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For Diane and Don


Chapter 1

‘Miles,’ Dougal whispered. ‘Come on. Get up.’

Miles Provender was lying on his stomach with his head on one side. There was something funny about a small area of his hair just above and in front of the left ear. It looked like an irregular indentation about the size of a ten-pence piece. A dark liquid gleamed among the black, wiry hairs.

‘No,’ Dougal said. ‘Now don’t be silly.’

He backed away. He stood panting by the window. It was still light outside. He had no fear of being seen. In this part of Kew one of the things you paid for was the absence of neighbours’ eyes. He couldn’t even see the van, which was parked a little further up the drive.

Opposite the window was a rectangle of yellow brickwork belonging to the house next door, and above the bricks was the sky. Vapour from an invisible plane made a white scratch across the blue. The house next door was empty, he remembered, because its owners were having a week of unbridled musical pleasure in Salzburg.

Sweat trickled down his back. His legs wanted to run. Sometimes a corpse affected his stomach, which was of a nervous disposition, but fortunately not in this case.

There were several telephones. The nearest one was in the kitchen. All he had to do was pick it up and dial the police.

‘My name’s William Dougal,’ he would say. And he would give the address of the house, Celia’s house. ‘There’s a man in one of the rooms at the back. I think he’s dead.’

Dougal frowned at Miles’s body. He felt as though there were a sheet of glass between them. They inhabited worlds which now ran in parallel like different television channels. In Dougal’s world, Miles wasn’t human, or alive, or conscious – indeed he wasn’t anything other than a piece of dead meat: he had reverted to being the raw material for other forms of life. Significance had departed hand in hand with consciousness. The world – Dougal’s world, that is – was not necessarily a poorer place because of it.

‘I think someone killed him,’ Dougal would say to the police officer.

Miles Provender was wearing jeans, a T-shirt and trainers. It was an unseasonably warm evening: perhaps he hadn’t bothered to bring a jacket or a jersey, or perhaps he’d left it in his car. His arms were brown, hairy and muscular. He was in his early thirties. Once he’d played rugby football to club standard and he was still very fit. In life he had given the impression of being rather larger than he actually was. The teeth had been whiter, the smile more charming, the physical presence more arresting.

A gorgeous hunk, Dougal thought, and wondered whether some women had actually used this term about Miles without qualifying it with ironic mental quotation-marks.

On the uncarpeted floor by Miles’s head was a big claw hammer. There was a red smear on the striking face. The hammer had come from the blue metal toolbox by the door. The toolbox was Celia’s and was usually kept in the cupboard under the stairs. Dougal had used some of the tools, including the hammer, last night. He had needed to dismantle a bookcase and lever up some carpet tacks.

‘I think someone may have hit him with a hammer,’ Dougal would tell the police officer on the phone. ‘Bang, bang, you’re dead. His name’s Miles. He’s miles away now. Miles and miles and miles.’

Alone with the body in the little room at the corner of the house, Dougal began to laugh. Miles and miles and miles. Dead funny. No – the thing on the floor was unbelievable but not funny. Deadly serious instead. Once you started to think about it, language revealed itself as a minefield of dark, sinister humour. He shook his head from side to side and tried to think instead of Celia and Eleanor, and himself as well; he had to act for the best for all concerned. Was Miles concerned? No, because Miles was meat.

Dougal heard whispering like the rustle of dead leaves. Children said that talking to yourself was a sign of madness. His lips moved, and words spilled into the silence.

‘Look after yourself because no one else will. OK, Miles? Look after Number One. You’re very quiet this evening, if you don’t mind my mentioning it. You look as if you’re miles away. Miles and miles and miles. Get a grip on yourself.’

Miles had had a grip on something else. Dougal knelt by the body and peered at the thumb and forefinger of Miles’s left hand. There was nothing there, of course, not now. A moment before they had held, pincer-like, a fragment of hashish which resembled a dried, blackened and slightly squashed pea.

‘I might have known,’ Miles had said.

These were the first words he had spoken that evening. Dougal had come warily into the room and there was Miles standing by the fireplace, looking pleased with himself. Dougal could have defended himself, but chose not to: he could have said that he had forgotten the hash was in the china pot on the mantel, that he hadn’t touched it or even thought about it for months, if not years: and in any case what did it matter?

‘That’s floored you, hasn’t it? I bet Celia doesn’t know. Well, she soon will, and so will your employer. Jesus, it’s so irresponsible, especially with a kid in the house.’

Dougal said that he thought Eleanor was a little young to smoke dope. This seemed not to reassure Miles but to upset him even more.

‘I mean it, you know. This could mean a criminal record. It’s not a joke.’

‘I wasn’t laughing,’ Dougal pointed out.

‘What are you doing here anyway?’ Miles demanded; he was trembling, presumably with outrage. ‘I thought you were moving out yesterday.’

‘I was,’ Dougal said, wishing he could sound more in charge of the situation, less on the defensive. ‘I did. But it took longer than I thought it would. So I had to come back today to finish off.’

‘It looks like you’ve hardly started.’

‘You can help me load the van if you want.’

‘Why should I want to do that?’

‘It’ll keep your hands occupied while you tell me what you’re doing here.’

Miles didn’t smile, he smirked. He dangled a set of house keys in front of Dougal’s face. ‘Celia asked me to do one or two jobs for her while she was away.’

‘Here?’

‘In your old room, you mean? It certainly needs it.’ Miles grinned, showing the very white teeth, then licked his lips. ‘Any objections?’

Dougal knew that something didn’t fit. Perhaps it was simply that he didn’t want it to fit. But was there an undercurrent of uncertainty beneath the surface of Miles’s self-assurance?

‘Why?’ Dougal said softly. ‘Why you?’

‘Just giving a friend a helping hand.’ The smirk re-emerged. ‘In a manner of speaking.’

The smirk, the words and a tiny movement of Miles’s right hand: ambiguous little items which Dougal added together to make a plainly monstrous total.

Miles inflated his chest. The smirk vanished. ‘I don’t want you bothering her any more,’ he continued. ‘All right? Got that?’

‘Or what?’

‘If you promise not to pester her, I might consider not mentioning this.’ Miles held up the hash. ‘I won’t even mention seeing you. I don’t want to upset her.’

Dougal considered trying to explain to Miles why his behaviour was wholly unacceptable. Celia would be the first to condemn such an unwarranted display of masculine arrogance. Dougal could also point out that each of them was an autonomous moral being, and Celia could manage her relationship with Dougal without either practical or theoretical help from Miles. Finally, in his peroration, Dougal could expand on the theme of live and let live, teaching Miles to appreciate the virtue of peaceful coexistence on this crowded planet.

Instead he felt a joyous rush of adrenalin. ‘Honk, honk,’ he said.

‘What?’

‘It’s what pigs say.’

Miles’s black eyebrows drew together. ‘Are you mad?’

‘No. I am implying not very subtly that you’re a pig. Metaphorically speaking. And that’s unkind to pigs.’

Dougal watched the shock spreading across Miles’s face. Surprise made him look vulnerable. He wasn’t used to coping with playground insults.

‘Honk, honk,’ Dougal said. ‘Would you mind going away? Just leaving me alone while I clear out my things?’

‘You little shit. I’m going to teach you a lesson.’

‘Honk.’

Dougal just had time to think what a fool he had been; to feel his bravado slipping away; to feel how unseemly and squalid this business was; to feel fear. Then Miles’s fist hit him in the chest, flinging him against the wall. Dougal grabbed the neck of Miles’s T-shirt. Miles retaliated with a back-handed slap. Dougal staggered towards the door and tripped over the open toolbox. Miles leapt on top of him and grabbed his ears. His legs were astride Dougal’s waist. Dougal screamed.

‘I’m going to enjoy this,’ Miles said.

Dougal’s arms thrashed. His body squirmed. The fingers of his right hand touched metal and rubber. They curled round a handle. The hammer. Dougal lifted it. His ears were on fire, and Miles’s breath was hot on his face. Miles banged Dougal’s head against the floor. Dougal banged the hammer against Miles’s head. Their relative positions made it difficult for Dougal to get a proper swing, and it seemed to him that there was very little force behind the blow.

The hammer made contact with Miles. There was a thud, so dull as to be almost noiseless. Miles grunted. The weight on top of Dougal doubled or trebled. Miles twitched, and released one of Dougal’s ears. Dougal felt as if he was being suffocated. He hit Miles a second time, this time rather more forcefully, and then once again just to make sure.

Both Dougal’s ears were now free. He thought how intimately their bodies were entwined: as if they had been making love. He wriggled from underneath Miles as quickly as he could. There was a spreading dampness around the crotch of Miles’s jeans. The sight of it obliterated the relief Dougal had felt.

‘Please,’ Dougal said. He crouched beside Miles. ‘Please.’

On Miles’s arm was a black digital watch. According to the display it was 20.49 on Sunday 24 May. Dougal got to his feet. He wished he could turn time back. Two minutes, or even one, would be enough. Violence always took less time than you thought it had, just as it was always messier and far more confused, both physically and emotionally, than you would have expected. And you forgot how far-reaching the effects could be, and how irrevocable.

Dougal stared at the body of Miles Provender. ‘Miles,’ Dougal whispered. ‘Come on. Get up.’

He backed away and stood by the window. Thoughts scurried through his head. Miles was miles and miles away. He stared at Miles and rehearsed a one-sided conversation with the police.

The telephone began to ring. The sound seemed unusually loud. The police already? Without thinking, Dougal went out of the room. Staggering, as though drunk or half asleep, he crossed the hall and pushed open the kitchen door. His shoulder collided with the jamb of the doorway. He frowned. There was a telephone in a wall holster by the dresser. Dougal reached out his hand.

As his fingers touched the handset the ringing stopped. In the silence a form of sanity returned. The answering machine upstairs had cut in. He knew that he mustn’t touch the phone until he had decided what to do. Killing is easy. Any fool can do it and often does. The real difficulty is what you do next.

The kitchen was full of Eleanor’s paintings and drawings. They had overflowed from the notice-board to the surrounding walls, the sides of cupboards and the door of the fridge. Most of them depicted angular humanoids with huge, round eyes. All the eyes were staring at Dougal. He looked up and saw the sensor for the alarm system, which was mounted on the wall high in the corner nearest the door to the hall. The sensor had three lights, red, orange and green. They winked furiously at him – responding to the twitching of his limbs and the fluctuations of his body heat, and sending contradictory messages to his brain: STOP. GO. STOP. GO, FOR GOD’S SAKE, GO.

He opened the kitchen door and went outside. He sat down on the bench beside the path. The evening was sultry, and the smell of honeysuckle was so strong it made him feel uncomfortable. The bush sprawled across the fence that linked the corner of the house to the blank wall of the house next door. The fence separated the back garden from the drive and the front of the house.

No one could see him. See no evil. The easiest thing to do with bodies is to pretend they don’t exist. What would the body be like, Dougal wondered, after three days in this heat?

It was getting harder to breathe, as though the hot, heavy air had been used so often that it was almost drained of oxygen. The honeysuckle’s scent seemed to be growing stronger. The sweetness was suffocating him. He got up and leaned against the wall of the house. On the other side of the wall was the room where Miles lay. In Dougal’s head the blood thumped like a drum. The brick was still warm from the sun and it was as rough as sandpaper against his cheek.

One thing was clear: he must do something. He took a deep breath and stood up, evenly balanced on his feet. An image slipped through his mind of himself bending to let a dog off its lead.

The neighbours were away. He had parked the van at the top of the drive, which was out of sight of the road. He had told no one he was coming here this evening. Indeed he hadn’t known himself until a few hours earlier. He had assumed he would have finished moving out by last night, so he hadn’t objected when the duty officer had allocated him an unexpected Marital Surveillance in Northampton for Sunday afternoon and evening. But the job had folded when the protagonists were messily reconciled. There had been just enough time to drive back to London and finish the move. Dougal envied the client her reconciliation.

Must try not to be selfish. Celia said he was selfish, and he supposed it was true.

The hammer. He went into the house, back to the room that had once been his. Miles hadn’t moved; that would have been too much to hope for. The corpse looked unnatural, which was absurd: a dead body was just as natural as a live one. Dougal felt hollow inside and he knew that if he went on looking at Miles he might lose whatever control he retained over the situation. He half closed his eyes and bent to pick up the hammer. The thing on the floor was no more than a blur.

Dougal left the room, crossed the hall and went into the kitchen. He lit one of the gas rings and found a big oval pan in the saucepan cupboard. He thought it was part of a contraption for poaching fish. He filled the pan with water and put it on the ring. As an afterthought he added a little household bleach.

The hammer was almost new – its rubber handle unmarked, its steel nearly stainless. Dougal couldn’t face wiping it so he dropped it gently in. A pink streak rose from the head and writhed like a serpent through the water. Dougal turned away.

Doing something made him feel a little better, though he knew that boiling the hammer might not be the best way of spending his time. He opened the back door and went outside again. As he did so he realized that he had come to a decision without his noticing it. The hammer in the pan made that clear.

Much depended on whether a neighbour had seen Miles approaching the house, or whether Miles had told anyone he was coming here. A car went down the road broadcasting country music through its open windows. Dougal shivered. Every passing car, everyone taking a dog for an evening walk, every neighbour at the window: the world was full of witnesses, all potentially hostile. He retreated into the kitchen.

By now, tiny bubbles were ascending through the water. The pink serpent had vanished.

Dougal drifted into the hall and stood listening. The heavy evening sunlight slanted through the fanlight over the front door. The house was peopled with shadows. He sensed movements just beyond his range of vision. Once or twice he thought he heard stealthy noises above his head. The atmosphere had changed since Miles’s death; it even smelled different. Dougal made himself walk through the empty rooms on all three floors partly because he was frightened of the emptiness and partly to make sure the rooms were really empty.

How heavy? The question presented itself as he stood in the doorway of Eleanor’s bedroom. A hundred and fifty pounds? A hundred and sixty? On the wall was an alphabet frieze: D for Dougal and Danger; H for Hash and Hammer; M for Miles and Murder. There was no way of making the weight less formidable: he would have to deal with it as a whole, not piecemeal. You needed expertise to dismember bodies. In any case Dougal lacked the courage.

In Celia’s bedroom he went to the window and looked down into the front garden and the street. Nothing moved. Mustn’t forget the hash. On the surface, his mind was calm, and thoughts moved singly and lazily: van; carpet; Cleopatra; keys; day off tomorrow; is Eleanor asleep by now?

He climbed the last flight of stairs to the attic, which Celia used as an office when she worked at home. The room had a tent-like ceiling and a row of shiny plastic machines on the desk. The warm air smelled faintly of her perfume. Tears pricked his eyes; he attributed them to self-pity, a bottomless well of emotion.

Dougal opened the bottom drawer of the filing cabinet. It contained miscellaneous stationery. He picked out a roll of parcel tape.

When he got back to the kitchen, the water was boiling. He turned down the gas to simmer and found a new pair of rubber gloves in the drawer beneath the draining board. He put them on and went outside to the garden shed. Memory had not misled him: underneath a pile of yellowing newspapers was an enormous sheet of polythene last used during Dougal’s move into the Kew house when Eleanor had been just a baby. He took the polythene into the room that had once been his, taking especial care not to tread on Miles.

Not Miles now. Dougal reminded himself. Dead meat. A dead weight. Miles was miles away. He picked up the hash and Miles’s set of keys. Miles and miles away.

‘Concentrate,’ he said aloud.

In the next hour he found it increasingly hard to believe that this mass of flesh did not still provide an earthly residence for Miles’s personality in a vestigial posthumous form: the body resisted with passive malignity all Dougal’s attempts to do something constructive with it. He laid out the polythene and after many failures succeeded in rolling Miles on to it with the help of a spade as a lever and a two-volume dictionary as a fulcrum. The body left a damp patch on the floorboards.

He nerved himself to search the front and back pockets of Miles’s jeans. It felt a dreadfully intimate procedure, partly because the jeans were tight. The haul was meagre: a pair of keys on a ring, a scrap of yellow paper with a number scribbled on it, and a handful of change. He put these items with the hash and the other keys on the mantelpiece.

Fixing the shroud in place with parcel tape should have been easy; Dougal had almost looked forward to it. But the polythene kept slipping out of position, and the parcel tape had a tendency to split lengthways. The gloves were such a hindrance at this stage that Dougal was forced to take them off. There was no room for half-measures. He needed to pass the tape right round the body not once but three times – neck, thighs and ankles.

The neck and the ankles were relatively easy. When he came to the thighs, Dougal could have done with another pair of hands. He was forced to resort to the spade and the dictionary again and roll the body to and fro.

As he worked the light faded and his sense of urgency grew. He pushed and prodded and even kicked the body. It was curious how rapidly his fear and distaste diminished. He talked to the corpse – ‘Come on, you fat toad, over you go’ – cajoling, explaining and cursing. They were partners in desperation. Miles, of course, was less than human; and after a while Dougal began to feel that he was less than human too.

By the time Miles was secured, the sky was the colour of blue–black ink. Dougal drew the curtains and took the risk of turning on the light. Next, he experimented with ways of moving the body outside. This proved far harder than he had expected. In the end he was forced to redesign the lower part of the shroud. First he cut the tape round the ankles and slit the polythene up to the knees. Then he re-covered each leg separately and retaped the ankles. He reinforced this bond with a leather belt.

These modifications allowed him to hook one arm round the ankle strap and pull, while simultaneously lifting Miles’s legs. He hoped that the rest of the body, that is from the haunches to the head, would simply slide across the floor. Even with his legs off the ground, however, Miles was still a considerable weight to pull, particularly when his weight met resistance, such as the pile of the fitted carpet in the hall. At this point Dougal transferred some of Miles’s weight to a little wagon which belonged to Eleanor. The wagon disintegrated with a sharp cracking of plastic. In the end, brute force was the only answer – that and patience and occasional recourse to the spade and dictionary.

They moved with painful slowness through the hall and into the kitchen. As they neared the back door, Dougal glanced back and swore. Miles’s head had worked itself free from the polythene and left vivid red streaks on the vinyl floor covering. Brown eyes looked at nothing and the mouth was crowded with teeth. Dougal dropped the legs and, his hands trembling with fatigue and fear, covered the head with a carrier bag from a Marks & Spencer’s food hall. PLEASE RE-USE THIS BAG IN THE INTEREST OF THE ENVIRONMENT. He attached the bag to the shroud with the last of the parcel tape.

The incident unsettled him still further, and perhaps affected his co-ordination. Outside the kitchen door were two steps down to the concrete path running along the back of the house. Dougal, who was moving backwards, took them too fast; he stumbled, dropped the legs and fell on to the path. The fall jarred his spine. When he got up he found Miles slumped across the threshold. The polythene had parted under the strain, and a hairy arm had flopped on to the doormat.

‘Shit,’ Dougal said; and for the next few seconds he fought a powerful desire to weep at the sheer bloody-mindedness of life. But he knew that he couldn’t give in now: he was much too frightened of the consequences. He was trapped in a train of events. The train hurtled along towards an unknown terminus, and there wasn’t a communication cord.

He clambered over the body, found the kitchen Sellotape and patched up the shroud yet again. As if to reward him for his persistence, life treated him more kindly during the next stage of the process. Arms aching, he hauled Miles along the path. The path ran past the kitchen window and the bench to the corner of the house. It continued along the line of the six-foot-high fence until it reached the gate leading into the drive.

First Dougal, then the body crunched through a caravan of snails which had been slithering across the concrete from the lawn towards more exotic pleasures in the herb-bed at the foot of the fence. At the far end of the herb-bed was the honeysuckle bush, and beyond that was the gate.

At the end of the path, Dougal lowered Miles’s legs to the ground. He went back into his room and fetched the largest of his kilims, which he planned to use as an outer shroud. Like Cleopatra, Miles would be concealed in a carpet, though not for the same purpose.

He unbolted the gate and peered outside. The van was directly in front of him. He had planned to move his belongings out by the back door because the route was shorter and easier than by the front. For this reason he had backed the van, an unmarked Transit loaned to him by his employer, as near to the gate as he could.

The sky was now an electric blend of dark blue and orange, and the air was soft. It was a velvet London dusk at the end of a warm day. The stench of the honeysuckle was stifling. Dougal heard cars in the distance but the road itself was quiet. A television chattered somewhere on his right. The front garden and the end of the drive were beyond the effective range of the nearest streetlamp.

There was no point in waiting. Dougal hauled the body into the drive. Behind him, the gate swung shut. He unlocked the back doors of the Transit. The van was empty, because he had already unloaded the possessions removed last night. He spread the kilim on the floor. As he did so, he suddenly realized what the next problem would be: how on earth could he raise Miles a couple of feet off the ground?

Concentrate. He tried doing it by stages – first lifting the feet and shins into the van and then lifting the rest of the body. But he only succeeded in getting Miles an inch or two off the ground before the feet flopped out and Dougal’s muscles gave up the struggle. He thought he might have been able to manage it if he had not been so tired. After the third attempt, the polythene gave way again. Miles’s other arm slid lazily out of the shroud. Dougal decided to rest for a moment.

Simultaneously he heard footsteps coming slowly up the road. He pulled the doors together. He didn’t want to shut them because he couldn’t do so without making a noise. There wasn’t much he could do about the body, or even himself. But this part of the drive was not visible from the road, and the Transit van should shelter them from casual glances if anyone came up to the front door. And of course the odds against this person being a visitor were enormous. His calmness surprised and pleased him.

To his horror, the footsteps slowed, as far as he could judge, at or near the mouth of the drive and stopped. Dougal cowered. Not Celia – she would have had the car and driven into the drive. Please God, he prayed, just someone lighting a cigarette or waiting for a dog to relieve itself.

God was not pleased. The footsteps continued. Now they made a different sound, for they were advancing up the gravel of the drive.

Dougal peered under the van. He glimpsed a shadowy pair of legs. Suddenly they vanished. Dougal guessed that the visitor had turned into the porch. There was a pause and then, from deep in the house, the sound of the front-door bell.

They’ll realize no one is in, Dougal thought. Then they’ll go away.

The bell rang a second time. After another pause, the legs emerged from the porch and stood for a few seconds. Then they advanced towards the Transit. And a light sprang out in front of them, slid under the van and glinted on the folds of polythene. The visitor had come equipped with a torch.

Fight or flight? As for a weapon, the spade was propped up by the back door. Or Dougal could escape through the house. He fumbled for the latch on the gate. He couldn’t find it. Then it was too late. The beam found his legs and ran up his body. Automatically he turned towards it. The light hit his face like a blow. Behind it was a large silhouette.

‘William,’ James Hanbury said softly.

‘What are you doing here?’

‘Are you all right?’

‘Yes, fine,’ Dougal said. He came forward, towards the torch, towards his employer. ‘Just moving my things.’

‘Indeed.’

‘Can I get you something?’ Dougal said. ‘A drink? Let’s go through the front door, shall we?’

‘Ah.’ Hanbury took a few steps not towards the front door but towards Dougal and the fence. ‘Honeysuckle, isn’t it?’ The torch beam swept up the fence and picked out the mass of green leaves sprinkled with long yellow, white and pink flowers. ‘What a super smell.’

‘Let’s go inside,’ Dougal said.

‘I thought you were going to move yesterday,’ Hanbury went on, and the beam slid from the honeysuckle to the ground. ‘So I tried your new address, but you weren’t there. I’ve got a house-warming present for you.’

‘That’s very kind.’

‘It’s a plant, a sort of cactus. They say it gets frilly pink flowers in the winter.’

Now the ungainly polythene bundle lay in a pool of light. Hanbury looked at Miles’s bare, brown arm, and Dougal heard him swallow.

‘Moving’s a funny business, isn’t it?’ Hanbury said. ‘Dreadfully unsettling.’


Chapter 2

‘A pretty pickle,’ James Hanbury said.

He was standing just inside the room that had once been Dougal’s. He looked relaxed, imposing and faintly nautical; he was wearing a dark blue shirt and cream trousers. The shirt was loose so that one noticed his height and the breadth of his shoulders but not the gently expanding waistline.

He pursed his lips and turned to Dougal. ‘Who is it, anyway?’

Hanbury had said hardly a word since he had seen the arm. But he had helped Dougal lift the body into the van. He had watched Dougal locking the doors and had padded after him into the house.

‘His name’s Miles,’ Dougal said, looking at the damp patch on the floor. ‘He used to work for —’

‘Miles Provender? Oh William, I do hope not.’

‘You know him?’

‘Of course I do. He’s doing most of the donkey-work for the Custodemus account. Damn it, I was going to have lunch with him on Wednesday.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘And it was all working out so well.’

‘What was?’

‘It was a trial period for everyone. I thought you knew.’

‘I didn’t.’

Dougal had the not unfamiliar sensation that he was living in a world where as a matter of course everyone knew more than he did. The sensation was not agreeable, but at least it made a change from having to think about damp marks on the floor or the thing in the polythene shroud: so perhaps Hanbury was merely trying to be helpful.

‘Who’s on trial?’ Dougal asked. As he said the word ‘trial’, he heard himself pleading guilty to a charge of manslaughter or possibly murder.

‘More or less everyone. We’re giving Brassard Prentisse Communications six months to see what they can do for us. Celia’s delegated most of the work to Miles. We’ve only just started. Hasn’t she mentioned it?’

‘No.’

In the last few months Dougal and Celia hadn’t talked about very much except the daily decisions that sprang from sharing a house and a child; the only other subject of any importance had been the desirability of Dougal’s departure. In six years Celia and Hugo Brassard had built up BPC to one of the top fifty PR companies in the UK; it was a solid achievement but there had been a price to pay. Celia’s private life had shrunk. It seemed to Dougal that she still managed to find a little time for their daughter Eleanor, some but not enough; there was none left over for him.

‘How very odd,’ Hanbury said.

How very odd, Dougal thought: only a few yards away there was a corpse wrapped in a kilim, and here they were talking about the PR industry.

‘Anyway, Miles is on trial too,’ Hanbury went on. ‘If he pulls his weight, I understand that Celia and Hugo are going to bump him up to associate partner. Were going, I mean. You’d better tell me what happened.’
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