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  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available

  out-of-print or hard-to-find titles by classic crime writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are

  obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent of

  digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for

  decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid
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  Chapter One




  About every six months the two firms ran a fine dinner for their staffs in a reasonable enough large room at the Agincourt Hotel. Ralph Ember loved this historical name, dating

  back to a famous British victory in the fifteenth century. He considered the reference gave extra class and a kind of solidity. Ralph really prized such qualities, not just at the Agincourt, but in

  life altogether.




  Everyone connected with both businesses came. Usually, the atmosphere was good. Ralph or Mansel Shale presided in rotation. They invited their lawyers, accountants, PR consultants, street corner

  pushers and disco-rave dealers, personnel executives, couriers, debt netters, management advisers and chauffeur-bodyguards. Actually, Manse often drove the Jaguar personally these days after his

  man, Denzil Lake, got double head shot like that, possibly suicide, perhaps not.1 Nobody fretted wondering which. Tonight, though, Manse, as well as Ember and

  most of the others, came and went by taxi, because of the drinking. Also, it was unwise to fill the Agincourt car park with very recognizable vehicles. That could draw attention. Inevitably, the

  police knew of the regular dinners, but it would be stupid to get flagrant. People left at different times, so the late-night taxis did not swarm all at once, a bit of a sight and nuisancing the

  neighbourhood. Ralph hated discourtesy, except towards those who clearly deserved it.




  As a general principle, he avoided any mixing of guns and social relations. He saw this as a supreme taste matter. Ralph thought of himself as a devotee of taste. Guns obviously brought threat,

  but also swank and swagger. Ralph hated brashness at least as much as discourtesy. Often they merged. For instance, he would regard it as deeply undecorous to go armed to weddings or funerals or

  christenings, unless he sensed a very plain prospect of outbursts of loathing and/or violence, as regularly happened at weddings, funerals and christenings, and at most formal family gatherings.

  And he did always take a pistol to the Agincourt meetings. He had a Beretta shoulder-holstered tonight.




  Although the two companies – Ember’s and Shale’s – still worked peacefully alongside each other, Ralph often sensed that Manse craved monopoly, craved unshared commercial

  dominion, and might be ready soon to try destruction of Ralph: say, like tonight. The Agincourt’s car park, where the taxi would put Ralph down and collect him, had poor lighting, perhaps a

  period touch, imitating night in public places six centuries ago, time of the battle. Ralph understood they used to burn rushes then as lamps, which couldn’t have done much to illuminate

  places. Once in a while, Ralph himself thought with fondness about monopoly, too. And about Manse as a fucking obstruction. At the local university, Ember had begun a mature student degree course

  – suspended for now because of acute business demands – and learned in Economics lectures that capitalism always and automatically reached for monopoly, an aim recognized by many

  political philosophers, including Marx. Ride high, ride solo.




  Ralph and Shale together had seen off a lot of new, small competitors in the powder and pill trade, including East European invaders, some touting girls as a supplement.2 Now, though, Mansel might be thinking large scale, might be thinking clean sweep, might be thinking autocracy: wipe out not just small fry, but Ralph Ember. There had been other,

  earlier occasions when Ralph felt on-off hints of this, but, lately, the impression grew constant and very strong. He’d come to believe he must act.




  However, Ember favoured gentle, gradual moves, where practical. He believed in subtlety. As starters, Ralph decided he’d attempt to ease one of his people into Manse’s core team to

  do some listening and reporting on Shale’s intentions. Ember didn’t imagine this would be difficult, because a sort of friendliness – or seeming friendliness – had operated

  for years between the two workforces, reflecting the friendliness – or seeming friendliness – between their two chiefs, Manse and Ember. A happy and harmonious degree of overlap in

  trade activities inevitably developed. Ralph had heard of a top-flight London figure in the 1960s, Joey Pyle, who managed somehow to run with both the Krays and the Richardsons, though their gangs

  were forever at vicious war. That heartened Ralph, inspired him, as church people might derive inspiration from reading about the lives of saints. Pyle showed boundaries need not be absolute, and

  gave an ecumenical touch. Compared with what he had managed, Ralph considered it should be simple to place one of his lads close, or at least closer, to Manse Shale.




  At this stage, the Beretta rated as nothing but defensive. After all, it had only ten rounds. Ralph would avoid daft haste and, to date, he drew back from the notion of destroying Manse before

  Manse could destroy him – a ‘pre-emptive strike’, so-called in nuclear strategy. Ralph wanted the pleasant, nicely civilized surface of his firm’s arrangement with

  Mansel’s preserved, if feasible. It might not mean much but it meant something, so far. OK, Ralph recognized so far was only so far, but so far was as far as matters had actually

  gone so far, and, so far, this should not be sneezed at. Maybe the concord would continue to mean something. Maybe Ralph misread Manse’s objective, perhaps maligned him on account of that

  university gab. Maybe the alliance would go on sweetly, chummily and rewardingly for ever. Ralph must not rush to destroy it through panic. In some ways, he retained a kind of liking for Manse,

  even respect, despite the trickery and complicated muckwormishness.




  And Manse probably felt a liking and respect for Ralph. Shale intended to remarry soon – a piece called Naomi Something from who knew where? – and he’d asked Ralph to be best

  man. Clearly, this could be seen as an honour of sorts. Or, it might be just a lulling move, the fucking snake. Ralph longed to believe it really did signify, and that Manse had no scheme to

  eliminate him, best man or not. Ember would wear the full, tail-coat wedding gear, as tribute to the fine, lengthy commercial relationship between Manse and him. Ralph liked to be thought of as a

  conservator. He hoped others would see him as this: often he wrote constructive letters to the local press on environmental and heritage topics, signing them ‘Ralph W. Ember’.




  He and Shale paid turn-and-turn about for the Agincourt dinner. Although Manse might be an ungrammatical, totally crude jerk, he somehow knew wines, especially clarets, and only decent bottles,

  and a lot of them, appeared on the tables. Alan Clark, that MP who’d stuff almost anything female and its mother, said you couldn’t get a tolerable bottle of claret for under

  £100, and this would be at least ten years ago and without hotel corkage. But Ralph never niggled over costs. Small-mindedness he despised. He prized the words ‘bountiful’ and

  ‘unstinting’ and would have had them on the back of his hands if he’d been into tattoos. He felt they caught his character. There were people at these functions whose devotion and

  bravery helped hold Ralph’s firm together, and Shale’s. They should not be insulted with cheapjack catering.




  Whichever of them hosted and paid for the dinner made a speech at the liqueurs stage, summing up the previous six months’ trade results and looking forward intelligently to the future.

  Obviously, the results quoted had been neatly edited by Ralph and Manse at a previous, one-to-one private meeting, and an agreed version prepared. Auditors they dispensed with. These results were

  not the exact results but the results Ralph and Manse thought tactful to disclose to such a crew.




  Take the lawyers, including QCs. The firms unquestionably needed a team of these always ready in case the authorities tried to get awkward and harsh. There was a new Chief Constable who seemed

  strong and abnormally keen on lawfulness, so, obviously, he might have to be countered. Nobody – and definitely not Ralph – would dispute the usefulness of the on-call lawmen in these

  conditions. They had to be kept comfortable by him and Manse. But this could never mean giving them total disclosure of the firms’ finances. They would up their already very distinguished

  fees if they discovered as fact the companies’ true profitability. Probably they already guessed at the true profitability. This was not the same as being told, though, and

  knowing.




  Or think of the debt collectors and enforcers – Arrears Reconciliation Legates, to use their proper professional title. Conscientiously they grievous bodily harmed, kidnapped, and

  all-round terrorized slow-pay and defaulting clients, urging them to cough immediately with gross interest. If these earnest helpmeets learned as fact – as precise fact – what

  Ralph and Manse individually took from the firms each year they might want improved percentages. They’d argue for the same sort of bonus rates copped by Goldman Sachs bankers. Again, the

  Arrears Reconciliation Legates – familiarly, shortened to ARLs on career path documents – yes, the ARLs might suspect Ralph’s and Shale’s income levels, but they

  lacked confirmation, and definitely wouldn’t get it from a token presentation at this Agincourt beanfeast. A comprehensive run-down was unthinkably out of order and workaday for such a happy

  social evening. It would be poor form to burden the occasion with full, detailed accuracy. Some detail – including, even, instances of correct detail – some

  detail could be offered, perhaps should be: those listening were not bumpkins and would be alert to concealment and/or deception. But too much authenticity might become tiresome.




  Ralph already had in mind someone who could possibly handle well the task of subtly sounding out Mansel and getting the insights back fast to Ralph. Speed might be crucial. The ‘pre’

  in ‘pre-emptive strike’ was clearly the guts of it. A post-emptive nuclear strike couldn’t happen because there’d be nobody left to make it happen. Ember

  didn’t know when Manse meant to move against him, or if he meant to. Ralph possessed only his belief that things could turn bad. Over the past few weeks, this idea had grown

  increasingly insistent. He’d been wary taking the few steps from the taxi across the Agincourt car park tonight to the hotel’s rear entrances. Nothing occurred. He’d try to be

  just as alert when leaving, though – perhaps have his hand up to the holster. He mustn’t let the booze turn him dozy. He could have called in a couple of bodyguards, but that would make

  him look nervous, feeble, dependent. Ralph Ember had an image to think of. He liked to be reckoned robust, dauntless. Consider also: wasn’t some top Indian politician actually murdered by

  his/her bodyguards? In addition, to use minders would proclaim that Ember smelled a plot. Then, perhaps Manse would bring forward his plans, before Ralph had got himself up to readiness.




  He spent half a morning not long ago computer searching character profiles of folk in his firm, seeking the most suitable to capture Manse’s confidence and assess his attitude, expose his

  calculating dreams. Ralph didn’t bring the personnel department in on this selection. He’d manage alone. Total confidentiality must be the aim. He feared leaks. Because he found it hard

  to forecast what qualities would be most appropriate, he worked from the negative side. That is, he rejected those who seemed dangerously wrong, and hoped this would leave him with a shortlist of

  one or two capable candidates. Ironically, the discards might have plentiful skills for the company’s usual operations, but these skills would not necessarily do now, could even bring

  disaster.




  Consequently, he dropped from his list anyone who sounded too head-on confrontational, in case s/he turned out blustering and blatant. He excluded those who normally dealt fast and direct with

  assignments, and who might be impatient: Ralph did want speed, but not careless or clumsy speed. Obviously, he passed over all with a habit or a history of a habit, or blood relatives with a habit;

  and/or with a current alcohol and/or mental problem; and everybody who unconcealably – that was the vital word, ‘unconcealably’ – unconcealably loathed Manse for those

  know-all, boom-boom proclamations on wine, for the bragging, braying delight he took in his Pre-Raphaelite paintings, for the large, ex-rectory home, and for his parish-wide, hyperactive shagging,

  which might get to some staff’s women for all they – the staff – knew.




  Ultimately, Ralph had come up with one name, Joachim Bale Frederick Brown. He’d be here tonight at the Agincourt, and Ember could watch him – could see something beyond the dossier

  data and curt words of appraisal. His behaviour in company might be crucial. To carry the role Ralph wanted him for he would need to be, or seem to be, companionable, poised, relaxed, adaptable.

  The first name – Joachim – didn’t worry Ralph too much. Perhaps one of his parents or both had a German connection. Never mind. Ralph detested quite a few forms of racism and

  backed apologies for slavery. Or Brown’s mother and father might just have wanted to mark him out as unusual. The computer profile did not say much about his family, except that he had an

  actor brother who took big roles, including one in something called The Duchess of Malfi. Ralph hoped acting might be a family thing: whoever went into Manse’s outfit would need to

  do some.




  Although Ralph remembered running across Joachim once or twice before tonight on company matters, those had been only casual, brief meetings. Ember would concentrate now and assess. Brown had a

  nickname – ‘Turret’ – which Ralph took to mean not necessarily blastoff gun-mad, but all-round vigilant, the way someone in a turret should be.




  Ralph ran this dinner, tonight. He thought it went well. The functions always took place on a Monday, when the ‘banqueting hall’ would normally have been closed after the weekend.

  The firms could hire it for exclusive use. Throughout the week the hotel put on ‘medieval feasts’ with syllabub and mead, wench-type waitresses décolletaging in a fruity way, and

  goose instead of swan, swans being protected birds these days. On the walls for atmosphere hung ancient armament and breastplates and helmets, mostly imitation and plastic, though some maybe actual

  metal. Many longbows featured, the weapon that won Agincourt. Although Ralph found this display dismally naff, he put up with it. The battle, Agincourt, had definitely taken place, and

  this hotel commemorated it as well as it could. The history was genuine even if the relic display wasn’t, and this more or less satisfied Ralph. A minstrels’ gallery for roundelays

  etcetera stayed unused this evening.




  In his speech, Ralph spoke enthusiastically about the firms’ health and prospects and referred warmly to the continuing, brilliant, assured cooperation between Mansel and himself. Massive

  applause followed Ralph’s mention of Shale’s engagement and approaching marriage to the woman Naomi, and he mentioned what a top-notch character Naomi was in the Bible: Ralph had been

  interested in religious education at school and recalled a fair whack of the teaching. Then everyone sang ‘For He’s a Jolly Good Fellow’, with a real ringing shout on ‘and

  so say all of us!’ to suggest outright enthusiasm and genuineness. Ralph, standing at the head of the main table, led the chorus into two repeats, occasionally pointing heartily at Manse,

  seated a few places away, to indicate that, unarguably, he, Manse, was the jolly good fellow meant. Ralph saw Shale – egomaniac sod – give a couple of small nods as if he knew

  all this, but thought he’d better offer a bit of a thank-you to the fucking nobodies around him just the same.




  The last two dinners at the Agincourt had turned raucous and unpleasant, with angry barracking from some guests. Back then, people feared that intruder firms from Eastern Europe and elsewhere

  might steal some of the trade, and there’d been a feeling that Ralph and Mansel underestimated this danger, and lacked a credible resistance policy. Some staff seemed convinced that the

  Agincourt occasions then amounted only to calculated distractions from the dark state of things. These worries no longer existed, though, as the menace had been removed. Tonight’s dinner

  radiated harmony and peace and nobody heckled Ralph or did huge groan-yawns or put shots into the ceiling.




  He liked to give a single, main theme to any speech he made – a substantial, inspiring theme. He thought of this theme as ‘overarching’. Ralph scorned after-dinner performers

  who merely strung together a batch of anecdotes and coarse jokes. After the few sentences about trade topics, and the hearty congratulatory song to that cocky, ungrateful slob, Manse, Ralph went on

  to his central subject for this occasion, loyalty.




  ‘I look around the handsome room here with its many reminders of another time and I ask myself what was it, in the end, that brought victory to King Henry V at Agincourt,’ he said.

  ‘Oh, I know, I know, some would answer, superior weaponry. And I certainly do not gainsay the British longbow’s value. But the longbow alone could not have done it. No, it was the men

  led by Henry and firmly, gloriously, loyal to him who secured this triumph. Without their spirit and devotion not even the longbow could have won the day. And similar important, glorious loyalty I

  see present here tonight. Oh, yes. All right, I admit that, on the face of it, loyalty would appear a difficult commodity to create and keep, because there are two firms involved, not one.

  Outsiders considering our separate organizations might have expected any loyalties to be split, even – let us admit – to be at odds with one another. In fact, some would argue that

  destructive rivalry between the two firms was inevitable, part of their core nature, this governed by jungle law, which, as we all recognize, is no law at all, only a belief in unchallengeable,

  brutal power. But those of us actually concerned with the two companies know this to be deeply incorrect – know because we are part of a possibly unique bipartisan loyalty –

  know because we watch and experience it in daily operation – know that such shared, such double, such undivided loyalty, does magnificently exist – exists as magnificently as the

  loyalty of those Agincourt warriors, those “dear friends” in Shakespeare’s words, who went “once more unto the breach” with Henry in 1415. I think of you as

  my “dear friends”. Together we will triumph.’ Ralph reckoned the applause that came now contained a fair bit of authenticity. Quite a few diners rose to give a standing

  ovation that went on a decent while: not Manse, of course.




  Afterwards, at the bar, Shale said: ‘I didn’t know, Ralph.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Naomi being in the Bible.’




  ‘Book of Ruth. OT.’




  ‘I’ve read some of Revelation about the end of things. This is a bit of a frightener, but we mustn’t shut our eyes to it. I like to be ready for any difficulties.’




  ‘Oh, yes, Naomi suffers quite a packet but is then all right.’ Ember could see Turret over Manse’s shoulder. Brown seemed relaxed, though not pissed out of his mind and

  legless. He’d stay controlled, on top of a situation, affable yet discreet. As Ralph watched, Brown chatted with a group of Shale’s people, then took a few paces and talked just as much

  at ease with half a dozen ARLs and couriers from both outfits. Ember observed confidence there, but no brassiness and no wish to dominate. He blended in. He talked occasionally. He listened

  non-stop. Ralph diagnosed flair, the kind that might not figure in dossier data. Ralph occasionally joked about his ‘flair for spotting flair’.




  ‘Naomi suffers?’ Shale said.




  ‘Several people around her, close to her, die. It’s tough.’




  ‘That right?’




  ‘Oh, yes.’ Turret obviously had acceptability, and therefore access. This was a terrific plus. Ember said: ‘“Naomi” meant “pleasant”, but she wanted to

  change her name to “Bitter” because of all her foul luck.’




  ‘Die how?’ Shale replied.




  ‘But then her daughter-in-law, Ruth, has a baby and this gets Naomi OK again before the First Book of Samuel.’




  ‘Die how? What do you mean, “close to her”?’ Shale was short, square-built with a snub face. He looked powerful, but didn’t sound like that for the moment.

  He’d fixed his animal eyes on Ralph, obviously keen for an answer. He seemed to sense some dire undertone in what Ralph told him.




  ‘Yes, really close,’ Ember said.




  ‘I think she’s all right now – this Naomi, I mean. Mine.’




  ‘I’m sure, Manse.’




  ‘She’ve got me to look after her.’




  ‘Certainly. But you think there’s going to be trouble, Manse? What sort?’




  ‘Women can turn bitter, though,’ Shale replied.




  ‘It’s sad.’




  ‘Well, you most probably know that for yourself, Ralph.’




  ‘Mood swings.’




  ‘They got their own way of looking at life, most of them. They’re entitled. Usually it’s shit,’ Shale said.




  ‘We should always be ready for their carry-on, Manse, often in a sympathetic fashion. I see that as a male duty.’




  ‘I don’t say they ought to be the same all the time. They got their rights, in a way. You’ll never hear me argue different. Women are human beings as much as we are, no

  question, absolutely no question, Ralph. Their knees developed like ours so they walk upright. They got a quite worthwhile role. They can have passports, and drive cars, and be judges. Things have

  come on a lot since they was all just squaw types. But often they’re a real unholy pain.’




  ‘We have to try to –’




  ‘I don’t mean by accident – like being a pain without knowing it. Some of them fucking mean it, Ralph. These say to theirselves, “How can I deliver this bastard

  agony plus agony?” And they’re great at giving theirselves an answer. Remember in arithmetic lessons where they taught us to put an asterisk on a figure that can’t be got rid of

  in a division sum, it just goes on for ever? That’s what they do with agony for us. They put an asterisk against it. Oh, yes, they’re so smart at thinking up wounds

  for men. No poncy longbow would knock them back when they’re like that. No poncy armour would keep out the poison.’




  As far as Ralph could see, J.B.F. Brown wasn’t carrying a pistol under his jacket tonight, despite the Turret name. Either that or his suit was brilliantly cut to conceal any gun lump.

  Ralph didn’t really mind which. Both showed grand tact. He said: ‘On the other hand, Manse, women do have their more helpful side. I’m sure Naomi will be a real asset to you and

  the –’




  ‘Look, Ralph, I was afraid you might of heard them bad rumours. You probably hear a lot of rumours at the Monty.’




  Yes, Ralph did hear a lot of rumours at the club he owned in Shield Terrace, the Monty: grubby, low-life rumours. It was that kind of place – for now. He longed to smarten it,

  respectabilize it. ‘Rumours? Bad rumours?’ God, had Shale picked up that Ralph expected a kill move from him? Manse might sound thick, but he could read a scene all right and plumb a

  situation. He wouldn’t have been at the top of his firm otherwise all these years. He was never going to win that prize for oratory at Oxford University, but he saw things.




  ‘Bad,’ Shale said.




  ‘Rumours about what?’




  ‘Take this discussion we been having re women, Ralph.’




  ‘Bad rumours about women? But which? Not bad rumours about Naomi? I can assure you, Manse, nothing of that sort has come to –’




  ‘No, no, Naomi’s different. Remember my first wife, Ralph?’




  ‘Sybil? Yes, of course.’




  ‘I don’t know what that name means, but it didn’t ought to be “pleasant”, I can tell you. She could get bitter.’




  ‘A trying time. We all –’




  ‘Very bitter.’




  ‘I’m sorry.’




  ‘She went off with some optician or roofer – living in North Wales. Ivor. Or maybe a vet.’




  ‘Best put all that behind you now you have Naomi as a fixture, a lovely fixture, Manse, and a new mother for Matilda and Laurent.’




  ‘Put it behind me?’ This was almost a shout, a tormented shout. A few people looked across at Shale, Brown one of them. ‘I can put it behind me,’ Manse said.

  ‘That’s all I’d like to do – put it be-fucking-hind me. But Syb? She’s heard I’m getting remarried and, suddenly, she starts wondering if she done right,

  flitting like that. Why I referred to it – the way they change. They goes one way and then another. No explaining it. She came back for a while, you know. This wasn’t just flitting, but

  reflitting.’




  ‘Well, yes, I heard that.’




  ‘She got fed up over there in Wales. It’s to be expected, in a place like Wales. But then, after a while, she’s off again, back to him. That don’t mean she’s

  decided she’s happiest with him. It means she just felt like another move. Then she demanded the divorce. That’s her, not me, Ralph. I didn’t want it – the final wrap-up.

  But she kept on, and it had to happen. And now? It’s like this, Ralph: jealousy was always big with Syb. Miserable jealousy. So, now she gets to know about the wedding and this really

  franticizes her. She hates it. Most likely she’s thinking about the money. Well, of course she is. Don’t tell me opticians make real funds. Or roofers, or even vets. It’s

  all taxed, Wales or not. She says she can’t stand the notion of a strange mother for her children. So fucking caring! And late. She didn’t worry about the children or

  me when she walked out, and walked out again, and then wouldn’t let up until divorce. What bothers her now? It’s the money.’




  ‘But she chose to leave, Manse. The money didn’t seem to matter.’




  ‘It didn’t matter then. She had a taste for someone else and went to him. Twice. How they are, Ralph. They got undoubted impulses. Famous for it. Just watch for a thin line

  of sweat on their top lip. You ever noticed that on your wife’s top lip? That means impulse. Or perhaps the signs are different with your wife. Maybe she turns nervy and twitchy,

  can’t sit still, shuffling her feet all the time, and not listening properly to what you’re talking about. That’s impulse.’




  ‘No, I haven’t noticed anything like that with Margaret.’




  ‘Syb could be lovely to me and really special in the womanly sense, such as passion and sweetness. Of course she could or would I ever of married her? Then, though, all that gets a bit

  shaky. Time’s a sod. You probably know what I mean, with your wife, Ralph. So, impulse sends Syb off to Wales, brings her back and then sends her there once more. But now? A new

  situation, yes? Yes. It’s a wedding. This word really gets to them – “wedding”, or, even worse, “marriage”. Wedding is just a day, but marriage is for keeps in

  quite a number of cases. Yes, she collected a nice heap through the divorce, but suddenly she sees some other woman will get her mitts on everything left here, and legally get her mitts on it,

  being a totally documented wife – on the business, the art, seven-bed home with Edwardian-style octagonal conservatory, cars, built-in wardrobes, hardwood strip floors, wine cellar –

  everything. That’s why I say “a new situation”. That’s why I say “bitter” and “jealous”. You sure you haven’t picked up no

  rumours?’




  ‘What rumours?’




  ‘These rumours are definitely around, Ralph.’




  ‘Unpleasant rumours?’




  ‘That she’ll come back and vandalize the wedding.’




  ‘Sybil? But how, Manse?’




  ‘She’ll work out how. She’s bitter but she’s also brazen. Such as carrying on – screaming and shouting in the aisle and that, while the service is actually going

  its holy way, the vicar in full togs. Abuse at full screech. Flinging language. The fuck word. The cunt word. Tearing at posies. Disregarding in toto the holy setting. Most probably roaring to the

  congregation how I bought Naomi’s rings – engagement and wedding – with charlie profits. She’ve got the strength and the bitterness. This is a big woman, Ralph.

  Plenty of lung. You can’t put bouncers on the doors of a church. Don’t the Bible say, “compel them to come in”, not “compel Syb to stay fucking

  out”?’




  ‘Oh, Manse, I wouldn’t really think she –’




  ‘Them rings was paid for with clean cash, I swear, Ralph – from a Premium Bonds win, which are proper, straight, government things, right? Oh, some might say, but which money did I

  use to buy the bond what won? Was that from, say, cocaine deals? But can I remember when them deals was years ago, and the money just piled up with other money, not money kept special for

  rings, but left in the bank for whatever kind of requirement arrived, such as school fees, or holidays or anything else, and an engagement and wedding would come in the anything else brackets, not

  at all expected at the time?’




  ‘You could hardly be asked to keep labels on very various moneys, Mansel, showing their origin.’




  ‘Labels – exactly, Ralph. Crazy. You’re quick. You get the point fast. Always did.’




  ‘Moneys flow in as a tributary might into a major river, and it would be absurd to try to distinguish one bit of water from the rest once this has occurred.’




  ‘My feeling, too, Ralph.’




  ‘It would be the view of anyone reasonable who examined this situation fairly, Mansel.’




  ‘One of the ARLs knew I was getting engaged and he come up with a nice ring, genuine stones. A very nice ring, and deeply, all-round genuine. He’d took it from someone after

  negotiations to cover half a debt. I’m not saying he ripped it off her finger, the fucking debt-dodger, but he claimed it, as correctly per the tradition and entirely no blood or flesh

  entailed in this recovery, he swore. Possibly he even gave a receipt. He said it would do me just right. He was trying to be helpful, Ralph, but I had to tell him I couldn’t do that –

  not use a ring coming from that sort of quarter on Naomi. It would be unkempt. I told him to raise cash on it and make sure this cash went into the firm’s account.’




  ‘You were always a one for protocol and the ordinary, fundamental, decencies, Manse.’




  ‘Someone got to be or where are we, Ralph? There’s proper behaviour and there’s behaviour.’




  ‘True.’




  ‘I know the one I’d pick.’




  ‘And most people would guess which you’d pick, Manse.’




  ‘I go for a big single diamond.’




  ‘That chimes with your personality, Mansel – unfussy, obvious, genuine worth.’




  ‘Well, I hope so. But, look, Ralph, don’t let tales like that about Syb put you off.’




  ‘Off what?’




  ‘Off the best man job. Please.’




  ‘Put me off? As you say, these are tales, only tales. Speculation. Besides, nothing would prevent me from –’




  ‘I know – we all know – I know how you detests vulgarity and rough behaviour, especially in a church among vestments and effigies. If you hear this gossip, you might pull out,

  dreading a scene. But we need you there, Ralph, me and Naomi. Yes, need you. Like the ceremony wouldn’t be complete without you. We’re lucky to get a church that will

  take a couple of divorceds, but this luck is not worth a fart if you was to quit in disgust at what Syb might do and not wanting to be involved, which I’d recognize was within your

  rights.’




  ‘Nothing will stop me, Manse,’ Ember replied. ‘Nothing. I’ve heard no stories, and even if I had I wouldn’t care. This is a rare – a unique –

  privilege.’




  Ember had one hand on the bar, about to pick up his drink. Shale put his hand over Ralph’s and pressed down for a moment. ‘Thank you, thank you, Ralph. I know for definite

  Naomi will be so content now, content and proud. This is like that event in the Bible making a fine future, what you mentioned just now.’




  ‘Ruth’s baby?’




  ‘True.’




  God, Ember did need some rapid clarity on what schemes Manse had under way. Did this creepy hand contact really mean something, a wholesome, eternal bond, after all, an authentic thank-you, a

  bracing pledge, nearly at the blood-brother level? It was Ralph’s shooting hand, immobilized for nearly a minute. When it happened, Ralph thought of that Godfather scene where Luca

  Brasi puts his hand on a bar and Sollozzo, the Turk, drives a knife through it, pinning Luca there while he’s garrotted. Were those earnest pleas about the best man role real, or

  tricks, or traps? He must try to line up something with Brown and make the first approach now.




  





  Chapter Two




  Alone in an old, unmarked police pool Ford, Harpur saw Ralph Ember take two or three steps from a rear door of the Agincourt Hotel into the car park, and then stop. They were

  graceful steps – what one would expect from Ralph. He believed he had style. Ralph probably thought he had more of it than others might, but, just the same, Ralph felt a responsibility to

  move elegantly and offer his profile at favourable angles. He seemed to be waiting for somebody. Although most of the car park was dark, a single security lamp near the door made him identifiable,

  but his profile couldn’t at all come over in full glory through the dimness.




  Naturally, Harpur wondered whether Ember had managed to get something going with a girl dinner guest or a waitress, and expected her to follow him out now, possibly for something quick and

  doggie, or, more likely, to fix an arrangement for a better time. Ralph could undoubtedly pull. He looked quite a bit like the young Charlton Heston in, say, Ben Hur or El Cid

  – the same fine boniness of face and tall, wide-shouldered body. A long scar along one side of his jaw intrigued some women and gave a pretext for fluttering their investigative fingers on

  him, stroking that slightly raised line of shiny pink skin until other shiny pink skin reached the agenda, while clucking with sympathy and big, admiring curiosity. They thought the mark must hint

  at a story, and a story with Ralph as magnificent, though damaged, hero. The damage rated for them as highly as the magnificence because it ignited their caring side. Harpur had seen women react

  like this to Ember several times and occasionally wished for a face scar himself. About Harpur, though, people said he resembled a fair-haired Rocky Marciano, not a film star: undefeated and

  unscarred world heavweight boxing champion just after the war.




  But it wasn’t a woman who joined Ember after a few minutes in the small patch of light. Instead, someone Harpur recognized as a commonplace courier member of Ralph’s firm, Joachim

  Bale Frederick Brown, came and stood with him. It looked planned. As Harpur remembered him, Brown had a flimsy moustache and small beard, just about discernible, despite the shadows. Although he

  owned three first names, most people called him Turret, probably following a gang spat somewhere – not on this ground or Harpur would have recalled it. Brown must have done well in the fight.

  ‘Turret’ suggested a blast-away all-rounder.




  Ember and Brown talked briefly, earnestly. From where he sat, Harpur could hear nothing of what they said, but it definitely seemed more than chit-chat. The meeting had purpose, and, most

  likely, a secret purpose. Why come out into this murky yard otherwise? So, what kind of secret would a chieftain like Ralph share with this fetch-and-carry lad, Brown?




  Harpur had no answer to that one – nor to a few others. For instance, he didn’t altogether understand why he decided to come here tonight. These company dinners happened regularly

  and wouldn’t normally interest him. They were for show only – no disclosures. Any information presented there had been sieved and pasteurized by Ralph and Shale. Occasionally, it was

  true, Harpur’s boss, Assistant Chief Constable Desmond Iles, might suggest a joint stroll into the banqueting hall at about the oatcakes and various cheeses stage to queer the do and cause

  disruption. Iles loved – lived – to cause disruption. But he hadn’t suggested a visit tonight. Once, when they’d invaded a dinner, Iles compelled silence and recited what

  was apparently a send-up of some famous poem:




  

    

      

        ‘Stilton! thou shouldst be living at this hour:

		
England hath need of thee . . .’




        

      


    


  


  

  Iles had a lot of knowledge, some of it not much use, but plenty of it terrific.




  Did Harpur’s trip here now amount to more than an on-spec lurk? He lacked a precise motive for the stint, just sensed that somebody ought to take a peep. And he felt

  unable to send anyone from his department to watch, because he couldn’t brief him/her on what to watch for. Why target a dinner? Harpur simply had what he described to himself as

  ‘a vague prompting’, and he’d respond in person. This basic surveillance wasn’t the kind of duty a Detective Chief Superintendent usually handled. But now and then he would

  feel forced to take on a private session of low-level, street-level, car-park-level policing, especially if such a session seemed perverse and non-delegatable.




  ‘A vague prompting’? Oh, hell! Some bright, fucking folderol wordage. Where did it start then? He thought he could spot the moment. His daughters, just back from school the other

  day, were discussing in that loud, Now-hear-this, know-all yap of theirs what one of them had read or heard – maybe in the classroom, maybe elsewhere – about a famous book by Karl Marx

  attacking capitalism. Apparently the argument there was that capitalists try to eliminate one another’s businesses so that a smaller and smaller number of them can dominate. All capitalists

  have this deep, inborn, compulsive need to destroy rivals. The few surviving firms – or even single survivor – have the power then to fix prices as they like and milk the customers.

  Harpur’s elder daughter, Hazel, had seemed to agree with this analysis. She said, ‘A bit like our well-known Ralph Ember and Mansel Shale, the drugs biggies here. They’ve seen off

  rivals and one day each might try to see off the other, so as to win total control of the market.’




  This snippet of economic wisdom had got to Harpur, and especially Hazel’s mention of Ember and Shale as examples. Harpur often thought of Ralph and Manse, of course he did. Any detective

  would. The discussion by Harpur’s daughters had put some focus on his thoughts. Between them Ember and Shale had destroyed several small-time opponents, some foreign, and now dominated the

  trade without rivals. So far they didn’t challenge each other, because they had a kind of pact – a practical, long-lasting, profitable, gentlemanly, cartel pact. But how

  long-lasting? Could each of them tolerate the other for ever – for ever meaning until death, or born-again conversion and a purified life, or retirement on amassed proceeds to France or

  Cyprus or the new Bulgaria? Were Ralph and Manse doomed by Fate, natural, commercial greed and survival instincts, to do final battle? Perhaps trade had slipped during the invasions by those small

  firms, and never properly recovered. This could make Manse and Ralph anxious – and extreme.




  Ember and Brown seemed to have finished their short talk. Ralph obviously did not want to hang about there and began to move back towards the hotel door. Perhaps they’d made some sort of

  arrangement to rendezvous at another time in easier conditions. Had this been a talk about talks – future talks? Brown stayed put for the moment, probably under orders. They’d avoid

  re-entering the banqueting hall together, a give-away: yes, the meeting was confidential. Harpur had been lucky.




  But, then, just before Ember disappeared, Harpur saw the outline in the blackness of another man over at the left corner of the building, apparently about to cross the car park towards the

  gates, perhaps to wait for a taxi. He might have come out from the Agincourt’s front entrance and walked around the side of the hotel. When he’d taken a couple of steps into the car

  park he seemed suddenly to see Ember and Brown. Darkness and distance made any try at recognition impossible.




  After about three minutes Brown followed Ember into the hotel. A little later, the other man came out from where he must have been waiting and watching at the edge of the Agincourt, and this

  time did walk across the car park to the gates and stood there, gazing left up the road. Harpur could get a better look now, and had an idea he was someone fairly significant in Mansel

  Shale’s outfit. Harpur’s mind failed to come up with a name, but he’d keep the description in his head and check with the Drugs Squad and/or some dossier pictures: about five foot

  ten, wiry dark hair, round-faced, say thirty-two to thirty-six. Did it matter? Had Harpur learned much? Perhaps, yes, he’d been lucky to witness these Agincourt happenings, but what did they

  amount to? He’d discovered Ember wanted a quiet chat with Brown. The two were noticed by No-name, who made sure they didn’t know they had been spotted. So? Was this a good night’s

  work? Had he been fortunate to overhear that bit of conversation between his daughters, and smart to come here as a result on arm’s length reconnaissance? A Saab – maybe a taxi, maybe

  not – arrived at the gates and picked up the waiting man. It drove off.




  In fact, though, it wasn’t Hazel and Jill’s words alone that brought Harpur to the Agincourt tonight. He’d been influenced by another conversation, maybe less woolly, more

  concrete and workaday. Harpur knew an art dealer, Jack Lamb. Occasionally, Jack spoke a useful word to Harpur. In fact, he reckoned Lamb the greatest informant known to any detective anywhere at

  any time. And he breathed his hints and more than hints exclusively to Harpur. However, Jack had his rules and conditions. He was selective about what he passed on. He could not be regarded as a

  mere grass – at least, not regarded by Jack, himself, as a mere grass. He took no money, but he did like to keep his business unharassed by very valid police nosiness. Harpur could help with

  that up to a point. Jack offered his whispers when he considered a crime or planned crime to be especially vile, cruel, sickening. Or when he feared some behaviour threatened the general peace,

  balance and overall worthwhile orderliness of things. Jack wanted a decent, serene scene where people had time to focus on their special interests, such as picture collecting, and had adequate

  disposable income to buy from him.




  ‘Manse Shale, Col,’ Lamb had said.




  ‘What?’




  ‘Suddenly, he wants to buy big.’




  ‘Art?’




  ‘Pre-Raphaelites.’




  ‘Well, he’s always been into those,’ Harpur said.




  ‘This is major.’




  ‘He likes colour, shimmering frocks and auburn tresses. He’s sold on tresses. Manse has all kinds of unexpected tastes. And he heard the Pre-Raphaelites formed a Brotherhood. He

  envies this. Manse yearns to belong to something intensely worthwhile, even noble. His firm doesn’t fit that bill.’




  ‘He has an Arthur Hughes and a couple by Prentis. They came from me, and I’d give decent odds at least two are genuine. At least. But he’s going up a level. He wants a search

  for anything by Burne-Jones or Rossetti or Hunt. These are much desired. These are rare on the market. We’re talking heavy prices, we’re talking lavishness here, Colin.’




  They were talking heavy prices and lavishness in a small launderette they sometimes used for their conferences, on a drab street in a run-down neighbourhood. Each brought a bag of washing and

  they sat and watched through the glass front panels as the clothes and bedding did their slow antics among the suds. Harpur thought they could be regarded as a miniature but strong Brotherhood

  themselves – the detective and his informant. The washing, rather than art, gave them their link now. Harpur considered it reasonably secure here, though they didn’t use any of their

  rendezvous spots too often.
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