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An Open and Shut Case


… you talk …

Of signs and wonders, the invisible world;

How wisdom scouts our vulgar unbelief

More than our vulgarest credulity …*




Harriet Jermyn QC took her time. Deliberately. She allowed several seconds to elapse before she rose to her feet. Then she occupied more moments in sorting her papers on the desk before her. The eyes of everyone in the assize court were upon the diminutive figure who seemed totally absorbed in her notes. Not a large crowd, though some national press reporters were present. The case had aroused interest among the broadsheets. Odd, Ms Jermyn thought, that the vulgar sensation-mongering tabloids had not seen the potential of Regina v. Gomer. Stolen works of art might not be headline grabbers but when there was a whiff of the supernatural … She heard the judge tap a pencil on the light oak of his writing slope and glanced quickly up at him from beneath long lashes. She cleared her throat and took a sip of water. She would not look at the accused. Not yet. She sensed his anxiety, his panic, and she would prolong it as long as possible. Only at the last moment before His Honour, Judge Deeping opened his mouth to enquire whether the prosecution was ready to begin cross-examination did she turn her attention to the witness stand.

‘Mr Gomer.’ She spoke slowly with a suggestion of boredom. ‘I understand that you are a spiritualist. Is that so?’

Robert Gomer, a stocky figure in a well-pressed, grey-blue suit, radiantly white shirt and striped tie, shuffled from one foot to the other as he looked across the well of the court occupied by clerks and a recorder. He struggled to keep any wavering nervousness out of his voice. The nails of his clenched hands dug deep into flesh. ‘Yes … er … but …’

‘That means, I assume, that you believe strongly in the beyond.’ Ms Jermyn raised her voice and rolled her eyes to make the word sound as absurd as possible and was rewarded by a light sniggering from the public gallery. ‘A world invisible to mere mortals …’ she elaborated, ‘mere mortals like the members of the jury, but accessible to people with your special gifts.’

The accused shook his head. ‘No … that’s not … I mean, I’ve never claimed … Look, what’s all this got to do –’

‘I’ll decide that, Mr Gomer.’

The judge laid aside his spectacles. ‘The same question had occurred to me. Perhaps we could proceed to something more pertinent, Miss Jermyn?’

The barrister thought, It’s Ms Jermyn, you shrivelled-up old coot. She said, ‘Certainly, my lord.’ Now she did stare long and hard at her quarry, taking in the upright, shoulders-back stance, the pale moon face atop the thick neck, the grey-black hair, cut ‘short back and sides’. Everything about him shouted ‘old school, military dinosaur’. She would have been hard put to it to say just why she found him so objectionable but now she relished the sight of the sweat beginning to form above his thick eyebrows. ‘You see, Mr Gomer, it’s just that I – and I’m sure the jury – are having great difficulty in understanding the sequence of the events in any way that squares with the laws of the physical universe with which we’re familiar. If you have inside knowledge of the workings of some parallel world perhaps you could enlighten us.’ She smiled at him across the court.

Bob Gomer stared back, mute and miserable.

‘No? Well, let’s just go over the events of that fateful evening last October, shall we? Perhaps we’ve missed some elemental point that will make everything crystal clear.’ She referred to her notes. ‘Now, according to what you told my learned friend who appears for the defence, your colleagues, Mr Hardwick and Mr Randall, collected you from your house in the security van because they’d been out on an earlier job and the three of you then drove, without stopping, to Heathrow, where you arrived at Terminal 1 around 4.30. You were directed to a security suite where you met Signor Brandini of Sicuro Pacioli and another member of his own staff who had arrived from Turin with the portrait expertly wrapped and crated in the box which has been identified to the court.’ The barrister indicated a narrow wooden container some eighty centimetres square which lay on the table in front of the judge’s bench. ‘Also present were Dr Theophrast, of the Bath Millennium Gallery, and his assistant, Ms Miles. Have we got it right so far, Mr Gomer?’

The accused nodded. ‘Yes … right,’ he muttered.

‘Good.’ Ms Jermyn continued briskly. ‘There then followed what must have been quite a solemn ceremony. Signor Brandini broke the seal that had been placed on the crate before it left Italy. The container was carefully opened and the painted panel still in its wrappings was removed. The protective inner case was opened and everyone’s eyes were fixed on the fifteenth-century masterpiece that was revealed. Did you get a good look at it, Mr Gomer?’

‘Good enough.’

‘Good enough!’ The prosecutor smiled round the courtroom. ‘By that I assume you mean to suggest good enough for someone not remotely interested in rare Italian Renaissance works of genius.’

Gomer shrugged. ‘I saw the picture. I’m not denying it.’

‘And you want us to believe that you weren’t curious about it, even though you knew it was worth a great deal of money – running into millions, as this court has been informed.’

‘As far as I was concerned it was just another job.’

‘Surely, you must have been anxious about having the responsibility for guarding this extremely valuable article.’

‘The security arrangements were excellent, so I –’

‘Excellent? Well, we wouldn’t all be here if that was the case, would we? I’m sure Signor Brandini thought his employer’s property was in good hands when he entrusted it to Dr Theophrast’s gallery.’ She glared across the courtroom. ‘But then he couldn’t know, could he, that you were anything other than an honest security guard –’

‘So I was … am!’ Gomer blurted.

Ms Jermyn ignored the outburst. ‘Well, to continue. When Dr Theophrast had satisfied himself with the identity and condition of the painting it was parcelled up again and Dr Theophrast sealed it with his gallery’s seal. He gave Signor Brandini a receipt, then he handed the crate to you.’

‘No.’

The barrister looked up sharply. ‘No! But that’s what you –’

‘I wasn’t given the crate straight away. Someone had brought champagne. The Ities and the gallery people stood about drinking for about twenty minutes before we left.’

She frowned. This was not in her script. ‘Are you suggesting that someone could have tampered with the painting during those twenty minutes before it was given into your custody?’

‘No, miss. The box stayed on the table all the time, in full view.’

‘Those twenty minutes aren’t really relevant then, are they?’

Gomer shrugged. ‘Sorry, I thought you were trying to get at the truth. My mistake.’

A member of the jury giggled. Ms Jermyn hastened to retrieve the situation. ‘Oh, we shall get at the truth, Mr Gomer. You need have no fear about that. So, after the others had enjoyed their celebratory drink, then the painting was handed to you and you took it out of the building to your van. Was that difficult?’

Gomer dabbed a folded handkerchief to his brow. ‘I don’t take your meaning.’

‘What I mean is that you had to carry a bulky and valuable package carefully in both hands. There were doors and corridors to be negotiated. There were other people moving about in the building. It must have been a bit … awkward.’

‘Not really.’

‘But perhaps that was what you were counting on. You had to find somewhere to make the switch. I suggest that you and your accomplice had planned the exact point at which you could do it. Going round a corner, passing a doorway, out of sight of your companions for a few seconds. That’s all it would take.’

‘Rubbish! Me and Charlie were together all the time. I couldn’t have done anything with that box without him seeing.’

‘Well, we’ll leave that for the moment. You went into the back of your van with the painting. You fastened the box to the inside wall with special straps to prevent it moving about on the journey, then you sat down on a chair still in the back of the van, and the rear doors were securely locked.’ She paused and glanced thoughtfully round the courtroom. ‘Rather elaborate precautions, weren’t they?’

After several seconds of silence Ms Jermyn switched her gaze sharply to the witness stand. ‘Well, Mr Gomer, did you not hear the question? In your experience, have you ever had to sit inside a locked van with the object you were transporting?’

‘Only once.’

‘It does seem rather odd, doesn’t it? After all, no one could get into the vehicle during the journey, could they?’

‘No, but sometimes we had a client who was very particular.’

‘Right. So we have you locked in the van with the picture. That means, does it not, that the only person who could possibly have tampered with the crate during the two hours it took to convey it from the airport to the gallery was you.’

Gomer grabbed the front of the stand and leaned forward. ‘I never touched …’ He stared appealingly at the judge. ‘My lord, I swear …!’

Judge Deeping scowled. ‘You must confine yourself to answering counsel’s questions.’

The prosecutor resumed. ‘Now, we’ve already heard Dr Theophrast and Ms Miles state that they followed close behind the van all the way to Bath and that it was never out of their sight. At no point on the journey did the van stop, and the two vehicles arrived at the rear entrance of the Millennium Gallery at approximately 6.50. Tell us, in your own words, what happened next.’

Gomer cleared his throat and rubbed his moist forehead. ‘Well, the doors were opened and Charlie helped me out with the crate. We was let in through the back door and –’

‘You were carrying the crate?’ The barrister was determined not to let the accused get into his stride. Her objective was to disorientate him with constant questions. ‘By yourself?’

The accused looked back at her in pathetic bewilderment, suspecting some verbal trap but unable to locate it. ‘Well … yes. It was quite –’

‘And where were the other dramatis personae at that time?’

‘The who?’

Ms Jermyn raised her eyes heavenward. ‘Your colleagues, Messrs Hardwick and Randall, the gallery director and his assistant – where were they?’

‘Charlie Randall was with me. Ted Hardwick took the van to a nearby petrol station to get it filled. Dr Theophrast and the young lady went on ahead to show us the way. We went up in the lift together. There was no chance for me to muck about with the picture.’

‘Well, there was certainly no chance for anybody else to have done it. So, the four of you arrived in Dr Theophrast’s office. What happened next … and, please, Mr Gomer, take us very precisely through the events of the next couple of minutes.’

The stocky ex-marine gripped the rail before him for support. He spoke slowly, dreamily, seeing yet again the scene he had played over in his mind a thousand times. ‘Dr Theophrast opened the crate –’

‘No, Mr Gomer! Before that. What did he have to do before he opened the crate?’

‘He broke the gallery’s seal.’

‘Which up until that moment was still intact?’

‘Yes.’ The word was little more than a murmur.

‘And when he opened the container what did he discover?’

Gomer’s head drooped. His reply was scarcely audible. ‘A blank wooden panel.’

‘Precisely. A priceless work of art on loan from a private Italian collection had vanished without trace and in its place there was a square of cabinet maker’s plywood. The last time the picture was seen was in the security suite at the airport. Thereafter, it was in the custody of one man and one man only. It follows that that man alone can explain to this court what really happened to Antonello da Messina’s Portrait of a Doge. So, Mr Gomer, let us have no more subterfuge. Tell us in plain words how you spirited it away.’ She fixed him with an accusing stare. ‘Where is that painting?’

The reply was half wail, half sob. ‘I don’t know! I wish to God I did. But I don’t – and that’s the honest truth.’


The Other Side


What’s a ‘medium’? He’s a means,

Good, bad, indifferent, still the only means

Spirits can speak by; he may misconceive,

Stutter and stammer …




Stansted Airport was thronged with getaway Easter holidaymakers when Nathaniel Gye, lecturer in paranormal psychology at the University of Cambridge, and his wife Kathryn arrived on a morning which was doing its level best to live up to April’s reputation. Kathryn shook and closed her umbrella while her husband manoeuvred her holdall through the crowds towards the check-in desk.

She frowned as they took their place in the queue. ‘You’d think the organizers would have more sense than to fix Good Friday for the start of the symposium.’

Nathaniel smiled down at her from his six-foot-two vantage point. ‘It probably never occurred to them. Today isn’t a public holiday in Italy.’ He looked over the heads of the dozen people ahead of them to where a distracted mother with three small children was engaged in an argument with the airline representative. The atmosphere was tense with the excitement and anxiety of passengers wanting to get away and bothered about tickets, passports, baggage and flight information. Perhaps, he told himself, his own misgivings were simply the result of catching the general contagion.

‘That’s odd, isn’t it?’

‘What’s odd?’ Nat asked distractedly.

‘Catholic countries not celebrating Good Friday. When you’re travelling through you see all those wayside crucifixes but the very day …’ She stopped abruptly and stared at him with frank, jade eyes. ‘Oh, for goodness sake stop fidgeting and go!’

‘I’m not fidgeting,’ Nat protested. ‘I’m standing here perfectly calmly.’

‘You’re fidgeting inside; you know you are. Something’s still bugging you about this trip.’

‘I’ll just stay and see you into the departure lounge.’

‘You’ll do no such thing!’ Kathryn’s New England drawl softened the command. ‘I’m not exactly new to foreign travel, you know.’

She certainly was not. As London editor of Panache, a top-flight international lifestyle magazine, the number of air miles she had clocked up, laid end to end, would have stretched several times round the globe. ‘I wish you’d tell me what’s bothering you. You could have signed up with me to the Browning Symposium when I asked you weeks ago. I thought you’d have been interested in Robert and Elizabeth if only for the spiritualist angle – all that business with Daniel Home and Sophie Eckley. But you said it wasn’t your cup of tea. Then, when it was too late, you suddenly decided that you’d like nothing better than five days of lectures and visits about the Brownings in Italy. Ever since then you’ve been twitchy on the subject.’

Nat forced a smile and lied. ‘Darling, that’s pure imagination.’

Kathryn wasn’t listening. ‘This is really all about Errol Kaminsky, isn’t it? The leader of this seminar is an old flame and that’s woken the little green god.’

Nat laughed and this time the reaction was genuine. ‘Kaminsky! Good Lord, I’ve scarcely given him a thought since he got smashed at our engagement party and took a swing at me. Now that he’s fourteen years older and a highly respectable professor of Eng. Lit. at one of America’s most prestigious universities, I’m sure the last thing he wants is to rake up old, embarrassing amours.’

They shuffled forward a few paces before Nat went on. ‘As to Robert Browning, I suppose I’ve never really recovered from a surfeit of him at school. All those narrative poems we had to learn by heart – “The Pied Piper”, “How They Brought the Good News from Ghent to Aix”.’

‘There’s much more to him that that.’

‘I’m sure …’

‘His two intense love affairs – with Elizabeth and with Italy. It’s all there in the poems. I left a copy on your desk. You ought to browse through it; get reacquainted.’

‘I might just do that.’ Nat picked up his wife’s holdall as the queue moved again. He glanced up at the indicator board. ‘Well, at least your flight seems to be on schedule. That’s something of an achievement these days. There’s usually an air controllers’ strike somewhere in Europe to foul up the entire system at peak holiday times.’

Kathryn’s dark brows lowered in a frown. ‘My, aren’t we a bundle of fun today? Nat, for goodness sake, go home! I don’t need my hand held and I don’t need your lugubrious observations about holes in the air traffic network. I’m going to have a great romantic wallow in Victorian poetry and belles lettres and I’ll be back Wednesday evening. So, forget whatever it is that’s bothering you and go and keep the home fires burning.’ She reached up and gave him a swift kiss. It was a dismissal.

As he drove back up the M11, having extracted from his wife a promise that she would phone the moment she reached her hotel, Nat confronted his disquiet about her trip. Every rational impulse surging along the neural pathways of his brain told him he was being foolish to imagine that Kathryn was in any more danger on her brief tour of Florence, Rome and Siena than she had been on any of her numerous foreign visits. He certainly knew better than to take seriously supposed warnings from ‘the other side’. And yet … No, the more reason and intuition sparred for mastery inside Nat’s head the more bothered he became.

The unease was still there when he turned off the motorway and headed the last six cross-country miles towards Great Maddisham. He was almost home when he had a sudden change of mind. Just as the car rounded the bend coming out of Medley Wood, where the squat tower of All Saints, Maddisham came into view as a bump on the flat landscape, Nat turned abruptly down a narrow lane which, as the signpost advised strangers to the area, led to ‘Frettlingham Village Only – No Through Road’. He would have a pub lunch at the Lamb. Little point in going back to the empty house to cut himself a sandwich. The boys – twelve-year-old Edmund and Jeremy who was nine – were already at Wanchester to spend Easter with their grandfather, Canon Gye, but Nat was not due to join them till the next day.

At the bottom of what passes in the fenland for a hill he turned the old Mercedes on to the gravelled car park beside the rambling brick inn, pleased to see that there were only two other vehicles already standing there. Frettlingham was an unobtrusively beautiful place that shared the secret of its charm with a small clientele who would not have dreamed of betraying that confidence to ‘outsiders’. The Lamb’s jumble of tiled roofs glistened in the sunshine that had followed the morning’s showers. The little Frett gurgled past its garden wall and the hedges fronting the lane were spattered with new greenery. Nat unfolded himself from the driving seat and appreciatively breathed the rain-washed air. He could already feel the tension evaporating through his pores.

Twenty minutes later, having chatted briefly with Terry Hawke, the landlord, and a couple of regulars, he was cosily ensconced at a window table with one of Wendy Hawke’s excellent steak and kidney pies and a pint of Greene King in front of him.

‘Nat my boy, I didn’t realize that you were a member of the select fellowship of the Lamb. May I join you or does your meditation demand solitude?’

Nat looked up and found himself gazing at the thin, patrician visage topped with luxuriant white hair of Barnaby Cox, sometime lecturer in law at the university, and emeritus fellow of Beaufort College.

‘Of course, Barny. Glad of the company.’

The old man fastidiously brushed the chair seat with an immaculate handkerchief before settling himself on the other side of the table. He took an appreciative draught of ale. ‘Should you not be deep in the bosom of your family at this Pascal season?’

Nat explained about Kathryn’s seminar.

‘Aha, then that doubtless explains your doleful expression.’

Nat laughed. ‘I wasn’t aware that I was looking doleful. As a matter of fact I’m going up to Wanchester. The boys and I will do a bit of sailing. It’ll be fun.’

‘Really?’ Barny looked at him shrewdly over the top of his glasses. ‘In that case, “Why so pale and wan, fond lover? Prithee, why so pale?”’

‘I don’t think …’

‘My dear fellow, years at the bar teach one a good deal about human nature, including how to read what people today call “body language”. You resemble perfectly a defendant with something to hide. Now, if you choose to confide, I am, as the saying goes, all ears. If not, we can change the subject.’

‘There’s also an old adage about curiosity and the cat. I can almost see your feline whiskers twitching.’

The old man shrugged. ‘What do you make of this nasty business in South Africa?’ he asked with an innocent smile.

Nat grinned. ‘Oh very well, Barny, you win. There is something on my mind – well, a couple of things, actually – and you’re one of the few people I can trust not to tell me I’m being thoroughly stupid.’

Barny sipped his ale and carefully set down the tankard. ‘Thank you for the compliment, Nathaniel. When you reach my advanced years the range of your experience becomes so restricted that other people’s lives take on an intense fascination. So, say on.’

Nat was prevented from offering an immediate reply by the arrival of Wendy bearing a huge platter of cheese, crusty bread and salad which she set before Barny with a cheery ‘Afternoon, Judge. Nice to see you again. You’ll enjoy the Stilton – fresh in this morning.’

As she returned behind the bar, Barny raised an eyebrow. ‘Well?’

‘It’s all to do with Bob Gomer,’ Nat began.

‘Ah, yes, poor fellow.’ The older man scowled. ‘You realize, of course, that his trial was a positive disgrace.’

‘Because it was a public humiliation that drove him to suicide?’

‘That, of course, plus the fact that the CPS should never have brought it to court and that when it was brought to court Gomer’s defence counsel bungled the job miserably.’

‘I didn’t realize you had followed it that closely.’

‘Gomer was one of our own, an ex-college servant. Naturally, I was interested.’

‘The case against him was pretty black, wasn’t it? I mean, it would surely have taken a brilliant defence to get him off.’

‘It had its complexities, I grant you, but Gomer’s barrister handed him over to the prosecution on a plate.’ Barny began his attack on the Stilton.

‘What do you mean?’

‘A defendant like Bob Gomer is his own worst enemy. Too honest, too open, too lacking in guile. He should never have been put on the witness stand. If the prosecution really hoped for a conviction they should have been made to work for it.’

‘But surely it’s up to the accused to decide whether or not he’ll take the stand?’

‘Theoretically, but if I’d been defending Gomer I’d have said to him, “If you insist on testifying, get yourself another counsel.”’ He took a reflective sip of ale. ‘A holy innocent is the worst kind of client. Give me a dyed-in-the-wool felon any day. Someone who knows the ropes. Someone who isn’t under the illusion that all he has to do is stand up and tell the truth and the jury will believe him. Now, in the Gomer case the defence had very little to go on – but, by the same token, so had the prosecution. Someone, somehow, absconded with a valuable painting. The police were baffled. They brought no evidence whatsoever to explain how the crime was conceived and carried out. It was the prosecution’s job to prove that Gomer did it; not the defence’s job to prove that he didn’t.’

‘Yes, I see that. But in Bob’s case no one else could have done it.’

‘That’s not the point. The prosecution had to convince the jury that Gomer did do it. Now the painting wasn’t found in his possession. It wasn’t in the security truck. No one had seen him pass it out of the truck to an accomplice during the journey. It had simply vanished.’

‘But that’s impossible.’

Barny smiled across the rim of his tankard. ‘An assize court exists to uphold the criminal law, not the laws of physics. I have no idea what happened to that wretched painting, and nor had the prosecution. They were left floundering for an explanation and their only hope was to discredit the accused. All the character witnesses testified to Gomer’s complete honesty. The police had looked into his financial affairs and could produce no evidence that someone had paid him to steal the picture. It was Gomer himself who threw his adversaries a lifeline. As we all know, the poor man was obsessed with things paranormal. A “nerd” – isn’t that the modern terminology? The moment he stepped on to the witness stand he laid himself open to all the tricks of the trade – innuendo, bullying, ridicule. Poor Gomer was a sitting target. All that occult mumbo-jumbo! He was exposed to the jury as a weirdo, an oddball, someone who might be capable of any strange conduct.’

‘Do you think he’d have been found guilty?’

‘It wasn’t a foregone conclusion, by any means. Who knows what would have happened if the poor fellow hadn’t shut himself in a garage filled with carbon monoxide …’ Barny shrugged. ‘But this is all history. How does it transpire that you’ve taken a sudden interest?’

‘Well, to start at the beginning.’

‘Always the best plan.’

‘I was in my rooms one wet February morning. I’d just finished a supervision with some of my psychology students when the phone rang.’ Nat remembered the moment vividly. He saw himself holding the receiver clamped between chin and shoulder while his hands were occupied gathering some papers together.

‘Bramley here, Dr Gye.’ The head porter’s tone was, as ever, emotionally neutral. It never varied, whether he was announcing the arrival of a distinguished visitor or the death of a senior member of Beaufort College.

‘Morning, George.’ Nat had turned to stare through the window at the massive, dripping cedar in the middle of the fellows’ garden.

‘I’ve got someone here at the lodge who was wondering if you could spare her a few minutes.’

‘Not really, George. I’m lunching in Downing in half an hour. Who is it?’

‘It’s Pearl Gomer, Dr Gye.’

Nat’s heart sank. ‘Good Lord!’

‘Just so, sir.’

‘Do you know what she wants? I really think the college has done everything we can for her.’

‘All she says is that she needs to speak to you personally and urgently. She’s come in specially. Arranged for a friend with a van to bring her. That can’t have been easy. She’s a lot worse than when I last saw her.’ Nat caught the respectful innuendo: Bramley was telling him that he had some sort of obligation to see Bob Gomer’s widow. ‘Can I tell her you’ll come down, Dr Gye?’

‘Well, you can’t very well ask her to come up, can you?’ Nat felt trapped and irritated. He slammed down the phone. He strode down the staircase and out into Simeon Court. Avoiding the wet grass, he circled round to the passageway leading to Great Court, then along the paving beside the hall and chapel and so to the arched entrance of Beaufort College’s gate tower.

She was waiting just inside the massive, half-closed door which fronted Trumpington Street. Bramley was chatting with her, leaning forward over the wheelchair. The contents (Nat could think of no better description) were all but completely covered in a bright green, glistening, plastic cape. Pearl Gomer’s face seemed to be propped on top of the wet bundle. It smiled up at him, the eyes remarkably dark between the deep furrows scoured by pain. Nat immediately felt guilty about his irritation.

‘Oh, Dr Gye, this is good of you. I should’ve made an appointment but it’s difficult what with the phone and my sister.’

Nat did not try to unravel the invalid’s explanation. ‘That’s all right, Mrs Gomer. How are you coping?’ Even as he asked Nat knew the question was stupidly inadequate.

The face managed a slight smile. ‘Some days better than others. Can you spare me a few minutes, Doctor? I know it’s an imposition, you being such a busy –’

‘Of course I can, Mrs Gomer. Perhaps we could take a turn round the fellows’ garden. The rain seems to have eased off.’

‘That would be nice. It’s years since … Bob was always very fond of the gardens here. He never really wanted to leave his job as under-porter at Beaufort but when I got ill we needed a bit more money … much good it did us as things turned out.’

‘We missed Bob. A dozen years is a long stint in these days when it’s so difficult to get college staff to stay for any length of time.’ Nat fell into step beside the wheelchair as it buzzed electrically along the flagstones. They passed through the screens passage and out into the tree-walled gardens.

‘He loved it here and the college was very good to him … and to me since …’

‘It must have been terribly hard for you.’ Nat groped for words that did not sound patronizing.

They moved slowly along the path between the grass and the rose beds flanking the seventeenth-century rear wall of the hall.

‘Bob was always admiring of you, Dr Gye. Said you had some interesting long chats.’

Nat remembered those conversations with rather less warmth. Bob Gomer had already been on the porter staff at Beaufort before Nat had been offered his fellowship but it had taken him very little time to latch on to someone he thought of as sharing his own enthusiasm for the occult. As a lecturer, writer and occasional broadcaster on parapsychology Nat had long grown used to being buttonholed by people who wanted to tell him about their ‘odd’ experiences. He sometimes felt like a doctor or priest, so keen were complete strangers to share with him anecdotes and beliefs which they hesitated to reveal to their nearest and dearest. The ex-marine sergeant had quizzed him over the years about everything from UFOs to Satanic rituals and from poltergeists to ESP.

‘He was certainly very knowledgeable about his hobbies,’ Nat responded cautiously.

‘I’m sure he must have rabbited on something awful, Dr Gye, but he always knew that you’d listen and not laugh at him. That’s why he wants to talk to you now.’

Nat did a mental double take. ‘Sorry, what was that? I didn’t quite catch …’

There was no mistaking the reply. ‘Bob says would you please come because there’s something he’s got to tell you.’

Nat was glad that Mrs Gomer could not turn her head to look at him. She would have read the pity in his eyes. She would have realized that he was working out how best to humour her. After all that this poor woman had been through, he thought, it was not really surprising that her mind was losing its grip on reality. Bob Gomer had been dead for all of six months. While on bail during his trial for robbery he had been found in his own locked garage on the day before the jury were due to deliver their verdict.

They turned the corner and moved slowly along the narrow edge of the lawn without speaking. They had reached the point farthest from the buildings where an eighteenth-century stone arbour sheltered a pair of benches before Pearl Gomer spoke again. ‘You do know he didn’t do it, don’t you, Dr Gye? You do believe that? He couldn’t. Not my Bob.’

‘Everyone here couldn’t imagine …’ Nat felt the first few drops of a fresh shower. ‘Shall we stop here a moment?’

He helped Mrs Gomer manoeuvre into the covered area and sat facing her on one of the stone seats. ‘I’d have said that your husband was one of the most honest men I’ve ever met.’

‘And you’d have been right. Straight as a die he was. Everyone respected him for it – in the service, here at the college and at Samson’s, the security firm. They wouldn’t have taken him on else. So, what they said about him in that courtroom was downright cruel. I couldn’t go, of course, and Bob would never tell me but I had it from Ted, my brother-in-law. I made him tell me. Well, how could I help Bob if I didn’t know what they were accusing him of? That bitch of a woman barrister!’ Mrs Gomer sniffed and blinked away a tear. ‘She tried to make out that Bob was lumbered with a wife who’d got MS and that he desperately needed more money to look after her. She said he’d been paid handsomely to steal that wretched picture. She was wicked! Wicked!’

Nat looked away from the woman’s ravaged features. Lights gleamed behind the stained glass of the hall window where the meal was now being served. He thought of his own missed lunch appointment. He said, ‘Please try not to distress yourself with these memories.’

‘Quite right, Dr Gye, I mustn’t waste your time with my prattle.’ Again the wistful effort at a smile.

‘I didn’t mean …’

‘That’s all right. I know I go on a bit. I suppose it’s because I don’t get to see many people nowadays. I’d better explain properly why I’m here and then leave you to get on.’ She began wrestling with the fastenings of her enveloping rain cape. ‘I’ve got Bob’s file under here. If I can just …’

Nat jumped up and helped her fold back the wet plastic. He winced at the sight of the shrunken, wasted body under the covering. Even though it was draped in several layers of woollen garments it took up so little space. The image flashed into his mind of an Egyptian mummy, held together by its strips of age-browned cloth. Pearl Gomer’s trembling hands found a buff folder where it lay on her lap and she held it out to him.

‘Bob wrote down everything he could think of about the disappearance of that picture. He went over all the details again and again. He couldn’t understand how it happened. He was sure he must have missed something – something he could have brought out at the trial. He knew the jury would never believe his story else, any more than the police did. I suppose you can’t really blame them. I mean, old paintings that vanish into thin air with someone watching all the time! Then, right at the end, he thought he was on to something. He told me he was going to talk with his barrister about “fresh evidence”. He suddenly seemed to see a glimmer of light. That’s why it came as a real shock when he … did what he did.’

Nat glanced at the sheaf of neat, computer-typed sheets. Out in the street beyond Beaufort’s high wall an ambulance wailed its way to an emergency. ‘And you’d like me to go over these notes and see if I can discover that same glimmer of light?’

‘It’s not me, Dr Gye. It’s Bob. I suppose it sounds wicked and selfish of me to say it but I really don’t care any more. I’ve got enough to do getting through each day. But it’s important to Bob. Very distressed he is. Things ain’t what they seem and he won’t be able to rest till you’ve found out the truth. He says would you be kind enough to read his file and then come out to Endfield Road because he’s got something important to tell you.’

Nat stared into the dark eyes, iridescent sparks of life in a face that was a paper mask crumpled by pain. He knew what she was suggesting but took refuge in pretended incomprehension. ‘Mrs Gomer, I don’t quite …’

Her head drooped in disappointment. ‘Bob said you’d understand. He said you were the only person I could turn to because you know the truth of these things. Other people thought he was a crank but not you. He always felt he could talk to you. “Go and see Dr Gye,” he said. “He’s the only person who can put the record straight.”’

Nat sighed. ‘I know your husband was a devout believer in spiritualism. We did, indeed, discuss spirit communication sometimes.’ He racked his brain to find a way to explain to this distraught woman that his own interest in such claimed phenomena was objective, academic, analytical. In fifteen years as a lecturer and writer on parapsychology he had found himself fighting a war on two fronts. On the one hand there were sceptics who behaved quite unprofessionally in dismissing as ‘unscientific nonsense’ and without open-minded investigation any propositions that did not fit into their purely materialistic theories. On the other there were honest cranks who believed steadfastly in the paranormal without subjecting their convictions to the discipline of rigid objective investigation. Bob Gomer had belonged to the latter category. He had certainly read widely, if not deeply, on a range of paranormal subjects, his motto being that there were more things in heaven and earth than were dreamt of in the philosophy of clever university dons.

‘Bob and I didn’t always see eye to eye on such matters,’ Nat concluded rather lamely.

‘Oh, I realize that,’ the widow conceded readily. ‘Sometimes he used to come home and say, “I had a right ding-dong with Dr Gye today!”’ She gave a little cracked bell of a laugh. ‘But what he says now is that you and he were always discussing ideas, theories, things that couldn’t be proved one way or the other. But now that he’s passed over he knows and that’s what he wants to tell you. Please, Dr Gye, it means a lot to him … and, well, if not for his sake then mine … It’ll only take half an hour and I promise I won’t bother you again.’

‘You’re not bothering me, Mrs Gomer.’ Nat squirmed inwardly. ‘You mustn’t think that for one moment. All of us here at Beaufort want to be as much help as we can. It’s just that …’

She reached out a thin hand to touch his sleeve. ‘Please, Dr Gye. Please.’

Here Nat paused in his narrative and Barny Cox, who had been listening intently, said, ‘How awkward for you, dear boy. I take it Mrs Gomer wanted you to attend some sort of a seance or reading or whatever it is these things are called nowadays. And, being the good-hearted fellow you are, I assume you agreed.’

‘Yes, I went out to her little semi in Endfield Road, near the railway, a few days later. It was, as you can imagine, a pretty dismal experience.’ Nat recalled hearing a London-bound train rattle under the nearby bridge as he rang the doorbell of number 34.

The woman who stood before him a moment later, looking him up and down with aggressive curiosity, was in her forties, heavily and inexpertly made up, and had magenta highlights in her blonde hair. ‘You must be the university bloke. I’ve seen you on the telly,’ she announced, showing no signs of admitting him to the house.

Nat inclined his head. ‘I’m Dr Gye, here to see Mrs Gomer. And you are?’

‘Hardwick, Rosie Hardwick, Pearl’s sister. I hope you’ve come to talk her out of this stupid mumbo-jumbo.’

‘You don’t approve of spiritualism?’

‘Communing with the dead!’ She snorted. ‘No, I do not! And Pearl’s old enough to know better. It was bad enough when Bob was alive – him and his weird ideas! But if anything she’s got worse since.’

‘How is Pearl … physically?’ Nat asked. But his attempt to steer the truculent Rosie into more sympathetic waters only pointed her at another target for her wrath.

‘She ought to be in a home or at least looked after by professional carers. Me and Ted do what we can but it’s not right that we should be expected to shoulder all the responsibility. Pearl needs twenty-four/seven care but the NHS just don’t want to know, not as long as there’s relatives around to do the job for free. We had plans – big plans – and now we’re stuck here …’

‘It must be very worrying for all concerned. May I …?’ Nat nodded towards the hallway.

‘Be my guest. I’m off anyway. Someone has to do the shopping and the chores.’ Mrs Hardwick stood aside. ‘First on the left,’ she muttered as she stepped across the threshold and pulled the door to behind her.

There were three people in the small lounge which Nat now entered. Beside a steadily hissing gas fire Mrs Gomer was in a large armchair, propped up by cushions, her knees covered with a plaid rug. Beside her, stiffly upright on a dining-room chair, sat a fiftyish, grey-haired, bespectacled woman in a black suit. In the matching armchair opposite Pearl Gomer there was a younger man with florid features who jumped to his feet as the new arrival came in and looked at him sheepishly, almost apologetically, from beneath lowered lids.

The hostess smiled at Nat. ‘Thank you so much for coming, Dr Gye.’ She made the introductions. ‘This is Athalie George and her son, Kevin. Athalie is the medium Bob uses to come through to us.’ She motioned Nat to a chair next to Mrs George.
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