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Epigraph

When the times change, all men change with them. So many of both the friends and critics of the police talk as if police constables were not men.

—WITNESS, ROYAL COMMISSION ON POLICE POWERS



To the ordinary soldier, the battle is his own small part of the front.

—GENERAL GRANT
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INTRODUCTION

The name Jack Higgins will be eternally associated with the 1975 bestselling novel (and film) The Eagle Has Landed. But spectacularly successful as it was, it was anything but an overnight sensation, as Jack Higgins had already earned his spurs as an author guaranteed to provide action-packed, fast-paced thrillers.

Before that famous eagle landed, Jack Higgins had written – under several pen-names – 35 novels, and has written 37 more since then, proving beyond doubt his legendary status as a born story-teller.

His career as a novelist began in 1959 when, as a 29-year-old teacher with a growing family to support, he sold his first book, Sad Wind from the Sea, a treasure-hunt adventure set in Macao and China, for the princely advance of £75. He never looked back and regularly produced two books a year, often set in exotic locations, always providing red-blooded – though far from perfect – heroes and suitably nasty villains, with the action always moving at a furious pace. He used the pen-names Martin Fallon, James Graham and Hugh Marlowe, as well as his given name, Harry Patterson. In an early novel (Cry of the Hunter) he was suitably self-depreciating when the main character is revealed to be a writer and admits: ‘I write thrillers under two different names … All they do successfully is pay the bills and keep me in whisky.’

From similar modest beginnings, Jack Higgins’ fan base grew inexorably during the 1960s, a golden decade for British authors of adventure thrillers, with novels by Alistair MacLean, Hammond Innes and Desmond Bagley regularly topping the international bestseller lists. Jack Higgins was soon to join their company. As it was also a decade when relatively few readers had travelled abroad unless in the armed forces, adventure stories set in locations such as China, Albania, Tibet, the Greek islands, Greenland, the Bahamas and the Brazilian jungle provided an additional touch of the foreign and dangerously exotic. He also offered a variety of settings, from wartime Egypt, Portugal, Austria and the Channel Islands, to Prohibition America, Mexico in the 1920s, Ireland in the nineteenth century and, treading where few other thriller writers dared to tread, contemporary Northern Ireland with its legacy of sectarian violence.

Higgins’ books were populated by a rich cast of colourful characters, some heroes but more often anti-heroes, at least to begin with, who were no strangers to violence and could handle themselves in a rough house, and were skilled at handling weapons, fast boats, aeroplanes and scuba-diving equipment. They may have dabbled in gun-running or smuggling, be washed-up pilots or whiskey-priests, ex-IRA gunmen, former soldiers or sailors down on their luck seeking one last chance of a quick fortune or a last shot at redemption. Whatever their background and their motives, they would come good and do the right thing in the end, usually revealing a rather romantic sensitivity along the way – especially when there was a damsel in distress.

Yet for thriller readers, and cinemagoers, the dominant flavour of the 1960s was the spy story, from the fantastical escapades of James Bond and his many imitators to the more downbeat and cynical accounts of spies and spying as documented by John Le Carré and Len Deighton, and on television by James Mitchell’s Callan.

Jack Higgins was not slow to recognize the trend, and in 1962 – the year Dr No hit the cinemas and The Ipcress File the bookshops – he launched the career of the half-English, half-French secret agent Paul Chavasse in The Testament of Caspar Schultz. A much-underrated recruit to the Sixties’ panoply of fictional spies, Chavasse’s first published assignment saw him on the trail of a Nazi war criminal, one of the most popular thriller plotlines, not just then but for many years after.

For whatever reason, Higgins did not extend the fictional life of his secret agent beyond 1969, by which time he had also turned his restless pen to the crime thriller, with a new hero, and his first protagonist to be a serving British policeman – Detective Sergeant Nick Miller.

Not that the three novels in the Nick Miller trilogy, published between 1965 and 1968, were the sole focus of Higgins’ creative energy. Far from it, as in the same period he produced seven other novels of secret agents, rogue gunmen and high adventure under his various pen-names, a quite remarkable achievement for an author who had not yet given up ‘the day job’. (It was around this time that he ran into a friend he had not seen for a while who greeted Higgins with: ‘Are you working – or just doing the books?’)

What drew Jack Higgins to the crime novel in the mid-Sixties? Secret agents and tales of high adventure in dangerous foreign parts dominated popular fiction, and he had proved his worth in both those fields. The crime novel was something different to the thriller, often referred to as a ‘detective story’ or a ‘whodunit’, where part of the pleasure for the reader was to guess who the murderer was (there was usually a murder) before the fictional detective did. In the thriller, of course, it was not what had happened before that propelled the story but what was going to happen next – how was the hero going to triumph or, indeed, survive?

Unlike the devil-may-care adventurers who populated thrillers, policemen were restrained by law and legal procedure as to what they could do when confronted with the villain of the piece. In Britain, the police were not usually armed, although well-publicised criminal gangs of the period certainly were and were not afraid to use violence in robberies or in territorial disputes with rival gangs; plus there was a growing drugs problem.

How did fictional British policemen deal with all this? The answer is probably not very well. Those future ‘queens of crime’ P.D. James and Ruth Rendell were only just starting out and the British crime novel was going through a rather lethargic period, certainly compared to the boom in British thrillers. If anything, American crime novels were now more popular than the domestic product, especially those featuring the resourceful private eye acting independently of the police, a figure notably absent (apart from a very few examples) in British crime-writing.

On television, the British police were depicted with either a warm glow of nostalgia, as in the evergreen Dixon of Dock Green, or with stiff-upper-lip reverence for British values of decency and fair play as personified by Commander George Gideon in Gideon’s Way or Detective Superintendent Lockhart in No Hiding Place. True, there was an inclusion of harsh realism in new Sixties’ shows such as Z-Cars but the violent action, guns and car chases of The Sweeney were still a decade away.

If anything, Jack Higgins was ahead of the curve with his Nick Miller trilogy, for here was a hero who could have stepped straight out of the pages of one of his thrillers. All crime novels had to be exciting in some way, if only in the competition between detective and reader to discover ‘whodunit’; but Jack Higgins wrote them as thrillers, packing them with incident, violence and action that could only be sorted out by a resourceful, supremely confident detective unafraid to follow his hunches.

Not that he neglected the traditional elements of the crime novel in these books. The setting – a modern urban landscape where it seems to rain constantly, with a harsh underbelly of seedy bars and gambling clubs populated by drug addicts and prostitutes – was a world away from the traditional country house murder mystery, but Higgins still played by the rules of the game, and in both The Graveyard Shift and Hell is Always Today there are fairly laid clues early on as to the identity of the main villain. (And it should be noted that Hell is Always Today features a serial killer who predates both the real Yorkshire Ripper and the fictional Hannibal Lecter.)

By contrast, Brought in Dead, the second book in the trilogy, is more of an all-action revenge thriller in which the identity of the villain is never really in doubt. The suspense Higgins generates comes from whether Miller can – or should – prevent a private, very personal, vendetta in a gripping shoot-out in the countryside.

Nick Miller may not be a typical British policeman, but he was certainly a typical Jack Higgins hero. At the age of 26 and with a law degree, he is young for a Detective Sergeant, having been, as we would say today, ‘fast-tracked’ through the recruitment process, and has already collected six official commendations. This naturally causes resentment among his fellow officers who have ‘come up through the ranks’ and possibly explains why Miller draws so many night (‘graveyard’) shifts.

Not that this seems to worry Nick Miller unduly, as he is certainly not a man to skulk in the shadows. He drives the latest souped-up Mini-Cooper and, thanks to a family business, not only has financial security but also access to an E-type Jaguar. He has his own fashion sense, favouring Chelsea boots, a hand-stitched dark blue Swedish trenchcoat and a German army style ‘rain cap’ (well, it was the Sixties); and as an accomplished pianist, he is not afraid to duet with the resident jazz pianist in one of the many nightclubs he has to visit.

Naturally, when it comes to the rough stuff Miller can take care of himself: he has a brown belt in judo and is something of a dab-hand at karate, an almost compulsory skill for the heroes of thriller fiction at the time, notable examples being Adam Hall’s Quiller, James Munro’s John Craig and Andrew York’s ‘Eliminator’ Jonas Wilde, not forgetting Cathy Gale and Emma Peel from The Avengers.

The Nick Miller trilogy is, of course, of its time, but no less interesting for that, depicting a gritty world of dank canals, coal fires, gas lamps, Bobbies on the beat, telephone boxes, Sunday sports papers and stocking-tops. It was a world where the ‘officer class’ could, and sometimes did, get away with murder and where, lower down the social scale, simply seeking to change a £10 note was regarded as highly suspicious and probably an arrestable offence.

Yet the stories in Graveyard to Hell were not written as social commentary – though the author was one of the earliest sociology graduates in the country – they were written as thrillers, and Jack Higgins thrillers at that, which guaranteed rapid, no-frills action and excitement.

Even if they were a departure from the tales of high adventure in exotic foreign lands for which he was already well-known (and which he was to continue writing with great success), all the familiar Jack Higgins trade-marks are present and correct: the underlying romantic tendencies in even the toughest characters, the adoration of ‘the old country’ of Ireland and the former criminal seeking redemption, personified no better than by ‘Gunner’ Doyle in Hell is Always Today.

If early fans of the Nick Miller books yearned for a longer series, they were to be frustrated. Higgins moved on to write more character-driven – though no less exciting – thrillers such as the highly-rated A Game for Heroes and A Prayer for the Dying before the gigantic success of The Eagle Has Landed and a clutch of bestsellers with Second World War themes: To Catch a King, Storm Warning and The Valhalla Exchange. He also showed that he could strike a topical nerve, controversially so, as with his spy novel Exocet, which appeared in 1983 in the wake of the Falklands War.

Apart from global fame and sales of his books now being measured in hundreds of millions, that eagle which landed in 1975 left another legacy in the shape of rogue Irish gunman Liam Devlin, a hugely memorable character. After four novels putting Devlin centre-stage, Higgins created a younger, contemporary version in Sean Dillon and those fans who prefer their heroes to feature in a long-running series of adventures certainly got their wish, with Dillon appearing in more than twenty bestselling novels.

Today, Sean Dillon and Liam Devlin are undoubtedly Jack Higgins’ best known characters. Nick Miller may be a new name to many of his readers, despite his inception more than fifty years ago, but if they are fans of Jack Higgins, they will not be disappointed.

MIKE RIPLEY

April 2021



Mike Ripley is the author of Kiss Kiss, Bang Bang, a history of the British thriller from Casino Royale to The Eagle Has Landed, which won the 2018 H.R.F. Keating Award for non-fiction.
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NAME: MILLER Nicholas Charles NUMBER 982

ADDRESS: ‘Four Winds,’ Fairview Avenue

DATE OF BIRTH: 27th July, 1939

AGE ON JOINING DEPARTMENT: 21

OCCUPATION ON JOINING DEPARTMENT: Student

EDUCATION: Foundation Scholar at Archbishop Holden’s Grammar School

Open Exhibition to London University 1956

London School of Economics

EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT: Bachelor of Law with Second Class

Honours, University of London, 1959

SERVICE RECORD: Joined Department, 1/2/60

Passed out District Training centre, 1/5/60

Certified as passing probationary year satisfactorily, 1/2/61

Appointed to Central Division, 3/3/61

Appointed Detective Constable and transferred to ‘E’ Div. on 2/1/63 (See File National Bank Ltd., 21/12/62)

Need to sit promotion exam waived by Watch Committee and put forward for place at Bramshill, 2/12/63 (See File Dale-Emmett Ltd., 3/10/63)

Completed Special Course Bramshill with Distinction and promoted sub-stantive Detective Sergeant, Central Division, effective 1/1/65

COMMENDATIONS: 1/8/60 See File 2/B/321/Jones R.

5/3/61 See File 2/C/143/Rogers R. T.

4/10/61 See File 8/D/129/Messrs. Longley Ltd.

5/6/62 See File 9/E/725/Ali Hamid

21/12/62 See File 11/D/832/National Bank Ltd.

3/10/63 See File 13/C/172/Dale-Emmett Ltd.

CONFIDENTIAL ASSESSMENT: A highly intelligent officer with a genuine capacity for police work who possesses potential leadership qualities of a high order. Greatest fault, a tendency to work on his own. Tends to unorthodoxy in methods. It should be noted that this officer is a judo brown belt and an exponent of the art of karate, a Japanese mode of self-defence by which it is possible to kill an opponent with the bare hands. The undesirability of using such methods in the execution of his duty has been pointed out to this officer.
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THE GRAVEYARD SHIFT
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Fog drifted up from the Thames, pushed by an early morning wind, yellow and menacing, wrapping the city in its yellow shroud, and when the duty officer at Wandsworth opened the judas gate and motioned the half dozen waiting men through, they stepped into an alien world.

Ben Garvald was last in line, a big, dangerous-looking man, massive shoulders swelling under the cheap raincoat. He hesitated, pulling up his collar, and the duty officer gave him a quick push.

‘Don’t want to leave us, eh?’

Garvald turned and looked at him calmly.

‘What do you think, you pig?’

The officer took an involuntary step back and flushed. ‘I think you always did have too much bloody lip, Garvald. Now get moving.’

Garvald stepped outside and the gate clicked into place with a finality that was strangely comforting. He started to walk down towards the main road, passing a line of parked cars and the man behind the wheel of the old blue van on the end turned to his companion and nodded.

Garvald paused on the corner, watching the early morning traffic move in a slow line through the fog, judged his moment and crossed quickly to the small café on the other side.

Two of the others were there before him, standing at the counter while a washed-out blonde with sleep in her eyes stood at the urn and made fresh tea in a metal pot.

Garvald sat on a stool and waited, looking out through the window. After a while, the blue van cut across the line of traffic through the fog and pulled in at the kerb. Two men got out and entered the café. One of them was small and badly in need of a shave. The other was at least six feet tall with a hard, rawboned face and big hands.

He leaned against the counter and when the girl turned to Garvald from serving the others, cut in quickly in a soft Irish voice:

‘Two teas, me dear.’

He challenged Garvald to say something, a slight, mocking smile on his mouth, arrogantly sure of himself. The big man refused to be drawn and looked into the fog again as rain spattered against the window.

The Irishman paid for his teas and joined his companion at a corner table and the small man glanced furtively across at Garvald.

‘What do you think, Terry?’

‘Maybe he was hot stuff about a thousand years ago, but they’ve squeezed him dry in there.’ The Irishman grinned. ‘This is going to be the softest touch we’ve had in a long, long time.’

The girl behind the counter yawned as she filled a cup for Garvald and watched him out of the corner of her eye. She was used to men like him. Almost every morning someone crossed the road from the place opposite and they all had the same look. But there was something different about this one. Something she couldn’t quite put her finger on.

She pushed the cup of tea across and brushed the long hair back from her face. ‘Anything else?’

‘What have you got?’

His eyes were as grey as woodsmoke on an autumn day and there was strength there, a restless, animal force that was almost physical and she was aware of her body reacting to it.

‘At this time in the morning? You’re all the same, you men.’

‘What do you expect? It’s been a long time.’

He pushed a coin across the counter. ‘Give me a packet of fags. Not tipped. I want to taste them.’

He lit a cigarette and offered the girl one, the two men in the corner watching him in the mirror. Garvald ignored them and gave her a light.

‘Been up there long, then?’ she said, blowing out smoke expertly.

‘Long enough.’ He looked out of the window. ‘I expect I’ll find a few changes.’

‘Everything’s changed these days,’ she agreed.

Garvald grinned and when he reached out, running his fingers through her hair, she was suddenly breathless. ‘Some things stay the same.’

And then she was afraid and her mouth turned dry and she seemed utterly helpless, caught in some inexorable current. He leaned across the counter quickly and kissed her full on the mouth.

‘See you some time.’

He slid off the stool and with incredible speed for such a big man, was out through the door and moving away.

The two men in the corner went after him fast, but when they reached the pavement, he had already disappeared into the fog. The Irishman ran forward, and a moment later caught sight of Garvald walking briskly along. He turned a corner into a narrow side street and the Irishman grinned and nudged the small man with his elbow.

‘He’s really asking for it, this one.’

They turned the corner and walked along the uneven pavement between decaying Victorian houses fringed with iron railings. The Irishman paused, pulling the other man to a halt, and listened, but the only sound was the roar of the early morning traffic from the main road, strangely muted by the fog.

A frown creased his face and he took an anxious step forward. Behind him, Garvald moved up the steps from the area in which he had been waiting, swung the small man round and raised a knee into his groin.

He sagged to the pavement with a gasp of agony and the Irishman turned round. Garvald stood on the other side of the writhing body, hands in the pockets of his raincoat, a slight smile on his face.

‘Looking for somebody?’

The Irishman moved in fast, great hands reaching out to destroy, but they only fastened on thin air and his feet were kicked expertly from beneath him.

He thudded against the wet flagstones and scrambled to his feet cursing. In the same moment, Garvald seized his right wrist with both hands, twisting it round and up, locking the man’s shoulder as in a vice.

The Irishman gave a cry of agony as the muscle started to tear. Still keeping that terrible hold in position, Garvald ran him head-first into the railings.

The small man was being sick into the gutter and now he got to his feet and leaned against the railings, an expression of horror on his face. Garvald stepped over the Irishman and moved a little closer and the small man felt such fear as he had never known before move inside him.

‘For Christ’s sake, no! Leave me alone!’ he gabbled.

‘That’s better,’ Garvald said. ‘That’s a lot better. Who sicked you on to me?’

‘A bloke called Rosco – Sam Rosco. He and Terry did some bird together at the Ville a couple of years back. He wrote to Terry last week from this dump up North where he lives. Said you were bad news. That nobody wanted you back.’

‘And you were supposed to convince me?’ Garvald said pleasantly. ‘How much was it worth to pass the message along?’

The small man moistened his lips. ‘A century – between us,’ he added hastily.

Garvald dropped to one knee beside the Irishman and turned him over, whistling a strangely sad little tune in a minor key as he searched him. He located a wallet and took out a wad of five-pound notes.

‘This it?’

‘That’s right. Terry hadn’t divvied-up yet.’

Garvald counted the money quickly, then slipped it into his inside breast pocket. ‘Now that’s what I call a very satisfying morning’s work.’

The small man crouched beside the Irishman. He touched his face gingerly and recoiled in alarm. ‘Holy Mother, you’ve smashed his jaw.’

‘You’d better find him a doctor then, hadn’t you?’ Garvald said and turned away.

He vanished into the fog and the sound of his whistling hung on the air for a moment, then faded eerily. The small man stayed there, crouched beside the Irishman, the rain soaking through the shoulders of his cheap coat.

It was the tune – that damned tune.

He couldn’t seem to get the sound of it out of his head and for some reason he could never satisfactorily explain afterwards, he started to cry, helplessly like a small child.
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And then there was the night with a cold east wind that swept in all the way from the North Sea like a knife in the back, probing the alleys of the northern city, whistling along the narrow canyons that divided the towering blocks of flats that were the new housing developments. And when the rain came, it was the cold, stinging rain of winter that rattled the windows like lead shot.

Jean Fleming sat on a hard wooden chair in the main C.I.D. office at Police Headquarters and waited. It was a little after nine and the place seemed strangely deserted, shadows crowding in from the corners, falling across the long, narrow desks, filling her with a vague, irrational unease.

Through the frosted glass door of the room on her left, she was aware of movement and the low murmur of voices. After a while, the door opened and a heavily built, greying man in his early forties beckoned to her.

‘Superintendent Grant will see you now, Miss Fleming.’ 

She got to her feet and went in quickly. The room was half in shadow, the only light a green shaded lamp on the desk. It was simply furnished with several filing cabinets and a map of the city on the wall, divisional boundaries marked in red.

Grant was past feeling tired in any conscious sense, but a persistent ache behind one eye and a slight involuntary shiver, which he found quite impossible to control, seemed to indicate that he was under attack from the Asian flu that had already placed something like a fifth of the entire force on the sick list.

He opened a drawer, took three aspirin tablets from a bottle and washed them down with a glass of water. As he reached for a cigarette, he glanced across at the girl on the other side of the desk.

Twenty-seven or -eight and Irish-looking, dark hair razor-cut to the skull in a way he didn’t really approve, but it certainly gave her something. The heavy sheepskin coat had cost anything up to forty pounds and the knee-length boots were real leather.

She sat down in the chair Brady brought forward and crossed her legs, giving Grant the first lift he’d had that night. She arranged her skirt carefully and smiled.

‘You don’t remember me, Mr Grant?’

‘Should I?’

He frowned. Fleming – Jean Fleming. He shook his head and his ugly face split into a smile of quite devastating charm that was one of his most useful assets. ‘I must be getting old.’

‘I’m Bella Garvald’s sister.’

As if she had said some magic word, it all dropped neatly into place. Ben Garvald and the Steel Amalgamated hoist. Eight no, nine years ago. His first big case as a Chief Inspector. His mind jumped back to the house in Khyber Street, to Bella Garvald and her young sister.

‘You’ve changed,’ he said. ‘As I remember, you were still at the Grammar School waiting to go to college. What was it you wanted to be – a school-teacher?’

‘I am,’ she said.

‘Here in the city?’

She nodded. ‘Oakdene Preparatory.’

‘Miss Van Heflin’s old school? That was on my first beat when I was a young copper. Is she still active? She must be at least seventy.’

‘She retired two years ago,’ Jean Fleming said. ‘It’s mine now.’

She was unable to keep a slight edge of pride from her voice and her northern accent became more pronounced.

‘A long way from Khyber Street,’ Grant said. ‘And how’s Bella?’

‘She divorced Ben not long after he went to prison. Married again last year.’

‘I remember now. Harry Faulkner. She did all right for herself there.’

‘That’s right,’ Jean Fleming said calmly. ‘And I don’t want anything to spoil it for her.’

‘Such as?’

‘Ben,’ she said. ‘He was released yesterday.’

‘You’re sure?’

‘With all his remission it would have been last year, but he lost time for breaking from a working party at Dartmoor some years ago.’

Grant blew smoke up to the ceiling. ‘You think he’ll make trouble?’

‘He was difficult about the divorce. That’s why he tried to break out when he did. Told Bella he’d never let her go to anyone else.’

‘Did she ever visit him again?’

Jean Fleming shook her head. ‘There wasn’t any point. I went to see him last year when she and Harry got together. I told Ben that she was remarrying, that there was no point in ever trying to contact her again.’

‘What was his reaction?’

‘He was furious. Wanted to know who it was, but I refused to tell him. He swore he’d run her down when he got out.’

‘Does Faulkner know about all this?’

She nodded. ‘Yes, but he doesn’t seem particularly bothered. He thinks Ben will never dare show his face here again.’

‘He’s probably right.’

She shook her head. ‘Bella got a letter a few days ago. More a note, really. It just said, See you soon – Ben.’

‘Has she shown it to her husband?’

Jean Fleming shook her head. ‘I know this sounds silly, but it’s his birthday and they’re throwing a party tonight. An all-night affair. Dancing, cabaret, the lot. I’m looking in myself when I leave here. Bella’s put a lot into it. She wouldn’t like Ben to spoil things.’

‘I see,’ Grant said. ‘So what do you want us to do? He’s served his time. As long as he keeps his nose clean he’s a free agent.’

‘You could have a word with him,’ she said. ‘Tell him to stay away. Surely that isn’t asking too much?’

Grant swung round in his chair, got to his feet and crossed to the window. He looked down at the lights of the city in the rain below.

‘Look at it,’ he said, turning to Jean Fleming. ‘Seventy square miles of streets, half a million people and eight hundred and twenty-one coppers and that includes the ones who sit behind a desk. By any reasonable standard we need another two hundred and fifty right now.’

‘Why can’t you get them?’

‘You’d be surprised how few men want to spend the rest of their lives working a three-shift system that only gives them one weekend in seven at home with their families. And then the money isn’t exactly marvellous, not when you consider what you have to do to earn it. If you don’t believe me, try standing outside the Exchange around eleven o’clock on a Saturday night when the pubs are turning out. A good copper earns his week’s money in an hour down there.’

‘Which is a roundabout way of telling me that you can’t help.’

‘I’ve got fifty-two detectives under me. At the present time eighteen have got flu and the rest are working an eighty-hour week. You may have noticed how quiet things are around here. That’s because Detective Constable Brady and I are the only people in the office at the moment. At the best of times we only run a token squad during the ten till six shift. Tonight, you could say things are thinner than usual.’

‘But there must be someone available.’

He laughed harshly and returned to his desk. ‘There usually is.’

She got to her feet. ‘It’ll be all right, then? You’ll see to it?’

‘We’ll check around,’ Grant said. ‘It shouldn’t be too difficult to find him if he’s in town. I can’t promise much, but we’ll do what we can.’

She fumbled in her bag and took out a card. ‘I’ll be at Bella’s place in St Martin’s Wood for an hour or two. After that, I’ll be at home. I’m living in Miss Van Heflin’s old flat at the school. The number’s there.’

She turned to the door. As Brady moved to open it for her, Grant said, ‘One thing I don’t understand. Why you? Why not Bella?’

Jean Fleming turned slowly. ‘You don’t remember her very well, do you? She was never much of a one for positive action about anything. If it was left to her she’d just pretend Ben Garvald didn’t exist and hope for the best. But this time, that’s not good enough, because if anything, I stand to lose even more than she does. A scandal could ruin me, Mr Grant, destroy everything I’ve worked for. We’ve come a long way from Khyber Street, you said that yourself. Too far to be dragged back now.’

When she turned and went through the main office, she found that she was trembling. She didn’t bother with the lift, but hurried down the three flights of marble stairs to the ground floor and out through the revolving door into the portico at the front of the Town Hall.

She leaned against one of the great stone pillars that towered into the night above her and a gust of wind kicked rain into her face in an oddly menacing manner, ice-cold, like the fear that rose inside her.

‘Damn you, Ben Garvald! Damn you to hell!’ she said fiercely and plunged down the steps.

‘Quite a girl,’ Brady said.

Grant nodded. ‘And then some. She couldn’t be anything else to survive a place like Khyber Street.’

‘Do you think there’s anything in it, sir?’

‘Could be. They didn’t come much tougher than Ben Garvald in his day. I don’t think nine years of Parkhurst and the Moor will have improved him any.’

‘I never knew him personally,’ Brady said. ‘I was pounding a beat in “C” Division in those days. Had he many friends?’

‘Not really. He was always something of a lone wolf. Most people were afraid of him if anything.’

‘A real tearaway?’

Grant shook his head. ‘That was never Garvald’s style. Controlled force – violence when necessary, that was his motto. He was a commando in Korea. Invalided out in ’51 with a leg wound. Left him with a slight limp.’

‘Sounds a real hard case. Shall I get his papers?’

‘First we need someone to handle him.’ Grant pulled a file forward, opened it quickly and ran his fingers down a list. ‘Graham’s still on that rape case at Moorend. Varley went to a factory break-in Maske Lane way an hour ago. Gregory, sick. Lawrence, sick. Forbes, gone to Manchester as a witness in that fraud case coming up tomorrow.’

‘What about Garner?’

‘Still helping out in “C” Division. They haven’t got a plain clothes man capable of standing on his own two feet out there at the moment.’

‘And every man a backlog of thirty or more cases at least to work through,’ Brady said.

Grant got to his feet, walked to the window and stared down into the rain. ‘I wonder what the bloody civilians would say if they knew that tonight we’ve only got five out in the whole of Central Division.’

Brady coughed. ‘There’s always Miller, sir.’

‘Miller?’ Grant said blankly.

‘Detective Sergeant Miller, sir,’ Brady stressed the title slightly. ‘I heard he finished the course at Bramshill last week.’

There was nothing obvious in his tone and yet Grant knew what was implied. Under the new regulations any constable who successfully completed the one year Special Course at the Police College at Bramshill House had to be promoted substantive sergeant immediately on returning to his force, a source of much bitterness to long-serving police officers who had either come up the hard way or were still awaiting promotion.

‘I was forgetting him. He’s the bloke with the law degree, isn’t he?’ Grant said, not because he needed the information, but mainly to see what the other man’s reaction would be.

‘So they tell me,’ Brady replied, a knife edge to his voice that carried with it all the long-serving officer’s contempt for the ‘book man’.

‘I’ve only met him once. That was when I was on the interviewing panel that considered his application for Bramshill. His record seemed pretty good. Three years on the pavement in Central Division so he must have seen life. As I remember, he was first on the spot after the Leadenhall Street bank raid. It was after that the old man decided to transfer him to the C.I.D. He did a year in “E” Division with Charlie Parker. Charlie thinks he’s got just about everything a good copper needs these days.’

‘Including a brother with enough money to see him all right for fancy cars,’ Brady said. ‘He turned up for parade once in an E-type Jag. Did you know about that?’

Grant nodded. ‘I also heard he took Big Billy McGuire into the gym and gave him the hiding of his life after Billy had let the air out of the tyres on the same car. They tell me that Billy says he can use himself and that’s praise from a master.’

‘Fancy tricks, big words,’ Brady said contemptuously. ‘Can he catch thieves, that’s the point.’

‘Charlie Parker seems to think so. He wanted him back in “E” Division.’

Brady frowned quickly. ‘Where’s he going, then?’

‘He’s joining us,’ Grant said. ‘The old man gave me the word this afternoon.’

Brady took a deep breath and swallowed back his anger. ‘Roses all the way for some people. It took me nineteen years, and at that I’m still a constable.’

‘That’s life, Jack,’ Grant said calmly. ‘Miller’s supposed to be on leave till Monday.’

‘Can I roust him out?’

‘I don’t see why not. If he’s coming to work for us, he might as well get started. His phone number’s on the file. Tell him to report in straight away. No excuses.’

A slight, acid smile burned the edges of Brady’s mouth and he turned away with his small triumph. As the door closed, Grant lit another cigarette and walked to the window.

A good man, Jack Brady. Solid, dependable. Give him an order and he’d follow it to the letter which was why he was still a Detective Constable, would be till the day he retired.

But Miller was something different. Miller and his kind were what they needed – needed desperately if they were ever to cope with a situation that got more out of hand month by month.

He went back to his chair, stubbed out his cigarette and started to work his way through the mountain of paperwork that littered his desk.
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The houses in Fairview Avenue were typical of the wealthy town dweller. Large without being mansions, each standing remotely in a sea of green lawn. The knowledge that Nick Miller lived in one of these did nothing to improve Jack Brady’s temper.

Four Winds was at the end, a late-Victorian town house in grey stone with a half-moon drive and double entrance. Brady drove in, parked his old Ford at the door, got out and rang the bell.

After a while, the door was opened by a slim, greying man of about his own age. He had sharp, decisive features and wore heavy rimmed library spectacles that gave him a deceptively scholarly air.

‘Yes, what is it?’ He sounded impatient and Brady noticed that he was holding a hand of cards against his right thigh.

‘I’m from the Police Department. I’ve been trying to get hold of Detective Sergeant Miller, but I can’t seem to get any reply. Is your phone out of order?’

The other man shook his head. ‘Nick has his own flat over the garage block at the back and a separate phone goes with it. As far as I know, he should be in. I’m his brother – Phil Miller. You want him for something?’

‘You could say that.’

‘I thought he was on leave till next Monday?’

‘So did he. Can I go round?’

‘Help yourself. You can’t miss it. The fire escape by the main garage door will take you straight up.’

Brady left him there, went back down the steps and followed the gravel drive round the side of the house to a rear courtyard illuminated by a period gas lamp bracketed to the wall above the back door.

The sliding doors of the garage were partially open and he went in and switched on the light. There were three cars parked side by side. A Zodiac, the famous E-type Jaguar and a green Mini-Cooper.

The anger which suddenly boiled inside him was something he found impossible to control. He switched off the light quickly, went out and climbed the iron fire escape to the landing above.

Nick Miller came awake to the sharp, insistent buzzing of the door bell. For a little while he lay there staring up at the ceiling, trying to collect his thoughts, then he threw back the blankets and swung his legs to the floor. He got to his feet, padded into the living-room, switching on a table lamp as he passed, and opened the front door.

Brady took in the black silk pyjamas with the Russian neck and gold buttons, the monogram on the pocket and then his eyes moved up to the face. It was handsome, even aristocratic with sharply pointed chin, high cheekbones and eyes so dark that all light died in them.

At any other time, those eyes would have given him pause, but the frustration and anger boiling inside had taken the sharp edge from his judgement.

‘You’re Miller?’ he said incredulously.

‘That’s right.’

‘Detective Constable Brady. You certainly took your own sweet time answering.’ Brady brushed past him. ‘Is it the butler’s night off or something?’

Nick shut the door and moved towards the fireplace. He opened a silver box that stood on a side table, selected a cigarette and lit it from a Queen Anne table-lighter.

‘If you could get to the point,’ he said patiently. ‘I’d been hoping for an early night.’

‘You’ve had that for a start. Superintendent Grant wants you down at Headquarters. Seems he has a use for your valuable services.’ Brady walked across to the telephone which was off the hook and replaced it. ‘No wonder I couldn’t get a bloody answer.’ He swung round angrily. ‘I’ve been trying to ring you for the past half hour.’

‘You’re breaking my heart.’ Miller ran a hand over his chin. ‘Anyway, no sense in you hanging around. I’ll see you down there. I’ll use my own car.’

‘Which one, the Rolls?’ As Nick moved past him, Brady grabbed his arm. ‘The old man said on the double.’

‘Then he’ll have to wait,’ Nick said calmly. ‘I’m going to have a shower then a shave, because I need them. You can tell him I’ll be there in half an hour.’

With surprising ease he pulled himself free and turned away again and all Brady’s anger and frustration flooded out of him in a torrent of rage. He pulled Nick round and gave him a violent shove.

‘Just who in the hell do you think you are? You jump up out of nowhere after only five years in the force with your bloody degree and your fancy cars, write your way through an examination and they make you a sergeant. Christ, in that rig-out you look more like a third-rate whoremaster.’

He looked around the luxuriously furnished room, at the thick carpets, the coloured sheepskin rugs and expensive furniture and thought of his own small semi-detached house. A police dwelling on one of the less desirable slum clearance estates on the other side of the river where men like himself and their families lived in a state of perpetual siege.

The irrational anger which he was by now quite unable to control, bubbled out of him. ‘And look at this place. More like the waiting room of one of those Gascoigne Square knocking shops.’

‘You would know, presumably?’ Nick said.

His face had gone very white; had changed completely. The skin was clear and bloodless, the crisp hair in a point to the forehead, the eyes staring through Brady like glass.

They should have warned him, but Brady was long since past the point where reason had any say in the matter. He reached out, grabbing at the black tunic, the silk ripping in his hands and then pain coursed through him like liquid fire and he staggered, a cry rising in his throat as he swung on his right arm, quite helpless.

The pressure was released and he sagged to one knee, and almost at once the pain left him. He got to his feet, dazed, rubbing his right arm in an attempt to restore some feeling to numbed muscle and nerve and looked into the dark, devil’s face. Nick smiled gently.

‘You need brains for everything, even the heavy stuff, these days. You made a mistake, Dad. You weren’t the first and you won’t be the last, but don’t speak to me like that again. Next time I’ll throw you down the fire escape. Now get out – and that’s an order, Detective Constable Brady!’

Brady turned, wordless, and stumbled to the door. It closed behind him and Nick stood there listening to the sound of the feet descending the iron fire escape. He sighed heavily, and went into the bathroom.

He stripped the torn tunic from his body and stood looking into the mirror for a while, waiting for the coolness to thaw inside him. After a moment or two he laughed shakily, opened the glass fronted door of the shower cubicle and turned it on.

When he stepped out five minutes later and reached for a towel, he found his brother leaning in the door holding the torn tunic.

‘What happened?’

‘A difference of opinion, that’s all. Brady’s the sort who’s been around for a long time. He finds it difficult to get used to someone like me jumping the queue.’

Phil Miller tossed the tunic into a corner and swore softly. ‘Why go on, Nick? I could use you in the business right now. We’re developing all the time, you know that. Why waste yourself?’

Nick moved past him into the bedroom, opened the sliding door of the wardrobe which occupied one side of the room and took down a dark blue worsted suit and freshly laundered white linen shirt. He laid them across the bed and started to dress.

‘I happen to like what I’m doing, Phil, and all the Bradys in the Force won’t make me change my mind. I’m in and I’m in to stay. The sooner they accept that, the better it will be for all of us.’

Phil shrugged and sat on the edge of the bed, watching him. ‘I wonder what the old lady would say if she was still alive. All her plans, all her hopes and you end up a copper.’

Nick grinned at him in the mirror as he quickly knotted a dark blue knitted tie in heavy silk. ‘She’d enjoy the joke, Phil. Probably is doing right now.’

‘I thought you were supposed to be on leave till Monday?’ 

Nick shrugged. ‘Something must have come up. I was talking to Charlie Parker from “E” Division this afternoon. He was telling me recruiting’s hit an all-time low. We’re better than two hundred men under establishment. On top of that, God knows how many are on their backs with this Asian flu that’s going around.’

‘So they need Nick Miller. But why now? What kind of a time is this for a man to be going to work?’

Nick took a dark blue Swedish raincoat from the wardrobe. ‘We do it all the time, Phil. You should know that by now. Ten p.m. till six in the morning. The Graveyard Shift.’ He grinned as he belted the coat around his waist. ‘What would you do if someone turned over one of the shops right now?’

His brother raised a hand defensively and got to his feet. ‘All right, you’ve made your point. So the great Nick Miller goes out into the night to defend society. Watch yourself, that’s all I ask. Anything can happen these days.’

‘And usually does.’ Nick grinned. ‘Don’t worry, Phil, I can look after myself.’

‘See you do. I don’t want any phone calls around four in the morning asking me to come down to the Infirmary. Ruth and the kids would take it pretty hard. For some strange reason they seem to think a lot of you.’

‘All we need now are violins.’ Nick adjusted the peak of the dark blue semi-military rain cap over one eye and turned. ‘Will I do?’

‘You’ll do all right,’ Phil said. ‘I’m not sure what for, but you’ll do.’

Nick grinned and punched him in the shoulder. ‘With any kind of luck I might manage breakfast with you.’

He moved to the door and as he opened it, Phil called sharply, ‘Nick!’

‘What is it?’

Phil sighed heavily and something seemed to go out of him. ‘Nothing. Nothing at all. Just watch it, that’s all.’

‘I always do.’

He turned and went out into the night, clattering down the fire escape to the cobbled yard, a strange restless excitement surging up inside him at the prospect of being back on the job after a year of space.

Phil stood in the centre of the living-room, a slight frown on his face, and beneath him from the garage came a sudden surge of power as an engine roared into life. As he opened the door, the little Mini-Cooper moved across the yard into the drive and disappeared round the corner of the house.

He stood there in the rain at the top of the iron stairway listening to the sound of it fade into the distance on the run down the hill towards the city. And when the silence came, he was afraid. For the first time since he was a little boy he was really and truly afraid.




4

The wind howled fiercely around the corner of the Town Hall and hail rattled the windows of the Information Room.

‘God help any poor lad walking the pavement on a night like this,’ Grant said as the Duty Inspector turned from the telephone.

‘It keeps the other lot indoors as well, sir,’ the Inspector pointed out. ‘One good thing about this flu. It’s no respecter of persons. There are just as many villains on their backs tonight as our lads. I can tell that by the 999 calls. Only five so far. We’re usually good for thirty at least by this time.’

‘A good thing, too, with only four mobiles out to cover the city.’ Grant looked down at the great map in the well below with the green and red lights flashing. It was just after ten and he sighed. ‘Anyway, don’t start counting your chickens. The boozers aren’t out yet. We might see some fun then.’

He went into the corridor and met Brady on his way up from the basement where the teleprinter was housed. ‘Anything from C.R.O.?’

‘They confirm he was released yesterday morning. That’s all.’

‘What about Miller?’

‘No sign of him yet.’

They moved into the main C.I.D. office and Grant snorted. ‘Taking his bloody time, I must say. You’d better get all the relevant stuff out of the file ready for him then, Jack. We’ve wasted enough time already.’

‘I’ll be in Records if you want me,’ Brady said and moved out.

Grant paused to light a cigarette and went into his office. Nick was standing by the window looking out into the night. He turned quickly and smiled.

‘Good evening, sir.’

Grant took in the highly polished Chelsea boots, the hand-stitched raincoat, the white collar and last of all, the continental raincap.

He took a deep breath. ‘What in the hell is that thing on your head?’

Nick took it off with a slight smile. ‘This, sir? It’s what the Germans call a Schildtmütze. Everyone will be wearing them soon.’

‘God save us from that,’ Grant said, sitting behind his desk.

‘Something wrong, sir?’

‘Oh, no, if you want to go around looking like one of those burks who stands behind the good-looking bird in the adverts in the women’s magazines, good luck to you.’

‘As a matter of fact, that’s exactly how I do want to look, sir,’ Nick replied calmly.

Grant glanced up sharply, suddenly conscious that he was being taken by this supremely confident young man and discovering at the same moment – and this was the most surprising thing of all – that he didn’t really mind.

He started to smile and Nick smiled right back at him.

‘All right, damn you, one point each. Now sit down and let’s get started.’

Nick unbuttoned his coat, sat in the chair opposite and lit a cigarette as Grant continued. ‘Brady’s getting you all the files you’ll need for background on this one, but these are the main facts. Nine years ago, Ben Garvald, one of our better known citizens, went down the steps for a ten stretch. He was released from Wandsworth yesterday morning.’

‘And you’re expecting him back?’

‘His wife is, his ex-wife I should say. That’s Bella Garvald. She divorced Ben and married Harry Faulkner five years ago.’

‘Harry Faulkner the bookie?’

‘Never let him hear you call him that, son. Turf Accountant sounds better. He hasn’t soiled his hands with a ready money bet in years. Got his fingers in all sorts of pies these days. Even runs his own football pool.’

‘That isn’t all he runs,’ Nick said. ‘From what I remember when I was on the pavement in Central Division, he owned half the cat houses in Gascoigne Square.’

Grant shook his head quickly. ‘Try proving it, and in any case, that isn’t what we’re interested in tonight. It’s Ben Garvald we’re after.’

‘He’s in town?’

‘That’s what I want you to find out and in a hurry. Apparently he made the usual threats to his wife when the divorce went through. She’s afraid he’s going to show up and spoil her rich full life. Especially tonight. She’s throwing a big party for Harry at their place in St Martin’s Wood. It’s his birthday.’

‘How touching,’ Nick said. ‘She’s made an official complaint?’

‘Her sister has. That’s a Jean Fleming. She’s a teacher. Runs her own prep school in Oakdene on the York Road near the city boundary.’

Nick had pulled Grant’s desk pad forward and was making rapid notes and now he looked up sharply, a frown on his face. ‘Fleming – Jean and Bella Fleming. I wonder if they could be the same?’

‘They were both raised in Khyber Street, that’s on the south side of the river.’

‘That’s it,’ Nick said. ‘My mother kept a shop on the Hull Road just around the corner from Khyber Street. I lived there till I was ten, then we moved to a bigger place in Brentwood.’

‘You remember them?’

‘I couldn’t forget Bella. She was the best known tart in the district. Half the population did nothing else except wait for her to walk by. One of life’s great experiences. I was too young, I didn’t know what was happening to me. I do now.’

‘And never been the same since,’ Grant said. ‘What about Jean?’

Nick shrugged. ‘Just a scrawny kid about my own age. I don’t think we ever did more than pass the time of day. They didn’t use our shop. My old lady wouldn’t give credit.’

The door opened and Brady came in, a pile of files under his arm. He ignored Nick and said to Grant, ‘Where do you want these?’

‘In the outer office.’ Grant looked enquiringly at Nick. ‘Need any help? You haven’t got much time.’

‘Up to you,’ Nick said, ignoring Brady.

‘All right, Jack can give you a hand for half an hour. If you want any advice, just come in.’

He pulled a file forward and Nick got to his feet and walked into the outer office. As he took off his raincoat and hung it on a stand, Brady dropped the files on one of the desks.

‘What do you want me to do?’ he said woodenly.

‘That depends,’ Nick said. ‘What have you got there?’

‘Garvald’s personal file and the files on everyone else who was close to him.’

‘Fine,’ Nick said. ‘I’ll take Garvald myself. You start making abstracts of the others.’

Brady didn’t argue. He left Garvald’s file on the desk, picked up the rest, and went to his own desk in the corner by the window and started to work immediately.

Nick opened Garvald’s file and examined the ID card. The face which stared out at him was tough, even ruthless, but there was strength there and intelligence, even a suggestion of humour in the slight quirk at one side of the mouth.

As usual, the card carried the briefest of details and referred only to the offence and charges for which Garvald had last been sent down, namely factory breaking and the stealing of £15,817, the property of Steel Amalgamated Ltd. of Sheffield.

The story contained in the confidential file attached was even more interesting.

Ben Garvald had served for two years in the Marine Commando during the war, being demobilized in 1946. Three months later he was sentenced to one year’s imprisonment for conspiracy to steal.

A charge of conspiracy to rob the mails had been dropped for lack of evidence in 1949, and in 1950 he had been recalled from the reserve to fight in Korea. A bullet in the leg had brought him home in the early part of 1951 with a permanent limp and a 33⅓ per cent disability pension.

Between then and his final conviction in June 1956, he had been questioned by the police on no less than twenty-seven occasions in connection with indictable offences.

The door to Grant’s office opened and he came out, a cigarette dangling between his lips. ‘Got a light?’ Nick struck a match and the Superintendent sat on the edge of the desk. ‘How are you getting on?’

‘Quite a character,’ Nick said. ‘From the looks of this, they’ve tried to hang about every charge in the book on him at one time or another.’

‘Except for living on immoral earnings and that sort of thing, you’re probably right,’ Grant said. ‘A funny bloke, Ben Garvald. Every villain in town was frightened to death of him and yet where women were concerned, he was like someone out of one of those books they like reading. He treated Bella like a princess.’

‘Which would explain why he was so cut up when she decided to divorce him. I’ve just got to the entry on his last job, the one he got sent down for.’

‘I can save you some time there,’ Grant said. ‘I handled it myself at this end. Garvald and three associates lifted over fifteen thousand quid from the Steel Amalgamated works in Birmingham. Wages for the following day. The daft beggars never learn and I don’t mean Garvald and his pals. Anyway, they didn’t hit the nightwatchman hard enough, he raised the alarm and Birmingham police sewed the city up tight.’

‘Too late?’

‘Not quite. There were two cars. One of them crashed and went up like a torch taking a well-known peterman called Jack Charlton and his driver up with it.’

‘And Garvald?’

‘He and the other bloke crashed a road block and got clean away. We lifted Garvald next day and the night-watchman picked him out at an identity parade with no trouble at all.’

‘And the money?’

‘Garvald said it was in the other car.’

‘A likely story.’

‘Strangely enough I was inclined to believe him. We certainly found traces of some of it in the ashes. That’s as far as we got anyway and we didn’t get the other man.’

‘So Garvald kept his mouth shut?’

‘True to the code. Went down the steps like a man.’

‘The bloke who was with him in the car that night, did you have any fancy ideas at the time?’

‘Plenty and they all came down to Fred Manton.’

‘Manton?’ Nick frowned. ‘Doesn’t he run that place in Gascoigne Square – The Flamingo Club?’

Grant nodded. ‘He and Garvald were partners in a small club on the other side of the river at the time of the robbery. Trouble was, too many customers came forward to swear that Fred Manton had been in the club all night and one or two of them were pretty respectable citizens.’

‘Has Manton got any form?’

Brady crossed the office and placed a foolscap sheet in front of him. ‘There’s an abstract of his file.’

Nick examined it quickly. Frederick Manton, 44, club owner, Gascoigne Square, Manningham. Four previous convictions including thirty months for conspiracy to steal; larceny; loitering with intent. On eighteen occasions the police had thought he might be able to help them with their enquiries, but Manton had always managed to walk right down the Town Hall steps again.

‘Let’s suppose you were right about Manton after all,’ he said to Grant. ‘And that the cash from the Steel Amalgamated job didn’t go up in smoke. A place like the Flamingo must have cost a lot to get started. It would be understandable if Garvald turned up and wanted a slice of the cake.’

‘Ingenious, but there’s only one fault.’ Grant got to his feet and moved towards his office. ‘Harry Faulkner owns the Flamingo Club. Fred Manton’s just hired help as far as he’s concerned and don’t try to drag Harry Faulkner into this. His cars are worth fifteen grand alone.’

The door closed behind him and Nick looked up at Brady. ‘What about the rest?’

‘There are nine here, all people he was pretty thick with,’ Brady said. ‘Five of them are in one nick or another. Four are still around. They’re on top.’

He dropped the abstracts on Nick’s desk, walked to Grant’s door, opened it and leaned inside. ‘All right if I take my break now?’

Grant glanced at his watch. ‘Fine, Jack, see you back here about midnight.’

Brady closed the door, took his raincoat from the stand, and pulled it on as he went out into the corridor. He stood at the wire grill of the lift shaft impatiently pressing the button.

If Ben Garvald was in town, there was one place he was bound to go, one person he was certain to visit. That much was obvious to anyone with any experience and if he was there, he – Jack Brady – would have him back at Headquarters within an hour at the outside while that clever sod Miller walked the pavements looking for him. It would be interesting to see what Grant had to say then. When he got into the lift, he was trembling with excitement.
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Round about the time Jean Fleming was having her interview with Grant, Garvald was dropping off a truck at a bus stop on the North Circular Ring Road that linked the city with the A1. Ten minutes later, he boarded the first bus to come along and left it half a mile from the city centre, going the rest of the way on foot.

The journey from London could have taken no more than a comfortable four hours in a Pullman car, but that would have been too conspicuous an entrance into the city under the circumstances.

There were people to see, things to be done, accounts to be settled – notably Sammy Rosco’s – but first he needed a base from which to operate.

He found what he was looking for without too much trouble, a third-rate hotel in a back street near the centre of town. When he went in, a woman in a blue nylon overall was sitting behind the reception desk reading a magazine. She could have been anywhere between twenty-five and thirty with dark curling hair and bold black eyes.

Garvald rested an elbow on the desk. ‘And who might you be?’

She closed the magazine, a spark of interest in her eyes and responded to his mood. ‘A poor Irish girl trying to make an honest living in a hard land.’

‘God save the good work,’ Garvald said. ‘You can give me a room for a start. A room with a bath.’

‘All our rooms have a bath,’ she said calmly. ‘There’s one at the end of the corridor on each floor.’

She took a key down from the board, lifted the flap of the reception desk and led the way up the stairs.

The room was no better and no worse than he had expected with the usual heavy Victorian furniture and a worn carpet. A modern washbasin with tiled splashback had been fitted in one corner. He dropped his holdall on a chair, walked to the window and looked down into the street as the woman turned back the bedspread.

‘Will that be all?’ she said.

Garvald turned. ‘Any chance of a drink?’

‘We aren’t licensed. There’s a pub down the street.’

He shook his head. ‘Not to worry. I could do with an early night, anyway.’

She dropped the key on the dressing-table.

‘Anything you want, just ring. I’m on call all night.’

Garvald grinned. ‘The thought of that’s more than flesh and blood can stand.’

She smiled right back at him and the door closed behind her. Garvald’s grin disappeared and he lit a cigarette, sat on the edge of the bed and leafed through the phone book. There was no entry for Sammy Rosco and he sat there for a while, a slight frown on his face, trying to think of someone he could trust. Someone from the old days who might still be around.

He discarded the names as they came to him
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