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




  When Mansel Shale looked into his personal soul – and he did that now and then, though not making a big thing of it, for God’s sake – yes, when he looked into

  his personal soul he saw that the main reason he ran a business was so he could use the good profits to buy good art. Manse liked the neatness and the wholesomeness of this thought – good

  profits, good art. It made the profits seem more worthwhile, not just a crude, grab-all chase for money. In discussions with certain friends Manse often mentioned he could not be more in favour of

  art. He considered that those words – ‘could not be more in favour of art’ – got his feelings exactly, and he stuck with them. So, when he returned one afternoon after golf

  to the ex-rectory where he lived and found nearly all his paintings fucking gone from the walls, it truly knocked him.




  Above all, Manse loved pictures known as Pre-Raphaelite, being a tremendous team well over a hundred years ago. One of these pictures, in a very suitable frame, was by a great artist called

  Arthur Hughes, and until now it had covered the wall safe where Manse kept all his Heckler and Koch 9 mm pistols and ammunition. Obviously, the frame of a picture did not amount to anywhere near as

  much as the picture itself, but he thought frames should be suitable. Sometimes, when he bought a picture, he would have the frame changed, finding the original one what Manse referred to as

  ‘off-key’ or ‘at variance’. Mock wood for frames Manse detested. If you had a genuine picture, surely the frame should be just as genuine. He disliked seeing the safe

  exposed – unkempt for it to be glinting at about his eye level, so plain and metallic, very much in that way of safes. When the picture hung there, it had been full of grand, bright, but also

  soft, colours.




  Manse operated the combination and opened up. Everything looked all right inside – the three automatics and bullet boxes. He relocked and decided he had to check all through the house for

  any more troubles. And this turned out wise, plus significant, really. Near the top of the rectory’s main stairs, with his throat cut and four bruises to the face, lay a white, dark-haired

  man of about thirty-five, wearing a very decent Paul Mixtor-Hythe, three-piece navy suit, the lowest button on the waistcoat undone, as always recommended by style people for waistcoats so as not

  to seem stuffy. In fact, he was very obvious from below in the rectory entrance hall, his limbs haywire, but Manse had been focused on the ground floor empty wall spaces, first in the hall itself,

  then the drawing room and the study-den, and didn’t at first look at the stairs. Naturally, nothing in any of the suit pockets gave an identification, though a quiet label sewn on to

  the inside breast pocket did identify Paul Mixtor-Hythe as the tailor. Manse knew that label, of course. The suit was messed up now, but you could still see it had been custom-made in terrific

  material, a sort of total rightness.




  In their time, the Pre-Raphaelites had what grew famed as a Brotherhood. This idea always thrilled Shale. He wished he could belong to a Brotherhood himself, not necessarily to do with art,

  because he realized he had almost no talent at that, but a commercial Brotherhood, instead of this damn barbaric competition lately and out-and-out turf warring in the substances industry.

  The traders’ understanding Manse had with Ralph Ember could not really be called a Brotherhood. It was an arrangement – a fine arrangement, but still, just an arrangement. And, of

  course, all the time people wanted to get in on it, newsters to the game in this area. The media sounded off non-stop about Nottingham and Manchester getting rough through commercial rivalry in the

  drugs business, but they ought to take a look here.




  Although his safe had been put on show now, all the other bared bits of wall stood blank except for hooks and dust lines, and Manse felt like this blankness took over his own personal soul,

  especially as the paintings had no insurance, because information on value might leak, followed by possible questions on how he could afford them. This would be about £3.5 million,

  Pre-Raphaelites plus others. People knew how he could afford them, but that was different from being asked straight out how he could afford them. Shale always tried to dodge that kind of

  head-on quizzing. Too much definition helped nobody.




  The Arthur Hughes used to talk to Manse – that’s how he often described it, like a spoken, one-to-one message – and he felt wonderfully in touch with the work and with the

  painter. In fact, he felt in touch with not only the painter hisself but with the period he lived in and the Brotherhood. This connection delighted Manse, going back to the middle of not just the

  last century but the one before. He was in favour of history. Also, art had a spiritual factor and he approved totally of that. Manse considered spiritual things in general should get a better

  chance. A safe and the guns and rounds it contained could be very important, definitely, but not in a spiritual manner at all. As Shale regarded this present situation in his home, there’d

  been a troupe stealing the pix and a fight started over something. Or possibly an execution had been schemed as extra to the robbery somewhere private and quiet, such as on his property. He felt so

  damn relieved nobody dear to him was around the house at the time these savages intruded. That might of been grave.




  For instance, he enjoyed letting a girl move in and cohabit here now and then, although this house had been a rectory before Manse bought it. A girl might remain for weeks at a spell, or even a

  couple of months if he didn’t have much else going on, and Lowri or Patricia or Carmel could easily of been here when this break-in happened. Fortunately, though, Manse had arranged a couple

  of weeks for hisself without one of the girls while he did some wide thinking. He believed in a pause now and then. But these girls meant something deep to Manse. Never would he let more than one

  stay at a time because he would of regarded that as poor, unkind behaviour to the girls theirselves, and confusing for his children. He did not choose these girls just anyhow, and not only to do

  with features and body. He knew Carmel kept quite a deal of contact with her parents, which Manse considered a credit. All these girls gave him pleasant companionship and so on for spells since

  Sybil, his wife, left Manse to live in Wales with that chef or anaesthetist.




  And this produced the grandest and happiest piece of fluke today – Manse’s children, Laurent and Matilda, were away on a routine half-term with their mother. Otherwise, one of them,

  perhaps even both, might of got pulled into this foul violence. Luckily, Sybil did not want the children with her non-stop, or, if she heard of the rotten mischief that hit the rectory today, she

  might argue the children was in danger with Shale, due to his ongoing career. Occasionally, they’d be in the house alone. Sybil and Manse had never divorced, and he considered it would be

  wrong for another woman to live with him on a permanent arrangement, particularly as this house used to belong to the Church and was, clearly, the home of rectors, very much one up on ordinary

  vicars. It had a good driveway behind trees and hedges and seven bedrooms. He liked to think of rectors trotting to the front door in a pony and trap after visits or a service and pouring a

  pick-me-up from a silver-embossed decanter. As soon as Manse bought it, the house had become a former rectory, yes, but he did refer to it now and then as ‘the rectory’ and he

  felt he must respect its past up to quite a point. Some of his writing paper had ‘St James’ Rectory’ printed on it as Manse’s address. People joked sometimes about Manse in

  a rectory, manse being the word for a Nonconformist minister’s house, but rectories was Church of England. Also, of course, some thought it amusing that a rectory had been bought with drugs

  money, though Manse did not go along much with that kind of humour.




  When he saw what had happened, then looked right through his place and around it outside, he naturally got on the phone at once. ‘Chandor, you fucking evil lout – have you been here?

  Of course you been here.’




  ‘Manse, that you?’




  ‘This got your mark on it,’ Shale said. ‘No sign of a break-in anywhere. This got your mark on it. And in daylight.’




  ‘What’s happened?’




  ‘Don’t –’




  ‘Honest to God, Manse.’




  ‘Or if not you as you, your people, running a-fucking-mok.’




  ‘What – some trouble at your home?’




  ‘This got to be put right, or as near as can be,’ Shale replied. ‘Soonest. I need to wash – well, you can believe it following that kind of contact! – then

  I’m going to pick up my kids, after access days with their mother. I don’t want them coming back to a house in this state. That cannot be helpful.’




  ‘Which?’




  ‘Which what?’ Shale said.




  ‘Which state?’




  ‘Don’t piss me about.’




  ‘The house – in a poor state? Some intrusion? Is that what you’re saying, Manse?’




  ‘You know the state it’s in, you sodding smarm prince,’ Shale replied. ‘You know about intrusions.’




  ‘Hang on a minute, Manse, will you?’




  Shale heard Hilaire Wilfrid Chandor call to someone, maybe in a different room, possibly his name. It sounded like Rufus. That would be the kind of name someone who worked for Chandor might

  have. Then Chandor’s hand went properly over the mouthpiece and Shale got nothing but a mumble, what could be an angry mumble, or put-on angry for Manse to pick up the tone of, a

  performance they’d most probably rehearsed, him and this sodding Rufus. After a minute, Chandor took his hand away and spoke to Shale again: ‘I’m not getting a clear answer from

  these two fuckers here but I think they might have improperly targeted your –’




  ‘Which two fuckers? Was there three, then, at first?’




  ‘Absolutely improperly. Look, Manse, you go on and pick up your children. That’s at Severalponds service station, yes? The usual swap over? It’s going to take you, what –

  four hours there and back with an interlude for cold drinks and possible muffins? Ample. I’ll see things are absolutely fine at the rectory in time for your return with Laurent and Matilda.

  Guaranteed. Don’t worry. An error. I acknowledge it. Anything that’s been taken will be replaced, I assure you, and undamaged.’




  ‘It’s not just possessions missing. There’s this . . . well . . . another aspect altogether.’




  ‘What’s that, Manse?’




  ‘Another aspect altogether.’




  ‘Right. I think I’m getting the outline, Manse. I’m learning more from you than I’ve got so far from these two fuckers, but that’s going to change, believe me. They

  have their own damn rivalries and venom. Who can tell what they’ll get up to?’




  ‘Which two fuckers? Was there three of them? More?’




  ‘They assume they can read my wishes, Manse, and they go ahead crudely, grossly, and very, very wrongly. Yes, amok, you’ve got it. You –’




  ‘Why was they in my place at all? I mean, why?’




  ‘No sense of what’s appropriate.’




  ‘In a Paul Mixtor-Hythe suit, not reach-me-down.’




  ‘Well, yes,’ Chandor said. ‘That would probably be right.’




  ‘Black slip-ons, Charles Laity by the look.’




  ‘You know how it can be with staff. They imagine they’re being helpful but fall into excess.’




  ‘This is the kind of thing that could upset children not just now but lifelong. They see something bad and also a sudden lack on walls where they’re used to beauty, vividness,

  warmth. And so they’ll come to regard disappointment as normal.’




  ‘You can relax, Manse. The rectory will be just as you like it and a credit to you. Kids of their age ask damned embarrassing questions, I know. Sharp-eyed. They notice things.’




  ‘Well, of course they fucking notice things. If there’s something like that dumped here they’re going to notice, aren’t they? It’s unusual.’




  ‘Point taken, Manse.’




  ‘I don’t understand how you got people like that working for you.’




  ‘I’m going to think about them after this, believe me, Manse. Staff reappraisal annually under seven main headings, including Balance and Tact. Well, have we been getting any of

  that? Hardly. They mean well, but –’




  ‘Mean well to who?’




  ‘Your place will be perfect,’ Chandor replied. ‘Or something in lieu.’




  ‘In fucking what?’




  ‘In lieu – instead, Manse.’




  ‘There’s no instead for them items off of the walls.’




  ‘I meant if they’ve already gone, or something like that.’




  ‘What’s that mean?’




  ‘What?’




  ‘“Something like that.”’




  ‘Suppose they’ve been moved on.’




  ‘Moved on how?’ Shale replied.




  ‘Like sold. If they’ve been sold to some middleman already, perhaps for freighting abroad, collectables. In that case, the absolutely total money will come to you, Manse. I’ll

  get it out of the two fuckers, I promise.’




  ‘I don’t want the money. I want the items.’ That business colleague, Panicking Ralphy Ember, had taught Manse never to be clear on the telephone because of intercepts, and to

  use general words like ‘items’ or ‘aspect’ when things was sensitive. And Manse did not have no doubt – these things now was sensitive. Chandor seemed

  careful, too. Even landlines could be tapped, especially if you thought of someone like that fucker, Assistant Chief, Iles. He did what he wanted.




  ‘Or, if they’ve taken a knock-down price for them on account of haste, I’ll make it up to you from my individual funds, Manse,’ Chandor said. ‘You quote me the

  average cost from any auction catalogue within the last six months and that’s the price you’ll get from myself, no haggling, plus five per cent for disturbance. I wish to avoid the

  least grievance on your part at this juncture.’




  ‘Which?’




  ‘What which, Manse?’




  ‘Juncture.’




  ‘This moment in time.’




  ‘But why is this moment in time a juncture?’ Shale replied. ‘That’s what I’m getting at. What is it makes this moment in time a juncture? Why are you in my place at

  all? You’re someone who’s hardly been set up in this region for any duration, but you’re into my property. This is a fucking rectory for Christ’s sake. Do you know

  rectories? I say this operation got your mark on it, but I don’t really know your mark because you’re so new, but I’d just guess it’s your mark not to leave a mark because

  that’s the sort you are and coming here from London.’




  ‘I wouldn’t want to upset you at this juncture or moment in time, or any other, Manse – I wish to avoid causing you grievance ever. That goes without saying.’




  The sod did say it, though. He wanted friendliness. His people had done everything wrong, or that was his tale. Chandor would try to put patches on. Shale said: ‘How can I get the

  price from catalogues? They never been sold. They been here all the time since I bought them. They’re not going to be in no catalogue.’




  ‘The equivalent, Manse. Things that match them more or less for age, type and distinction. The internet will tell us. It’s the same as if you wanted to price a certain 2004 Bentley,

  you would not need to have the actual car itself there, you could look up what models of that year and type were going at.’




  ‘What fucking Bentley?’




  ‘As an illustration, Manse.’




  ‘It’s not like Bentleys. Every one of them items is different from every other one. This isn’t carburettors and handbrakes. There isn’t no equivalent, not for

  me. That’s what I’m telling you. These items are items. They got a particular value, especially one of them, and this value is not re money. Spiritual. Historic.’




  ‘In its way, this is really touching,’ Chandor replied.




  ‘What’s that mean?’




  ‘What?’




  ‘“In its way”.’




  ‘Yes, in its way. When I say “touching”, I have in mind the warmth of your evident commitment to these articles. And a further snag, you say? Well, you can really relax, Manse.

  I’ve got this rectory situation very much in hand.’




  ‘Shall I leave a key somewhere?’




  ‘To what, Manse?’




  ‘The house.’




  ‘To the rectory? That’s a kindness in you. But I don’t think they’ll need it, will they? As you said.’




  ‘And keep them away from the safes.’




  ‘Two, aren’t there?’ Chandor replied. ‘Study-den, drawing room – which is the armoury. I don’t want you to fret about these at all, Manse. Out of bounds.

  I’ll tell them – “Study-den safe, drawing-room safe right out of fucking bounds.” Both Chubbs? Combination, not keys? Study-den safe for cash and private

  accounts?’




  ‘When you say “in hand” does that mean you’ll be there to control your maniacs – you as you, not just fucking Rufus?’




  ‘Rest assured, I want to look at this constructively,’ Chandor replied at once.




  ‘There’s considerable stains,’ Shale replied.




  ‘Often a way to deal with that kind of thing as a stopgap remedy is actually to overstain with, say, coffee or Horlicks, as through an accident, and then redecorate at leisure.

  Disguise. The chief, short-term objective now is to account to the children for the discoloration, you’ll agree. Or sauce. Might you have been carrying a sauce bottle with a loose top, or no

  top at all, in that area and stumbled? This kind of treatment makes the original stains a nuisance still, but unsinister. We’ll see to it.’




  ‘Which area?’ Of course, Shale knew which area, but asked in case the gabby sod gave himself away by saying the snag with his throat snagged was on the staircase.




  ‘The area of the staining,’ Chandor said.




  ‘Another thing I don’t get.’




  ‘What’s that, Manse?’




  ‘How come you know about the safes and Severalponds, and the names – Laurent, Matilda? You building a dossier? What the fuck for? You been here no time, but you got a file on

  me?’




  ‘These are great child names,’ Chandor replied. ‘A royal dimension to “Matilda”. She nearly had the English throne. A warrior lady. Twelfth century? But why am I

  telling you, Manse? This would obviously be in your mind when you and your wife picked that name. I always think names are significant. You’ve got a bird called Lowri, haven’t you?

  That’s Welsh. And your wife, Sybil, is over in Wales on an alternative lifestyle, right? One can come across all kinds of odd links and connections through names. But Lowri’s second

  name, Billsborough, not Welsh at all. Weird. You eat late on these Sundays, don’t you? Look, the least I can do in view of all this – if you give me your order on the mobile when

  you’re, say, an hour from the rectory with the children, I’ll get meals sent over from the takeaway, Chinese or Indian, simply decide and let me know – chutneys, garlic bread,

  anything.’




  Shale often drove the Jaguar himself these days following the extremely problematical death of his chauffeur, Denzil.1 He’d have to speed a bit to

  make the Severalponds meeting at six o’clock. That search of the rectory and then the conversation with Hilaire Chandor had been necessary but they messed up Manse’s timetable. He

  always liked to be at Severalponds ahead of Sybil and the children, as a courtesy factor, and because he did not want them wandering unaccompanied in the service station building.




  He went back to the naked drawing-room wall safe before starting out and fully loaded one of the Heckler and Koch automatics, then waist-holstered it. Lately, he’d begun to prefer this to

  shoulder harness. Unless you had some shapeless bloody anorak on, a shoulder holster would generally produce a bulge and scream ‘Gun aboard!’ But a jacket covered the waist weapon

  without no evidence of it.




  He liked to dress in decent style when going to Severalponds. It gave a ceremonial flavour. As a matter of fact, he had a couple of made-to-measure Paul Mixtor-Hythe suits himself. Sybil and the

  children must not see he came armed on a family occasion such as this. That would brand him so damn thuggish and jumpy, like someone who had a job with Hilaire Wilfrid Chandor. Manse always did go

  armed on these Severalponds runs. This was no exceptional precaution tonight – not brought on only through that trouble at the rectory and the call to Chandor. Shale never felt at ease in

  service stations. The crowds and the wide-openness of the car park and the restaurants worried him. That had been so even before Chandor showed off all his dirty research earlier. And so, tool up

  as standard. They had put a jolly sort of country-scene name on this place, Severalponds, because in old times there must of been several ponds here and maybe tadpoles and ducks and other Nature

  elements, but that did not make it harmless now. They wanted to seem relaxed – not Threeponds or Eightponds, but Several, like ‘Who’s counting?’




  The regularity of these rendezvous – a mistake. Manse had known that. But he would hate to scare Sybil or the children by suggesting they should constantly switch venues, which would have

  been wiser. Severalponds it must be. Otherwise, he could imagine Sybil going back to that potter or vet she lived with and saying in bed, when winding down and canoodling in a domestic style after

  intimacy, yes, telling him how right she had been to quit someone in the illegal substances trade whose profession made him frightened all the time that he or she or the children might get wiped

  out, or all of them. Tears seriously blurred Manse’s eyes as he visualized that bed scene and imagined the conversation, and he brought the Jaguar down to 40 mph for a few miles on the

  motorway.




  Of course, he had to think what might be behind as well as ahead. Chandor’s information on the Severalponds meetings must of come by someone tailing the Jaguar previous. Manse realized he

  had been so dreamy and slack about watching the rear-view mirror on these trips. That was something Denzil would never of done. He really knew the tricks of driving, although sometimes he refused

  to wear the chauffeuring cap Shale bought. Manse did a lot of mirror now, but what point? There’d be no need to tail him today. Chandor knew everything, didn’t he, even though

  he’d had such a short time to discover it. Shale thought he could understand part of Chandor’s game, but not all. Why put on display in that phone talk so much of what he’d dug

  out re Manse and his family? And then that disgusting raid at the rectory. Had some of Chandor’s animals really gone wild, beyond his instructions and wishes, against his

  instructions and wishes, thieving and, as an extra, attacking each other, resulting in a death? What were his damn instructions and wishes? How far beyond them? ‘Get into the house

  and –’ And then? Hilaire Wilfrid Chandor seemed to say people on his staff had mistaken what he wanted. True? Or just a ploy, a tease? What had he wanted? How could they

  mistake it? Did he employ idiots, drunks, addicts? Or had he talked so vague to them that he knew they’d go miles out of order once they started?




  Always there were firms like Chandor’s longing to get right in on the dealing scene locally – Brits, Albanians, Turks, all sorts.2 Did Chandor

  think he could act sweet now, but actually frighten and cow Manse into making a place for him? I know where you live, and where your kids go at some weekends and school breaks, and where you do

  the handover, and where your safes are, and what your women are called – first and second names – and where your beloved pix hang, hung. So, how about some pleasant cooperation?

  Manse felt nearly certain Chandor had Lowri’s surname right – Billsborough, or it could be Nettlethwaite or Margerison, but definitely something not at all Welsh. Was the offer to clean

  up the rectory as to the body, and restore what could be restored, then bring a choice of takeaways with additional for Manse and the children, meant to settle Shale and make him forgiving and

  helpful to Chandor’s outfit in the commercial sector? So many of them new firms eyed up this city and envied the trade cooperation between Manse and Ralphy Ember. They struggled to be part of

  it. They would try all sorts of dodges and pressures. They’d heard of the happy, sensible arrangement with Assistant Chief Constable (Operations) Desmond Iles, and wanted to be part of this,

  too. That slob Hilaire might be saying, Here’s what we’re able to do to you and yours, Manse, whenever we like, so get intelligent and matey, mate. We turn kindly now, and, oh! big

  apologies for the deado, but you’ll understand from this that we can also get really bad if you force us to it, can’t we, Manse? Even if Chandor put them Pre-Raphaelites etcetera

  back undamaged, that would still be the message. And no need of a key. The rectory didn’t have no alarms. He would not want police all through his home in response and doing an ogle, would

  he?




  Only Sybil and the children came to Severalponds for the transfers, never the jockey or schools inspector or whatever he was she lived with. They also had a Jaguar. That annoyed Shale. It was

  older than his and not top of the range, but he still felt irritated. For privacy, a sliding glass partition divided the front from the back of Manse’s, but he had hardly ever closed it, even

  when Denzil was alive and chauffeuring. It would of seemed a bit majestic, and Shale detested pomp. Most likely Sybil said to this partner they better have a Jag because Manse owned one, and she

  didn’t want to go down to a Ford or Skoda, because of appearance. Pride. If they’d bought something else he might of offered to pay off the hire purchase for them, but not when they

  offered deliberate disrespect and rivalry by picking a Jag. Total anger he did avoid. Manse almost always tried to understand Sybil. He told himself she might of chosen the Jaguar so the children

  would not feel the change too strong and sudden of being with her after him and vice versa, like going into a pressure chamber when leaving a wrecked submarine. Now and then he thought he

  would do the hire purchase for them, regardless. Manse hated petty vindictiveness. Although living in Wales might be quite all right really, Shale considered he should be very kindly to

  her to make up for it.




  Sybil pulled into the next car-park space just after he arrived, the children grinning and making faces at him through the side window. One thing Shale favoured as much as art was fatherliness.

  He believed he had a flair for this. Matilda and Laurent jumped from the car and ran together ahead towards the restaurant and gaming machines. They went out of sight. If he’d been

  masterminding here he would not of allowed that, but he knew he should try and keep things cheery. ‘They behave all right this time, Syb?’ he said.




  ‘As much as they ever do.’




  ‘And they still get on all right with . . .?’ He could never actually speak the name and always left it for her to fill in.




  ‘With Ivor? Oh, yes. He’s very easy-going.’




  ‘That would be his training, I expect.’




  ‘What training?’ she said.




  ‘I always forget which job he’s in. Holiday camp redcoat? Supermarket cashier?’




  ‘He’d tell you if you asked him. Or if you didn’t. And he’d go on and on about it. And things at the rectory?’




  ‘No changes. Just this great feeling of a good history.’




  ‘Serene?’




  ‘Serene, yes. That could be the very word, Syb.’ He had the feeling suddenly then that she might like to be there with him again, and fuck Ivor. Or not fuck Ivor. Never at

  these Severalponds meetings had he sensed this before. Perhaps he’d been wrong to think of her happy and conversational in the Welsh bed. Then, despite them near-tears on the motorway, he

  wondered if he wanted Sybil back.




  ‘No purchases?’ she said.




  ‘Purchases?’




  ‘Paintings?’




  ‘Not at this juncture,’ he said.




  ‘What’s that mean?’




  ‘Not at this moment in time.’




  ‘I do miss them. The Hughes,’ Sybil replied.




  ‘Oh, the Hughes, yes. I couldn’t be more in favour of art.’




  ‘Lights up the wall, the room.’




  ‘It does, it does.’




  The children rushed back. They had some winnings and went into the shop to blue them. Afterwards the four sat with soft drinks and sandwiches in the restaurant. ‘They’ve got leaving

  pressies from Ivor in their overnight bags,’ Sybil said. ‘Not to be opened until you’re home. Things to wear. Modish – or he thinks so.’




  ‘But it’s kindly.’ Shale wondered why he wanted to defend Ivor – to persuade her to stay with him?




  ‘Oh, yes, he can be kind.’




  She made it sound like nothing, or a disease. Although Shale waited for her to give kindness a slagging she left it there.




  Manse, Laurent and Matilda were back at the rectory by 9.30. Manse felt hellishly tense, terrified about what they might find. In the drive, he said: ‘I’d like you to wait in the car

  for a minute.’ He prepared to go first and check. That bastard Hilaire Chandor was so keen on merrymaking and pressure, the downstairs room and stairs might be as they had been, or worse.

  They said he’d been named after some joker in the writing game or a circus clown.




  ‘Oh, cars we’ve had enough of, dad,’ Laurent said. They dashed from his Jaguar as they had dashed from the other. Both had keys to the rectory in case they came back from

  school or youth club in the week and Manse was out.




  Shale yelled: ‘For God’s sake wait. Let me go ahead, will you?’ He unfolded from behind the wheel and sprinted himself but was too late. Lights went on and immediately he heard

  Matilda give a long, appalled scream. She shouted: ‘Oh, oh, what’s happened?’




  ‘Come back!’ Shale cried.




  ‘Oh, terrible!’ Matilda howled.




  ‘Don’t look,’ Shale bellowed.




  ‘Dad, why have you done this? Awful! Awful! Awful!’




  ‘Oh, yes,’ Laurent said. ‘Horrible.’




  Shale called out: ‘Why didn’t you wait? Stay where you –’




  ‘You’ve moved the pictures around on the walls. I don’t like it a bit,’ Matilda said. ‘They look so wrong.’




  ‘Oh, is that all?’ Manse said. Them Chandor apes – they would not remember which went where. To that crew pictures was pictures and hooks hooks.




  ‘All!’ Matilda replied. ‘All!’




  ‘I thought a change might be interesting,’ Shale said.




  ‘Not interesting at all,’ Matilda said. ‘A mistake.’




  ‘Yes, bad,’ Laurent said. He took his bag upstairs to unpack and try on the Ivor present in his room. Laurent was touchy about clothes. He wouldn’t want to be seen in gear he

  didn’t like. He paused near the first landing. ‘What happened here, dad?’ he said.




  ‘What?’




  ‘A mess on the stair carpet and wallpaper. Did you spill something?’




  ‘Oh, yes, some sauce. A stumble.’




  ‘Sauce?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘You were carrying sauce on the landing?’ Matilda said. ‘You move the pictures around and were carrying sauce on the landing? What goes on, dad? Have you gone a bit loopy

  through loneliness?’




  ‘It doesn’t come out very easily,’ Shale said.




  ‘No, it doesn’t,’ Laurent said.




  ‘Dad, put the pictures back right, will you?’ Matilda said. ‘All of them – hall and drawing room and everywhere.’




  ‘It was just an experiment.’




  ‘This experiment went wrong, so, so wrong. As if it’s someone else’s house, not ours.’




  ‘Why don’t you unpack and have a look at your pressie while I pop down to the takeway?’




  ‘Indian,’ Matilda said. ‘Can we have some chutneys and garlic bread?’




  ‘Absolutely.’




  ‘And please, dad – the pictures?’ Matilda said.




  ‘Yes, of course. All as they were. Tonight.’




  ‘I’m trying to work it out,’ Matilda replied.




  ‘What?’ Shale said.




  ‘The sauce. Spilling it. Were you going upstairs with a bottle of sauce or coming downstairs when you stumbled? If you stumbled when you were coming downstairs

  you might have fallen all the way and that would have made a real mess with the sauce from top to bottom of the stairs, the carpet and the wallpaper until the bottle emptied itself. The top of the

  bottle was off, was it, or loose? Plus, you might have been hurt. But what I don’t understand is why you had a bottle of sauce on the stairs at all – it doesn’t matter if you were

  going up or coming down. What did you want a bottle of sauce upstairs for? A picnic?’




  ‘Or if you like I could get Chinese,’ Mansel said. He shouted up to Laurent: ‘Chinese or Indian?’




  ‘This is real rubbish,’ Laurent replied.




  ‘What?’ Shale said.




  ‘This rubbish present from Ivor. I’ll never wear it. Oxfam. Oh, Indian. With chutneys. Garlic bread. And is there any sauce left or did you spill it all? Get some more?’




  During the meal, Manse thought of asking them whether they would like to see their mother back in the rectory, but then decided this might not be wily. If they said yes, it meant he must say yes

  to her, suppose she asked. One of the things with fatherliness was you had to take notice of what your children said about their mother even if she was shacked up with someone else. But if Manse

  did not ask them, and stayed uncertain about how they would answer if he did ask them, he could stay uncertain hisself, and he would prefer that for now. If they said no, they didn’t

  want her back, this would mean he’d have to be chilly to her if she even hinted at it, like today, and he thought that might be cruel. It could be important for her to have at least a vision

  of getting out of a place like Wales, and away from a partner called so-and-so. Wouldn’t it be heartless to crush the hope? Of course, one child might say he or she did want their

  mother back and the other might say he or she did not. That would bring Manse a lot of suffering and anxiety. He always tried to treat them with exact equality, and this could not be if

  they had different opinions about Syb.




  Whatever the children thought, if Sybil did come back as permanent he would clearly have to say a complete goodbye to Lowri, Patricia and Carmel. This could make them feel like they been on the

  side only. Hurtful. They might turn bitter and start talking around the city of what they’d seen of his special commercial interests while living at the rectory. They would know the haulage

  and scrap metal side of things was only part of it. Kiss and tell, times three. This could be deleterious. Also, the children grew fond of Lowri or Patricia or Carmel while one of the three lived

  here on a stint, and might get upset to know none of them would ever return, because of Syb.




  When the children went to bed he put the pictures back as they should be. Matilda had it right and the rectory did look like his rectory again now. Shale went up to the first

  landing where the slaughtered man had lain. There was still bad staining but, as Chandor had said, it could be just from an ordinary kind of accident, Manse thought. Could it? He examined the

  stairs leading down to the hall and found no spotting. They must of brought some kind of efficient body bag. He did another systematic tour of the house inside and out with a flashlight, and this

  time thought he found where they got in. A utility room window at the rear of the rectory looked to Manse as if it had been forced, though properly closed again afterwards. He could see small

  scratches in the paintwork, and even a little splintering. It puzzled him that he missed this previously. But perhaps shock had a hold on him then, and he’d been careless. Or, of course, they

  might not have entered by that window first time. Why would they change, though, if the earlier break-in had been so easy and undetectable? Did Chandor send different personnel for the second visit?

  Perhaps he was genuinely angry with the original people and replaced them. Manse remained mystified. He’d have all locks changed, but did not really believe this would make things fully

  secure. The children would ask why they needed new keys, and he’d find some answer that didn’t frighten them, even if he felt frightened hisself.




  Manse went and sat down with a coffee in the drawing room and really enjoyed that Hughes over the safe. Clearly, it was much, much more than a picture for hiding safes with, and Hughes would not

  of announced to the Brotherhood one day in the Pre-Raphaelite times that he’d just finished a work great for concealing someone’s gun store. But it did conceal the gun store

  brilliantly. Laurent came in wearing pyjamas. He said: ‘You’ll really have to get new wallpaper and new carpet on the stairs if mum is coming back, dad. She’ll be able to see

  right off it’s blood. That would bother her because she’s used to an ordinary sort of life now with Ivor. He’s got an ordinary job.’




  ‘Who said mum’s coming back?’




  ‘Did you change all the pictures around, so that was what we would notice, like Matilda did, and not the stuff on the stairs?’ Laurent replied. ‘It’s sort of funny,

  isn’t it, dad?’




  ‘What?’ Shale said.




  ‘Mum wants to come back, being fed up with Ivor because he is so ordinary. But she wouldn’t like it if she came back and something that was not ordinary at all happened,

  such as blood all over the stair carpet and wallpaper. Was it to do with the commercial side or –’




  ‘Your mother never said anything to me about coming back,’ Shale replied.




  ‘I mean, was this a death? It’s a lot of blood.’




  ‘Your mother seems to me all right.’




  ‘If Matilda or myself talk about Lowri or Carmel or Patricia you can see mum get like really sad and ratty. Well, it’s jealousy, isn’t it? Oh, yes, she’s wondering about

  coming back. This wasn’t Lowri, was it?’




  ‘What wasn’t?’




  ‘On the stairs. Did she turn up while we were away? Or one of the others? Did Lowri or Patricia or Carmel get awkward – such as showing she’d noticed too much about the trade?

  Women – everyone knows they’ll do some blabbing if they think they have not been treated right. In school we’re studying a play that says,




  

    ‘Heaven hath no rage like love to hatred turned,




    Nor hell a fury like a woman scorned.


  




  ‘Everybody has to learn those lines.’




  ‘I’ve heard of them,’ Shale said.
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