quick profit, opt for vice.

Instead of the expected fellow constable responding from Control, it was duty inspector Paddy Ireland who took the call. As soon as he heard Number 3 Mill Street mentioned, he gave commands for the car to remain in place and await instructions.

And then the bugger bursts in on me like hes just heard the first bombs dropping on Pearl Harbour, concluded Dalziel. Got me excited, till he mentioned Hector. That took the edge off! And when he said hed already called it in, I could have wrung his neck!

And then? enquired Pascoe.

I finished me pie. Few minutes later the phone rang. It were some motor-mouth from CAT. I tried to explain it were likely all a mistake, but he said mebbe I should let the experts decide that. I said would this be the same experts whod spent so much public money breaking up the Carradice gang?

Pascoe, the diplomat, groaned.

Six months ago CAT had claimed a huge success when they arrested fifteen terrorist suspects in Nottingham on suspicion of plotting to poison the local water supply with ricin. Since then, however, the CPS had been forced to drop the case against first one then another of the group till finally the trial got under way with only the alleged ringleader, Michael Carradice, in the dock. Pascoe had his own private reasons for hoping the case against him failed tooa hope nourished by Home Office statements made on CATs behalf which were sounding increasingly irritated and defensive.

Whats up with thee? Wind, is it? said Dalziel in response to Pascoes groan. Any road, the prat finished by saying the important thing was to keep a low profile, not risk alerting anyone inside, set up blocks out of sight at the street end, maintain observation till their man turned up to assess the situation. Whyre you grinding your teeth like that?

Maybe because I dont see any sign of any road-blocks, just Maycock smoking a fag at one end of the street and Jennison scratching his balls at the other. Also Im crouched down behind your car with the patrol car next to it, right opposite Number 3.

Who need road-blocks when youve got a pair of fatties like Maycock and Jennison? And why move the cars when anyone in there knows were on to them already? Any road, you and me know this is likely just another load of Hector bollocks.

He shook his head in mock despair.

In that case, said Pascoe, tiring of the game, all you need do is stroll over there, check every-things OK, then leave a note for the CAT man on the shop door saying youve got it sorted and would he like a cup of tea back at the Station? Meanwhile

It was his intention to follow his heavy irony by taking his leave and heading for home and hammock, but the Fat Man was struggling to his feet.

Youre dead right, he said. You tend to fumble around a bit, but in the end you put your white stick right on it, as the actress said to the shortsighted cabinet minister. Time for action. Well be a laughing stock if it gets out we spent the holiday hiding behind a car because of Hector. Wheres yon bugger got with my mutton pasties, by the way? We were mad to trust him with our money.

My money, corrected Pascoe. And you misunderstand me, Im not actually suggesting we do anything

Nay, lad. Dont be modest, said Dalziel, upright now. When youve got a good idea, flaunt it.

Sir, said Pascoe. Is this wise? I know Hectors not entirely reliable, but surely he knows a gun when he sees one

As a plea for caution this proved counter-productive.

Dont be daft, laughed Dalziel. Were talking about a man who cant pick his nose unless  someone paints a cross on it and gives him a mirror. If he heard owt, it were likely his own fart, and the bugger inside were probably holding a take-away kebab. Come on, Pete. Lets get this sorted, then you can buy me a pint.

He dusted down his suit, straightened his tie, and set off across the street with the confident step of a man who could walk with kings, talk with presidents, dispute with philosophers, portend with prophets, and never have the slightest doubt that he was right.

Interestingly, despite the fact that little in their long relationship had given Pascoe any real reason to question this presumption of rightness, the thought crossed his mind as he rose and set off in the footsteps of his great master that there had to be a first time for everything, and how ironic it would be if it were Ellies tender heart that caused him to be present on the occasion when the myth of Dalziels infallibility was exploded

At this same moment, as if his mind had developed powers of telekinesis, Mill Street blew up.
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