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You’d better believe it

‘Narks’, ‘grasses’ — whatever ugly names they go by, and however the
high-minded public frowns on the association, policemen depend on
them. Detective Chief Superintendent Colin Harpur is no exception:
his relationship with rich, confident, crooked Jack Lamb provides

him with the tips he needs to succeed at his job, while at times (as"

Harpur has to admit) compromising him in the eyes of the law. Is
Harpur t00 close to Lamb? Harpur would answer that he’s as close as
he has to be, to get the whispers and keep ahead.

The whisper this time is that a gang from up the motorway is plan-

ning to do a local bank, with a little help from a bent employee and a

few shotguns. It seems straightforward enough, though Harpur can’t
feel easy when he and his colleagues are armed, the innocent public is
milling about, and MPs and the media are poised to crash down on
any.policeman whose hasty bullet goes astray.

But the expected raid is postponed, and in the pause that follows,
things start to go badly wrong. One of Harpur’s men, thirsty for
—glory; goes missing following up a secret lead. First one nark, then
another, is found murdered. With his set-up in ruins around him,
" Harpur finds himself increasingly bitter against the villain who
eludes him, increasingly dependent on his arrogant nark, and increas-
~ ingly inclined to bend police rules. . .

Bill James has written a tough, exciting, and fast-moving thriller in
which the realities of police detective work are chillingly and d1s-
passmnately laid bare.
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" He was shopping for another &ksmam, someone for that
nice, comfortable, fourth seat in the back of his car, someone
- who would also stay close and do a tidy job when they were out
of the car and sprinting towards a double barrel. It would be
~ soon: the word was about. Harpur could be choosy. Wasn’t it a
~ privilege to work with him and get shot at with him? Police
_boredom was beautiful. Men offered themselves for tricky out-
ings ings to break the dullness.
A few people, some of them sharp, said he ought to think
: about Brian Avery, so he thought about him. Avery was a
Qroml ing cop, and Mrs Avery had promise too. These team
thmgs could push you into contact with a man’s wife and
family. A good team grew very close, met in one another’s
houses not just the nick, did a lot of their drinking together,
and brought their women to some sessions. He would be glad
~of a route to Mrs Avery, and if he picked Brian it would be
——tiere. Avery had commendations, one or two of them very

. strong stuff. His shootmg was tournament standard, at least .

k ~with pistols. He looked right — alert, nimble, solid, big but not
so fleshy big that as soon as he turned up anywhere in a suit
people asked his number. Alert? Alert, or edgy? Avery was on
. the short list so Harpur had watched him the last couple of
- days in the club bar and still couldn’t make up his mind
whether what glinted there added up to brightness or panic.
The dossier had nothing to show he might crack. The folk
Harpur talked to had worked with Avery or had had him under
their orders, and they all admired the man and trusted him,
said he had a future. Wasn’t it-all irresistible?
Harpur arranged to do some shooting on the range when
Avery was there, though not to see whether he could hit bull’s-

5



- 1 P R S T N e T T e - TR R T R e o R e s P A ™% 7 i
T i, ¥ oA AT Y ) W P e ~

®

_eyes. Harpur knew the answer to that: Avery had prizes. But
Harpur needed to see that he took care. Since the shooting of
Steven Waldorf, the world was ready to drop like ten tons of
newsprint on any error with a gun by British policemen.

_Prone and standing, Harpur shot well this morning with the
.38, fifteen out of seventeen and fourteen out of seventeen.
Avery who came after him had a_maximum on each with the
.38, and then did it with a .45. The new firearms sensitivity
had brought an extension to the range, imported from the
States, and Harpur went there next, the .38 in his hand. It
always made him think of one of those_grottoes for kids at
Christmas in big toy departments. You walked a mock-up
London street, with plywood_fagades of corner shops, ware-"
houses, a pub, a filling station. It looked like somewhere in

_dockland.-As you trod the timed route, dummy figures swung
up suddenly at spots in the urban battleground and threatened
you — or didn’t. The test was to identify the figure fast and fire
or hold your fire, whichever was right. One figure had a shot-
gun, another an Armalite. They could pop up anywhere, like
in life itself, and you ought to have a shot, or two shots, smack
into their dotted-line hearts within a couple of seconds. No
need to shout the rigmarole warning; that was deemed to have
been given earlier. Speed was the thing, controlled speed. A
woman carrying a baby, a police sergeant in uniform, and a
milkman on his rounds could also jump into view, and it was

. considered poor form to drill any of these, especially the baby.

For one shot in a good soul you lost points, and for two your
whole score disappeared. Return to Go, do not collect £200.
That was for the British — in the States they probably just

_docked you a half for a chamberful in any of them, baby in-

cluded.

Harpur went through pretty quickly today. He had done it
five times before and although they shuffled the locations for
these enemies, friends, and innocents, he felt on top of things,
swift to the kill, though not too swift. And he did knock over
the villains in good time with shots that were not all in the heart
but spread over a decent rectangle between neck and navel.
The pity was that he also shot the sergeant, a bullet very high in
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the right shoulder, almost a miss because at the moment he
fired he knew he had it wrong and tried to swing the pistol up
and away. After the penalty, he came out at eleven from a poss-
ible fifteen; poorish. It was not the first time he had shot the
wooden sergeant. ‘He after your job, sir?’ the inspector who
did the scores asked. Harpur watched Avery do another per-
fect round in two seconds less than his own.

In the afternoon he sent for Avery. ‘I’m getting together a
. group for a job that could be coming up, Brian.’

‘I thought you’d never ask, sir.’

A couple of nights later they all assembled in Harpur’s house
with their women, and Megan did some food and helped keep
the talk easy and general. This was social only, a dose of esprit
de corps, not tactical planning. The women would not be in on
that. He was able to talk a little with Ruth Avery, nothing
rushed, nothing noticeable. She said Brian was grateful to have
been chosen, and seemed to share the excitement. That would
do as a start. He spoke well of Brian, but not so well that she
might come to think he was the only man worth talking
about. She was smart, a little heavy, cheerful-looking and
about five years younger than Harpur, the kind of brassy girl
he occasionally found himself gazing at with appetite these
days. Appetite he did not signal tonight in the presence of
spouses.

L —

Briefings — Christ, what a laugh! Sketch.-maps, photos,
coloured chalk, so picturesque. And the chat that went with
them, calm and organized to make things sound all buttoned
up. On the job, though, there could be fright, collapse, those™
unaccountable sudden dives into stupidity. Listening to brief-
ings or giving them himself, Harpur occasionally wanted to
slink from the room and find something real. He never did.
These lecturettes had to be done because the geography of a
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street and the geography of a face might be vital. Just the same,
boredom doused him like a bucket of slops as soon as a session *
began. Talky, talky. Now, he brought his own talking to an
end, turned away from the blackboard and sat down. ‘One
thing more. Eight of us will be armed, standard issue .38s.’
For what followed he tried to eliminate all mockery from his
voice. ‘I remind you that handguns will be drawn from the
holster only if you believe, and reasonably believe, your life is’
threatened. In this event, you are to shout a warning, ‘“Armed
police”, if possible more than once. If you fire, it will be at one
of the specified targets;-not at the tyres of vehicles or anything
else. There have been recent accidents. You may have heard.’

- Morning sun, mild and kindly, glazed the leaves of street
‘beeches and made film titles over the ABC shimmer win-
ningly, Plague, Children For Sale, Don’t Forget The Foreplay.
‘All little known early works of D. W. Griffith,” Leo Peters
said.
~ Two huge seagulls patrolled Woolworth’s parapet, screech-
ing now and then across the rattle of traffic. A good-natured
breeze nudged the beech branches and their shadows swirled
and eddied on the pavement — a delightful sight, Harpur
thought. Delightful? Who was he, for God’s sake, Cecil

~~Beaton?

Behind him in the unmarked Granada, Leo Peters hummed
a fine tune. Alongside Leo, Brian Avery chewed gum. It
. sounded a bit too fast. Next to Harpur, Chris, the driver, also
chewed but without the rush. ‘What’s the song, Leo?’ Chris
“asked.

Leo moved from humming into words and sang: ‘That we
may build from age to age an undefiled heritage.’-

‘Some chance,’ Chris said.

‘It’s “Land of our birth we pledge to thee”,” Leo told him.

The driver seemed to see soffiething and his hand moved to
the starter. Except for Avery’s chewing, even faster now, they
all grew silent. ‘No, not them,’ Chris said, and his hand went
back to the wheel.
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Over the ABC thin, very white cloud stretched across the
bright blue of the June sky-like an unrolled bandage. One of
- the gulls sidled urgently along the parapet,cried once more, its -
“body 1a d then in a great gleam of white spread its wings
d flew down the street and away.
- ‘I think its proper title is ““The Children’s Song”,’ Leo said,
umming again.
- “Who cares?’ Avery muttered.
- Leo recited: ‘Land of our birth, our faith, our pride, For whose
dear sake our fathers died; O Motherland, we pledge to thee — Di
da dida didadida’ '
" “Head, heart and hand, through the years to be,’ Harpur said.
‘Did that at school.’
:“That’s it, sir,” Leo exclaimed. : :
- Avery said, ‘Jesus, I’'m getting 1umpy, I mean, not knowmg :
‘whether they’ll show. Only the wamng : e
“‘You don’t look a bit jumpy,’ Harpur said, turning. ‘lee a :
rock.’
‘Yes,’ Chns sald ‘calm as the doldrums. I don’t know how -
you doit.”’ e

* ‘Only five of the sods, Bnan, Harpur told him. ‘T’ve got
twenty good lads spread around here, including the other
'sharpshooters And more units on call’’
- Chris tensed again, and leaned towards the starter, and again -
-—-d:d-not complete the move. ‘It’s me who’s jumpy.’
s A couple of girls on a day off sauntered towards the shops
* and paused near the Granada, obscuring Harpur’s view of the

bank. The girls bent to look in. :
~ “Wow,’” Harpur murmured.
. ‘I know. one of them.’ Leo sounded apologetic. The g1rls
- smiled.

‘Nice,” Harpur commented ‘Both. This town has the best.’
, ‘Get them away from here, for God’s sake,” Avery said. ‘It’s
- time,’
- “Not quite,” Chris told him. ‘No harm.’
~ Peters wound down the rear window. :
. ‘After pxck-ups as usual, Leo?’ one of the girls asked.

“Melanie, you’re looking great.’




‘You working or something, Leo?’

‘Sort of, yes.’

“What the fuck does she think?’ Avery gabbled it, needing to
chew even as he spoke, but the girl caught his tone and looked
troubled.

‘Cheery fellow you got there, Leo.’

‘Summer sales, ladies?” Harpur asked. He shifted slightly
so as see Lloyd’s again.

‘Oh, who’s your interesting friend, Leo?’ the other girl said,
glancing at Harpur.

‘Look, push off girls, will you?’ Avery said.

- Hew,could'ﬁﬁ"g"ht about himself: a lot of men who were top

'“wﬁ'"rﬁtfr‘s{(fxiééihings had started could not put up with waiting.
In a few minutes Avery would be somebody different. Harpur
was sure of it.

‘T’ll see you some time. I’ll call you,’ Peters told the girl.

‘I bet!

‘I will.

‘Christ, he will,” Brian Avery said. ‘Now get lost.’

‘See you, girls,” Harpur called. ‘Well it ought to be getting
close.’ His information went only so far. Of course. It said the
number of men, and named four of them, it said the time. It
did not say what vehicle or vehicles to look for. It said arma-
ment, but not what kind. You had to expect shotguns on this"

~——sort of job, though. Information might be right when it started
. but could turn wrong because people changed their plans.
Leaks could go two ways. ‘We’ll give it an hour.’

‘They’ll all be at home in Peckham having a giggle,” Avery
said, ‘thinking of us sitting here sweating.’

‘Could be,” Harpur replied.

‘Not that I’'m sweating.’

‘Me, yes, a bit. Sorry men,’ Peters said.

“Your nark, sir —is he . ..?” Avery began.

‘Solid.’ Jack Lamb had never been wrong, or never as wrong
as this. Harpur knew no grass to come near him. He and Jack
Lamb: it was a partnership, risky, secret, close, that ancient
replica of a marriage of convenience, a cop and his tipster.

‘Can we risk the radio?’ Peters asked. ‘Let the others know
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we’re sitting tight, never mind the time, and they’re to do the
same?’

‘Best not.” In fact he waited above an hour. Towards the
end, Brian Avery’s chewing grew almost relaxed. Nothing was
going to happen today. Harpur broke the silence and told the

" other cars it was a dud. ‘Mea culpa, lads.’

“You what?’ Chris asked.

‘Pity. I was looking forward to it,” Avery remarked, as the
Granada made for the nick..‘Kick your nark’s arse, sir, if he
hasn’t scarpered Prormsmg us a nice caper like thmope you
didn’t give him anything in advance. But maybe it’s only a
postponement. We might get another go at the bastards.”

“They’ll come.’

Jack Lamb made no contact for more than a fortnight. When

he did, his voice on the phone was as big and cheerful and

‘matey as ever. People thought of narks as small, slippery sods,

whispering their inside stuff. They ought to see Jack. As ever,

also, Harpur listened, saying nothing much, waiting for Jack
_togive time and place. It could all'’have been done on the phone
~ but Jack liked a touch of face to face and feared leaks in British
- Telecom, anyway. You did not push or badger or dictate to a
nark: it was his eyes or skin or kids that were dtrisk. Remem-
ber Toothpick Charlie in Some Like It Hot. Jack said there was
an auction, antiques and jewellery, where he had some items
for sale and wanted to keep an eye on the bidding. Would
Harpur like to meet him there?

God. ‘Sounds pleasant,” Harpur replied.

‘Pieces that have been in the family for years. I feel it’s a
good time to realize, Col.’

‘You know about these things.’

‘I wouldn’t want you uneasy about where they come from,
that’s all. Not . . . not embarrassed.’
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‘Good Lord, no.” Narks meant uneasiness. They went their
way and you shut your eyes, for as long as they talked good tips
to you. Always you worried whether you were giving more
than you got. Always you wondered whether those above
might suddenly decide you were an agcessory, not just an ear.

“‘You had a bit of a wait at the bank, I hear?’ Lamb laughed
noisily. :

‘It was a beautiful morning. Gets us out of the office. I
wouldn’t have you blame yourself.’

‘I’d have called earlier, but I'm pretty occupied, Fascinating
deals.’ :

All Jack’s deals were worrying, and fascinating ones were a
hell of a prospect.

Jack arrived late at the auctien-with a woman older than him-
self in tow, nearly as big and nearly as beautifully dressed, both
of them full of smiles and mystery. They sat down, the woman
smelling of some good perfume and wine. She held out a thick
hand decorated with a diamond-cluster ring. ‘Oh, a towering
day,’ she said. ‘But isn’t it always, with Jack? I’m Fay Corby.’
Jack leaned across her. “They’ll come again, Col. I’ve got the
lot.’ '

‘What went wrong last time, Jack?’

Fay held a burly finger to Harpur’s lips. ‘Are these your
nothings, Jackie?’ The auctioneer announced some bracelets,

~rings, clasps and necklaces.

He nodded and grew solemn. ‘I’m attached to these, you
know, Fay. A shame to see them go.’ Again he leaned towards
Harpur. ‘They’ve been in the family for so long, Col, but there
comes a time.’

“You said.’

‘Did I?’

None of the descriptions Harpur heard from the auctioneer,
none of the views he was given now of articles sold, recalled
anything on current lists of missing property. Jack would not
put crazy strains on their liaison, surely to God? Two brooches
made more than £4,000 each and Jack grew less affected by
grief. They left Fay to watch the rest placed. In the public bar
next door Jack, big as a cliff and supple in his grand summer
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suit, caused silence as they entered. They stood at the bar with

~vodkas, two tall, weighty men but Harpur looking like a minia-
. turization. ‘The other day Col - late intelligence came their
~ way. Enough to cause postponement. Only that.”

‘Intelligence? That we were waiting for them?’

Lamb pushed his great heaped dinner-plate of a face near
Harpur’s. ‘You’re not saying I leak from both ends are you,
Col?’

‘What late intelligence, Jack? What did they know? How?’

“These boys are organized. They’ll go through with it. You
must be waiting again.’

‘What did they know, Jack? How?’

‘Look, it reached them that only half the due loot would be
there. Their first tip said six hundred grand, which was right.
But some switch of bank storage, and it comes down with a
bang to a quarter of a million, even less. Maybe not much more
than a hundred thousand. Not worth the petrol. They’ve got a
nice mouth in the bank, high up.’

Lamb waved to someone across the bar. Show off your tame
cop, it could pay in all sorts of ways. People liked dealing with
protected businesses. And, something else — once in a while a
clued-up nark made his policeman look as if he might be on the
take. He took him where the smell of loot was in the air —say, a
jewellery auction — and made sure the officer was seen. Never

~~tmind whether the cop did or didn’t take ... how would it
. sound to a jury? So, if one day a detective wanted to break the

= -

partnership, turn religious on his nark, withdraw protection,
the nark might need to issue a threat or two. Any tipster who
ccould make his cop look like a partner had a guarantee of con-
tinuing friendship and sweet, thoughtful treatment. It wasn’t
only the police who could fit someone up. Harpur knew all
these things, saw the ploys, and sometimes had a laugh with
‘Jack about the refinements of grassing. Narks meant more
than uneasiness, they were peril. Every copper knew it, includ-
ing a bevy doing time. Juries were poor at understanding how
‘information received’ was received. They grew nervy and un-
pleasant about the bargains, the blind eyes, the hobnobbing of
cops and villains, and they did not admire or trust officers who
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drank with crooks, especially crooks who put jewels up for auc-
tion and dressed sharper than Giscard.

‘Is there a date for the re-run, Jack?’

‘Not yet.’

God, it was just one of those useless general chit-chats that
Jack seemed to like so much.

‘I can tell you this,” Lamb said. ‘It’s bigger than last time,
big bigger. There’s going to be a day when there’s four million
plus in the bank. They’ll get the word.’

‘Do we get it?’

‘T’ll get it. I think so.’

‘Christ, you must. If we ask Lloyd’s—’

‘They’ll hear and cancel. Of course, I’ll get it.’

‘How many men?’

‘Same. Five. They’ll take what’s carry-able.’

‘Holly, Gordon, Mann, Morgan and who else?’

‘Still haven’t got the fifth. A nobody. Probably the driver.
Could be local — knows the roads.’

“Weapons?’

‘Yes. Don’t know what this time, either. Expect the worst.’

‘Vehicles?’

‘Oh, come on, you’re supposed to be a whiz-kid. Cars to be
stolen the night before . . . who knows what they’ll be? Not old
bangers. Will you be waiting for them?’

”””” “I believe you, Jack.’

‘I should bloody hope so. Col, you ever handled anything
like this before, excuse me asking?’

‘A bank job with guns? To meet them head on? Not for a
while.’

‘Can you handle it?’

Harpur thought about this. “Who knows? I’m a first-class
shot. So’s Leo. But that’s on the range. You’re asking, could I
fire to kill a man? I'll let you know. I’ve got another tidy boy
with a gun now, called Brian Avery.’

‘T heard.’

‘What did you hear?’

“That you’d taken him on.’

‘What else? That’s he’s a wanker?’
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