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It started one Thursday afternoon, in a betting shop on the Mile End Road.

"The Hackney mob are going to turn it over, Mr. Castle, straight up!” Jack Castle's snout had said on the telephone. 

“If you're pulling my leg, Ronnie, I'll have your bollocks for breakfast...”

“Straight up, Mr. Castle. I wouldn't call you for nothing, now, would I?”

“Yes, you would, you bastard. It was you who called me about that big job on that new Tesco Hypermarket. Turned out to be a couple of fourteen-year-old lads, playing with an air pistol, remember?”

“This one is big, Mr. Castle, swear to God!”

“Wash your mouth out, Ronnie. And if this turns out to be a bust, you'd better emigrate...”

So far, it had turned out to be a bust. George Davies, Sgt G. Davies of the Robbery Squad, as his warrant card read, was standing near the board, a copy of the Racing Post in his hand, a pencil in the other, and a punter's worried expression on his face. George always did like to give it a touch of the dramatic. Dressed in a pair of black wool trousers, boots with the steel toe-caps showing through, a black wool donkey jacket with leather shoulders, a black wool stockinette cap. He'd even smeared clay on the side of his face to verify the impression he was trying to create of an off-the-job labourer. 

Castle unzipped his anorak and walked across the betting shop through the crowd. Himself, Davies, Saunders and Phillips, four Robbery Squad men, lost among twenty to twenty-five punters. Booths to the right, each one separated from the next so you could dispose of your hot tip in secret. Board across the wall behind the booths, showing all the starters and the odds. Frank Mulligan behind the table, mounted high on the rostrum, taking the course feed, rubbing out the old odds, chalking up the new ones. 

He nearly shit himself when Castle walked in. “What you doing here, Sergeant?”

“Sergeant? Wake up, Frank, I'm a big boy now. An Inspector.”

“Jesus, they must be short-handed. Anyway, what's the rumble, Inspector? This is a clean shop. Gaming Board sees to that.”

“Clean, Frank? The only things clean around here are the pockets of the punters going out. You just forget I'm around, and go about your business. And if I catch you playing tic-tac-toe with any of our friends, to let them know the Robbery Squad's about, I'll shop you, for a start.”

George Davies turned to the wall, placing his newspaper on the writing desk. Castle elbowed his way through the crowd, stood beside him.

“Keep your hands in your pockets, George,” he said. “Whenever did you see a labourer with clean hands and dirty fingernails...?”

“Dirty fingernails...?”

“Anybody just looking at your lilly-whites would know you never did a day's work in your life. Anyway, this is a betting shop, right? In here, you're supposed to bet, right? So go and put your wages on the nose. And on your way back, you can stand behind that big bugger in the tweed cap. I have him sussed as the inside man. But watch it — he didn't get his shoulders picking hops in Kent!”

“Jesus, guv. I'm skint. Give us a quid from the petty cash, eh?”

“Petty cash...? On a job like this. What do you think this is, the Obscene Publications Squad? About Time. Three to one. And that's the best tip you'll get today. Frank Mulligan wiped it off the board without a squawk from the course, shortening the starting price by five minutes, at least."

George wrote a ticket from the box on the wall, wandered with the deliberate casualness of a punter who's finally made up his mind to the window in the centre. When he'd placed his bet, he moved away, standing, Castle saw, behind and slightly to the right of the man wearing the tweed cap, in a perfect position for a back-of-the-knee kick, the best way of dealing with one of these big tough bastards. 

Tweed cap was a new lad Castle didn't recognise. You couldn't know 'em all. Probably brought in from out of town, Birmingham, Manchester, Glasgow. The inside man's job doesn't start until the rumble is on. It's a trick the gangs learned from the war — from the Fifth Column, as they called it in France. The inside man stands there peacefully and when the gang comes through the door wearing the stocking masks, he backs up just like the rest of the punters. But anybody among the crowd decides to become a hero and have a go, the inside man is there to tap him behind the ear, to block him, to get in his way. And very often, the inside man stays behind when the rest leave, and somehow manages to get involved if anybody tries to run out of the door shouting "copper.”

And sometimes, there are two inside men.

Castle looked about him, casually checking faces, stances, the way a man held himself ready, seeming part of it all but out of it. A copper learns the trick on a surveillance, which is the way any copper spends half his working day on the Robbery Squad. That and filling out fiddling forms...

Nobody. Okay, one inside man. If they come, it'll be door or window. A month ago, a small mob from Bermondsey backed a Ford Transit across the pavement and through the plate-glass. They'd have got away with it, too, if somebody hadn't left a coke bottle on the floor, that broke and punctured a tyre. They'd come in quick, spread out through the room quick. Rush up to the grill before Frank Mulligan had time to slam the safe door shut. The safe door was closed just now, but Frank would open it when the race started and the last bets were in. The bet money would be put in the safe from each till, with the slips. Then they'd all wait anxiously for the end of the race, for the winners to be announced, and confirmed. And the few with the lucky slips would go to the end window, where the pay-out safe was located.

The job would be timed exactly. Somebody would be in a car, somewhere nearby. With a radio going, tuned to the course. Or the BBC, if the race was being broadcast. The mob would be sitting in a van, most probably a Ford Transit, with stockings in their hands, ready to pull them on when the scout gave the thumbs-up.

That would be when the horses came under starter's orders.

About a minute from now.

“It'd better be a good tip, Ronnie,” he muttered under his breath. Four Robbery Squad cars outside, each with four men. Castle and three sergeants inside. Twenty men. Chief Inspector Hammond would cripple Castle if it turned out to be a no-no. He'd been trying to nail Castle for years. Castle was an independent copper who'd come up the hard way through the Met. London was his manor. The Chief Inspector, a College copper, knew the Law in all its majesty, knew the number and name of every police form, every departmental regulation, every system of administration. Castle hated paperwork and had probably the sloppiest desk top in the entire police force. Between the two men, there was no possibility of a common meeting ground and no hope of reconciliation of the two men's methods of conducting a case. Hammond seemed to spend a large proportion of his time complaining to the Superintendent, Mayfield, about Castle's 'lack of cooperation', as he called it. Mayfield always smiled; he too was a hard-line copper, now waiting out his retirement in a largely desk-bound job. And Castle had the best record of arrests in the Robbery Squad.

Even though, as Mayfield freely admitted, he was an intransigent bastard, as tough and as indigestible as an old boot.

Safe door open.

Castle, wedged in the corner between the angle of the window and the entrance lobby, about three feet wide. Davies, behind and to the side of tweed cap.

The slow measured voice intoned the ritual from the loud speakers.

“Betting at Doncaster. Mane Attraction eleven to four favourite. Lucky Charm number three is two to one. About Time, eight to one."

Castle smiled grimly. It was an old trick. Many people place their bets according to the odds. Logically, the shorter the odds, the more people are tempted to bet. By shortening the odds on About Time, Frank must have caused a number of people to place money on it who wouldn't normally bet on an outsider. In the trade it's called 'milking the favourite'. The bookie had nothing to lose. He only paid out on the starter's odds, set on the racecourse.

"They're under orders now for the five o'clock at Doncaster. Starting time is any moment now. That's it, they're off at 1704, and I can't see the field from where I'm sitting...”

The door banged open.

Four men came in.

One stood next to Castle, holding a shotgun. They were all wearing black balaclavas.

Two ran across the counter, pushing the shotguns they carried forward, past the five tills.

The fourth man ran and stood in front of Frank's platform, the centre of all attention. “Don't nobody move!” he shouted. Castle could guess from the sound of his voice that he was about ready to shit his pants.

The man on the left, by the counter, handed up a zipper holdall. “Money in there, quick,” he shouted. “All of it.” Castle's mind always went ice-cold at these moments. Four shotguns. All doubtless loaded. This one next to him even had the safety catch off. Four bloody amateurs. They're always the worst. They'll shoot from fear, the professional only from necessity. Davies, Saunders and Phillips were all looking at Castle, waiting for a move.

Not yet. They'd come in all hyped up, adrenalin pumping. Probably sat outside, dreading the moment, but from somewhere finding the courage to go through with it. From the shotguns, no doubt. A man feels eight feet tall with a shotgun in his hands.

"The money, quick.”

With luck, they'd get ten, fifteen, maybe twenty thousand. And for that, they'd risk the lives of a room full of people. Say they got away with twenty, split between four, plus one man inside, plus a driver outside. Three thousand odd each, about half of what a new Austin Mini Metro would cost. Castle felt the familiar bile in the back of his throat that came from his intense hatred of all heavies, all criminals who take a chance on killing, maiming, wounding, so they can get their bloody hands on a bit more money.

But he stayed ice-cold. He shook his head from side to side a fraction. They'd read him. 'Do nothing'. This was no time to apply for a hero's badge. These four thugs weren't worth it.

An old woman, hair streaming down her back in uncombed tangles, had started to cry. Nobody else was saying a word. Everyone could hear the rustle of the money going into the bag, and the quiet continuous voice of the course announcer, changing the odds for Newmarket while waiting for the Doncaster race to finish. How different his comments from the normally hysterical scream of the BBC's commentators.

He hadn't mentioned About Time, not once. 

Bloody amateurs. One of them ought to have jumped the counter and stuffed the bag himself. And they ought to have made everybody lie down on the floor, facing the walls. 

The door opened again, and a man walked in. He was halfway across the room before he realised everybody was silent and standing still.

He turned round slowly, saw the shotgun in the hands of the man below the panels on the wall, and passed out, falling down in a spiralling motion. Nobody bent down to touch him. Nobody dared to move, not even that much.

The bag was full. Castle braced himself with his foot against the wall. Bag man out. Counter man out. Board man out. Door man started to turn to leave, shouting the usual injunction. “Nobody move. We'll be watching the door.”

As he turned to go, Castle chopped his arm with the hard blade of the side of his hand, paralysing the nerve. The gun butt dropped out of his useless hand. Castle grabbed it. The man tried to pull at the barrel and Castle let it turn round until it was pointing into the man's stomach. Castle's hand was in the trigger guard. “Move an inch, you bastard, and I'll pull the trigger and spread your guts all over that door.”

From the side of his eye, he saw the inside man start to move, and Davies kick him, hard, behind his knee. He hit the floor with a thud they could all hear. Davies had ducked forward and brought his knee hard against the man's neck, below his ear, sending the tweed cap flying.

The lad holding Castle's shotgun barrel let go, tried to skitter sideways off the end of the barrel, but Castle shoved it forward, pushing it deep into his rib cage, propelling him backwards against the wall at the side of the door. “We're police,” he shouted. “Nobody move.”

Saunders and Phillips took up his call. Castle reversed the shotgun in one rapid arc that put the butt squarely into the lad's belly, well below the Marquess of Queensberry line. The lad went down, literally poleaxed, but Castle didn't wait. He slammed the door open with his shoulder and dived out in one continuous rush that took him clear across the pavement.

It was a Transit van, as he had guessed.

The other three were inside. One driver: a woman. Fucking hell. The van had already started to move. So, the bastards were going to leave their mate behind. Castle dropped the barrel of the shotgun and fired one of the cartridges into the front tyre, which exploded in a rush of air.

Car One raced forward, its Winkfield Gong blasting the air.

Car Two closed in behind the Transit, which had skidded to a stop.

Car Three slid to a halt behind Car One, Car Four behind Car Two. Coppers came pouring out, like black beetles. Castle swung the barrel of the shotgun, and the window of the Transit silvered. He swung it again, and the silvered particles sprayed inwards.

“Okay, lads,” he said quietly, “do you want the other barrel in there? Or are you coming out, nice and quietly? Honestly, you bloody amateurs, you make me sick.”

The girl came out of the driving seat like a wild cat, and before Castle could move, she'd raked her nails down the side of his face. He grabbed for her, felt her firm body in his hands before she whirled away and brought up her knee. The pain exploded between his legs and he staggered backwards, eyes full of blinding tears. She ducked her head, and he smelled the delicate scent of her hair shampoo fractions of a second before the hard bone of her skull smashed across the bridge of his nose. It's a trick they learn on Sauchiehall Street, in Glasgow.

One of the Robbery Squad constables hooked her feet from behind, slammed her in the kidneys, and dropped her, face down, on the hard pavement. And that's a trick they learn during police training in Hendon. Arms behind her back, handcuffs on. “Violent little cow, aren't you?” the constable said. He grabbed a handful of her hair from behind, lifted her head, and smashed it down again on the pavement. “And now you've gone and run into a door, haven't you, sweetheart...”

Castle, his nose running with blood, pushed the constable violently aside. “Leave the bitch alone,” he said thickly, “or I'll have your fucking badge.” He flipped the girl over. Her face was a mess, her nose squashed and flattened by the force of the impact. “Get an ambulance here,” he said to Sgt Phillips. "Send the other bastards to Bow Street. I'll ride down to St Georges with this one."

Luckily, Castle's nose was not broken, as most of the impact of the girl's head had been absorbed by his skull. He'd have a headache for a day or two, and should rest as much as he could, the Casualty doctor said. He might even waken up the following morning with a couple of black eyes. But the X-rays revealed no permanent damage, no broken bone.

“You must have a tough skull,” the doctor added, smiling. “But I guess a lot of people, knowing you are a policeman, wouldn't be surprised by that fact!”

The girl's case was different. The copper had slammed her hard onto the stone pavement. Her nose was a mess. “She's lost her good looks,” the doctor said. “Pity. She must have been a very pretty girl.”

“I'll need a copy of your report,” Castle said. “For the Departmental Enquiry. We don't need lads like him on the police force.”

The doctor looked quizzically at him. “You're Inspector Jack Castle, aren't you?”

"That's right. It says so on my admission slip.”

“I had heard...”

"That I'm no stranger to violence? Forget it, doctor. There's a difference between using force, and being a bloody sadist. I don't pussy foot about, if that's what you're getting at. But I don't smash girls' faces in when they're lying helpless on the pavement, either.”

“Keep that cotton wool up your nose for as long as you can stand it,” the doctor said, professional again, “and take a couple of these tablets before you go to sleep tonight. And let me warn you — if you feel any dizziness, any signs of nausea, or if your headache doesn't go away within a couple of days, come back and see me. Concussion can be a very dangerous thing. Normally, I'd insist you stayed in overnight, but I guess it would be no use?”

“None at all, doctor. And thank you for looking after the girl.”

“It's not me she needs,” the doctor said sadly, “it's a bloody good plastic surgeon, and that costs money.”

“How much?"

“All together, I'd say about four or five hundred pounds these days...”
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Chapter Two
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Castle went back to his flat in Hammersmith, the flat in which his mother and father had raised him as a boy. Once again, he wrinkled his nose as he went into his sitting room. What a bloody mess. Ashtrays all full and stinking. A bottle with beer in the bottom and a wasp, a bloody wasp, buzzing inside. Dirty shirt on the sofa, socks tucked half under the cushion. His head was aching, as the doctor had promised. He went into the bathroom, found a bottle of Disprin and took one. He'd have to get back to Bow Street later, have a word with the gang, get down some kind of story. Hammond would have taken care of charging them. They'd come up in Bow Street tomorrow morning and be remanded without bail while the police made their enquiries. With luck, Castle would be able to turn it over to the Regional Crime Squad in Glasgow, if that was where they came from. Trace the source of the shotguns and the ammunition, take statements from all of them.

He couldn't get that girl's face out of his mind, before and after. Now the doctor came to mention it, she had been pretty. Not the sort of young woman to be a getaway driver. He could still picture her in his mind, see the surprise on her face when he'd fetched up near the van with the shotgun in his hands, and had blasted the tyre. Age, about twenty-seven, height about five-six, five-seven, though it's hard to be exact when somebody's sitting down. He could remember the feel of her body in his hands when she'd come out spitting at him. Good figure. Jeans jacket, jeans trousers, T-shirt. Long, not-quite-blond, hair, though not in any sense mousey. Hard to say, again, but looked as if she might have a bit of class somewhere in the background. All right, so she wasn't the usual sort, so he was feeling a bit sorry for her because she'd been the victim of police brutality. So, she had nice hair and a nice body. But she was going inside, deep inside, on the British legal principle that what one member of a gang does, they all do. They're all charged with the same crime. “That's the bloody law, isn't it?” Castle surprised himself by hearing himself say that out loud.

Luckily, the doorbell cut off any future speculation. He walked across and opened it.

A copper was standing there. The one who'd banged the girl's head on the pavement. “Fuck off,” Castle said. “I'll see you in the Super's office in the morning.”

“I was afraid you'd say that,” the constable said. “But I wish you'd let me just say something.”

“Harper, isn't that your name? Never been on a job with me before, have you? Well, if you had, you'd know one thing. Violence is a monster. The monster we fight. Sometimes we have to use it to fight it. But any man who uses it when he doesn't need to, is a fucking criminal in my book. Now piss off and start writing out your application for a transfer.”

Harper gulped. “I've heard what you said, Inspector Castle, and I agree with every word of it. But please, I'd still like a word.”

“Come in, then. Five minutes. But it'd better be good.” Harper sat nervously on the edge of a chair. Castle sat on the sofa, after picking up his dirty shirt and stuffing it under the cushion. “It's the butler's day off,” he said. “Well, that's my excuse. Now what's yours?”

Age, 25 or 26. Height five eleven. Clean-shaven. Dark hair. Suit cost a bob or two. Good shoes. Not a Londoner, to judge by the slight burr in his voice. Probably Northampton, somewhere up in the classless Midlands. Castle always took stock, part of the endless training that would already let him write a page of biography on what little he could see, and hear, and feel.

Now that he had the chance, Harper seemed tongue-tied. He took out a handkerchief and wiped his forehead. Handkerchief was thin white cotton, with rolled edges, pricey. And, unlike any handkerchief Castle knew he'd find in his drawer, newly laundered.

“You're not the violent sort, Harper,” he said.

“No, Inspector, I'm not. I came here to tell you that. That's what I wanted to say. It's all I've got to say in my defence. I'm not the violent sort. I've never been violent before, never like that. I can't think what came over me. Truly I can't.” 

"You damaged that girl, badly.”

“I know that, Inspector, and I'm sorry, I'm really sorry. If you don't think me presumptuous for saying so, I feel the same way you do about violence. It's something we've all got to fight. There's too much violence. It's the easy solution, the facile way out. It's something — I mean, violence is something — I've thought a lot about. Where it comes from, what causes it. I know all the easy answers — frustration, greed, envy, jealousy, the society we live in, our inner anger at the growth of bureaucracy...”

“Hang on a minute, lad. I didn't ask for the Sermon on the Mount. How long have you been with the Robbery Squad?”

"Two weeks, Inspector.”

“And this was your first job?"

"That's right, Inspector. I've been going through the routines with Chief Inspector Hammond. And I've been on a surveillance - the Mitchell case.”

"That turned out to be a bust, eh?"

"Wrong information..."

“But this was your first actual Robbery Squad job?” 

"That's right.”

”Where did you transfer from?"

“Northamptonshire County Constabulary. Detective Constable for three years. I worked on the Baxter Murders.” Castle remembered the case. Graham Baxter, a supposedly respectable watchman in a garment factory, had spent his nights prowling the homes of the men working on shift, and had strangled three women after raping them. A constable had sussed it out off-duty. Harper. Now he remembered the name: Constable Harper. 

“You were the one who traced it to Baxter himself, weren't you? Gave it a touch of the Sherlocks...?”

”I had a bit of good luck. Saw him out one night, walking the street, when he was supposed to be working. They offered me the next sergeant vacancy, but I asked instead if I could come to the Robbery Squad.”

“And, on your first job, you turn in violence...?”

"Yes, Inspector. And I'm so ashamed of myself.”

Castle could remember his first few times. It was like a drug, wasn't it? It wasn't only the lags who got themselves hyped up, who pumped the adrenalin. The coppers did it, too. They had to, or they'd never get in there, hard and fast, mostly unarmed, against couldn't-care-less buggers who could be carrying anything from a pickaxe handle to a submachine gun. With every intention of using them. “You got any money, lad?” Castle asked quietly. Harper looked up, his expression startled. 

“Money? Yes, I've got a bit. Why?”

Now his voice had hardened into a copper's suspicion. His eyes narrowed, he stood up. “I see it was a mistake to come here,” he said. “I've never bought my way out of trouble, Inspector. I'll take my chances at the Departmental Enquiry, thank you.”

“Sit down again, you young bugger. I'm not asking for a bloody hand-out. Answer a straight question, straight. Have you got five hundred pounds?”

“Yes, I think I can raise that.” Still the suspicion in his voice.

“Well, there's a girl in hospital. She was pretty before you smashed her down onto the pavement. She isn't pretty anymore. The doctor was telling me it'd cost about five hundred quid to fix her up again. I'm not much of a psychologist, but I reckon there isn't much chance of a girl making it who's had her face smashed by a copper. If you were to pay for plastic surgery for her nose it'd cost you five hundred quid, but you might be saving more than somebody's good looks, get what I mean? There'll be an enquiry, we can't stop that. If we didn't ask for one, the courts would, so it's better if we hold one first. You'll get your bollocks kicked, and it'll hurt. But I won't speak against you, okay?”

Harper got up again, but now he was smiling, though somewhat ruefully. He held out his hand. Thanks, Inspector,” he said.

He was going out of the door when Castle called to him. "That girl's name is MacIntyre,” he said. They could send her up to Stoke Mandeville and fix that nose right away. Under escort and as a private patient, know what I mean?”

“I know, Inspector.”

“Ward 12, St George's.”

“I know that too, Inspector. I've sent her some fruit and flowers. Anonymous, of course."

“Sentimental bugger."

“Funny. The man at the flower shop was telling me it was the second lot he'd been asked to send to that address. Anonymous, of course. I wonder who the others could be from? Some other ‘sentimental bugger,’ I suppose."
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Chapter Three
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Castle was under the shower when the doorbell rang again. Cursing, he put on his bath-robe, couldn't find the belt, held it clutched around his middle when he opened the door again. The girl standing there was around twenty-seven, blond, wearing a jumper that suffered under the strain. Jeans by Fiorucci that might have been sprayed on. Hair loosely combed, and dancing, like it shows you in the TV ads, as she gently nodded her head.

“Jack Castle,” she asked, her voice husky.

"That's me. Excuse the evening dress — I was taking a shower."

“May I please come in?”

“By all means. Be my guest. When you've told me what it's all about. And, if it's encyclopedias, I'd better tell you now that I can't read.”

“It's not encyclopedias, Mr. Castle. You've won first prize in the Sexiest Policeman Competition. And the first prize is, me,” Castle laughed. 

"You've got to be putting me on,” he said. “You've just got to be...”

George Davies put his head round the door-jamb. “Isn't she a cracker, guv'nor? And she comes gift wrapped, along with her mate. Jack Castle, meet Wendy and Stella. Stella and Wendy, meet the guv'nor, otherwise known as Jack Castle, otherwise known as the biggest...”

"You'd better come inside, George...”

Stella was a brunette version of Wendy, though with larger eyes.

“You might have given me a ring, George,” Castle said. 

"And had you turn down the chance of a lifetime? Wendy's an art student. She's got the most marvellous etchings... And Stella...”

“Is at the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art..." 

“How did you guess...”

“I’ve seen the late-night movies. Veronica Lake, Lauren Bacall. So, what's the occasion, George? Whose birthday?” 

“Nobody's birthday. You remember you told me to put a bet on About Time today?”

“And it never got a mention. While the lads were stuffing their briefcases, I listened to the commentary. The winner was called...”

“Governor,” George said, excited and smiling. “It seemed too good a tip to miss. And, what's more, all I had in my pocket was a fiver. It came in at twenty-five to one. So, I called up Wendy and Stella, said where did they want to eat, and they've picked the Bouchon Racine.”

“All the big stage names go there,” Stella said. “Every producer who's ever offered me a part has suggested we meet there, to clinch the details...”

"Some clinch, eh, guv'nor?” George said beaming. 

Wendy had been watching Castle. “Maybe he doesn't want to go,” she said. “Perhaps he'd rather have an evening on his own, watching television.”

Which was exactly what Jack Castle had planned to do... “Pour the girls a drink, George,” he said. “I'll be five minutes.”
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Chapter Four
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The Bouchon Racine is in Cowcross Street, a 'club' for 'members'. The elections are carried out in the daily newspapers — anybody with a gossip-column mention automatically qualifies, whether the mention is good or bad. It's a place where celebrities go to be celebrated by like-minded people, the tight-arseholed coterie of the world of show-biz, the haunt of disc-jockeys and the men who promote the nags they ride, actors and producers on their way up with bright-eyed greedy smiles, and those on their way down, who haven't yet realised the skids are under them. The most frequently muttered phrase in the bathrooms of the Bouchon Racine is “Damn it, I've seen his face so often but I can't place his name,” and “So you're the Haily Collins they're all writing and talking about!” It's a palace of egos in which the men with space in a paper, time on TV, are princes and gods. But they do have a fabulous chef.

And good wines.

“Are you a member, Sir?” the smart dressed young man on the door asked disdainfully, knowing the answer, but going through the ritual designed to earn him a folded fiver.

“A member? Here?” Castle asked. “I'm a working lad, and if you'd prefer it. I'll come back with a warrant to prove it.” 

“Oh yes, a policeman, are we? We used to get a lot of policemen here before Sir Robert Marks took over.” He turned to his assistant. “It'll be a table for four, Geoffrey, somewhere discreet.”

The restaurant was large and wide, decorated in red and gold moquette, with imitation Louis Quinze mirrors and heavy Baroque furniture. The table linen was dark bronze, the glasses heavy cut crystal. As soon as they were seated, the wine waiter appeared, carrying a vast tasting cup hanging from a heavy silver chain round his neck. While George picked a couple of bottles of wine rather than pre-dinner drinks, Castle looked casually about him. He recognised a third of the people in the room from their public celebrity; another third because of their private lifestyles. Tommy Fleming from Battersea, used to be the Stolen Car King before he bought shares in an 'art' film company that seemed to print its own money; Archie Lambert, up six times for soliciting before haunting lavatories became the respectable thing to do; Stan Fisher, who used to hang around Covent Garden Market, collecting slips, and now owned a string of betting shops and earned his sex free by acting as an angel for theatre productions; Bobby Thompson, used to drive a car for the Alberto mob, got wise, parlayed one of his takes into buying a bit of land with planning permission, and became a property developer, then got out of that just before the bubble burst and bought a record-producing company.

“Do you always do this when you sit down?” Wendy asked, jerking his attention back to the table. “You've been looking round the room as if you're scared of finding your
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