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ONE

Following that dreadful business when his wife and son were shot dead in the Jaguar, Mansel Shale seemed to decide on very deep changes to his own life. Evidently searching for consolation and some comfort, Shale turned to the church. Apparently, he became a regular at services and made donations beyond just the collection plate. There was talk of an endowment for a stained-glass window. Shale had a very active interest in art.

Detective Chief Superintendent Colin Harpur understood well enough how this swing to the spiritual could happen. Plenty of others before Manse had done the same when floored by grief. The possibly unique point about Shale, though, was that until this development he’d been chairman, hands-on managing director, and chief executive officer of a booming, comprehensively stocked, brilliantly profitable, recreational firm, offering its quality-guaranteed products across the entire traditional range, from Ecstasy to H. Estimates put his earnings at around £600,000–£700,000 a year, naturally untaxed, and rising very sharply in the recession.

People had less money, yes. As a result, many prioritized their spending more ruthlessly than before, went with absolute, steely dedication for the essentials. That is, they lashed out generously on stuff which would for a while blur the crisis pain and complement their Jobseeker’s Allowance, although, of course, it ate into their Jobseeker’s Allowance, because prices of the commodities stayed high on account of this increased demand.

Most people and most of the media thought the killings of Naomi and Laurent Shale were an error and that the real target had been Manse himself. He normally drove the Jaguar on those little routine trips, and would undoubtedly have business chums who wanted him slaughtered. It appeared someone had laid on an ambush that went wrong, possibly hiring a novice gunman. Whether or not such speculation made sense, suddenly now, Manse, ravaged by sorrow and regret, almost totally abandoned that sphere of busy commerce, as no longer morally fit for him or proper.

Of course, he might have gone either way. Some, assaulted by a tragedy of such appalling severity, would ask how God could allow it and resolve to have nothing more to do with Him. Others saw terrible events as a reminder that seeming success in the banal and basically worthless areas of life were only that – banal and worthless. They began to seek an alternative. This was Mansel’s response.

He did keep the company chairmanship of his complex, but delegated all detailed running to a previous chief assistant who, Harpur’s tipsters agreed, was at present definitely more or less completely clean, with a hale nasal septum and terrific dealership skills: one testimonial said he could sell pussy to a pimp. But crucially the informants also agreed he lacked command experience at rave and street level, and occasionally hallucinated about the Spanish Civil War of the mid 1930s. Some fragility was apparent in him, even conspicuous. The uncertainty sprouting from this could encourage others on the patch, or from elsewhere, to try a trade grab. The new man might look a pusher pushover, and there were plenty ready to have a go at pushing the pushover over and acquiring a rich firm.

Equilibrium had been gravely disturbed. Harpur would need to handle the fresh situation, whatever its shape and greed-powered armament. He saw the possibility of protracted, warring viciousness, conceivably a Yardie incursion. And he knew that, a rung above him, Desmond Iles, Assistant Chief Constable (Operations), thought the same.

Harpur considered that one of the most moving, temperate and surprising things about Iles was he did not altogether loathe and despise religion. In fact, he occasionally showed empathy and even a kind of hallowed enthusiasm towards the mystical. This appeared so now, in Mansel’s case. Generally, Iles wouldn’t have much to do with empathy or hallowed enthusiasm, except as a response to his slim-cut trouser legs and his profile, from either side. (‘It would be coquettish in me to prefer one to the other,’ Iles sometimes stated, and Harpur considered the case could certainly be argued.)

Yet, despite this usual prevailing focus on himself, Iles would now and then fabricate something damn close to authentic respect for others’ faith and beliefs, totally regardless of what the faith and beliefs were: ‘The complete fucking interdenominational samples book, Col,’ as the ACC had once described his helpful come-one-come-all attitude in the theology compartment. He was from a Protestant Northern Irish family, but could put that aside. ‘Am I going to stand between a man and his God, or, similarly, woman?’ Iles said. It was the kind of question he liked – no question at all: an announcement, not requiring a damned awkward, presumptuous opinion from anyone else, thanks very much, because the only approved reply lay built-in to the tone. Although Iles possessed few tones, he screwed his money’s worth from the ones he had.

But, of course, what would worry him was that Mansel’s abrupt, permanent and very nearly wholesale switch to the sacred, plus transfer of the corporate management to an imperfectly rehabbed hack underling, could mean weakness; could mean, in fact, a depressingly large and perilous hole in the local mercantile power structure. Iles had helped build that structure, cherished it. ‘I see myself as very like Nature itself, Col,’ the ACC had said last week.

‘I’ve heard several people state this soon after meeting you, often breathlessly, sir. Phrases such as: “That Mr Iles, though! Now, what is it he reminds me of? What? What? Damn it, what? Oh, I know – of course, of course: Nature!” It’s not always unfavourable, I think.’

‘Which people, Harpur?’

‘Oh, yes, several.’

‘Which aspects of Nature did they list as being apparent in myself?’

‘“Nature” covers quite a variety, sir. That’s one of its most famed features. Look almost anywhere and you’ll find some aspect, or aspects, of Nature – larches, hillocks, and, indeed, outright hills, floods, zebras, moss, deltas, deserts, hermit crabs, west winds.’

‘In what connection, as concerning myself, did they mean it?’

‘These were people entitled to hold an opinion,’ Harpur replied. ‘British through and through, and unquestionably schooled in the fundamentals.’

Often Iles did self-scrutiny. Although others scrutinized him, he preferred his own. ‘Col,’ he said, ‘I resemble Nature in that I abhor a vacuum. This is a well-known phrase – “Nature abhors a vacuum” – though probably not well known by you. Abhorrings wouldn’t be featured in your vocab and ambit. You’re glued to the Detective Chief Superintendent perch and don’t have to fret about wider matters. But, look, Harpur, you unquestionably have your passable qualities, extremely valid within their limits, yes, within those limits. You are content. Myself, I have to quest intellectually – some would say recklessly, arrogantly, restlessly roam – in a search for mental satisfaction. That’s how I am. My psychological brand. Also, however, this brings troublesome, unsparing, ruthlessly thorough insights, and I see that Shale, in his distress, has unfortunately donated us a prime, sodding vacuum.’

‘Well, not exactly, sir. There has been a neat, well-schemed passing of certain powers.’

‘To a nobody, Col.’

‘To an established aide.’

‘Established enough to be kept held down at number two until now. That is, Col, until Manse’s brain and judgement had been knocked numb by tragedy and sadness, inevitably affecting his powers of choice. Haste, also, might have been involved.’

‘Manse could have been grooming him for a long while. I’ve heard he didn’t want his son in the business.’

‘But please don’t think I fail to see the link, Harpur,’ Iles replied.

‘Link? With what?’

‘Myself.’

‘In which respect, sir?’

‘Perhaps I, too, will never in normal circumstances climb above the second- or third-in-command spot, the Assistant Chief spot.’ As was usual when he spoke his rank, he lingered on the ‘s’ sounds in Assistant, like a snake hiss, to suggest enforced subservience, subordination, servility and contempt for the virulently poxed conspiracy holding him back. This was another in his limited range of tones. ‘Do I, too, need some extraordinary change to the context before I can move higher? Or am I a congenital sidekick, Harpur?’ Here, too, the ‘s’ of sidekick fondled its despised s-ness.

‘That is quite a bit of phrasing, sir. Not many could come up with such a combination. Almost a tongue-twister. It would definitely have stayed in my head if I’d heard folk call you a congenital sidekick.’

‘Which folk?’

‘Sir?’

‘Which folk have you failed to hear calling me a congenital sidekick?’

‘Things might continue as you want, even without Manse fully involved, sir,’ Harpur replied. But he could follow the ACC’s logic. This went its own simple, mighty Ilesian way, like a straight section of the Ganges in spate – speaking of Nature. He thought attempts at drugs prohibition through the law a vastly dangerous, self-defeating, blatant farce, and had for years determinedly allowed two separate, harmonious trafficking operations to function in this city: one Shale’s; the other headed by Ralph W. Ember, noted environmentalist, with special concerns about urban pollution, which he raised in letters to the Press.

A major proviso to Iles’s grand, permissive OK existed though. This pair had to deliver peace on the streets and preserve it: no turf fights, no drive-by salvoes to hail the New Year and/or mark the Queen’s official birthday, no domestic torchings, no body-part severances or desocketed eyes. Desocketed eyes really riled Iles. ‘Desocketed eyes get up my nose,’ he’d told Harpur a while ago. They could have no place in policy. The mind of Iles often preoccupied itself with policy. He would quote an article from a very meaty London journal, The Economist. Harpur had it by heart after so many repetitions, though that didn’t mean he agreed: ‘There is no correlation between the harshness of drugs laws and the incidence of drug-taking: citizens living under tough regimes (notably America but also Britain) take more drugs, not fewer.’ Iles would say: ‘Col, criminalize equals gangsterize. Only the market then controls price and distribution. Illegal syndicates maul and disembowel one another to get this control and the huge earnings that come with it – maul, disembowel, kill, maim, torture, terrorize. This is an industry producing hundreds of billions a year, Harpur. I half laugh, half mourn, when I remember all the worthy, dim efforts over the decades to achieve a “drugs-free” world. Whoever first mouthed that cheery booster must have been mainlining something prime and brain shattering. Instead, Harpur, we have a thinker as eminent as Professor Ian Gilmore, past president of the Royal College of Physicians, saying drugs should be legalized. Likewise the chairman of the Bar Council of England and Wales, Nicholas Green QC. The British Medical Journal states prohibiting drugs has been “counterproductive”. Attempts at disruption of the trade and enforcement of anti-drugs laws are not working, a piece in The Times says. These are good, intelligent sources and were bound to catch up on my thinking, bless them.’

Iles maintained that possibly the greatest police objective after ‘stuff the Home Office’ was ‘no blood on the pavement’. Throughout his domain, including drugs-pushing spots, he wanted a situation where people could walk unhurriedly and relaxed, especially younger women with brilliant arses. He, Ralph W. Ember and Manse had achieved these conditions for most of the time. Well, at least, for some of the time: plainly, not for Shale’s wife and son. And there’d been other deaths. But, together, Manse and Ralph were strong enough to provide a reasonable degree of tranquillity under the Assistant Chief’s conditional, constructive supervision. The agreement had never been explicit. Iles despised explicitness, unless, of course, he wanted something explicit. But the understanding worked. Now, with Shale’s departure, Iles clearly sensed impending breakdown of the system; his careful, creative work ruined; its precise, frail, blessed balance vilely threatened. Blitzing up the Jag? A sort of blasphemy. Would the new managing director and CEO of Shale’s outfit be willing to, and able to, maintain that violence-free, decently eye-socketed townscape demanded by the ACC? Would Ember agree to work with this jumped-up new boy? Also, could the amended alliance remain strong enough to smother machine pistol trouble from outside gangs trying to invade and capture some, or all, of the nicely hooked, lavish, Ember-Shale customer-base?

‘Manse can’t run that kind of pushing operation in his new role, sir,’ Harpur had said. ‘It wouldn’t harmonize. The apostle James in the Bible states faith without works is dead, and probably means good works, not flogging skunk.’

‘I direct no blame at Shale, not a fragment. Poor, desolate, endlessly suffering Manse. His present needs have to be paramount. Our requirements trail his. Tolerance, Col.’ They were in Harpur’s room at headquarters; Desmond Iles, wearing uniform, had called in on his way to some lunchtime civic function where he might be able to give offence. He looked snotty, brilliantly smart, would-be wholesome, evasive, utterly dandruff-clear: he looked an Assistant Chief. ‘Tolerance is a quality I prize above all, except wise hate,’ he said. ‘In some quarters I’m known as “Forbearance Des”.’

‘Is that right?’

‘Why shouldn’t it be right, you fucker?’

‘These phrases!’

‘Will it last?’

‘What, sir?’

‘Manse Shale’s “born again” experience.’

‘Back to the Bible – St Paul,’ Harpur replied.

‘What about him?’

‘In his case it went on and on, after that moment on the road to Damascus. Many an Epistle. Two each for the Corinthians, Thessalonians and Timothy.’

Iles said: ‘He just wanted to bulk out the New Testament, like the long story Joyce put on the end of Dubliners to make a full-scale book of it.’

‘That Joyce—’

‘And if you say, “That Joyce – she was always a fly one,” I’ll kill you,’ Iles replied.

In the afternoon, Harpur decided to go down to Sandicott Terrace again, where the school-run shooting had happened. It would be his fifth trip there. Of the five, his later visits didn’t have much to do with detection. There weren’t any new discoveries to be made. But he’d fallen into a kind of dim ritual. It was as if he wanted to reassure himself that everything there was OK now: no further appalling incidents like those morning murders – the two people dead or dying in the Jag; the girl cowering blood-covered next to her brother’s body in the back and having to be lifted out by Harpur; the demolished, low, front garden wall of a house where the car, its driver no longer a driver, got up on to the pavement at next to no speed and gave the brickwork a minor nudge ... not enough to prompt the air bags, but sufficient to bring some destruction and stop the wheels. The wall had been repaired now.

Sandicott Terrace was a section of middling or upper suburbia, and Harpur considered it only right that a proper appearance should be quickly restored, at public expense. On the whole, he admired suburbia. It tended to be tidy. It shouldn’t be subjected to turf-battle knocks. Just after the shooting, the elderly couple who lived in the property had come out on to their front lawn and spoken to Iles and Harpur. They’d rushed separately to the scene. The man said apologetically, but not apologetically enough, that he’d heard the police had lost control of the streets. His wife remarked it was as if some evil force from another way of life had taken over. Harpur recalled verbatim a few of her words: ‘This is not civilization as we used to know it.’ And he recalled, too, how badly that had shaken Iles. When he and Harpur were alone a bit later, the ACC said, yes, maybe some widespread evil force was destroying civilization and its little, sheltering walls. Harpur gave him a bit of rejoinder-bark then: ‘We’re a police force. We’re here to shelter them,’ he said. ‘We haven’t been fucking flattened, sir.’

‘Often in my prayers, Harpur, I say, “Thank you, God, for Col and his continuous, stupid optimism,”’ Iles had replied.

Today, for visit five, Harpur parked a good way from the site of the shooting and walked a hundred metres or so. He stood at the minor junction where the gunman’s Mondeo had waited. On the face of it, this had been an almost ridiculously simple pounce – ridiculously simple as long as the Jaguar came that way making for Bracken Collegiate private school, which the children attended. This was likely, though not totally certain. Shale’s daughter had told them that he advised his wife to vary her routes there and back when she took over the run if he was away, but she would not always bother. Apparently, she didn’t like to be instructed by Manse – to be bossed by Manse. So, the Mondeo had a fair chance of picking the right spot.

Harpur stood on that spot now, across the street from the restored wall. They had witness statements explaining what had happened. The Mondeo, one man in it – white, late twenties or early thirties – waited near the junction. The Jaguar came into Sandicott Terrace from the far end, the second Mrs Shale driving today, and had to slow and go round the Mondeo, aiming to turn left into the main highway – Landau Road – and on to a straight four-mile stretch to the school. But, as the Jaguar drew abreast, the automatic firing had started from the Mondeo into the Jaguar, with Mrs Shale a car’s width away and Laurent, in the back, about the same. The nearness, and that kind of weapon, made it virtually impossible not to get a hit, at least of the Jaguar driver.

But the nearness also meant that if the main target should have been Mansel Shale, the gunman must have seen it was a woman at the Jaguar wheel. Nerves? No previous hit experience? Gung-ho madness – the need to kill for the sake of killing? A plan to hurt Manse, but not directly: lasting pain from immense grief? All this assumed, of course, that the objective was Manse, either to be eliminated himself or to be tortured by the deaths of those very close to him. Was the young girl, Matilda Shale, intended for execution, also?

The Mondeo had screamed away within a minute of the attack. Panic? Professionalism? Good luck? Exceptional luck? After all, the uncontrolled Jaguar might have taken some other streets that day. It might also have veered left not right after the shooting and hit the Mondeo, possibly disabling it.

Harpur walked back to his car. It had been another profitless, nervous-twitch, time-wasting sojourn. He thought he had glimpsed the woman from the repaired house watching him through the front-room window. She hadn’t come out to talk, though. Perhaps she could tell from his manner that he knew no more than everyone knew, and had only returned to the Terrace as a kind of face-saving spasm: his attempt to show he still governed the streets, at least until someone proved he didn’t.


TWO

Naturally, others besides Iles speculated on the new situation. A couple of days ago at home Harpur’s daughters had also spoken to him about Mansel Shale. Inevitably, the news of his substantial retirement from the shopping corpus had circulated. Some of the older pupils at their school, or teenagers in the clubs, had probably been customers. They’d hear of changes. The word would be around. And Harpur wondered whether one or both of the girls themselves did weed now and then and bought from Shale’s people. Jill might be still a little young for that, but Hazel was fifteen. He thought he should have seen the signs, sniffed the signs, witnessed the giggles, but the girls were wily.

They found the whole Shale tale intriguing, anyway. Inevitably, the shooting of his wife and son, Laurent,1 had made big news on television and in the papers. Shale’s thirteen-year-old daughter, Matilda, who’d been in the car but survived, was Jill’s age. That gave an extra interest: a sort of bond.

For much of the time, Harpur assumed – like almost everyone else – that the kills were in fact a cock-up by a hired gunman: young, cheap, incompetent, nervy, a novice. Firearms found weaknesses, in the user as well as the target, and one of the weaknesses could be wrong target. Yes, the marksman had almost certainly been sent to take out Mansel. Maybe a vengeance commission of some sort; not everyone found Shale lovable. The pot-shot briefing for this sloppy executioner must have said Manse usually drove the school-run Jaguar. Correct. So, the attack plan came down to: (a) identify the car; (b) shoot the driver, and anybody else if unavoidable; (c) scarper back to base; (d) collect the second half of the fee – in cash, not vouchers for concerts in the Albert Hall.

Mansel wasn’t even aboard the Jaguar that day, though, but en route to a London conference in a different vehicle. He’d never spoken about the shooting: or, rather, never spoken about it to Harpur or any other officer. They’d tried to discuss it with him, naturally, but he wouldn’t have it. Simply, he quit the active part of the game, and apparently had frequent conversations with vicars and so on these days. They’d do their best for him, explaining considerately and patiently why life had to be like that as part of the divine pattern: innocent people wiped out on the way to school.

‘It’s what’s known as omertà,’ Jill had said. ‘Crooks like Mansel Shale don’t talk to cops, even when the crooks have been horribly hurt. Omertà’s Italian. I’ve read about it. O – m – e – r – t – à, the “a” with an accent grave on it. Now, please don’t be afraid of words because they’re foreign, Dad. All sorts of them around these days owing to the European Union. Think of Beaujolais Nouveau, which is wine, and les sans papiers, which is immigrants. These Mafia racketeers sort out their own troubles. They don’t complain to the polizia, being the police over there. This would stain their honour, make them finks. They have to be macho. I’m glad Mansel Shale has given most of it up. If they had another go they might kill him next time and Matilda would be an orphan.’

‘We see her some days,’ Hazel said. ‘She seems all right now. She comes to judo off and on. Her dad brings her and picks her up. The Jaguar has been repaired. He looks very sad.’

‘Well, of course,’ Jill said.

‘Matilda’s a brave kid,’ Harpur said.

‘As a matter of fact, near Naples the Mafia is known as the Camorra,’ Jill replied. ‘Also it’s called il Sistema, meaning “the system”. Everything is sweetly organized, like that Brando pic, The Godfather, on The Movie Channel. They have their own lawyer, such as Robert Duvall, to state they’re not breaking the law when they’re breaking the law, say through a garrotting. They all believe in omertà and they’ll kill and torture members who go to the police, and their families.’

‘What will happen now, Dad?’ Hazel said. She liked to get to the practicalities. ‘There’s a story around.’ But she hesitated, apparently embarrassed.

‘What story?’ Harpur said. He believed he could guess.

‘It includes a vulgar word, Dad,’ Jill said. ‘But I should think you know it, in your sort of job.’

‘What’s that mean?’ Harpur said.

‘Meeting many kinds of people,’ Jill said. ‘Thugs, toerags, Des Iles, lowlife.’

‘The story is that just before he got shot, Laurent Shale realized what was going to happen and spoke to Matilda,’ Hazel said.

‘Something about who had set up the attack,’ Jill said, ‘in his opinion.’

‘Who says this?’ Harpur asked, knowing he’d get a crap reply.

‘I told you, Dad, it’s the buzz,’ Hazel said.

‘Rumour,’ Harpur said.

‘Maybe rumour,’ Hazel said.

‘This word – the vulgar word – it’s “twat”,’ Jill replied. ‘Some say it to rhyme with “cat”, like I have; others, especially in the United States, with “hot”.’

‘Yes, vulgar,’ Harpur said.

‘Some do say it, though, or make it a joke,’ Jill said. ‘For instance, there’s a café called “The Warm As Toast”.’

‘Yes?’ Harpur said. ‘Yes?’

‘Need the Enigma code-breaker, Dad?’ Hazel said. ‘The initials. We gather that what Laurent muttered just before the shooting was, “It has to be that twat Ralphy.”’

‘Spoken with the cat rhyme, you see, Dad,’ Jill said. ‘I don’t know if there’s research by the Oxford dictionary to show which pronunciation is top.’

‘They were in the back of the car and ought to have got right down when the gunfire began, but Laurent wanted to look, so he was hit,’ Hazel said. ‘Matilda kept out of sight.’

Yes, that’s what Laurent had said in the moment before he died, according to Matilda. She’d told Harpur just after he lifted her out of the Jaguar. She had quoted Laurent, using the cat rhyme. But he didn’t mention any of this to his daughters.

‘We think the Ralphy referred to in that sentence must be Ralph W. Ember,’ Jill said. ‘He’s a big trader in the commodities and owns a club, The Monty. He’s like you in some ways, Dad.’

‘How? I don’t trade or own a club,’ Harpur said.

‘He’s got two daughters at school,’ Jill said.

‘Well, yes,’ Harpur said. ‘I think so.’

‘You know it,’ Jill said. ‘You must have a dossier on him. But his daughters are not at John Locke Comp with us. Private: Corton House – a snob place. Ralph’s rich.’

‘He’s known as Panicking Ralph or Panicking Ralphy,’ Hazel said, ‘owing to some yellowness far back.’

‘It’s weird, really, isn’t it, Dad?’ Jill said.

‘What?’ Harpur said.

‘Ralph Ember, a crook, two kids – girls – at a private school,’ Jill said. ‘Mansel Shale, another crook, two kids – a boy and a girl – also at a private school, though a different one, and, of course, the boy dead now. Are crims the only ones who can afford private? Is this a hurtful question to a parent, such as you? It has to be asked, though. Is this a serious comment on the present state of things?’

‘Which things?’ Harpur said.

‘Like the social picture in this country. Everyone hard up except the crooks,’ Jill said.

‘You don’t want private, do you?’ Harpur said.

‘I’m just making a remark,’ Jill said. ‘Would you be able to pay if we did?’

‘A hypothetical question,’ Harpur replied.

‘What’s that mean?’ Jill said. ‘One you don’t have to answer? There’s a lot of them about.’

‘Ralph Ember runs a substances firm alongside Manse Shale’s, doesn’t he?’ Hazel said. ‘And now alongside this new guy, I suppose, the heir.’

‘We don’t believe Laurent meant it was Panicking who actually triggered,’ Jill said, ‘but Laurent seemed to think Ralph had organized it, such as paying a hit man. That’s what they’re called in plays on the telly.’

‘They both wanted monopoly, didn’t they, Dad – Panicking and Manse Shale?’ Hazel said. ‘I’ve done it in Economics at school – businesses always fighting each other to destroy competition, so the winner can up prices, being the only one left with the goods. Perhaps Ralphy believes he can wipe out whoever succeeds Manse, too. Will there be more trouble? In capitalism, a company has to move forward just to stand still – referred to as a paradox, which means it’s true but sounds the very opposite.’

‘We discussed why exactly Laurent used the term “twat”,’ Jill said. ‘It seemed important.’

‘If he did,’ Harpur said.

‘It’s someone’s last statement in this life,’ Jill said. ‘He couldn’t of prepared it, because he didn’t know the shooting would happen. This word came out, like, automatic. It’s his true, natural feelings. We got to give it attention. There are many hurtful words he could of selected, such as “slob” or “dickhead” or “louse”, but he picked “twat”. That isn’t the sort of thing you’d expect to hear in a top-of-the-range Jaguar, which it was.’

‘“Couldn’t have prepared it.” “Could have selected it.” “We have to give it attention.” None of it’s certain,’ Harpur said.

‘People say “twat” to mean someone who’s vain but not much good at anything at all,’ Jill replied. ‘Showy but useless. It’s like “prat”, only stronger. So, maybe Laurent realized it was all a mess up – his mother shot by mistake, and himself going to get it next.’

‘That nickname – Panicking Ralph, or Panicking Ralphy,’ Hazel said. ‘It makes him sound a complete write-off, doesn’t it, Dad?’

‘And therefore he can be termed a “twat”,’ Jill said.

‘All right, he might not have made a mistake with the gun himself, but because he’s rubbish and drops into panics he picks the wrong man to do the job for him,’ Hazel said. ‘It’s the kind of error football managers make when they’re getting too much pressure. Bad choices.’

‘Perhaps it really upset Laurent to think he was going to be killed by some jerk sent by another jerk,’ Jill said. ‘A sort of insult, as well as a mistake. Nothing noble about it, such as facing fearful odds in warrior sagas. And that’s why Laurent used that unpleasant word.’

‘A harsh protest,’ Hazel said, ‘but, of course, not with any evidence. It was just a guess or a feeling by Laurent.’

‘We don’t think Ralph Ember had any part in the shooting,’ Harpur replied. ‘We’ve talked to him.’

‘And he said, “No, no, not me, guv,” did he?’ Hazel asked, with a villain voice. ‘And you replied, “Oh, that’s all right then, Ralph. Sorry, old chum. Just thought we’d ask.”’

‘Is he alibied?’ Jill said.

‘That’s the kind of question Dad is never going to answer,’ Hazel said.

‘Who was behind it?’ Jill said.

‘We’re working on this,’ Harpur said.

‘It’s taking a time, isn’t it?’ Hazel said.

‘These things often do,’ Harpur said.

‘Of course they do,’ Jill said. Ultimately, she’d usually try to defend Harpur when Hazel got heavy.



1 See I Am Gold


THREE

The loyalty question troubled Ralph Ember’s wife, Margaret. One reason it harassed her was that this shouldn’t really be a question: she had married Ralph, had his children, and loyalty to him ought to be automatic. But, no, that was too simple. Obviously, marriages could come apart, marriages with children as much as those without. Life in the marriage could become intolerable for one or, perhaps, both spouses, and loyalty would have no place any longer.

Margaret’s debate with herself wasn’t to do with the usual causes of strain between husband and wife, though. Her anxieties were special. Because of the drugs business he ran, she knew Ralph might always be a target for competitors, for enemies. This was especially true now, after the Shale deaths. So, might Ralph’s family be a vengeance target: herself and their two daughters? Several times during her marriage, she had suffered quite long spells of fear, but never fear as deep and unrelenting as this. It closed around her, offered not even a small sight of relief. She experienced it as a tirelessly hostile presence, standing a little back for the moment as a tease, but all the time ready to rip in.

There had been past periods when she believed the only way to rid herself of her dreads arising from Ralph’s work was to take the children and leave him. She’d asked him to quit his work, and, of course, he’d refused. In fact, she had gone once,1 but returned after only days. She often wondered later whether that had been a stupid, craven decision. She’d had the guts to up and go, but not to stay gone and settle safe elsewhere. Idiotic? Surely it was the walkout itself that required the real nerve. Cheers then, Ralph, it’s been great, but ...

Yet her collapse had followed. And so shamefully soon. She longed to think this frailty was deeply unlike her. She’d always regarded herself as passably dogged and constant. But the memory of such jittery backtracking stuck and seemed to disable her now in this new situation, the Jaguar killings situation. She felt she might never be able to finalize a break from him. And wouldn’t any second attempt to exit be ... well, idiotic on idiotic, pathetic, no matter how scared she was of staying with Ralph – and, as a necessary part of that, making their kids stay?

This responsibility battered her. Worries about them dominated. It hadn’t been quite the same during her previous quit schemes: although the children were important then, yes, she’d had other strong motives, also. But these days she had to consider the death of Laurent Shale, didn’t she? Although his stepmother had been killed at the same time, it was slaughter of the boy that produced Margaret Ember’s worst worries. If Shale’s uninvolved kid could be wiped out, how safe were her daughters, Venetia and Fay? Vengeance could be very thorough.

Just before she did a runner from Ralph last time, she’d gone to see that slippery, crude, know-all, rough-house cop Harpur for advice. Obviously, you’d be insane to trust any police detective more than fifteen per cent with your fingers crossed – if so much – but she’d hoped he would understand her stress. He knew about murder, and not just professionally: his wife had been knifed to death in a car park.2 And he had two schoolgirl daughters himself. Although he’d been reasonably kind and apparently straightforward then, she drew back from consulting him again now. That would be part of the idiotic, pathetic display she must avoid. ‘Oh, on one of your little scoots again, Mrs Ember?’ She had to guard the tatters of what she’d come to regard as her main, shaky self.

Some things her daughters said – no, not said, more like hinted at – about the car shooting stoked her alarm. They had obviously gathered babble fragments from the jungle-drums, and these disturbed them. The girls nagged Margaret with vague, roundabout inquiries that seemed based on some sort of information, accurate or not, but information they dodged disclosing. It was as if they blue-pencilled part of this gossip as too embarrassing or hurtful for their mother. Yet they couldn’t leave it, forget it. To Margaret their badgering came across as the same question put repeatedly in changed words, like a cross-examination trick. It amounted to this: were their father and Mansel Shale violent enemies? Neither of the girls actually used the words ‘violent’ or ‘enemies’. They went for ‘business rivals’, ‘competitors’, ‘opponents’.

Struggling to unearth what they were really talking about, Margaret came to sense they might have heard suggestions that the boy, Laurent, spoke to his sister in the back of the Jaguar just before he died, said something important but perhaps crude. Margaret could not have explained how she got to this notion, but it was where her daughters’ questions seemed to point, and point constantly. Perhaps he’d attempted to account for the shooting, perhaps even accused someone. If so, she could possibly guess which someone, with or without guidance from her daughters. There must be all sorts of rumour about among local kids – buzz as they called it, though the girls didn’t use that word either now: they obviously aimed to keep things believable and weighty. Margaret would have liked to listen in to some of the buzz; wrong age-group, though, by decades. She, too, wanted to know whether Ralph and Manse Shale might be violent enemies. This helped explain the dazing degree of her fear. Good God, was it conceivable that Ralph commissioned some thug to rake the Jaguar, hoping to kill Shale and not caring too much about anyone else hit; had actually planned to ambush the school run?

She could see why this idea had shocked and perplexed Venetia and Fay. After all, on the face of it, at least, Ralph and Mansel Shale had been business associates, virtually pals. They’d always respected each other’s interest and seemed to believe in civilized cooperation. True, they were not partners. Their companies existed independently. But they both appeared to recognize the value of a good, positive understanding between them, unofficially and lovingly backed and blessed by Assistant Chief Constable Iles. Had this understanding suddenly splintered, despite him? She’d tried to get something from Ralph about the scene, approaching the subject from what she thought of as fairly mild, general queries, the kind of questions any wife might ask any husband – if the husband dealt drugs, that is. Of course, they’d discussed the shootings and Mansel Shale’s withdrawal to the chairmanship of his company.

‘So there’ll be someone new running Mansel’s outfit,’ she said. ‘Will he be able to manage?’

‘Manse must think so.’

‘But is he in a state to gauge things right?’

‘He knows his people – what they’re capable of.’

‘It’s all happened in such a rush.’

He began to sound irritated, as if she was hounding him. ‘We don’t have to worry about it, Margaret, do we? It’s a different company.’

‘Yes, I know, but—’

‘Not our concern,’ Ember said. ‘We mourn the deaths, certainly. Who wouldn’t? Terrible, terrible. What kind of person could act like that?’

‘Or hire someone to act like that.’

‘Yes, or hire someone to act like that. Degenerate. But the business consequences, as distinct from the personal, are another matter, private to Manse and his people.’

‘Are they, Ralph?’

‘How could it be otherwise?’

She knew something like collapse of the Ralph-Shale business pact had always been possible. The soft-soap terms to describe the relationship – ‘positive understanding’, ‘virtual pals’, ‘civilized cooperation’, happy closeness as ‘business associates’ – these cheery labels would do all right for the surface, for the obvious, but only for the surface and obvious. What their businesses were about was what all businesses were about: the need to make and inflate profits, the need to be still here, to survive. And, in the type of businesses they ran, the survival compulsion brought persistent, very special and acute pressures. Margaret had read somewhere lately that three-quarters of entrepreneurs failed – and Ralph loved to describe himself as an entrepreneur, his central ambition to bring seller and buyer together: particularly buyers who needed regular refills for their junkiness, and who had steady raw cash, got no matter how.

That three-quarters figure applied to normal, above-board, legal businesses. For the kind of outfits controlled by Ralph and Mansel Shale this failure rate would be much, much higher, because competition was rough and ferocious, expressed often by handguns or something bigger. Had Ralph decided that Manse Shale, his dear, virtual friend, his happy business associate, his sharer of positive understanding, was, in fact, a towering menace to Ralph’s own career and should be toppled? And, if so, would Shale feel he had to answer back in a similar bloody style: that is, blast a child or two on the opposing side – Ralph’s side?

They said Manse was broken by sorrow and had removed himself from all routine leadership tasks in his company. As chairman, though, he could still give orders. Some would argue that chairmen existed only to give orders, and draw pay. Between sessions with the Litany and anthems, Mansel might have time to whisper a few harsh, tit-for-tat instructions about Ralph and his family. So, Margaret yearned to bolt in good time from the hazard area with Venetia and Fay. She believed she owed them that, though they wouldn’t understand.

‘I still wonder about Manse’s successor,’ she said.

‘Wonder is OK,’ Ralph said. ‘Wonder is natural. But don’t worry. Let me mention Harry Truman, US President at the end of the war.’

‘Truman?’ she replied. Ralph would flourish bits of knowledge now and then, like a star in the pub quiz. He had started a degree course in the local university, but suspended it for the present, to deal with what he referred to as ‘exceptional counter-slump demands’ on his company. There must have been some US history in Ralph’s Foundation Year.

‘Suddenly, Truman had to take over from Franklin Roosevelt, a brilliant President, who’d died,’ he said. ‘Hardly anyone had even heard of Truman. But he turned out great.’

‘Do you want Shale’s new man to turn out great?’ she said.

‘Immaterial either way.’

‘Is it?’

‘Totally immaterial,’ Ralph replied.

‘A competitor.’

‘There’s enough business for both the firms,’ Ralph said. ‘Always has been. Why should things change now?’

A kind of stifling, workaday tact and censorship had come to exist between Margaret and Ralph, and the children seemed to have adopted the style, perhaps unconsciously, possibly believing this was normal for every family and all families. Some facts were never spoken about although known to the whole household. Margaret felt partly responsible. It began, didn’t it, with her attitude to Ralph’s chief business? Of course, she knew this to be the drugs trade, and on a mighty scale. She’d have to be half-witted not to know. Although there was also The Monty – a drinking club he owned, cherished, and had crazy hopes for – as an earner, it didn’t rate. In any case, Monty profits had to be declared for tax, meaning it rated even less. No question, the bulk of the family’s income came from substances supply. She, like Ralph himself and the children, lived on this money, this gorgeously ample, freely-flowing, thoroughly-criminal wealth. The source was not discussed. Harpur’s strutting, dandified boss, Iles, blind-eyed the trade, because of some special, personal theory. He treated the city as if it belonged to him and he could apply what laws he fancied, and the reverse. His attitude and behaviour did confuse the picture a little. But drug dealing remained a grave offence. Margaret knew that.

She also knew some people suffered appalling damage from drugs, including many youngsters. The Pope had spoken of the ‘serpent of drug trafficking’ – and sometimes the Pope got things right. She watched her daughters. Drugs could derange and destroy. Yet she and the family continued to enjoy these splendid, racketeered profits. They lived in a dignified, handsome manor house, Low Pastures, with paddocks, stables, ponies, noble chimneys, a library, and a long, curved, tree-lined drive, part gravelled, part tarmacked. Centuries ago a foreign consul had occupied Low Pastures, and, later, a Lord Lieutenant of the county. It ought to reek of wholesome distinction.

Margaret loved the property, but wasn’t always at ease there. She felt like someone who would never deliberately hurt an animal but who loved foie gras, so made herself ignore the cruelty that produced it. The actual nature of Ralph’s core business stayed unmentioned. He commandeered that gaudy term ‘entrepreneur’ to describe, or fail to describe, his activities. So much more elevated and vague than ‘baron’ – the flawed kind of baron Ralph was; much more flaw than baron. And Margaret let him sidestep like that; cowardly of her, again? The children seemed to be following. Naturally, there had been talk about the deaths of Naomi Shale and Laurent, but only general, regretful, disgusted comments; nothing potentially troublesome.

The Embers inherited a plaque fixed to one of the gates at Low Pastures by some earlier owner. Inscribed on it in elegant white lettering was ‘Mens cuiusque is est quisque’ – a tag from an ancient phrase-monger, apparently. Ralph cleaned it and checked the screws for corrosion every few weeks. He didn’t know any Latin, of course, but had found a couple of translations on the Internet: ‘the mind of each man is the man himself’ or ‘a man’s mind is what he is’. Not many people knew what Ralph’s mind was, though. She didn’t, not altogether. Ralph himself might not be totally sure. Harpur probably got as close as anyone. She reckoned Harpur had quite a mind himself, despite his job. To keep Iles from a breakout into catastrophe, anyone would need quite a mind.

‘I wonder, too, what would have happened if Mansel Shale himself had been shot, as most seem to think was the real intention,’ she said. They talked in the drawing room, Ralph standing alongside the long, mahogany Regency sideboard, Margaret seated on a chesterfield.

‘Who seem to think the real objective was Manse?’

‘It’s the impression I get.’

‘But where from?’

‘The media coverage. General talk. And it would appear logical, don’t you think, Ralph?’

‘Logical how?’

‘Very credible.’

‘In what way?’

‘Some sort of struggle for dominance, leading to the ambush.’

‘You’re talking Darwinism.’

‘Turf rivalries.’

‘Who between?’

‘“The territorial imperative”, as it’s known.’

‘That’s fanciful. Who can tell what the real intention was?’

‘Yes, who can, Ralph?’

He nodded, as though this was an answer, the strong, handsome face kept empty. Many saw him as very like the young Charlton Heston. Lusting slags, especially, got wowed by the resemblance. And Margaret had an idea that some of them got more than wowed. He said: ‘All sorts of hazy ideas. Bound to be. Imponderables. Ultimately, darling, such gab is useless.’

‘But more or less inevitable, Ralph, surely.’

‘Useless.’

She could see he might be saying only what was obvious and true. The most frequently offered explanation for the Sandicott Terrace shootings rested mainly on guesswork and theory, not definite knowledge: intelligent guesswork and theory, perhaps, but, also, as Ralph said, possibly fanciful, and ultimately useless. But she felt at the same time that she might have been fended off. Had she just been told in the unspoken, indirect way introduced and refined by Ralph, and accepted by her and the children, that the executions were one of those areas which could certainly be mentioned – could not be absolutely ignored – but which lay off limits as a subject for digging into and for nosy discussion? A special commercial matter best considered mostly private to Ralph?

But what made it special? She wouldn’t be asking, and he wouldn’t answer if she did. So, where did this leave her? It left her ignorant of the details of the Sandicott Terrace outrage and its background, and ignorant of whether Ralph knew about the details of the Sandicott Terrace outrage and its background – had, in fact, helped create the details and background of the Sandicott Terrace outrage.

Without telling him, she drove there. She wanted some solidity, some reality. Streets and houses would give her that. She could not remember ever having been there before, though she’d seen plenty of media photographs and films of it just after the attack. She parked about a hundred metres away and walked to the junction with Landau Road. She stood at the place where, according to the Press and TV pictures, the gunman’s Mondeo must have waited. It chilled her a bit to be there. Did he have the gun on his lap as he watched in the mirror for the Jaguar’s arrival? It chilled her more than a bit to think Ralph might have briefed someone to take up station there, or briefed someone to brief someone to brief someone: Ralph was cagey, probably wouldn’t get too near the actuality. The buck didn’t stop with Ralph, because he took care that the buck didn’t reach him. She knew some people called him Panicking Ralph, or even Panicking Ralphy, which she particularly loathed. She thought ‘Cautious Ralph’ would suit him more exactly as a nickname. But maybe when the caution didn’t work or didn’t suit the situation he fell into panic.

The Jaguar driven by Mrs Shale would have slowed when it approached the junction and as it went round the Mondeo. The Terrace there was not wide. For a couple of seconds the two drivers must have been within a few metres of each other, in separate cars. Although she knew nothing about guns, this had surely been an ideal set-up for the man in the Mondeo. He’d used an automatic weapon, apparently, spraying bullets. He was bound to have a hit, or more than one.

She saw another factor in this nearness, though. At that distance, how could he have mistaken a woman for a man behind the wheel of the Jaguar – Naomi Shale instead of Mansel? But did the guesswork and theory contain the guess and theorizing that this young man with the gun was so nerve racked and inexperienced he blasted off as soon as he identified the Jaguar, incapable of narrowing his choices any further, and determined to get clear fast?

An elderly woman came out into her front garden opposite and beckoned to her. When the traffic thinned, Margaret crossed the street. ‘Are you Press, that kind of thing?’ the woman said. ‘It’s long after the event, but are you doing an atmospheric article? We’ve seen many journalists and broadcasting folk here. We were objects of considerable interest, owing to proximity. Most likely you’ll note our wall has a new section. The Jaguar knocked a hole, you see. It’s possible to find symbolism in that.’

‘I wanted to see the actual site,’ Margaret said.

‘Not Press? General interest?’

‘That kind of thing.’

‘Crime, violent deaths fascinate some. I do not object. Tastes are personal. Or are you connected with one or more of the parties concerned? If it’s one of those killed, you have my sympathy. Obviously. We get one of the detectives down here gazing about as if he thinks clues will come floating by on the wind even now, days and days after. Maybe he wants to reassure us by his presence that they’re still on the case. Yes, still on the case and getting nowhere. This is not the top man himself, Iles, but his dogsbody, Harpur. Their names have been in the media a lot, of course. Our view – my husband’s and, to an extent, mine – is they’ve lost the fight for control of the streets. There’s no safety, no lasting tranquillity. It looks like he – that’s the Harpur one – comes here to demonstrate he hasn’t given up or handed over, pacing about and looking thoughtful. Oh, splendid, when nothing much is happening here, as is the usual. Well, excellent. But what about gunfire and a child and a woman destroyed? That’s a different item, wouldn’t you say?

‘We long for the kind of civilization we used to have. As a society we’re on the slide. Mrs Thatcher, as she was then, thought society didn’t exist. It does, but it’s breaking down. Whose fault is that? I’m not talking behind their backs. I told them the same on the day. That Iles, poncing about like a Nureyev. And now this government coalition, as it’s known, is going to cut the number of officers. Economies. Consider this – would our wall have been repaired under the coming regime of penny-pinching? I look at these new bricks and recall they were made necessary by an off-course car with two corpses aboard, for reasons unknown. Unknown to us, anyway. This is not a cheerful idea. Would you care to come in for a cup of tea with hubby and me? The house is quite safe pro tem.’



1 See Naked At The Window

2 See Roses, Roses
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