



  [image: cover]






  




  Bill James and The Murder Room




  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our
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  Chapter One




  Harpur said: ‘Oh, “Make my day, punk.” Without doubt.’




  ‘Really?’




  ‘Wonderful,’ Harpur said.




  He was taking part in one of his wife Megan’s literature discussion evenings at home, and the group had been asked by the creative writing expert running things tonight to quote their

  favourite single slice of speech in fiction. Whenever he could, Harpur attended these little soirées, often with fair pleasure. He knew he needed improvement. A moment ago the speaker had

  said: ‘And now I’m going to ask Colin Harpur, because he has to slip away shortly on urgent police business. I hope the rest of you won’t think I’m currying favour with the

  fuzz!’




  It was a session on the making of dialogue. A gymnasium owner in the group had gone first and cited something about all of us being born in a gleam by a woman standing astride a grave, which he

  stated had a multiplicity of overtones and came from the very well-known play, Waiting for Godot, by Samuel Beckett. Harpur had heard of both and was ready to agree with the gym owner that

  the line might be ‘seminal’. Now and then Harpur had to deal with graves – mostly shallow, hastily made, ineffective – though he had never encountered a woman standing

  astride one.




  ‘So, now we take, “Make my day, punk”,’ the creative writing speaker exclaimed, a tall, fleshy lad with a First World War moustache, and wearing red cords and a green

  cord, open-necked shirt. ‘We do get around! From Dirty Harry, yes, Colin? Clint Eastwood as Detective Harry Callahan.’




  ‘He’s being provocative, Greg, that’s all,’ Megan remarked a bit wearily. ‘As bloody ever; low-browing for effect.’




  ‘No, no, I’m sure he means it, don’t you, Colin?’




  ‘Oh, he means it, all right,’ Megan replied. ‘But he’s still trying to stir.’




  ‘So tell us why, Colin.’




  Harpur said with enthusiasm: ‘You remember the scene? Callahan has just stopped a bank robbery, blasting off his magnum. He has one of the crooks lying in front of him on the ground,

  wounded. The crook thinks about reaching for the weapon he’s dropped.’




  Greg whooped: ‘And Clint says, “Go on. Make my day, punk.” ’




  ‘It’s got the lot,’ Harpur replied.




  ‘What lot?’ Megan asked. ‘Magnum force. Outright fascist-pig savagery.’




  ‘Oh, no,’ Harpur said, ‘not outright at all. That’s the whole thing. To finish off this robber might give Harry total pleasure but— ’




  ‘No might. Would,’ Megan commented.




  ‘It could be just a witty, deterrent threat,’ Harpur said. ‘But the real point is, Harry cannot pull the trigger. Why? He’s a cop and inhibited by rules. He’s wild

  and he’s dirty, but he must not shoot unless the other guy makes a move first. The man’s a degenerate, well, a “punk”, and deserves all that might come his way, but still

  has rights which Harry recognises – to a trial and so on. Harry must forgo his little treat. In four words it’s a line about constitutional treatment of the vile, about the absolute

  centrality of law. It celebrates civilisation. No shoot-to-kill policy here.’




  ‘Oh, God. The film should have been called The Venerable Harry Callahan?’ Megan asked. ‘What about the social conditions that forced the robber into crime? He’s

  black, isn’t he? Ever heard the term “Underclass” – the way some in the States are driven to law-breaking?’




  ‘I don’t think Harry has time to consider that.’




  ‘Fascinating,’ Greg said, as if genuinely pleased. ‘A contribution from well outside the so-called canon, though by no means the worse for that, I’m sure. Ephemera

  certainly has its own validity.’




  Harpur left them soon afterwards and drove out to Caring Oliver’s place, Low Pastures. There were walls and high gates. He pressed a button and when a woman replied he spoke into the

  grille. ‘Detective Chief Superintendent Colin Harpur.’




  ‘Who did you want?’




  ‘Whom,’ he said. ‘I’ve just come from a literary evening, for heaven’s sake. That Mrs Leach?’




  ‘I’ll see if she’s in.’




  ‘Don’t fart about, Patsy. Open up.’




  In a minute the gates swung back. Caring’s wife was waiting for him in the porch of the big old country house when he reached the end of the drive, wearing jeans and scarlet angora, like

  an ad in one of the rougher colour supplements. ‘I’m afraid Oliver isn’t here, Mr Harpur,’ she said. ‘He’ll be sorry to have missed you. He’s

  abroad.’




  ‘Yes, I know. Spain way, the last we heard. Not a trite, villainous Costa. Somewhere select and churchy, in the North?’




  ‘I’m not at all sure. Business. Flitting about, rather.’




  She took him into a big sitting room, which had bare stone walls heavy with heritage and some genuine-looking beams, plus a view out over fields and woods and eventually to the sea. A lot of the

  soil and trees belonged to Caring. He had found good funds these last few years.




  ‘Here’s Lynette, my daughter. This is Mr Harpur of the police.’




  ‘I thought you were away at school in Cheltenham,’ Harpur said.




  ‘In dad’s dossier, is it?’ the girl replied. She was about fourteen.




  ‘Lynette’s home for a few days.’




  ‘Suspended,’ Lynette said. ‘Fighting. Gouging, they called it.’




  ‘I hope you did the damage,’ Harpur replied.




  ‘Why I’m sent home, isn’t it? History’s written by the defeated.’




  ‘Can the medics get the teeth out of your elbow?’ Harpur replied. Lynette took after Patsy, large in the face, heavy cheeked, with dark eyes lying low in all the sombre flesh. Harpur

  knew Caring thought something of both of them, but not enough to stay close when there might be a crisis. There would have been one now, if Harpur had been able to find him.




  ‘So you’re missing Oliver?’ Harpur asked.




  ‘We make the best of it,’ Patsy Leach said bravely.




  ‘Poor mummy has to shop alone. Guyless in Asda.’




  ‘I wonder if we could talk, Patsy,’ Harpur said.




  Lynette stood up from the settee. ‘I was just going out to practise a few wrinkles from The Terrorist’s Handbook.’




  When she had left and he and Patsy were sitting opposite each other, Harpur said: ‘You’ll know that a great friend of Oliver was killed taking part in a bank raid in Exeter. Peter

  Chitty. Several other men got clear with the haul.’




  ‘Peter, yes. Such a foolish fellow. Indeed, he was a friend of Oliver, or perhaps more accurately an acquaintance, but that would be a long, long time ago, Mr Harpur. We were

  shocked to read about him. Of course, his marriage had broken up, and the children are with her. Anna is it? That kind of disruption can do terrible things to a man, even drive him to violent

  crime. I always say men are a lot more sensitive than some of us give them credit for.’




  ‘Yes, well Chitty was being sensitive with a .357 K-frame pistol in his hand when someone blew the side of his head off. There were two gangs there, identical tip-offs, presumably, and

  competing for the same big load.’




  ‘Appalling. Such a waste.’




  ‘Yes. Around £1.8 million went.’




  She came to terms with grief and shock for a while. ‘I know it’s your job to worry about that – about the accounting, as it were – but when there’s loss of life,

  well, the money, no matter how much, seems almost immaterial.’ Her voice and weighty face grew grave.




  ‘Obviously, we’re very keen on finding the other people who took part.’




  ‘Obviously.’




  ‘That’s to say, the men who did the actual raid on the bank and another who held the manager’s family hostage in their house. The manager was also killed at the bank, of

  course. You’ll have read about it. Two children left behind, one of them a daughter, though much younger than yours. Her name’s Gloria – five years old, still at nursery school

  the last I heard. I wondered if you could help us, Patsy. When did Ollie go abroad?’




  ‘Oh, it’s a little while now. I’m poor on dates. But, if it’s important, I would have thought Heathrow might be able to help.’




  ‘Except we don’t think he took a conventional route.’




  ‘No?’




  ‘Some exceptional luggage? Sensitive luggage, you might say.’




  ‘I don’t follow these things, Mr Harpur.’




  ‘He’s in touch?’




  ‘Indeed yes. By telephone. Unpredictable times. You know Oliver.’




  ‘I’d like to know him better. What kind of business is he into these days?’




  ‘Very various. I’m something of a dumbo about such matters, I’m afraid.’




  ‘Oh dear.’




  ‘He’ll be extremely concerned about Lynette and the school.’




  ‘Cheltenham Ladies’ College?’




  ‘Not exactly that. But very good, and certainly in Cheltenham.’




  Harpur said: ‘Well it might not be such a bad idea to have her at home with you for a while.’




  She blinked a little. ‘I don’t understand.’




  ‘Where you can keep an eye on her, and on people who might show an interest in her.’




  She smiled in bafflement. ‘Mr Harpur, I’m sorry, you’re still losing me.’




  ‘There’s a lot of spare money in circulation, Patsy. Some folk could start looking for access to it. Lynette might fit the bill. She’s a way of getting at Caring, isn’t

  she?’




  Patsy shook her head to signify continuing failure to understand. ‘Kidnap? But how would Oliver be linked with “spare money”, as you call it? He’ll want her to return to

  school. Education is so exceptionally major with him.’










  Chapter Two




  She was a pretty kid, nice and full of energy, but they almost all were at four or five years of age, weren’t they? Something in them reached out. You had to respond.

  Well, Ralph Ember did. That was his weakness. Why he was here now. Gloria. He remembered the name very well. Of course he did. Gloria Kale. If you had held a couple of children and their mother

  hostage you remembered everything about them.




  He knew it would be madness to loiter around the nursery school watching for her when she came out with the other children into the playground, or when she went home. In any case, her mother

  picked her up with the car, so there would be no chance of anything, no time. Even if he just stood at the fence and gazed at her at break time, someone might notice and remember him: the teacher

  who supervised them, or people window-gaping from one of the houses near. An unknown man idling near a nursery, with an eye on one of the little girls, a really special eye: it would be sending

  signals.




  All the same, he must see her. He felt he knew this child. He had spoken to her and she to him and he had even touched her. Eventually, it had not been possible to protect her from pain, though

  he had really tried. No, no, he could not be blamed for the pain. These things were utterly beyond him. He had taken no direct part in her father’s death. Ember had been in the house with

  Gloria, Robert and their mother at the time. It made him sad and sick when he thought of Kale’s murder, but those events were beyond him, and he definitely had no responsibility. He had never

  even been able to find out whether it was necessary, nor who did it.




  What he decided was to walk past the playground when they were having their break. That would be all right. He could be any adult watching children enjoy themselves, no other motive. He would

  take it slowly, but not stop, like being out on a stroll which happened to go near the school at break time. Nothing could be more harmless. So, he parked far off and watched until he saw the first

  of them skip out into the yard and then left the car and started his saunter.




  Was she all right now? Of course she was not all right. What had happened to her father had happened. The child’s life had been changed and stayed changed, maybe ruined. It was a question

  of whether she would recover. They said children could be wonderfully strong at coming back from even the worst of distress and violation. Surprisingly strong. Everyone knew this. In a way, the

  race depended on it.




  When he was still twenty yards away he could pick her out among the rest of the kids. Easy. She was wearing the lilac track suit like that other time in the house, and her hair was in a pony

  tail like then. Perhaps her mother should get her something new. As he reached the yard fence, she disappeared behind a knot of children and he slowed his pace, waiting for her to emerge, certain

  he must not risk either pausing or walking back. God, you would think a colour like lilac would show, no matter where she was, but for a couple of seconds he lost her completely, just a swarm of

  those other fucking kids in sight, and he felt the sweat start across his shoulders and down his back. How could she drop out of sight?




  And then the group splintered suddenly, the children running all ways in some game, and Gloria came capering towards the fence with a couple of girls and a boy, all of them shouting and

  laughing. Laughing, that was the thing. She laughed as much as any of them. She looked as happy as any of them, didn’t she? Didn’t she? And she was as pretty as ever, her eyes alight,

  her little teeth shining as she shouted and laughed, her skin bright and hopeful in the strong sun. He saw no damage. He could not help smiling. The relief.




  She and her friends ran right up to the fence. The children with her turned and stared back towards where the group had been, as if expecting one of the other children to chase them in the game.

  But she did not turn. She stopped a yard or two back from the fence and stared through it at him, gazing up at his face, her eyes puzzled now and a frown starting. He cut the smile and walked a

  little quicker. Her hand seemed to start to come up as if she was going to point and maybe speak. Speak or even scream. But why? She could not recognise him. That was impossible. All his clothes

  were different today and his face had been fully masked the whole time before. A near-babe of this age would not be able to spot someone from his physique. He looked away. When he came to the end

  of the fence he glanced back and, thank God, she had moved from that spot and was running hand in hand with another little girl again. She seemed to have forgotten about seeing him. Well, of

  course. He kept walking, circled the block and returned to the car. In a little while, he saw the children go back into the building, the lilac track suit up towards the front of the crowd. Yes,

  she had forgotten him.




  He drove into the country and idled for a while. Half an hour before it was time for the children to go home, he returned to the town, but this time made for her house. He watched there from the

  car again and when he saw Mrs Kale leave in the Lada to pick her up, he took three large brown envelopes from the glove compartment, left his car and walked quickly to the front door. The envelopes

  were already addressed with capital letters. He posted them, then returned to the car and set off at once for home. It was a risk, walking in that street after being around the school, and he did

  not stop trembling until he had driven thirty miles on the motorway. Yes, a risk, but how else did you get £25,000 in fifties to someone without any chance of slip-up? Send it through the

  post? What a laugh. Register it? If you registered you shouted value. By hand was the only safe way. After fifty miles he felt pretty good. He had put things right with Gloria and Mrs Kale and

  Robert, as right as they could be.










  Chapter Three




  Anna Chitty hung about outside the club for a while, watching people come and go, trying to pick the right moment for entering the place herself. There probably wasn’t

  one. She had never been inside the Monty, but had heard way back that unaccompanied women were not admitted. This might still be the rule. The customers entering or leaving were in pairs, or larger

  groups. The women looked rough, but they did have escorts, most of them rougher.




  ‘So here goes,’ Anna muttered and pushed the door open. She found it surprisingly elegant: dark wood-panelled walls, a lot of brass work and a handsome mahogany bar. True, there were

  pool tables, too, and a couple of fruit machines, and a few of the faces and suits were frightening. But her first feeling was that she need not have worried. A man behind the bar glanced up as she

  approached and then resumed pouring a round of brandies from the bottle, not an optic. He had a scar of some sort along the line of his jaw, faded but still noticeable. He was good looking in a

  bony, big-featured way, rather like Charlton Heston.




  ‘This is a members and guests club only, I’m afraid, madam,’ he said, taking a ten pound note from the man buying the brandies. He held it in his hand, looking her over,

  showing a decent quantity of lust, but no friendliness.




  ‘Yes. It’s just that I’m here about Pete Chitty,’ Anna replied.




  The brandy customer turned to look at her, too, his eyes swimming, but sharp. ‘Chitty? You’re quite a bit late there, love.’




  She ignored him. ‘Are you Ralph Ember?’ she asked the man behind the bar.




  He gave a tiny nod, his face still unwelcoming. He turned and put the money in the till and counted out some change to the customer. Over his shoulder he said: ‘I don’t think I can

  help you in this respect, madam.’




  ‘I know Pete’s dead,’ she replied.




  ‘You can say that again,’ the customer muttered, gathering his drinks very capably, drunk or not. ‘Well, with all respect.’




  ‘He was still a member here?’ she asked.




  ‘This is quite untoward, you know, coming here, quizzing,’ Ralph Ember replied, facing her again. ‘I can’t really allow you to remain on the premises, regrettably.

  It’s the law. I have to think of the club’s reputation, you see.’




  ‘Ralphy’s a stickler in that matter.’ The customer lifted up his four brandies between the fingers of two hands and moved away. Then he came back nodding and smiling.

  ‘Except you’re the law yourself, of course? Police inquiries re Peter Chitty? But with legs and an arse like that? No chance police. Look, you can join me and some friends. I’ll

  sign you in. That’s permitted.’




  ‘Thank you, no.’




  ‘Oh, my. Really?’ He made a ladylike face. He was squat and dark in a sad purple and gold cardigan, with a heavy mop of black hair and a smile that was meant to be provocative but

  which came out only Goebbels. ‘Looking for Pete Chitty, are we? Well, whatever he was giving you he won’t be giving it any longer.’




  ‘Piss off, Cheapy, would you?’ she said.




  He took a second to register this and then, drinks out in front of him, lunged towards her, grunting, ‘Now, look, whore princess, you can’t come in here and— ’




  She swung her handbag violently across him so that it caught all four glasses and knocked them from his hands. In untidy squadron they flew at the genuine mahogany bar and shattered, the

  fragments gleaming brilliantly in the air for a moment under the club lights, like a firework cascade. Grief-stricken and astonished, the customer gazed down at the wreckage and the expensive

  little pools.




  Ember came quickly around from behind the bar and took her by the arm. ‘I said out.’ He began to march her towards the door.




  ‘I’m Pete Chitty’s wife,’ she said. ‘I wanted to talk to you about money. A split that somehow went astray? Pete always said you were a fount of information,

  Ralphy.’




  They were at the door. ‘I can’t help you.’




  ‘This was £1.8 million. Where did it disappear to? I have children, you know. Pete couldn’t collect, obviously, but we’re entitled. We were separated, but I’m still

  entitled.’




  ‘I can’t help.’




  ‘A club like yours. There must be talk. Where’s the cash?’




  ‘Don’t come back, right?’




  ‘Oh, I’ll come back. I know you know plenty. I can smell it in your sweat.’










  Chapter Four




  In a couple of days, Ember forgot about her, almost. ‘Oh, I’ll come back.’ Mouth. They shouted their heads off, discarded women like that, and especially if

  they caught a whiff of cash. Well, as far as she was concerned, there bloody wasn’t any, and perhaps she had picked up the message. All right, he might take something to Mrs Kale and her

  children, because he felt he owed. He was not going to start spreading money and information all ways, though. There had to be parameters.




  Then, lying awake alongside Margaret on a Sunday morning, joyously re-re-counting big funds in his head, he thought he heard a couple of sounds from somewhere downstairs in the club. It was just

  after 3 a.m. and he had not been in bed long, after a reasonable night’s business. Maggie said they should fit alarms. That always angered him. She was not dim, but refused to understand,

  though God knew he had explained enough: alarms were noise and noise meant police swarming and police swarming meant probing and disclosures and all sorts.




  He slipped out of bed, put on his dressing gown and picked up the heavy flashlight which would do as a weapon if it came to that. The joy had gone and terror held him in the racking style it

  often did, and which was neoned in his nickname, Panicking Ralph: shakiness in the legs, the sweat the woman had spoken of the other night, and a fierce, spreading ache across his shoulders and

  neck and back of the head. If it was a couple of locals after the till he could handle that, and takings did not matter a fuck, anyway, now, not even a heavy night’s. He feared intruders with

  something else on their mind. No question, the call by Chitty’s one-time lady had upset him. For a long while he had been waiting for visitors along those lines, only worse – people not

  happy with their share from the bank, maybe with no share at all. There’d been a lad named Harry Lighterman and another who was never called anything more than Fritzy. So, tonight, one of

  them, or both, might be here.




  He did not switch the flashlight on but made his way slowly in the dark towards the stairs down to the club and bar, leaning against the wall now and then to give his legs a spell. Halfway he

  paused and listened but heard nothing. Quietly he took the last few stairs and gently pulled back the bolts on the door. Then he opened it in one sudden movement. A couple of low-powered security

  bulbs burned all night down here. Someone spoke.




  ‘Ralphy, I was going to wait quietly till morning, but I should have known you’d hear. A pro.’




  ‘Caring? You’re back?’ He stared towards where the voice had come from, a table in shadow over beyond the pool tables.




  ‘We sat here once before, way back, remember that, Ralphy?’ Caring Oliver said. Ember did not like it when people grew reminiscent. Often that meant shit would fly.




  ‘How come you’re in this country, Caring?’ Ember replied, ‘though glorious to see you. Obviously.’




  ‘We were sitting here, talking business et cetera, and your daughter came down, a pretty kid, remember that, Ralphy? This was God knows what time, four-thirty, five a.m., you late back

  from shagging half the populace, and this lovely-looking kid comes down to see what’s going on. Valmai?’




  ‘Venetia.’




  ‘Exactly. Full of it. We were discussing your safety among other matters that night, as I recall. Daughters. One reason I’m back. My Lynette, she’s giving problems. Been sent

  home. I want you to take me up to the house to see her.’




  ‘Tonight?’




  ‘Well, now you’re here. I haven’t got a lot of time, Ralph.’




  ‘Can I get you something, first?’




  ‘Winston was here that other night when Venetia arrived, yes? Where did he end up after the Exeter thing, Ralphy? I must have missed it in the Press. Winston, the only one

  taken.’




  ‘I lost track. Twelve years, even though he coughed some to police. Otherwise fifteen the judge said.’




  ‘Well, I saw bits of it in the continental Daily Telegraph. That paper costs, but it’s a warm link with everything that really matters back home.’




  Ember poured a couple of brandies and took them over. Although Caring was young, his hair had gone silver and he kept it long and pushed back behind his ears. In the faint light it had a flat,

  yellowy gleam, like an industrialised river. His face seemed thin and longer. ‘You’re looking grand, Caring. Bronzed. It suits you. Not like me. I go lesser-breed if I tan.’




  ‘I didn’t know if you’d still be here in the Monty. Not now you’ve got a bit acquired.’




  Ember sat down: ‘I thought, act as usual for six months, maybe a year, before making big changes. These people, Harpur, Iles, they watch. They read spending.’




  ‘Wise.’ He put the glass to his lips but Ember had the idea he did not take any of it. ‘Can you get up to my place soon and check whether there’s a police reception

  waiting?’




  ‘Right.’




  ‘Thanks, Ralphy.’ He gazed into the darkness for a couple of moments. ‘Recall someone called Fritzy? He was with us at Exeter.’




  ‘The name, yes. I didn’t meet him. I was at the other end of the job, if you remember.’




  ‘Right. And looked after it a treat, the hostage side.’




  ‘Well, it did go passably.’




  ‘Class, that’s you, Ralphy.’ Caring Oliver leaned over and squeezed Ember’s arm through the dressing gown. ‘That fucking Fritzy traced me.’




  ‘No! Where? Not abroad?’




  ‘It’s my own fault. I picked him for that bank outing for cleverness, and he turns out to have too much of it. This is Spain. And I don’t mean sodding Malaga and all that

  criminality where anyone would search. This is in the North, nearly Portugal, almost a nowhere place, but enough to keep me occupied – casino, races and no end of young fanny. Anyway, Fritzy

  turns up in that town, Santiago de Compostela, a deeply religious spot in many respects, with floral displays. Making inquiries, using my name. I mean, my real name. Is this thoughtless? But I had

  some friends there, and I get an early warning. One reason I’m back. This was a handsome Iberian town with nice little dark streets. You’d think a man could get fully lost

  there.’




  ‘He’s— ’




  ‘Concerned about his take-home pay from Exeter, that’s obvious, Ralph. I didn’t wait to ask him, but this is what it would be. He ran when we all ran that day at the bank, but

  Fritzy had to run with nothing in his sack. That was just the way it turned out. And then he didn’t arrive for the split, as you know. Lying low. In a way, he’s got only himself to

  blame, you see. Well, what Fritzy ought to remember is he could have been killed at Exeter, like poor Pete Chitty or the bank manager. Fritzy had the breaks, really. He’s not seeing it like

  that now, though.’




  ‘I had someone here calling herself Pete’s wife. The same motivation, Caring. They want to collect. They all sniff it a mile off, don’t they, though? Still quite a body on her,

  legs and so on, so it might be his genuine woman.’




  ‘I think there was a wife, way back. Anna. Yes, legs. And kids. So she knows you’re holding some of the packages, Ralph?’




  ‘Bold? Tempestuous?’




  Again Caring lifted the glass and again he did not appear to drink. ‘Well, I had to up roots from Spain because of this Fritzy.’




  ‘It’s a tr— ’ He had been going to say it was a trial, but you did not want technical terms like that around. ‘It’s a real trouble, Caring.’




  ‘And needing to see about my daughter. Some complication at school. So, I thought, kill two birds. What I’d like is you to drive up to my place now and have a good look around first,

  Ralph, then take me there, if it’s clear.’




  ‘Patsy doesn’t know you’re back?’




  ‘Can’t be done, Ralph, can it? Phone? Who’s listening in? Write? You heard of steam kettles?’




  Ember went upstairs and picked up some clothes, without waking Maggie. When he rejoined Caring in the bar, he said: ‘This is a bit problematical, if they’ve got surveillance around

  your house. I could encounter it. How do I explain?’




  ‘Oh, they’ll think you’re giving night comfort to Patsy while I’m away. They know your flair, Ralphy. Forno’s not illegal.’




  Indignantly, Ember said: ‘Never, Caring. Would I? Your Patsy?’ She had skin like cake mix.




  ‘You and I know that, Ralph. But I’m talking about police dirty minds. They judge others by their own lust. That Harpur, for instance. Iles as well.’




  Caring had a sort of manor house place outside the town, called Low Pastures although it was halfway up a hill. Maybe you didn’t reach High Pastures until heaven. Alone, Ember drove to

  about half a mile from it and then had a good inspection on foot. It looked all right. No parked vehicles with big lads in. Funny, but he had never thought of doing anything with Patsy, even though

  Caring had to stay abroad. Patsy’s looks were not much, but plenty of life in her. His failure at trying her alarmed Ember. He was in terror of ageing. When he returned to the Monty, Caring

  lay sleeping with his head on a table. Outside, it had begun to get light.




  ‘So have you eaten, Ollie? Pickled eggs?’




  Caring held up a hand. ‘The guts are not too brilliant.’




  ‘That Spanish rubbish?’




  ‘I love it. No, it’s nerves. Separation from the family.’




  ‘This can affect the digestion. It’s well known,’ Ember remarked. They left the Monty and drove.




  ‘Another thing in the continental Telegraph, Ralph, is the widow of that bank manager killed in the raid – Kale? – gets a mystery £25,000 in cash through the front

  door. She hands it over to police.’




  ‘I didn’t hear that.’ His voice was fine. ‘Strange.’




  ‘So, what the hell goes on?’




  ‘Mysteries.’ He got off this. ‘Caring, if Fritzy traced you to Spain, you don’t think he could— ?’




  ‘Dog me to your place? I approached very roundabout. But, if it came to the worst – which it won’t, don’t get jumpy – what I’m saying is, you’ve got his

  quantity somewhere? And Winston’s? You’re still the team’s banker? You could pay them?’




  As they approached Caring’s place this time, Ember could see it from a distance in the dawn light, with big chimneys and looking like genuine old money. Caring had done sweetly. Ember

  said: ‘This is one hell of a situation, Ollie. You remember when I went up to London to pick up the armament for Exeter and to meet Winston?’




  ‘Well, of course. You did a nice job there, too.’




  ‘I’ve been worried that chum of Winston would come looking for Winston’s share, since they’re not going to let Winston out of jail to make inquiries himself. This is the

  lad called Leopold. Small, but there’s calibre venom in him, I’d say.’




  ‘Leopold from Kew? Our armourer. Yes, it’s possible.’




  ‘This makes a number of dangerous people, Caring.’




  ‘The point is, I run into problems and who do I think of first as a rock, a real source of help – Ralph Ember, obviously? Even from Santiago de Compostela.’




  ‘Thanks, Caring.’




  ‘Only the truth.’




  There was nothing on the roads. That was part good, part bad: you could be unobserved, and you could be conspicuous. ‘To be frank, Caring, I’ve got to say this, I never worked out

  the arithmetic of that Exeter job.’




  Let’s hear the sod get out of this one then.




  Caring laughed. ‘Oh, you’re talking about £1.8 million,’ he replied, full of top-grade heartiness.




  ‘That’s what the bank said.’




  ‘I saw that in the Telegraph, too.’




  ‘Six of us working the job. That should be £300,000 each. But my split, when I opened up the parcel – £120,000. And the same for the two spare packages I was holding for

  Winston and Fritzy. I did a count, just for security, you understand. This is on the light side, Caring. Notably, really. This is more than a million gone missing, much more.’




  Caring had another big giggle. ‘Those bastards, the bank. Makes it look as if I took a bigger slice? Or me and Harry Lighterman. I see your point, Ralph. It’s the oldest gambit. Of

  course they say more went. Insurance. You’ll have run across that before. They’re all crooks. Believe me, £721,000 total, and lucky to get it, the mess-up there and carnage. Bank

  manager dead, Pete Chitty dead, some other guy, too, from the opposition outfit. And then Winston captured. It came to a perfect six-way split. Me, you, Pete, Winston, Fritzy, Harry Lighterman.

  Harry’s all right. In Liverpool? We didn’t realise Pete was dead when we were parcelling, or Winston caught, did we? You know me, Ralph, I have to have things right, exact, like Bradman

  couldn’t play a bad stroke.’




  ‘That’s what you were always famed for, Caring.’




  ‘Well, it’s part of that, isn’t it – of caring?’




  ‘But you’re holding a spare parcel, yes? When we split, you took one extra, and I took two extra. Couldn’t you have given that to Fritzy, no problem? He’d have left you

  in peace then, maybe, in Spain.’ This sod could suggest Ember paid out, but he would never do it himself.




  ‘You’ve got a point, I suppose. But my extra one was marked down for Pete, originally. We were long-time partners, as you know, really close. This will do, Ralph.’




  Ember pulled in not far from Caring’s big, curving drive.




  ‘Sentimental of me?’ Caring went on. ‘You’re right, though: I could have said OK, Pete won’t be needing it, give it to Fritzy. But someone like him, coming all that

  way, Santiago de Compostela, you can’t tell how he’ll behave. You didn’t know him. He’s no joke, Ralphy. Would £120,000 be enough? A sacred town’s not going to

  make his sort ease up and turn pious. Has he heard £1.8 million? Of course he has. I tell you, he’s sharp. So, how much is the bastard looking for? He’d want the super-maximum,

  that’s how he’s made. He’s still got that K-frame Smith and Wesson from the job? I’m not volunteering to get knocked off in some run-down, bell-chiming bit of Spanish

  history, am I, Ralph? Do you know what it costs to bring a body home from there?’




  ‘Christ, Caring, I don’t want any of them nosing at the Monty. That’s my home, as well as work, you know.’




  ‘These are genuine problems. Pick me up here about this time tomorrow, four a.m., Ralph? I’ll have sorted things out. I’ve got a hire car parked down in the town. If you could

  take me to that. Then I’ll do France for a disappearance, I think. Some contacts there. Bordeaux way? Atlantic side, not that slurpy Med. They’re calling it passé.’ He left

  the car and walked towards the gates to his grounds, carrying a holdall.




  When Ember returned to bed, Maggie stirred: ‘What’s up?’




  ‘Caring’s back from Europe.’




  ‘Jesus. What for?’




  ‘Some eye-wash about his daughter. How he had the news about her he doesn’t say, though. Probably big funds in the house and Patsy can’t get them to him. If there’s any

  left, and she ever tried. So he comes harvesting. Like the rest of the greedy sods.’




  ‘What about the £1.8 mill?’




  ‘He gave me a lot of supreme balls about the bank lying. I’m seeing him again.’




  She yawned and folded down into sleep. ‘Living free-range over there? I hope he’s condommed for Patsy then.’










  Chapter Five




  Looking ahead in his own, very personal, very fretful way, Ralph Ember saw there might be a confrontation when he went to pick up Caring, and during the afternoon climbed into

  the loft at the Monty, took his old Baby Browning pistol from behind a cupboard, and put it in his jacket pocket, ready for 4 a.m. He was shaking in his own very personal, very fretful way, too,

  and sat up there in the half-dark for a while on a clothes trunk hoping to recover. After ten minutes he felt worse and thought about putting the little gun back and accepting that he would simply

  be Caring’s taxi man. ‘Well, stuff that,’ he muttered. From hidden corners of himself he could sometimes dig out small, unreliable quantities of fight, the same way he had dug out

  the mini-pistol from a hidden corner of the loft.




  The weapon, with a box of bullets alongside, had remained untouched for years, and brought back prime, troublesome memories from days long before Caring Oliver. Ember would have preferred

  something heftier now, but that Smith and Wesson K-frame issued by Caring for Exeter lay under brown water in a pretty Devon stream, ditched there an hour after the job. Unfired. Anyway, the Baby

  could do classic chest or head damage up to about twelve metres, and if there was crisis with Caring he expected to be closer than that, much. It upset him to think badly of Caring like this. The

  man had to be regarded as a grand friend, with some decent ways, not just a colleague. But, when you came down to it, a full million had gone absent.




  No question, and very regrettably, Caring was playing fast and loose. He could pump out geniality, yes, flash his silver hair about and do the daddy chat: such harmonious stuff about daughters,

  and a happy recollection of Venetia coming downstairs the other time. But that did not take any noughts off the million he had slipped into his waistcoat pocket. Although Ember would occasionally

  disintegrate through fear, there was this other side: the smell of missed cash could act on him like stiff drinks and do limited marvels for his backbone and aggression. He sometimes thought of

  himself as two people, neither of them top flight or loveable but one slightly less lousy than the other. Perhaps everyone was like that. Human complexity. Think of church ministers.
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