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Meet Jemima Shore: attractive and independent yet frequently thwarted in romance; a Protestant ex-convent girl; a successful TV reporter and a determined amateur sleuth. Despite her glamorous and absorbing career on TV Jemima has a habit of finding herself on the scene when a crime has been committed – and she also has a knack of hunting down the perpetrator. Whether she’s on a remote Scottish island, in a quiet convent or visiting Oxford University, Jemima is sure to find herself in the middle of an intriguing mystery …


There are eight Jemima Shore mysteries to collect and two collections of short stories.


Quiet as a Nun · Tartan Tragedy


A Splash of Red · Cool Repentance


Oxford Blood · Jemima Shore’s First Case


Your Royal Hostage · The Cavalier Case


Jemima Shore at the Sunny Grave · Political Death



Author’s Note

Adelaide Square, either designed by Adam or ruined by Sir Richard Lionnel, does not exist. For the purposes of this story, I have placed it to the West of the British Museum, sandwiched between Bedford Square and Tottenham Court Road. The British Library is no longer located in the Round Reading Room of the British Museum but at St Pancras.
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‘No noise’

‘At least you’ll be very quiet up here,’ said Chloe. ‘All on your own. Except for Tiger, of course. And in his own way he’s very quiet too.’

‘Like all cats. Part of what I love about them. The silent comings and goings.’ Jemima Shore spoke comfortingly, and gave a long hard rub to Tiger’s back as she did so. Tiger arched and his tail went up; he was not to be won so easily. Jemima stopped and Tiger shot away. His departure was soundless on the thick beige furry carpet which covered Chloe Fontaine’s flat.

‘All the same, you’re sure you won’t be lonely?’ Chloe asked anxiously, putting down her mug of coffee on the wide glass table. The mug was the colour of oatmeal, like most of the furnishings in the flat; the milky coffee blended with the other subdued colours. Even Tiger, a long-haired golden cat, fitted in with the décor – or perhaps, reflected Jemima, it had been chosen round him. Everything in the flat was not only very light but also very clean. Of course Chloe had only just moved in; nevertheless Jemima knew from previous experience of Chloe’s houses and flats that the cleanliness was something spiritual in her – a protest of the soul, she sometimes felt, against the disorder of her private life. Mind against Body.

Meanwhile Chloe was looking round her, still anxious, as though, unexpectedly, the flat might reveal some hidden source of either noise or comfort – it was not quite clear which.

‘I want to be lonely,’ thought Jemima Shore. ‘That’s why I’m here. Pure selfishness. Not really to help you out at all.’ Aloud she said in the kind of bracing voice she had been using to Chloe since they were at Cambridge together: ‘I’m never lonely, Clo. You know me. I shall love it here. It’s so tranquil. And looking after Tiger will cheer me up.’ Jemima’s beautiful and beloved tabby Colette had had to be put down six weeks earlier. Jemima still found the return to her own flat, now empty, intolerable. It was one of the reasons she was happy to move away from it for the time being. ‘It’s so tranquil here,’ she repeated.

As she spoke, Jemima Shore’s eye was caught by a splash of colour through the open door of the pale bedroom. For a moment it looked as if red paint – or even blood – had been dashed on the wall. Then she realized that she was looking at an enormous canvas slurred with red. A woman’s figure was involved. The picture gave Jemima a momentary sense of discomfort, the first since she had entered Chloe’s cloistered off-white apartment.

Chloe followed the direction of her eyes and smiled.

‘You’re surprised to see it?’

‘Well, everything else is so—’

‘I decided to keep just one. And that was the right one to keep. The most violent one of all. To remind me. Never ever again. “A Splash of Red”. No, that’s its title. No matter how many calls, how many evening threats, midnight pleas, how many early-morning demands … ’ Jemima realized that the red-splashed picture was by Chloe’s lover – or rather her former lover – Kevin John Athlone. This fact did not make her feel any warmer towards the picture. Besides, Chloe’s reason for hanging it was not totally convincing, in view of her famous fastidiousness. Jemima wondered, rather wearily, whether somewhere in her soft heart, Chloe was still in love with the appalling Kevin John.

Yet Chloe’s whole reason for leaving her pretty little house in Fulham to live in this new block of history-less flats in Bloomsbury had been as she phrased it tearfully on the telephone ‘to put the past behind me. I’ve had it, Jem, absolutely had it. I can’t stand it any more, the noise, the shouting, the rows, the blows – yes, of course there were blows, can’t you see it just by looking at him? – no of course I didn’t call the police, Jemima, no point, in any case the noise of it was almost worse than the blows. Anyway I’m just off, off to a new flat, just Tiger and me, somewhere where there’s no Kevin John and above all No Noise.’ This conversation had ended on a note of rising hysteria.

Chloe Fontaine’s new flat was in a large Georgian square near the British Museum. It was certainly an extremely quiet area. Most of the other houses contained offices; but they were offices belonging to solicitors, architects, publishers and other sober professional people. During the day the bustle of business was subdued and scarcely likely to disturb. Even nearby Tottenham Court Road provided little more than a dull reverberation. At night, Chloe told Jemima, there was really nothing to be heard at all. The flats below Chloe’s were still empty.

‘At least he doesn’t have your address. Or I very much hope not!’ exclaimed Jemima, stretching out her long legs, tanned from the hot summer, across the carpet. Happily they toned with it. Unlike the picture.

‘No, of course he doesn’t,’ Chloe said quickly. ‘I believe he’s gone back to Cornwall, to that studio he used to have. And he’s living with a Vietnamese girl. Vietnamese? No, probably not. Balinese? Siamese? Something oriental and’ – a pause – ‘no doubt submissive.’ There was a small silence.

‘Listen,’ Chloe went on in a much brisker voice. ‘I’ve always liked that picture. For itself alone, believe it or not. I think I was rather exaggerating its significance in my life. Now the main point is, will you be lonely? I’m sorry about Rosina packing up, by the way, although you may not be. Rosina is a good sort but she’s a compulsive talker. In the six weeks since I moved here most of my work has been done in a vain attempt to ward off her conversation. She said she’d be away about a fortnight – but she’s not a very accurate prophet about her own movements; I suppose she has to be back before I am. Depends on the wretched child’s progress. How long do you take to recover from tonsils, darling? Little Enrico is not even a good sort like his mother but he has inherited the art of conversation from her, so whatever you do – for your own peace, don’t let her bring him.’

‘As usual it’s all immaculate,’ began Jemima. ‘There would be nothing for Rosina to do.’

But Chloe was rattling on, and jangling some keys at the same time. ‘One thing, whatever you do don’t forget your keys. The separate flat buzzers which open the front door aren’t ready yet, so it’s left open in the day, locked in the evening. And there really is no one within earshot at night. Believe it or not, I did that last week – forgot my keys – and had to spend the night out in Adelaide Square, after climbing over the railings. I know it’s a fabulous summer. Even so – but what could I do?’

Chloe sighed, laughed, and continued. ‘Still it was an interesting experience in its own way. Rather a surprise altogether. Might have altered the course of my life if I didn’t already have a new angel, the most divine angel in heaven. As it was, it was just a little, a very little, adventure. A casual encounter you might say. A carnal encounter, perhaps. Rather naughty of me under the circumstances. But I couldn’t resist it.’

Jemima felt relieved. All was explained, including the slightly frenetic quality in Chloe’s conversation. A new lover. Not an old fear. No, this was not at all the distraught neurotic Chloe of months back, but the mercurial creature whose changing romances were the wonder of her friends. Like the ordered décor of her houses, Chloe’s fragile appearance was belied by the tempestuous nature of her private life. Since Cambridge, when Jemima Shore had been drawn to Chloe’s delicate Marie Laurencin looks – sloe eyes in a pale child’s face – she had wondered at this contradiction.

What was more, no hint of it appeared in Chloe’s work. In her writing Chloe was the reverse of tempestuous: on the contrary, she gave the impression of one wittily in command both of herself and her characters.

‘Even Tiger’s life is not as crammed with incident as Chloe’s,’ Guthrie Carlyle had once remarked rather crossly to Jemima. ‘And he’s a tomcat. What’s more, Tiger is a lot more discreet. Is it possible that Chloe’s cat actually wrote Fallen Child, do you suppose? When I think of that exquisitely honed prose and those finely judged characters, and then this latest scrape of Chloe’s …’ They were discussing Chloe’s decision to leave her husband for Kevin John Athlone at the time – ‘I know it only adds to the fascination,’ he added hastily.

Guthrie Carlyle was Jemima’s devoted assistant at Megalith Television. He had once been more than that – Jemima’s devoted lover, but the affair had come to an end after Jemima’s involvement in certain events, both passionate and strange, in Scotland. The tragic outcome of it all had killed in Jemima any desire for anything except work – work and oblivion. Guthrie had accepted this tacit dismissal from one of his two roles in Jemima’s life with that air of whimsical sadness which he used to cover up his deepest feelings; however, Guthrie and Jemima remained close friends as well as colleagues.

Jemima Shore was the writer and presenter of one of the more popular serious television programmes. She was billed as Jemima Shore, Investigator, and the title had appealed to the popular imagination as though she were some kind of amateur detective. In fact the title was merely a catchphrase and the kind of thing Jemima investigated on television was more likely to be slum housing or the fate of unmarried mothers or some combination of the two with perhaps the medical risks of the Pill thrown in for good measure. Nevertheless the title had caught on in the minds of the public and in recent years a number of people had appealed to Jemima Shore to solve their problems – with success. Curiosity was a habit of mind to her. It was tempting even now to try and work out the identity of Chloe’s lovers by considering the clues. But she must restrain herself. She had a purpose in coming to Bloomsbury. Distractions were to be avoided.

She concentrated on Chloe’s future plans.

‘Do I take it then that you’re not after all going on this famous holiday alone?’ she asked. ‘I’d rather imagined that since Kevin John there hadn’t been anyone, well, serious …’

‘Oh, darling, it’s absolutely not a holiday, not in that sense.’ Chloe was busy scribbling down a list of local shops (‘I advise plunging down into Soho for anything decent: cross Tottenham Court Road, down the Charing Cross Road, avoid the dirty bookshops and it’s nearer than you think’). ‘No darling, I would hardly ask you to come over here, all of a sudden, just like that,’ she continued, ‘if I was off on a spree. No, it’s work, and God knows I need it. Do you know that my last book sold exactly four thousand copies, in spite of Valentine’s gallantly pornographic jacket. And Jamie Grand’s angelic review; no, not him personally – though he is an angel – but his deeply pompous and deeply powerful paper. So loyal to give it to Marigold Milton, who absolutely adores my work, when you think what some of his other lovely ladies might have made of it.’

Jemima recalled the jacket of Fallen Child and shuddered: some kind of naked bathing scene had been depicted, a sort of déjeuner sur l’herbe including all the family. It crossed her mind that Valentine Brighton was not to blame, and that the artist had not penetrated Chloe’s elegant prose beyond the first twenty-five pages … still, as publisher, Valentine should have known better. Or perhaps he did and considered the end (sales) justified the jacket.

Jemima murmured sympathetically but without committal on the subject of the jacket. She herself felt on strong ground on the subject of Chloe’s work since she genuinely admired it, and had done so since Chloe’s first novel was published shortly after they both left Cambridge. She liked the mixture of precision and sensibility; the particular sly humour which regularly inspired critics to compare Chloe to Jane Austen. They generally added: ‘And I do not use the comparison lightly.’ To which Chloe would regularly respond: ‘No, they undoubtedly use it very heavily.’ But Jemima suspected that in her heart of hearts Chloe was not quite so displeased.

Comparisons to contemporary female writers, however distinguished, on the other hand maddened her. ‘Another Olivia Manning’ was one comment which had provided weeks of irritation; nor was Chloe more satisfied when reviewers in the United States mentioned the name of the ironic and brilliant Alison Lurie, and suggested that the latter had provided an inspiration.

‘Anyway I found the round figure highly suspicious,’ Chloe was rattling on in her attractive breathless voice, an attribute which underlined further the childlike quality of her appearance. ‘And I told Valentine as much, but he swore, in that utterly convincing honour-of-the-regiment way of his which always makes one even more suspicious – he swore it was exactly four thousand. In the meantime I’m in a load of trouble over my new book – believe it or not, libel, quite ridiculous how sensitive people are, of course there’s nothing in it – but he, Valentine that is, is hanging on to the advance. He says the best he can do to tide me over is to pay me a flat sum if I edit an anthology of women’s letters down the ages. The Quiet Art – no, not heart, art, don’t laugh, I know it’s pretty desperate, but I’m trying to make something of it. Even I have been investigating the Reading Room of the British Library in my own quiet and, we hope, artful way … However, as usual I need more.

‘So this is good old Taffeta in the ample shape of Isabelle Mancini, commissioning me. Taffeta Schmaffeta. But at least it never lets you down. Off to France. I think Isabelle has in mind rippling tensions between a woman and a horse, with her usual optimism, whereas I see it as a lonely woman rides in Camargue. Pictures by Snowdon if we’re lucky, the insufferable Binnie Rapallo if we’re not. “Thoughts suggested by white chargers,” cried Isabelle: she never learns. And she always adds: “Do something about the food, darling, don’t forget.” It’s a hangover from her days as a cookery writer. What do horses eat in the Camargue? If I found out, would that satisfy her? Still, I’m going ahead for ten days to sit alone and perhaps wander and get new ideas. The photographer – Binnie, I have no doubt – follows.’

‘Alone, Clo?’ Jemima jumped up to pace round the apartment.

‘Absolutely alone. I am definitely not taking my new angel with me. The news of my romance, by the way, is a heavy secret till I come back. I haven’t broken it to the last angel, who was of all things – well, perhaps that had better be a secret too till I get back. Why give you a quick blurb on my life when a full-length novel is so much more fun? It might spoil it. A married man – no more for the present.’

Chloe was certainly right back in her old form. Two new men at least in her life – or rather new to Jemima’s list of Chloe’s involvements – two new men and something catalogued as an adventure. Jemima could not quite resist running through a few possible names in her head. Then she was distracted by the majestic view from the vast picture window which ran the length of the room.

Jemima could see across the tops of the great trees of Adelaide Square to the elegant eighteenth-century houses on the opposite side. Chloe’s new residence was in a concrete balconied block. To Jemima’s mind its style was somewhere between the Mappin Terraces at Regent’s Park Zoo and the National Theatre, less charming than the former, more appealing than the latter. Its position turned its architecture into an affront.

It also seemed peculiarly unfair that the occupant of this horror would have the advantage of looking at its beautiful neighbours, whereas they in turn had to contemplate the monstrosity. Unfair indeed – she suddenly remembered the furious protests at the building of the new landmark, or rather the demolition of the great house which had preceded it. Very understandable, but somehow the protests had either been got round or muffled.

That was, perhaps, because Sir Richard Lionnel was involved: an exotic saturnine gentleman whose tweeded figure – he did not affect the normal dark suit of a tycoon – was to be glimpsed in as many government corridors as boardrooms.

‘So I shall be quite out of touch and alone, as lonely as you will be here, in a different way. No angel and no telephone calls,’ Chloe was saying.

‘What happened to those protesters, Clo?’ Jemima interrupted. ‘I’m looking into Adelaide Square. The ones who threatened this building – it was this one, wasn’t it? I do see their point – if it doesn’t sound ungrateful, living in your luxurious eyrie.’

‘Oh, I believe the original house was riddled with dry rot, in a terrible state. I know for a fact that squatters and what-have-you were imminent. No way it could have been preserved. The façade perhaps – but that would have cost the earth.’

‘So the protest just died down?’

‘Oddly enough it hasn’t quite. I meant to warn you, except that it’s not very serious and certainly won’t bother you at night. They still feel strongly about Lionnel himself. That’s because they’re frightened he’ll do the same thing elsewhere. Notably next door. You saw the scaffolding? That battle’s lost but you know what demonstrators are. You may get the odd rude note downstairs, but it will just be addressed “The Occupant”, so pay no attention. There are sometimes people with placards – “The Lion of Bloomsbury, seeking whom he may devour”. “Don’t let the Lion eat Bloomsbury”, that sort of thing. I see them there most days. But they won’t bother you. Some of them are quite attractive, if you like that sort of thing. Long hair, beards and very narrow hips, if you know what I mean.’ Jemima did. It was not an attraction she had ever felt. Involuntarily she frowned.

‘They don’t make any noise, I’m glad to say. As a matter of fact, with some rather picturesque lions on their placards, they rather cheer up the pavement.’ Chloe gave a little smile, rather sly, at Jemima’s disapproval. ‘I adore lions, don’t you? I always want to hug them at the zoo. Ever one for danger in love.’

‘“The Lion of Bloomsbury” – quite a title for a programme,’ muttered Jemima, adding swiftly: ‘But I’m having a holiday from all that. The series is resting and so am I.’ Then she couldn’t resist asking: ‘Always the same lot? Of demonstrators, I mean?’

‘To tell you the truth, I don’t think I look very closely.’

‘I would get rather fascinated by them if I saw them every day,’ Jemima admitted.

‘You would, darling, you would!’ cried Chloe. Now it was her turn to abandon the vast sofa and gaze into the darkening square across the trees. Jemima noticed her slight body instinctively fall into a graceful attitude, almost that of an actress or a dancer, so that the window framed her, and her faintly leaning head. Chloe did have exceptionally long legs for such a tiny woman – a dancer’s legs. Looking at her, Jemima considered that she hardly looked any older than when they were at Cambridge together; she was perhaps just a little fatter with a certain roundness of the bosom absent in extreme youth, which only added to her femininity. But her face, if anything, was thinner.

‘But then you are Jemima Shore, Investigator. And I’m Chloe Fontaine, with my limited range, my domestic palette with its few and unexperimental colours as my critics frequently tell me.’

‘I never underrate your range,’ said Jemima. ‘Not since our first day at Cambridge when I discovered to my chagrin that the prettiest girl at the Freshers’ meeting was also the top scholar of the year. Your heart is another matter, but you have an excellent head, Clo, so long as you manage to keep it somewhere not too far from your shoulders.’

‘No, I haven’t always done that, have I?’ For a moment Chloe sounded quite melancholy. The graceful head in question sank still further. She looked quite white for a moment, or perhaps it was a trick of the light. ‘Memo: keep my head, lose my heart. This new romance, Jem, it’s so perfect, or rather it’s going to be perfect, so long as I do keep my head. Sorry to sound so mysterious but for once that’s all I can say. I’ll tell you all when I get back from the Camargue.’ Chloe wheeled round, facing the open bedroom door.

‘I lost my head and my heart over him, didn’t I? You see what a warning that painting is. No more splashes of red for me. No, don’t turn on the lights. I love the dusk falling over the square. Do it when I’ve gone. Let me enjoy my flight from responsibility. I’ve shown you where they all are. Dimmers and everything for a late night rendezvous. Have a good time, a very good time, darling.’

‘I’m going to be working in the Reading Room of the British Library by day,’ protested Jemima, ‘and trying to write at night. It’s my chance, while the programme’s not on and before we start gathering material in the autumn. No high life at all. I promised Valentine that I would let him have an outline at least and the first chapters of my famous book by September.’

‘Ah, Valentine. If we kept all our promises to him!’ cried Chloe slightly petulantly. ‘Anyway he doesn’t expect it. So long as one is frank about it. I always tell the truth to Valentine, however awful. He can’t resist that.’

It crossed Jemima’s mind that in the nicest possible way Chloe might be slightly jealous of her own more recent relationship with the publisher. Jemima did not flatter herself that Valentine Brighton had commissioned her book entirely for its own sake: the image of Jemima Shore, Investigator, was a strong one in the public’s eye. Jemima’s name would look good on a book jacket, particularly as television books so often headed the bestseller lists.

Chloe on the other hand had supported herself by writing alone, all her working life, none of her books having been made into plays, films, or even serialized for television. It did not matter that Jemima’s projected opus was not in fact a spinoff from her television series, but a serious study of Edwardian women philanthropists. It was possible to argue that even with her first book Jemima Shore, Investigator, would start with an unnatural advantage over Chloe Fontaine, lady novelist of some years’ standing.

‘Well you could always have Valentine over here,’ said Chloe with a slightly mischievous smile. ‘That would be work. His office is in Bedford Square, almost opposite Cape’s and his pied à terre, his foot on the earth as he insists on calling it, is over there, on the other side of this square. The elegant bit, behind the trees. Very handy for keeping an eye on me – that’s another story I shall tell you on my return from the Camargue. Quite interesting. We shall make an evening of it – I shall be Scheherazade.’

‘Like Garbo, I want to be alone,’ replied Jemima firmly.

Jemima watched while Chloe locked the discreet white cupboard in the corner of the sitting room.

‘Sorry – locking habit. You know me. Anyway I’ve moved most of my London clothes in there, leaving room for yours in the bedroom. I’m taking virtually nothing on holiday.’ She popped the key in her pocket.

Light and charming as a fairy in her movements, Chloe was even now gathering up her bag, and in a moment was flitting down the staircase. It was a beautiful staircase, broad, even to the penultimate flight where it twisted neatly upwards to the penthouse like a piece of barley-sugar. There at least his architect had done Sir Richard Lionnel proud. The lift did not yet work however: ‘Don’t go near it. You don’t want to take that kind of risk,’ Chloe had said, quite unnecessarily. ‘And I advise you not to venture into the basement either – unless you have to plunge after Tiger who adores it. Dark and unfinished.’

Jemima stood at the door and listened to Chloe clattering down the stairs in the very high heels she always wore. Chloe was six inches shorter than Jemima; even in the Camargue, Jemima imagined that her riding boots would have very high heels.

Down to the bottom went Chloe’s tapping heels, gradually growing fainter. It sounded a very long way down. Jemima continued to listen, deciding, for some reason she could not quite analyse, to wait until she heard the front door bang. After a while she thought she heard a noise – that must be the door. It all took longer than she had expected. It was like listening for a stone dropped into a well: the splash was surprisingly long in coming.

Finally, Jemima turned away and went back into the flat. Still she did not put on the lights. The sky was extremely beautiful, a Tiepolo-like sky, with turquoise and gold and areas of mauve and pink. Going to the window, she thought to watch Chloe passing across the square to the other side where she had left her car. Jemima could see the car – or thought she could. It was a bright green Renault with a hatchback, and Chloe was driving to Dover that night, before taking the ferry the next day.

However, she had evidently missed her. There were a few people about, odd passers-by, foreigners mainly; a few Japanese tourists but the tourist crowds were diminishing in the fine August evening. It was more surprising to see that Chloe’s car remained untouched. For a moment she was quite puzzled. Then she gave a brief laugh and turned away. Jemima suddenly remembered that she had no idea of the colour of Chloe’s new car. She was thinking of the old one, and she knew that Chloe had acquired a new car recently – ‘bought out of the royalties Valentine assures me I haven’t earned, the pig!’ Someone quite different got into the green car and drove away in the direction of Tottenham Court Road.

It was time to turn on the lights. Something soft and furry rubbed at her knees. It was Tiger returned. His tail was up, but in friendly fashion. He must have come in through the balcony window which, Chloe had informed her, must always be left open at least five inches (‘you would hardly have intruders at this height – cats are more likely than cat burglars’).

Chloe had already installed some tubs, filled with grey foliage – senecio, artemisia – and trailing white geraniums with silver-green leaves shaped like ivy. The cool tones of the plants completed the feeling of serenity. Jemima drew the French window back to its fullest extent. It was hot. She stepped out onto the balcony. The sight of the ugly concrete parapet jarred upon her once again, after the harmony of the plants; perhaps it was just as well that the Lionnel architect, preferring his artistic design to safety, had made it slightly lower than might have been expected, in order not to interfere with the view.

She inspected the rest of the area. She had not realized before that the next-door house was not yet completed, the scaffolding still present. It was to be another Lionnel enterprise. There the balcony was still in embryo. To her right was one of the great houses of Adelaide Square. Here the top floor, in its original state, was not graced with a balcony.

It was immensely quiet.

Her peace was disturbed by the sound of the telephone in the flat. Jemima stepped back in, noticing once more with irritation how the picture – ‘A Splash of Red’ – disturbed the harmony. She, after all, did not need reminding of the value of avoiding Kevin John Athlone. She might even take it down … Tiger would hardly object. So far as she could remember, Tiger had shown a cat’s good sense in regularly ramming his claws into the wretched Kevin John.

The telephone rang persistently. Jemima picked it up. According to Chloe, most of the calls would be wrong numbers. She had not yet sent out her new telephone number to her friends.

At first, therefore, Jemima assumed that she was listening to a misdirected call. She stepped back all the same and handled the instrument gingerly. It was a mean little white object, giving a rather shrill ‘pip-pip’, as opposed to a full-blooded ring.

Jemima intended to give the correct number in a cold and reproving voice, but did not have time to do so.

‘You whore,’ said the voice quite distinctly. Jemima, urban born and accustomed if not indifferent to such things, began to put the receiver back hastily, when the voice said, equally distinctly:

‘Supposing there was a real splash of red on the carpet. Or would you prefer it on the bed?’
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Disappearing in London

Automatically, Jemima replaced the telephone receiver. She stood in the white flat, quiet again after the persistent odious ringing, and looked at the miniature instrument. She considered whether to leave the receiver off the hook.

It was now nearly nine o’clock. She had deliberately not left Chloe’s number with the American girl to whom she had lent her own flat in a very different area of London. Jemima had told her tenant rather vaguely that she was ‘going away’ and to get in touch with Megalith Television if there were any crises. She had told Guthrie Carlyle that she was ‘going somewhere to have some peace’ without mentioning that this peace was to be found in Bloomsbury. Her secretary, the nubile Cherry, the toast of Megalithic House, was herself on holiday in Corfu. There were no family demands likely to be made upon Jemima, no sorrowing widowed mother, no helpless bachelor father, no sister in the process of leaving an intolerable husband who might wish to call her.

Jemima Shore had many close friends, many admirers and numerous acquaintances, quite apart from the vast public who assumed they were her intimates from seeing her image on the television screen. But she was one of those rare people who, as far as she knew, had no living blood relations or, at any rate, no close ones. She was herself an only child. Both her parents had been only children and they had died together in a car crash when she was eighteen. Since then a couple of elderly spinster cousins, living together in the New Forest, who had briefly attempted to supply a family for her – without success, for she had not wanted another family – had also died. Jemima Shore was alone in the world. She preferred it that way. She had the freedom, as she saw it, to choose her own friends.

A London holiday had struck her at the time as a brilliant idea for escaping into peace. There was the Reading Room of the British Library, waiting like the belly of a whale to swallow her up during the day. Then there was none of the commitment and disruption of country life; to say nothing of the problems of reaching the country on a summer’s day. Her own holiday journey had taken twenty minutes on the Underground from Holland Park station. She deliberately left her precious new Citroën behind – that too was a kind of freedom – and travelled with one piece of highly expensive, highly efficiently packed Lark luggage, navy blue piped in red, sitting at her feet. Her two other Jean Muir dresses in the thin silk jersey she loved, would emerge from it as immaculately as they had gone in – and would scarcely need the long white bedroom cupboard allotted to them by Chloe.

Jemima loved to travel light. Watching the impassive faces opposite her in the Tube, lit up occasionally by the sort of recognition she had learnt to accept without enjoying, she had thought with delight: ‘You’re going to work. I’m going on holiday. I’m disappearing in London.’

Jemima Shore, with no ties, thought that yes, she would take the telephone off the hook.

She certainly saw no necessity to receive the threatening calls of Kevin John Athlone. For such, she had realized, the identity of the caller must inevitably be. Who else would have made such unpleasant play with the title of the picture? And there was something quite nastily sexual about the last innuendo – ‘Or would you prefer it on the bed’ – which put her in mind, uncomfortably, of Chloe’s last remarks, her hints of violence, her use of the word ‘submissive’. A moment’s crossness against the careless Chloe swept through her. To have deliberately stated that he did not have the number – and then to be caught out almost immediately after she had left the flat!

Nevertheless Jemima was surprised. For one thing it was quite unlike Chloe to lie. Eighteen years of friendship – yes, it had to be nearly as long – had included numerous intrigues, mysteries. Jemima had also provided a good many alibis in the course of Chloe’s two marriages; one lasting eight years and one a bare twelve months before Chloe had been swept off her feet by Kevin John. Naturally lies had been told in that period. Yet Jemima was convinced that fundamentally Chloe was not a liar. In most ways – except where adultery had been, briefly, concerned – she was abnormally candid and truthful. ‘Scheherazade’ – Jemima remembered Chloe’s words – ‘I’ll tell you all.’ Jemima had had experience of Chloe’s frank confessions before; they justified the title.

It was true that Chloe had been holding something back, to be revealed hereafter; but it was hardly something as trivial yet irritating as the fact that Kevin John Athlone had recently discovered her new telephone number. The mystery tantalized Jemima for a moment, and then she dismissed it.

On the glass table in front of the white sofa lay two books. Jemima glanced at the publisher’s colophon on the spines. A golden helmet with a B set in it: Brighthelmet Press, Valentine Brighton’s publishing house, the name a combination of his own and that of his home in Sussex, Helmet Manor. She looked inside the top book: a quick note was scribbled on the publisher’s slip inside, where the golden helmet was repeated. She read: ‘Tuesday. To the marriage of true minds. Love V.’

Jemima was surprised for the second time that evening. Valentine Brighton, that famously polite young man, was fond of sending round books to his authors or people he sought to become his authors. Whimsical notes beneath the sign of the golden helmet generally accompanied these gifts, which had begun to arrive on Jemima’s desk as soon as Valentine Brighton realized that she might possibly be persuaded to write a book for him. The symbol of the golden helmet always reminded Jemima of Valentine Brighton himself with his sleek poll of thick fair hair. It was hair which always looked neat and clean and brushed, even when fashion dictated that it would sweep the shoulders of his polo-necked jersey; and, despite its length, it irresistibly reminded her of the kind of hair possessed by the young officers who went out to die in the trenches in the First World War.

Jemima’s book parcels arrived at Megalithic House conveyed by Lord Brighton’s chauffeur, driving the Brighton Rolls-Royce. ‘Old as the hills,’ said its owner airily. But it was not in fact all that old. It was just that, like all Valentine Brighton’s possessions, it looked rather old – and rather good. The chauffeur also figured in Valentine Brighton’s airy dicta.

‘Used to be a gamekeeper at Helmet. But it turned out that he loathed everything to do with potting birds and loved machines. So, a wave of the Brighton fairy wand – and lo and behold, the best chauffeur in London. What luck it is to be a feudal landlord, particularly in these difficult days of staff problems.’

Jemima was never quite sure how serious that kind of remark was meant to be. It certainly was lucky to have inherited as a child an Elizabethan manor house, both famous and inhabitable, in a fold of the Sussex downs near the sea; plus a great deal of rich farming land surrounding it. Yet, given such a ‘lucky’ deal from life, why had Valentine Brighton elected to work extremely hard in Bloomsbury building up a publishing firm? Presumably, like his chauffeur, he had winced from a life of ‘potting birds’. Yet at the same time Lord Brighton showed no desire to throw off his background. Jemima had never detected in him the faintest gleam of fashionable guilt at his – considerable – inherited wealth. On the contrary, the remark concerning the chauffeur was merely typical of a whole host of such allusions.

Jemima wrenched her mind from Valentine to his note. Marriage. Valentine and Chloe. Was it possible? Anything was possible with Chloe, that she had long ago learned. But Valentine? He could hardly be Chloe’s new lover – already a married man by her own account. Or was it her former lover who had been married? Her last words had been ambiguous.

‘Tuesday’ – and today was Friday. The position of the books suggested that they had not been there very long. Was Chloe really contemplating marrying Valentine Brighton? It was odd, if so, that Chloe’s remarks about Valentine, her sales, and the likely problem of her new book had had a genuinely cross rather than a romantic tinge. For that matter, the note itself was ambiguous. ‘The marriage of true minds’ did not necessarily refer to holy matrimony.

Yet there had been something to the relationship. ‘Quite riveting’, Chloe’s words. Scheherazade would inform her on her return. Still, Chloe might perhaps cast some light on the topic which had troubled the gossip-mongers in literary London of the past. Exactly what if any were Valentine’s sexual proclivities? On that subject, Valentine himself generally took refuge in a cloud of what Jemima privately termed his ‘feudal’ references: ‘Mummy simply won’t let me marry the sort of girl who can tell one end of a book from the other.’ On another occasion: ‘Mummy says the library at Helmet was full up at the end of the eighteenth century and a bookish girl would only ruin it, by rearranging things, or worse still reading the books.’ It was easy to put all this together, the allegedly dominating figure of ‘Mummy’, Valentine’s bachelor state and the pseudocomic references, to make of him a homosexual. If so, Valentine was an exceptionally discreet one, surprisingly and surely unnecessarily so for the times in which he lived.

On the other hand there was the question of his health. ‘This weak but well-bred heart beats for you’ had been his characteristic way of proposing a publisher’s contract to Jemima. It was common knowledge that Valentine’s father had died young of a heart condition and that his mother dreaded the same fate overtaking her only child. ‘Mummy positively panics when I play the third set at tennis.’ That at least was a modest smoke-screen, for Valentine Brighton, far from being the effete performer his appearance might promise, was an exceptional athlete, at least by the standards of the set in which he moved.

Perhaps ‘waiting for Lady Right’ – another of his teasing phrases – was indeed what he had been doing. And Chloe Fontaine, twice married already, had turned out to be the chosen she. The picture of Chloe queening it at Helmet was indeed a seductive one – even if her reign might prove shortlived. How long would she stand it? A year? Two years? There was still something odd about the whole business. At this point Jemima decided that she had spent enough time in one evening on Chloe and her amours. Resolutely, she ignored both Brighthelmet Press books. They belonged to an elaborate History of Taste, whose main object was to induce feelings of guilt in the purchaser, pangs to be assuaged by buying (but not necessarily reading) the books.

Jemima picked up her own Nadine Gordimer novel, and went to the wide balcony, hoping that there would be light enough to read in the comparative cool of the summer’s evening. However, she found an outside switch and turned it on. Suddenly the balcony was flooded with light: for a moment she had the impression of being on a stage in a darkened theatre when the lights are switched on. The dark balcony to the right and the equally dark scaffolding to the left, gave the irresistible effect of theatrical wings.

Jemima felt totally vulnerable, even at that great height over the square. She was exposed to whatever strange malignant forces were out there in the darkness. Moreover, an extraordinary fear seized her – she, not given to such things – that there was someone waiting in the wings. Someone perhaps in the obscurity of the scaffolding to her left.

As a result, an unexpected soft thump very close to her made her give a light scream until she realized it was Tiger, returning from some nocturnal prowl. The ghost of the dead Colette, who had so often glided into her flat at night through the cat flap, a small unmistakeable sound, called to her. But she had not come here to listen to the mew of Colette’s ghost.

Resolutely Jemima gave herself up to concentrate on Nadine Gordimer. She was immediately carried into another far-off and sombre world. When she next squinted at the elegant little gold bracelet watch she always wore, it was 11.30.

Time to sleep and be fresh for the Reading Room of the British Library tomorrow. The intoxication of having disappeared in London overwhelmed Jemima with childish delight. She would read – or perhaps she would not read – in bed. She would read, but she would abandon Nadine Gordimer for the night and read John Le Carré; she had spotted one by Chloe’s bed. It was a great help that Jemima had read this Le Carré before, and would thus, in her sleepy state, have a head start with the plot. It was, in its own way, delightful that she was not in her own luxurious but somehow demanding bed at home, with all its little pleasures and appurtenances about it, books, photographs, articles to read, paraphernalia. Last thing, she put the telephone back on the hook in the sitting room.

Afterwards she was not quite sure whether she had actually fallen asleep or not over Le Carré (it was in fact no help to her that she had read it before; the plot remained dazzling but impenetrable) when she was startled by the plaintive peep-peep of the little telephone by the bed.

‘Dollie?’ It was a woman’s voice, anxious and quite elderly. ‘Dollie? Is that you, dear?’

‘I’m afraid that you have the wrong number,’ began Jemima. ‘There’s no Dollie here.’

‘Is that 6368471?’ quavered the voice. Jemima glanced at the dial.

‘Yes, but this is a new flat: the number must have been reallocated.’

Jemima had just said again: ‘There’s no Dollie here’, when she suddenly remembered, feeling rather remorseful, that Chloe Fontaine’s mother always called her Dollie. Jemima, having been at Cambridge with Chloe, was dimly aware of this fact. As far as she could remember Chloe, formerly Dorothy or Dollie, had changed her name on arrival at Cambridge but, as she occasionally complained, had never succeeded in getting her somewhat elderly mother to acknowledge the fact.

‘I see, dear. I’ll just go on calling you Dollie, if you don’t mind,’ was the most her mother could be persuaded to comment.

‘Is that you, Mrs Fontaine?’ said Jemima hastily. ‘I’m afraid Chloe’s gone away.’ She did not feel like entering the Dollie charade herself; considering Chloe’s ancient annoyance at her mother’s obstinacy, it seemed somewhat disloyal to her friend. Chloe had after all lived as long under her new name as her old, and had written a great many books under it (for which reason she had never adopted either of her two married names).

‘I’m her friend, Jemima Shore,’ she threw in. ‘You may remember: we met once at Cambridge. I’m borrowing her flat while she’s on holiday.’

There was a moment’s silence. Jemima had a picture of an old person at the other end of the telephone, grappling with unexpected information. And Mrs Fontaine, having, as far as she could remember, borne Chloe when she was something like forty, must be in her seventies by now.

‘Not Mrs Fontaine, dear. Mrs Stover,’ said the voice at last. It was less plaintive, much firmer. Further Cambridge memories came back to Jemima. The trouble with Chloe’s change of name was that she had changed both her Christian name and her surname on arrival at university. Fontaine was the name of her real father who had been killed early in the war, and Stover the name of her stepfather who had adopted her. Presumably the reversion represented some kind of protest; at this distance Jemima hardly remembered. Where ‘Chloe’ came from, Jemima had absolutely no idea; it was an unlikely middle name for Dorothy Stover. At all events, Mrs Stover had persisted in addressing letters to Miss Dorothy Stover at first, until Chloe defeated her by sending them back unopened: ‘Not known at this College.’
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