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  Chapter One




  Watching as the girl’s body was brought out, or what was left of it, Iles said: ‘Know that poem, Col – “A refusal to mourn the death by fire of a

  child”?’




  ‘Poetry’s always been one of your things, sir,’ Harpur replied.




  ‘I don’t refuse to mourn.’




  ‘Well, you wouldn’t.’




  ‘Dylan Thomas. Talks about the “majesty” of her death.’




  ‘Many a poet gets away with shit, sir,’ Harpur said. ‘They like words with y on the end. Give a nice tinkle. That’s what interests them. But you – you can be

  surprisingly tender and sympathetic. I’ve heard one or two people mention that. Two.’




  ‘OK, Col, some low-life’s kid is burned, a nobody pusher’s kid. But still a cherished child.’




  Yes, Iles could be surprisingly tender and sympathetic. Perhaps he was thinking of a similar scene when the body of a lover of his was recovered from a burned building looking, as he’d put

  it, like ‘a slab of charred turf’.1 Now, they stood with a little group of spectators in the dark behind a blue and white barrier tape

  slung between two street lamp pillars. The house fire was as good as beaten. One hose still played, but only a damping down job. Most of the crowd had gone home to bed.




  ‘If it’s arson I suppose you’d –’




  ‘Of course it’s fucking arson,’ the Assistant Chief replied.




  ‘If it’s arson I suppose you’d claim this fits your chaos theme, sir?’ Harpur said.




  ‘No, I wouldn’t claim that, Harpur. I don’t crow – any more than I refuse to mourn.’




  ‘Sorry, sir, but I’ve often heard you crow. You do like a triumph – need to be right. Like all of us. Crowing’s one of your passions.’




  They’d got some sort of grey sheeting around the child, bulky, stiff and approximate, nothing like a properly contoured body-bag, and now a plain green van backed up slowly between the

  fire tenders, its rear doors already open and swinging gently. Two firemen put the bundle inside on the floor and closed the doors. The ambulance moved away. ‘Now and then it’s true I

  might crow, Col,’ the ACC said. ‘I choose the occasion when I crow. This is not one of the occasions when I’d crow. For instance, Harpur, I might have crowed when my wife decided

  that the rotten carry-on with you – backs of cars, broom cupboards, flop-house hotels – yes, when Sarah decided it was over and a full return to me followed.’ Iles had begun to

  more or less scream now and frothed a bit, as he generally did when referring to his wife and Harpur. One of the firemen who had dealt with the body, his face streaked by ash, was about to re-enter

  the house and glanced over at Iles, but would think the din grief. Iles had on a brown bomber jacket and crimson scarf worn loosely and nobody who didn’t know would identify him as an

  Assistant Chief Constable. ‘Look here, Harpur, I want to assure you, really assure you, that these days, when Sarah refers to you and that episode, she’s amazed she could ever have

  imagined –’




  ‘When I spoke of chaos, I meant what you were talking about earlier, at my house, sir.’




  ‘Col, I know what you meant. And do you believe I want my thoughts turned into something like this?’ Iles said. He gave a brief, shivering wave towards the small, scorched house.




  His thoughts. Plenty of those. Before the Control Room phone call that brought him and Harpur here tonight, the ACC had run through a few of them, seated sideways in one of Harpur’s

  armchairs, legs over the armrest, feet duckily close. Iles was keen on his legs and black lace-ups. He’d said: ‘We’re watching the start of chaos, Col.’




  ‘You sound like Mr Lane, the old Chief, sir,’ Harpur replied. ‘He always feared worldwide break-up, starting on our patch.’




  ‘An uneasy mind.’




  ‘You destroyed it and him, sir,’ Harpur said.




  ‘Oh, but it would give me true pain if I thought that, Col.’




  ‘Do you think it, Mr Iles?’ Harpur’s younger daughter, Jill, asked. She had a really understanding side, as could happen with children for a while.




  ‘I often recall him,’ Iles replied. ‘Mark Lane was the sort who could listen tolerantly, patiently to all sorts and then after a remarkably short while form his own clear,

  uncluttered overview. Naturally, this would always be catastrophically wrong, but authentic, absolutely the Chief’s or his wife’s.’




  They had been talking in the big sitting room of Harpur’s house at 126 Arthur Street. Although Iles generally spoke of the address as a slum, disgustingly unfit to raise children in, he

  would often visit for confidential, unofficial talks about police things and to show off his garments, shoes and profile to Harpur’s older daughter, Hazel. Both girls liked Iles and,

  obviously, Harpur could not keep him away from them absolutely and permanently. Hazel and Jill still believed that hidden a fair way down Iles had something very close to wholesomeness, despite how

  he seemed. Occasionally, Harpur thought they might be right, or almost half right, but he had to worry that this wholesomeness lay buried so well it might not have a chance against Iles’s

  more standard lout side – like the tenderness and sympathy.




  ‘Chaos how?’ Harpur had asked.




  ‘Permissiveness,’ Iles replied.




  ‘Which?’ Harpur said.




  ‘Which? Which?’ Iles said.




  ‘Drugs?’ Harpur said.




  ‘Softening the law on use and dealing, for the sake of street peace, plus recognition that substance trading can’t be stopped, anyway,’ Iles replied. ‘Surrender. Bumper

  tolerance. Chief Constables preach it these days. Even that sweet-voiced jerk, the Home Secretary, preaches it. But do they long-view things, Col?’




  ‘In which respect, sir?’




  ‘More of the stuff about, so a buyers’ market. Easy access brings the price down. People like Ralphy Ember, Manse Shale, Sashaying Vernon, Ferdy Dubal – if he wasn’t

  recently so dead – others, all running, or having run, gorgeous, profitable supply firms of varying size, suddenly find their incomes hacked. Response? They decide – this answer is

  forced on them, Col – however much they might want to behave sweetly – forced on them by reason and need – they decide there’s only enough business for one, maybe two, so

  the task is, eliminate the others. War. Carnage. Obviously, I don’t object to carnage where the sods kill one another or get truly permanent, disabling wounds. The harmless and innocent can

  get caught by it, though.’ Harpur thought of the words later on that night when Lorraine Sambrook was put into the van.




  During the earlier discussion in his sitting room, Harpur had said: ‘But when Mr Lane commanded here you let them run their firms, regardless of the Chief’s objections, and even Mrs

  Lane’s. Wouldn’t you call that permissiveness, tolerance? Sir.’




  The Assistant Chief laughed silently for a due spell. Besides the tenderness and sympathy, he could summon a kind of brilliant, warm delicacy and tact few expected from someone with his high

  rank, egomaniac eyes and domineering soul. He would never call Harpur a stupid cunt in front of his daughters, still only schoolchildren of twelve and fifteen. But he did laugh silently for a due

  time as though startled and amused at meeting a stunted brain unashamed to show just how stunted. ‘Ralphy and Manse et cetera knew they had to act civilized, no mayhem, or I’d

  take away their privileged spots. An agreement – tacit but strong. Thus, tranquil streets, even tranquil back lanes and high-rise staircases. There won’t be any privileged

  spots once the price drops. They’ll try to kill each other as a step to monopoly. Free market imperatives – the most imperative imperatives known to man, Col.’




  Harpur was a single parent and recognized a big duty to his daughters, especially Hazel, now fifteen and emerging a bit, the way they did around that age. The brown leather bomber jacket and

  crimson scarf with tassels was an ensemble Iles often put on for these calls, and Harpur wondered if Hazel had told him she liked it. He looked like a star amateur dramatics actor, or the owner of

  a middle grade bric-a-brac shop inclined to go on about his ‘delight in small, beautiful things’. You couldn’t expect Hazel to have developed proper taste yet. Iles did not remove

  the scarf indoors.




  Jill said: ‘As a matter of fact, some kids at school reckon you let Ember and Shale, and maybe the others, but definitely Ralph Ember and Shale – you let them run their firms because

  they gave you a good dab in the hand, Mr Iles.’




  ‘This is the way kids are,’ Iles replied.




  ‘Which kids at school? I’ve never heard kids at school talk like that about him,’ Hazel said.




  ‘Oh, my, has someone spoken roughly about dear Desmond?’ Jill replied, in a big, mock-caring voice.




  ‘Which kids at school?’ Hazel asked.




  ‘They’re not going to say it to you, are they?’ Jill replied.




  ‘Why aren’t they going to say it to me, dandruff queen?’ Hazel asked.




  ‘You know why they’re not going to say it to you,’ Jill replied.




  ‘No, why aren’t they going to say it to me?’




  ‘Because they know Desmond Iles is –’




  ‘Probably it would be best if you two went into the other room and did some TV now,’ Harpur said.




  ‘Know Desmond Iles is what?’ Hazel said.




  ‘If you were on the take, Mr Iles, you’d hate the law to ease up on drugs because Ember and Shale wouldn’t need protection any more,’ Jill replied. ‘End of bribes.

  This is what they say.’




  ‘These are thoughtful children,’ Iles replied.




  ‘I don’t believe you’ve been on the take,’ Jill said. ‘I always defend you.’




  ‘Where?’ Iles asked.




  ‘School – the yard.’




  ‘Oh, the Merciful and All-Seeing One hath spoken,’ Hazel fluted.




  ‘Thanks, Jill,’ Iles replied.




  She said: ‘But what they keep on about – I thought you ought to know it as an Assistant Chief and so on because it’s maybe what they hear from their parents –’




  ‘And possibly from the staff?’ Iles asked.




  ‘Quid pro quoism, in Latin,’ Jill replied. ‘You scratch my back, I’ll stay off yours. They say you’ve got the big house in Rougemont Place, a beautiful

  wife who dresses catwalk, a baby you’ll want a private school for later – therefore you need back-handers,’ Jill replied. ‘And the big dealers can afford to pay – so

  far. The tale is, Shale and Ember skim more than half a big one each.’




  ‘I wish you wouldn’t talk movie scripts,’ Harpur said.




  ‘The tale is, Ember and Shale pay themselves more than half a million a year each,’ Jill replied. The telephone in the hall had rung then and she stood up and went to take the

  call.




  ‘You know what kids of her age are like,’ Hazel said. ‘All they do is pick holes. They have no idea what policing is about – how it works.’




  ‘You’re patient with her, Hazel,’ Iles said. ‘I admire that in you. One of many fine qualities which add up to a uniqueness. Oh, yes.’




  ‘“Dab in the hand”. I mean, so crude,’ Hazel said.




  ‘I’ve had worse said about me,’ Iles replied.




  ‘Certainly,’ Harpur remarked.




  ‘What?’ Hazel asked.




  ‘It comes with the office,’ Iles said.




  ‘What? What do they say?’ Hazel asked.




  Jill returned. It was the Control Room wanting Harpur. They wouldn’t tell her why, although she’d tried to get it out of them. When he took the call they said a fire at Curly

  Sambrook’s place on the Ernest Bevin council estate and possibly dubious. Curly and his girlfriend had burns and were in hospital. Their daughter, Lorraine, aged five, might still be inside.

  Curly had tried to save her. Harpur prepared to leave. ‘You’d better come, sir,’ he told Iles, though without saying where and why while the children listened.




  The ACC said: ‘Oh, I think I’ll stay and –’




  ‘You’d better come, sir,’ Harpur replied.




  ‘Something important?’ Jill asked. ‘Has to be. They wouldn’t call out a mighty and majestic Detective Chief Super at this time of night otherwise.’




  ‘Go to bed at eleven o’clock if I’m not back,’ Harpur said. ‘Denise can’t sleep here tonight.’




  ‘Ah, that still going on, Col, you and the lovely undergraduate?’ Iles said.




  ‘She is lovely, isn’t she, Mr Iles?’ Jill replied. ‘And yet she doesn’t seem to worry about how dad looks, or his age or haircut or music or clothes, she

  still wants him. It’s sweet. She’s really cleaned up his life, you know. I used to worry about him. I expect you did.’




  ‘We like it when Denise is here for breakfast,’ Hazel said.




  ‘That would be most days?’ Iles asked.




  ‘Just like a family,’ Jill replied.




  ‘Tonight she has to stay in the student residence because there’s a leaving party for one of the staff,’ Harpur said.




  ‘I believe her,’ Jill said. ‘She’s young and all those other students around, but I think she sticks by dad. I do.’ She nodded hard a few times. ‘Important

  how, though – this call-out, dad? Dangerous? Weapons? You tooled up? Of course you’re not, either of you. British police just play at it.’




  ‘Go to bed at eleven o’clock and don’t open the door,’ Harpur said.




  ‘I might look in to check you’re all right, if your father has to stay at the scene,’ Iles said. ‘Whatever it is.’




  ‘Don’t open the door,’ Harpur said.




  At Curly’s house now, a carpenter arrived to board up the house and secure it. The front door had been smashed by firemen on their way in when first called, and most of the windows were

  gone. Iles said: ‘The point is, Col, poets think they have a duty to find the positive side about rough factors like death – especially death. This is one of their topics.

  Remember those lines from “For the Fallen”.’




  ‘You’ve got a bucketful of them, sir.’




  ‘About young soldiers killed in the First War –




  

    

      

        ‘They shall not grow old, as we that are left grow old:




        Age shall not weary them.’


      


    


  




  ‘But they wanted to grow old, or older, anyway,’ Harpur replied. ‘Lorraine Sambrook wanted to grow older.’




  ‘With your sort of mind you’d be stuck for subjects if you were a poet, Harpur.’




  ‘We ought to go and try to talk to Curly or his partner,’ Harpur replied. They drove to Paston Hospital, but Curly had died and the girlfriend was not interviewable at present and,

  probably, not for at least weeks doctors told them, supposing she lived.




  Harpur took Iles back to his own car, parked in Arthur Street. The house was dark, thank God. ‘Or then there’s Donne, of course,’ the ACC said:




  

    

      

        ‘Death, be not proud, though some have called thee




        Mighty and dreadful, for thou art not so.’


      


    


  




  ‘Death doesn’t do too badly, though,’ Harpur said.




  ‘Did Curly grass?’




  ‘Not to me.’




  ‘In general.’




  ‘I’d need to speak to the drugs squad.’




  ‘But he was dealing, was he – small-time, freelance? Who was his wholesaler?’ Iles replied.




  ‘I’d need to speak to the drugs squad.’




  ‘Do you ever answer anything? We’ve nabbed Sashaying Vernon for something, haven’t we, Col?’




  ‘Awaiting trial. In the new climate, he’ll probably get bail.’




  ‘Where did our information come from?’




  ‘That’s always a tricky one, sir.’




  ‘And, then, above all Emily Dickinson as poet – American,’ Iles replied. ‘Death as a kind of considerate chum:




  

    

      

        ‘Because I could not stop for Death –




        He kindly stopped for me.’


      


    


  




  Harpur said: ‘And now he’s kindly stopped for Curly and the child.’




  





  Chapter Two




  The thing about Ralph Ember was he definitely did not mind nuns, could definitely say he had no prejudice, but some situations they would never be able to cope with and he flew

  out from Stansted to Bordeaux. Obviously, with the X-rays and frisking you could carry nothing serious on a plane these days, especially after September 11 2001, but that was all right as he

  reckoned there would be no call for armament at any stage. Ember felt nearly sure nobody outside his family even knew he was going. It should be a totally peaceful, educational trip. For

  God’s sake, of course it should. He wanted a look around, an update look around, that was all.




  He flew standard. He hated this, because of the kind of people and their clothes and so on. If you went pricey, though, it could draw attention – you élited yourself. He would do

  standard again on the return, whether or not he brought Venetia with him. That would depend on what he thought as a result of the look around out there in France. His guess was she would

  be with him. Too bad if she kicked up at standard. This whole move was about her safety and nothing else, so she’d better fucking understand. A teenager. If Ralph said standard she’d

  take standard, and no hoity-toity.




  Naturally, he’d cased the school she was at in France when they first entered her there, but matters had deteriorated again in the trade scene at home since, with very rough deaths, and

  now he needed to do some really close checks in case one of his enemies or in case one of his supposed chums thought of Venetia out in France. Christ, though, that terrible stuff with Curly

  Sambrook and his family – and Curly such a nothing in the trade.




  It was not just the security of the school buildings and grounds and over-accessibility at Venetia’s school that troubled Ralph. He wanted to know what the pupils did in their time off,

  where they went, whether they were supervised and had some protection. Exactly what he meant about nuns. Although a lot of them might be all right and totally unabusive, they were not

  roughhouse-trained. Ember blamed nobody for that. You had to be reasonable. Full-out, battle-hard minding was no nun role. If one of those invading outfits who wanted to push Ralph’s firm

  under sent out a heavy or two from Britain for Venetia the school staff might try to guard her, but would have no real chance. Or if one of the outfits apparently co-operating with

  Ralph’s sent out a heavy or two. Nuns had been taught to believe in prayer and candles. Prayer was certainly fine and had a good background in the Bible, but could fail against hired

  villains, or fail to work fast enough in matters of this life, not the next.




  Lately, worried by the sudden terrible spell of trade problems, brutalities and executions at home, Ember had begun to think Venetia might be exposed at that Bordeaux school. Someone could

  decide to squeeze Ralph by pouching one of his adored daughters and jailing her in a secret Euro cellar, with video appeals to pressure and smash him. Many cellars undoubtedly existed in France on

  account of the wine and gourmet mushrooms. He spotted the hazard early and as soon as the downturn and the violence started he’d transferred her very quietly – or he thought

  very quietly – from a finishing school in Poitiers to this one. But people would show in conversation they knew where she was, even after the change, and not people he had told or ever would.

  Well, would he? And Venetia, Ralph – still at the French polishing establishment on the noble Garonne? Why would they pay trackers to find her like that if they didn’t plan

  something?




  Ralph was familiar with Bordeaux and really liked it. A lot of Britishness. We had owned it once, and there was still a British bookshop. Many British wine drinkers revered Bordeaux for its

  claret, and he had come previously himself on trips to buy vintages for his club, the Monty, in its future role. Some vineyards were even Brit owned and top rate, such as Château de Sours. It

  did not outrage Ralph at all that Bordeaux tarts were already sitting outside on respectable-looking kitchen chairs in several streets when he arrived today at noon. A port had tides and sailors

  needing to fit in opportunities.




  Originally, the distance from Britain had seemed to help with Venetia’s safety, but he’d come to feel it didn’t really. She was more vulnerable out here than even Curly and his

  household. An instructed lad or lads could nip across the water and see to her. All right, like Ember, he, or they, would not be able to carry anything, but those behind him, them, might arrange

  for him, them, to be met and armed on a loan basis, and then he’d, they’d, dispose or hand it or them over before the return journey. Probably a gun, guns, would only be used to keep

  the nuns quiet and prayerful, while Venetia was taken – no actual firing, just a frightener, but enough.




  Ember had decided to visit and if he found weaknesses and likely danger in the Bordeaux set-up he would bring her back at once so he and his people could see to well-being in a charted setting.

  No bugger who knew Ralph Ember and Ralph Ember’s power would be idiot enough to try arson on his fine home, Low Pastures. Probably he could get Venetia back into the local private place where

  his younger daughter, Fay, went as a day girl. It was quite a decent outfit although they did not do Latin and Greek, only classical tales in damn English, such as Atalanta’s fucking apples

  with crummy illustrations. In one of his protests about dodging off the real tongues like that he had asked the head whether a Latin phrase existed for ‘dumbing down’. Ember

  didn’t know any classical language himself, but was sure they meant quality, especially the significant Greek alphabet. Although he hadn’t really intended Venetia should leave France

  yet, you had to watch changed circumstances and changed risk. Leadership and parenthood both demanded that. Ralph could never neglect these responsibilities.




  He still thought it had been a sound idea to get her away overseas for a time after those untidy episodes here with older men when she was even younger, and not men Ralph could in any way

  admire, nor his wife, Margaret. Slouches or piffling villains. He chose the French convent-style spots, and with nuns, at real cost, so Venetia’s galloping puberty could be hobbled for a

  while, and taste and decorum imposed via a Continental culture. Despite round-the-clock whoring here, everyone knew the French were traditional at getting legs-crossed coolness and sense into

  questing young girls from good families. To make use of this famed skill, he’d been willing to gamble that Venetia would not encounter holy sisters who fancied girl flesh themselves.




  The Mother Superior at Venetia’s school spoke tip-top English luckily. Ember said: ‘I wonder whether you’ve had any inquiries about my daughter.’




  ‘What kind of inquiries, Mr Ember?’ He thought she looked all right in her gear, about fifty, small-nosed, big-toothed, thin-necked, unpimpled, cheerful, no saucy urges.




  ‘At first, this would be inquiries to do with locating her.’




  ‘And afterwards?’




  ‘Have there been inquiries of that sort?’ Ember asked.




  ‘Let me assure you, we are used to dealing with such intrusions. Oh, certainly. We know some parents wish for confidentiality, indeed require confidentiality. We are sympathetic

  to that, entirely. One doesn’t ask about their . . . well, milieu.’




  ‘Background.’




  ‘Milieu.’




  ‘And have there been intrusions of that sort?’ Ember asked.




  ‘I would prefer to call them attempted intrusions.’




  ‘Have there been attempted intrusions of that sort?’




  ‘We do not keep a record of every attempted intrusion of that sort because we have a procedure for dealing with such attempted intrusions instantly and finally and to record them all would

  be a redundancy.’




  ‘What procedure?’ Ember said.




  ‘Simply to say that the pupil list is a private document and details are not disclosed willy-nilly.’




  ‘How about un-willy-nilly?’




  ‘Mr Ember?’




  ‘So you might not know whether there have in fact been inquiries about Venetia? If no note is made.’




  ‘Some of our parents are in extremely sensitive positions and occupations, Mr Ember – Paris, Lagos, Zagreb. We have a responsibility to them. I expect you, too, are in such a

  sensitive position. But one does not ask.’




  ‘One has certain business concerns,’ Ember said.




  ‘Well, this goes without saying.’




  ‘And would you inform parents if inquiries about one of the pupils was made – that is, if hitting them with the willy-nilly failed to stop their interest?’




  ‘Certainly, should the inquiries persist. We understand the world, you know, Mr Ember. We realize it is not totally a rose garden.’




  ‘And then when the girls have some time off – say the weekend. Would they go into Bordeaux? I know some grand shops there. M&S. Might they be unaccompanied?’




  ‘Their timetable for such excursions is strict, Mr Ember. The school has its own people-carrier. They must report back there on the dot, absolutely on the dot, they know this.’




  ‘Or possibly if people were noticed outside the school, observing a pupil. Maybe in the grounds. It’s not difficult to enter. Would that be reported to you?’




  The small nose twitched and cheerfulness was ditched. ‘Evidently, as I’ve said, I would never ask what kind of business you are concerned with in your own country, since it is none

  of my concern in the least, oh, no, but do you fear people – your business associates, for example – might come looking for Venetia here in this way, Mr Ember?’




  ‘Anything of that sort?’




  ‘This would not be very good from my school’s point of view. From the point of view of reputation, you see. People lurking.’




  ‘I think of it from my daughter’s point of view.’




  ‘Other parents might become anxious if they thought possible marauders of that kind were drawn here by Venetia.’




  ‘Have you heard of anything like that – hired fucks stalking her, you dodgy, fee-grabbing French vache?’ he replied.




  Ember disliked people from the other sides of his life turning up at the Monty. Obviously, he could not actually ban them from the club, but he tried to let such associates

  know in all sorts of ways that if they wanted a meeting with him about a project or a necessary cleansing, cleansings, it ought to be done somewhere else. He had very exact, loving plans for the

  Monty in the middle to long term, and these needed non-stop, sensitive care. He saw himself as into two kinds of business, and the club stood very separate from the rest.




  This lad Denzil Lake should certainly not be here now. Ember detested Lake’s suit. It was double-breasted, navy-to-black with a thick chalk stripe, three buttons to the jacket, all done

  up, and the top one almost at Lake’s throat, sausage skin style. Maybe it was not true to say Ember detested the suit as a suit. But he thought it wrong for someone in Lake’s category,

  offensively wrong. This tailoring a genuine royal duke might wear, or the owner of many unisex hairdressing salons, but Lake was only a fucking chauffeur basically, Mansel Shale’s. All right,

  a chauffeur with some bodyguard, strong-arm and disposal duties, like all chauffeurs in a hard commercial . . . well, milieu, but when you got down to it still only a chauffeur and out of

  order in swagger garb.




  Of course, Ember recognized that for Denzil to come here uninvited and dressed up like this might signify he wanted a hike in role and status, and thought Ralph could help. Someone craved an

  alliance. Ralph could smell it. He was used to approaches like this. Ralph always believed in looking beyond a mere incident or worsted cloth to what was really meant. Without making it a

  matter of vanity, Ember knew he had insight. Now, he wondered if he could spot in Denzil’s high-born style an attempt at some new career plan. All right. This could conceivably be useful for

  Ralph. Denzil’s suit might actually signify a get-rid project – get rid of Shale, his boss. Ralph could definitely see pluses in that as a business scenario. He did not object to

  listening, even to someone like Denzil. You had to be awake to influences, ideas, regardless of where they came from.




  ‘So, this visit – something important, Denzil?’ Ember asked.




  ‘Oh, daddy, don’t be so . . . well, head-on,’ Venetia said.




  All right, Ember would admit the Denzil suit and quite quiet tie might have their positive aspects for some, but it enraged him that Venetia seemed impressed by them and by Denzil Lake. This

  late afternoon, she happened to be with Ralph around the club, and now, for heaven’s sake, look at her grinning and standing close, exceptionally front on and body-languaging to Lake. It was

  less than a week since Ralph brought her back from Bordeaux, yet already he could sense absolutely no temperateness or religion on her breath as she chatted weather to Denzil like a come-on code.

  Occasionally, Ember wondered if they had been stupid to pick the name Venetia. It was unusual and mysterious and seemed to push her into a certain sort of ripe and experimental behaviour from very

  early. He doubted if the convents had really got to grips with it. She might have grown up more governable if christened, say, Mandy or Christine, though that big cop Harpur apparently had a dodgy

  daughter of Venetia’s age and she was called Hazel. Hazel. They said Desmond Iles yearned for her. God, an Assistant Chief Constable schoolgirling! Parenthood – such a

  load of angles.




  ‘Many’s the great warm day you enjoyed in Bordeaux, Venetia, no doubt,’ Lake remarked.




  ‘Oh, indeed, yes,’ she replied.




  ‘What’s this visit about, Denzil?’ Ember asked. ‘Crucial? Some message from Manse?’




  ‘Such as sitting outside cafés in the street with a citronnade,’ Lake replied.




  ‘These were pleasant, typical interludes on Saturdays,’ Venetia said.




  ‘And possible quite late into the summer, owing to the high temperatures lingering,’ Lake said.




  ‘All that – it just becomes a normal aspect of life,’ Venetia replied.




  ‘Not here,’ Lake said.




  ‘Hardly,’ Venetia said. ‘Is summer on a Tuesday or Wednesday this year?’




  ‘Right,’ Lake replied. He chuckled for a time, and did not seem worried about showing those completely unmillennium teeth.




  Ember said: ‘What’s on, Denzil? I’ve got to do some tidying up before the evening crowd arrives.’ Lake had what Ember thought of as a chauffeur’s face, a

  servant’s face but selfish, and a little gone to the side because of having to talk with Shale over one shoulder when Manse was in the back of the car. Perhaps if a lot of your conversations

  were like that, not eye-to-eye, it might be easy to go for betrayal. All kind of huge changes were under way inside the firms during this flux period. Denzil had always been cocky and an

  opportunist and might believe he had a chance of toppling Manse and replacing him. Chauffeur one day, chairman the next. Possible?




  ‘Well, I hope you can settle at home, all the same, Venetia, after the joys of France,’ Lake said.




  ‘I think so,’ Venetia replied.




  ‘Lovely name,’ Lake said. ‘I don’t believe I ever come across it before.’




  ‘Denzil being quite unusual also,’ Venetia replied.




  ‘I hope you don’t let people call you Ven.’




  ‘I hope you don’t let people call you Den!’




  They had a joint laugh over this for a time. A scheme like Denzil’s, if he had one, would definitely be advantageous for Ralph, played right, and as long as he, personally, could keep out

  of the actual killing. Although Shale had a lot to be said for him, Ralph did not often feel like saying it. Manse was radiantly uneducated but clever, powerful, strong, and, in a kind of

  partnership with Ember, drew half the business profits, say around £600,000 a year, net and gross. But suddenly the substances market had grown unstable, and the profits might shrink –

  were already shrinking. It would be a harsh and yet comfortable idea to get rid of Manse, yes, despite years of entirely unbloody acquaintanceship. Ralph had thought of it in the past, naturally,

  but the need now could be more pressing. Had Denzil arrived in the custom-made, glorious kit to put a very private scheme to Ember, not something for the phone or e-mail? He’d want to see

  exactly which ear his ideas were going into, and only one.




  ‘It must be a real treat for you, Ralph, to have her back like permanently. Did you decide it in a hurry – like for a reason? I mean, I don’t think I heard you were bringing

  her. At this juncture.’




  ‘I keep matters under review,’ Ember replied.




  ‘Well, yes,’ Lake said. ‘And fees a real bourgeois packet, I expect.’




  ‘Stages in her upbringing,’ Ember said. He turned from Lake. ‘Denzil is Mr Shane’s driver and that sort of thing,’ he told Venetia.




  ‘For now,’ Denzil said. Ember really noted that. He knew he was meant to note that. Some men took an extra pair of trousers with a custom-made suit. Denzil took jauntiness. It might

  be only mouth. It might signify he had a decent scheme for Shale’s end, the sparky, treacherous sod.




  Potentialities. Denzil was probably nowhere near Manse for brain and the higher ruthlessness. In a wobbly and plunging commercial context, it would be easier for Ralph to cope with Denzil than

  with Shale – control him. Control him for a time. Eventually, it should be feasible to wipe out Denzil, of course, and move towards a fine monopoly, all businessmen’s happiest wish,

  whether selling double glazing or drugs. To wipe out Manse would be much more difficult, and even to think of it could send Ralph into one of his gravest panics. But if Denzil believed he could do

  it solo, Ember would not protest more than formally. Boardroom strategies in whatever kind of commerce could be harsh. No partnership went on eternally. There would still be Sashaying Vernon and a

  few other smaller firms, but the elimination of Shale and, or Denzil was a terrific, heartening prospect. Ferdy Dubal had already been sweetly taken out.2




  ‘Which?’ Venetia asked.




  ‘Which what?’ Ember replied.




  ‘You said Denzil is Mr Shale’s driver and that sort of thing. Which sort of thing?’




  ‘General.’




  ‘I expect he trusts you, because of closeness, Denzil,’ Venetia said.




  ‘A Jag mainly,’ Lake replied.




  ‘Oh, I love them.’




  ‘Maybe Ven could come for a spin one day, Ralphy – I mean after seeing only them Frog cars for so long, poor duck.’




  Ember loathed racist terms such as Frog, and loathed being called Ralphy, especially by a coarse twat like Denzil. People said Ralphy to make out he was slight and manageable. But if someone

  meant to take a drinking spot like the Monty in Shield Terrace, and jack it up to true, London gentleman’s club standard, he deserved to be called better than Ralphy, like someone’s

  retarded cousin.




  ‘And was there trouble out there, Venetia?’ Lake asked.




  ‘What trouble?’




  ‘So dad comes out in a rush and brings you home. Like a rescue.’




  ‘This is a stage in Venetia’s upbringing, that’s all.’




  ‘What trouble?’ Venetia asked.




  ‘A school out there, known about, non-vigilant – it could be targeted,’ Lake replied.




  ‘Was there trouble, dad?’




  ‘What trouble, sweetheart?’ Ember replied.




  ‘Anxieties. Reasonable,’ Lake said.
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