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            Who has fully realised that history is not contained in thick books but lives in our very blood?’

            Carl Jung

         

         

      

   


   
      

         
            CHAPTER ONE

         

         Beatrice Palmenter felt she was losing her balance. Somewhere beneath her the water had shifted and begun to tug at her legs, a soft but insistent weight against her boots and she raised her arms to steady herself. To those watching on the foreshore she was a grey crucifix reflected on the water. A cormorant skimmed low over the glassy surface just as the ripples began to appear behind the cables holding the metal barge in the middle of the river. The tide had turned. In a few hours she would be standing in double her height of water and for a moment she wondered if she should wait to be submerged. She turned and looked back at the others, spread out along the muddy shore, dark shapes stooped at different angles, staring at the ground and dragging behind them black plastic bags.

         Shortly after arriving she had wandered off from the group, walking into the river as far as her waders would allow, to stand with the smell of the dirty water almost tangible in her nostrils. The warm drizzle blowing gently from the east blurred the line between sky and water. The buildings on either bank receded and the view might not have changed much in a thousand years. The river moved more strongly against her legs, an invisible hand trying to attract her attention, to remind her that in the scheme of things she barely existed. She remained in the water, thigh deep in her hip waders, not wanting to rejoin the others. When she spoke it was to the open expanse of water in front of her.

         ‘I can’t believe it.’

         ‘What was that Triss?’ The peculiar acoustics of sound and water had carried her words, although spoken quietly and to herself, fifty or so metres behind her.

         Beatrice lowered her arms to her sides and reluctantly began to make her way back to the foreshore. The water had disguised her height and when, having negotiated the broken bricks and discarded scaffolding, she stood next to her male companion, it was clear that she was considerably taller.

         ‘I said I can’t believe it.’

         ‘That’s exactly what you said earlier this morning, when you first woke up.’

         She frowned and had to reroute her thoughts and assimilate the information that she was now being given. Even though Beatrice had been living with Joshua for three months and known him for double that time, she now looked at him as a stranger, hearing his statement as a foreign language, unable at first to deduce its meaning.

         ‘Those were your words when you opened your eyes and looked at me,’ he insisted, nodding at her, appearing to want an explanation.

         And then she remembered and in so doing glanced away, towards a wall of damp bricks and green moss, where an old chain hung uselessly. She had woken to find him staring at her, dark-eyed and expectant and she knew then what she had been denying for months, almost from the moment they had met, that she should not be with him, that she was wasting her time. But it had happened and she had pushed her head back into the pillow and uttered the words he now prompted her to remember.

         On the opposite shore a young child was running along the dirty beach, a beacon of life amongst the drab greys and she heard the exclamations of delight with metallic clarity across the water. She could not tell whether it was a boy or a girl, but she registered the freedom and the unfettered cries of joy.

         Joshua was still waiting for an answer. She stared at him and knew that to offer an explanation would have been a waste of time, for he had already drawn his own conclusions. As it happened, the words that she had repeated standing in the water referred not to Joshua but to an incident that had taken place a few days earlier. As the water had pushed against her knees she had been berating herself for almost having believed the praise that she had been given, knowing that in truth it meant nothing and disguised everything.

         In the muddy waters, her arms outstretched, she had closed her eyes in weary acknowledgement of scenes she could not erase. She was walking between tables set for a banquet, men in dinner jackets and women in long dresses, everyone looking in her direction, clapping her progress towards the stage and she saw it again in slow motion, the ill-defined hands, the indistinct faces and the music from her film now so familiar that she never wanted to hear it again. It wasn’t her, Beatrice Palmenter, who was about to win a Bafta award for best documentary series, but a carefully constructed replica, perfect in every respect save for the fact that it didn’t have a heart and many of its senses had been cauterised. She saw herself receive the golden mask, or at least feel its cold shape in her hands, her fingers in the eye sockets and then look out over the expectant faces of the audience.

         ‘I can’t believe it,’ she had said and again her words were misinterpreted by those in front of her and the audience spontaneously applauded her modesty. Her short speech thanked those people who needed to be thanked and refrained from mentioning those she wished to hell and damnation, the list of which was considerably longer. It was, she mused to herself in the ladies’ loo not long afterwards, an out of body experience during which she was able to watch her fabricated self go through the motions of success, gratitude and appropriate humility. What a sham.

         Today, on the foreshore of the Thames, she was trying to put that person behind her. The golden mask was now propping open the kitchen door of her apartment and the debris that now lay about her, the accumulation of junk and treasure revealed by the departed river, was more real. At the prompting of a friend, she had volunteered to help a charity charged with cleaning up London’s waterways and on this grey Saturday morning removing old tyres, rusting corrugated sheets, indestructible plastic and panty liners seemed a more honourable task than receiving awards in Piccadilly.

         She shrugged her shoulders. ‘I don’t really know what I meant,’ she said to Joshua. She was lying and she could see that he knew it. If she felt guilt it was the guilt of repetition for she had been here before, too often.

         She walked away from Joshua to begin a struggle to release a supermarket trolley whose metal grilled sides had acted as a filter in the strong currents and were now clogged with the detritus of the river. Another pair of hands, not Joshua’s, helped her pull it clear of the mud and they dragged it to one of the skips positioned about five metres in from what would be the high-water mark. At first it seemed a futile task, the old river too full of rubbish, ancient and modern but the work was repetitive and strangely satisfying and the hours went by as the water rose. She didn’t speak, except to acknowledge help from other members of the group, glad of the silence and the innocent camaraderie. Occasionally she looked up, but Joshua was nowhere to be seen and for this she was grateful.

         Then the sounds around her changed and she was conscious of a suppressed excitement close by and she saw three or four people gathered at the edge of the water. She made her way towards them noting that one of the group was holding a dark object carefully between his fingers, turning it slowly to show the others.

         ‘It’s a skull,’ she heard him say. He pointed to the broken arch of one of the eyes and along the roughened gap where the nose had been and peering closer she could see his fingers tracing the fine, tightly meandering lines that joined the different sections of the dome. There was no lower jaw, but several teeth hung in the top part of the mouth and this, unmistakably, had been a human.

         ‘What happens now?’ someone asked.

         ‘I’ll have to call the police,’ the man said, pulling off his gloves before tapping his pocket to locate his mobile. Without thinking, Beatrice offered to hold the piece of skull as he made the call. Like the other volunteers, she was wearing thick protective gloves and she placed the dirty curve of bone in the palm of her hand. This tiny reminder of a human had a strange impact on the group, which had now been enlarged by other volunteers and they stood, heads bowed in the fine drizzle, silent with their own thoughts. How many times had it washed backwards and forwards in the tides before emerging in this reduced form? Beatrice looked across the water and the child was standing opposite, quite still and she wanted to wave but the object in her hand caused her to pause. Moments later the figure was gone, scampering across the mud and gravel.

         Later the police arrived, two men in uniform who slipped on latex gloves to solemnly examine the fragment before declaring that it would need to go to forensics. They took names and made a note of where the object had been found and then they were gone, the skull in a transparent plastic bag, their radios crackling as they walked back to the embankment steps. By now the river had risen to within a few feet of the metal containers and the group began to disperse, hosing the mud off their boots and pulling off their thick socks. Before long a tug would come and tow the rubbish away to a land-fill site down river to create a different archaeology for another generation to discover. Beatrice cleaned her waterproof gloves, placed them together but just before she laid them with the others in a large container she looked at the palm of the right glove, the one that had supported the piece of skull. She remembered the shape of the eye sockets and it was only then that she realised how small the whole skull must have been and that it might have been that of a child. She sat down again overtaken by an immense sadness quite out of proportion to the event and at one and the same time she understood why but chose, as she nearly always did, to ignore it.

         Her phone chirruped and real life intruded. It was a message from her boss, the man who’d greeted her with such false pleasure at the award ceremony and who was now inviting her to a meeting the following day.

         ‘We were all thrilled at your Bafta, Triss.’ She remembered his open arms as she walked back to her table, swinging the statuette in her right hand. ‘Yours was the stand out success of the night, in a category of its own. I’m – we’re – thrilled for you.’ She marvelled at these words, spoken by the chief executive, for he had been notably reluctant to let her make the films in the first place and, apart from the fact that he had once tried to get into her knickers, she was fairly certain he had never liked her. Certainly she had little time for him.

         And was she delighted? Was it worth the effort of pushing the stone up the slope? How many of those who slapped her back that night had been willing to stab it only moments before?

         ‘Of course,’ she remembered saying, avoiding his eyes and shortly afterwards excusing herself to go to the lavatory.

         She looked back at the text on the screen and the phone vibrated again. It informed her that the meeting would take place over lunch at a well known restaurant where being seen was more important than the food being served. She was now a trophy herself, a Bafta award winner and he wanted to display her whilst she still glittered.

         The foreshore had now been swallowed up and the appearance of the river had changed yet again, fuller and more threatening, the currents pushing against the old wooden jetty and swirling angrily behind. Where the skull had been found was now under a metre of water and any other treasures would remain hidden until the river breathed in again and shrank back to offer another tantalising glimpse of the past.

         Beatrice Palmenter sat on a bench along the embankment wall and despite the grey skies and the continuing drizzle, closed her eyes. Her breathing slowed and in that no man’s land between sleeping and waking, a smile appeared on her face for only now did she make the connection between the eyeless mask of the Bafta statuette and the fragment of skull and in her mind the two images were merged, one mixing into the other and slowly coming towards her so that she entered one eye and through it to the other. She saw a child running, apparently weightless, her strides unnaturally long, her arms outstretched so that at any moment she might have taken off, so real that Beatrice involuntarily raised her arm in salute. 

      

   


   
      

         
            CHAPTER TWO

         

         She runs because her life depends on it. She runs because her father’s life depends on it. She runs because her mother had fear in her voice. So she speeds from her home on to a track which many years later will become Lombard Street and where one day the tip of the morning shadow of the NatWest building will fall, over the track where the lion and bison have lain hidden for ten thousand years and will remain undisturbed for a millennium more, on down the slow incline where her legs promise to go faster than she is able to follow, over the patch of mud where a year ago the Viking had dropped the arrowhead that would survive the Great Fire and the Blitz, the slope getting steeper now so that she can see the line of water at the end of the path that at some future date will be cobbled to withstand the tread of a million feet belonging to those who, like her, will travel oblivious over a bowl of Roman coins hidden for safety and forgotten until the tunnels for the Underground are excavated, the noise of the men out on the river being carried towards her on the cold, east wind which, even at her young age, she knows will speed their enemies’ arrival, to come at last to the marshy shore hardly able to speak, to look breathless along the line of the bridge in search of her father, somewhere at its broken centre, replacing timbers that in years to come will be puzzled over by those who will wonder if they had truly belonged to the first London Bridge. The river is high and she can see it moving beneath her, carrying secrets in its belly, the whorls and eddies racing below through the cracks in the timbers, making her feel unsteady so that she holds out her arms to regain her balance.

         She feels the wind catch her cropped hair and she is staring so intently at the men on the bridge that she fails to see her father only feet away. And then he snatches her up and tells her not to worry but to return home and look after her mother, all will be well. She looks into his eyes and embraces him. She knows about his fear for he has already lost a son and a daughter, her brother and sister. She smells his smell and is happy for that moment to rest in his arms.

         She returns up the slope from the river, where St Clement’s Church will one day stand, but just before the gentle incline claims her, turns and looks back at the scene.

         Wooden pins and rope hold the final section of the bridge in place and she can see the men dispersing, some southwards over the ground where the market is held and where the market can still be found, others northwards into what will become the City, to return armed and protected and ready to give their lives for their families. The smoke from several encampments rises into the grey sky where, exactly a thousand years later, the fireworks will explode at the arrival of the third millennium.

      

   


   
      

         
            CHAPTER THREE

         

         In the end, it was Joshua who had ditched her, in his precise, designer’s way.

         ‘There’s something missing in you, a part, a piece of machinery. Emotional, I mean.’

         She watched him fold a napkin into a neat square and move the salt and pepper pots symmetrically to the centre of the kitchen table before continuing. He had not been at her apartment when she had returned home from the Thames but had reappeared early that morning, having prepared his ultimatum.

         ‘I don’t think this relationship is doing me any good.’

         What Joshua was saying to her came as no surprise. She’d heard it before and not only from him and her impatience to have this chapter over and done with, zipped shut, was typical although what she was sensing now was not the chance of freedom once again, but a narrowing of options and a faint whiff of panic and claustrophobia. All she could do was shrug, whether in sympathy for him or for herself, she couldn’t be certain.

         ‘I know,’ he said. ‘You’ve got nothing to say. You can make films exploring people’s feelings but you can’t use the same approach to yourself.’

         As admonishments went, it was fairly accurate and the reason she offered no defence was due to the fact that she didn’t have one and so she gave another shrug, further confirming Joshua’s indignation. He was a neat, tidy man and the process of moving his possessions from her flat was equally precise and orderly and so by late morning Joshua Myers might just as well not have existed in her life. She should have known this that first night she spent in his apartment in Camden, shortly after they met, when she tiptoed to the bathroom in the early morning and saw, next to the lavatory, the magazine which proclaimed on its cover “The Thirty Fonts You Can’t Live Without”.

         The Tube jolted her awake and a distorted voice informed her that they were being held to regulate the service and that they would be moving again shortly. She would be slightly late, which irritated her because that is what he would have expected and no part of her wanted to be second-guessed by the man with whom she was about to have lunch. Ahead of her Graham Roth would be waiting, no doubt receiving visits from other tables, joking with the maitre-d’, holding court in his inimitable way. She had worked for him for three years and it surprised her that never once had she been remotely seduced by this exterior charm, the blatant manipulation of those around him for his own ends. At a post production party at the conclusion of her first series, he had followed her towards the cloakroom and clumsily tried to kiss her and her resistance had taken them both by surprise. Life was complicated enough without sleeping with the boss, although she accepted that her denial of Graham Roth, Chief Executive of The Digital Corporation, was an exception rather than a rule. What made him any different from Joshua Myers?

         She fought her way off the train, pushing between a group of Japanese tourists for whom this overcrowded platform was more or less what they were used to but who wanted to take pictures of each other in front of the Tube sign. She skirted around them, part of a faster stream of people who knew where they were going, emerging into the light of Oxford Street and turning towards Mayfair. She noticed that a small line of Thames’ mud was lodged under one corner of the nail of her little finger on her right hand and whilst puzzling at how it had remained there, felt oddly comforted that she was carrying a reminder of yesterday’s adventure. She was familiar with the restaurant where he was waiting and knowing that Graham Roth did nothing by accident, wondered why he had chosen it as a place to meet, apart from it being a useful venue for showing off his prize winner. Would this be the second man she would cross swords with today?

         The Brasserie des Ouvriers was neither a brasserie nor was it for workers, at least not in the sense the French used both words. This was brasserie Michelin-style, a film-set background for expensive food and whilst at lunchtime its diners certainly worked, they came from the world of finance, fashion and the media and had little connection to factory workers and lorry drivers. Graham Roth sat under a large mirror promoting Ancre Pils from Strasbourg. He didn’t stand up when she arrived but merely offered her the seat with its back to the restaurant with an nonchalant wave of his hand. Even in this brief moment of greeting he took his eyes off her to see if anyone had registered her arrival. She didn’t like the man and yet she was amused at how little time it had taken to once again reaffirm this fact. He gave the briefest nod to a waiter who handed her a glass of champagne and before she had said a word, he raised his glass to hers and the lunch began.

         I am thirty-six years old, Beatrice Palmenter told herself and I am being lunched by one of the most powerful men in television and I am frankly indifferent and barely curious about what might follow. The component parts of why she felt like this were all contained within her, she knew, but they had not presented themselves in a pattern she could fully comprehend.

         ‘Did you celebrate at the weekend, Triss?’

         She was not fond of this reduction of her name and certainly not happy that he used it with such an assumption of intimacy. Thinking of Joshua, it crossed her mind that it was only men she didn’t like that shortened it in this way. The mirror above her was hung slightly forward so that she could see the restaurant reflected and could watch the other diners playing their own games of question and answer.

         ‘I removed panty liners from the shores of the Thames,’ she said.

         ‘Are you researching something for a new film?’ he replied without missing a beat.

         ‘Not as such. I was invited by a friend.’ She straightened her knife. ‘Do you know the Isle of Dogs?’

         ‘Not intimately, no.’

         ‘You should go. It’s quite restorative.’

         The verbal skirmishing continued over the hors d’oeuvres but the main course, both in terms of the food and the purpose of the meal, arrived at the same time.

         ‘What do you have in mind for your next project?’

         The way he asked the question made Beatrice aware that she didn’t need to answer and so, not for the first time that day, she shrugged and gave the impression that it might be this and it might be that.

         Graham Roth played with his sea bream, splitting the fillet in half and dividing it yet again before taking a neat mouthful.

         ‘Do you remember what this restaurant used to be, in a previous incarnation?’

         Of course she did, but she was going to wait for him to make the running, to declare himself as he surely would. In the distance she had glimpsed a possible motive for the lunch, beyond the celebratory.

         ‘You once touched on it in a proposal.’

         ‘I did, indeed.’ She was about to add “and it was rubbished from a great height” but that would have given him too much advantage.

         ‘Did you ever eat here when it was Chez Joseph?’

         ‘I would have been a child,’ she said, ‘but I knew those who did.’ The names were all on the list I gave you in my pitch, but you never read, she said in her head adding, also unspoken, why are you taking an interest again all of a sudden?

         ‘I’ve dug out the proposal you outlined a couple of years ago. I wonder if we shouldn’t revisit it.’

         She waited, again unwilling to play the game until he’d declared his hand.

         Once upon a time, in what now seemed another life, she had gone out with a chef who was beginning to make a name for himself and through him had met Joseph Troumeg, the celebrated food writer and restaurateur. He was in his early seventies then, but still carried about him the aura and glitter of the glory days when his name was on everyone’s lips. He had recently sold his group of restaurants and was, much to his displeasure, slipping from the public eye to be replaced, well, by people like her old boyfriend.

         ‘Hello, my name is Joseph Troumeg. The ‘g’ is silent,’ he had said in a routine she knew he had repeated many times, ‘unlike me.’ And, unlike Graham Roth, he had stood to meet her and had given a small bow as he introduced himself before ushering her into the best seat in the restaurant. During the next two and half hours Joseph Troumeg gave a bravura performance, sketching out his life in elaborate and amusing detail, stopping now and then to hear about her job and praising her boyfriend for his fabulous cooking. The following morning she had Googled him and was fascinated to read many of the quotes which were word for word what he had said to her over dinner. She took her researches further, phoning several of his ex-colleagues and one or two journalists, but she only heard more or less the same potted history.

         A few days later he called and invited her down to Deal, where he had a small house. How could she resist? The ‘small house’ turned out to be a double-fronted stuccoed villa just off the front decorated in what he described as ‘magpie camp’. There was reason for this invitation to the coast, of course. He continued his smooth encapsulation of his life, before handing her a folder which had a studied photograph of him on the cover and the grand title ‘JOSEPH TRO UMEG: A LIFE IN FOO D’. It outlined a series of programmes in which he revisited some of his favourite haunts, told a potted history of his life and cooked appropriate dishes to camera. From the look of the folder it had been through a few hands, although the practised restaurateur made her feel that she was its first recipient. She saw him a couple of times in London, where he had a flat in Chelsea and came to like the man who happily described himself as the outsider who transformed British cooking and eating. Her fascination was not so much to do with his celebrity – he counted queens, princesses and film stars as his disciples – but with the smoothly polished and repeated history of his life and times.

         She had no intention of doing a cookery show so she put together a proposal for a documentary which might easily have had the same title even though it had a rather different purpose, an exploration of why Joseph Troumeg, born in France, should have become so successful in a country not noted for its love of food or indeed the French. She wanted to explore the strange fascination with the restaurateur and investigate his background and influences. She showed the idea to Troumeg who was distinctly lukewarm. ‘They don’t want to know about all that,’ he’d said. ‘They want the glamour and the cooking and the fancy locations.’ Nevertheless she had pressed ahead and shown the proposal to Graham Roth and this lunchtime she remembered his words as though they had been spoken to her yesterday.

         ‘A bit old hat, isn’t he? Hasn’t he been somewhat overtaken?’

         ‘I think there’s a bit more than meets the eye,’ she had replied. She couldn’t have substantiated that remark for it was instinctual and not based on much fact, but her nose for these things was usually accurate. ‘He’s a fascinating man who would make a very good story, one way or the other. And he really did make a difference to the way we look at food.’

         Graham Roth had shaken his head and that was the end of it. Until today. But she wasn’t going to ask him why the change of heart. He took two mouthfuls of strawberry panna cotta before continuing.

         ‘We’ve had an approach from an agent in association with a publisher. They think Joseph Troumeg is due for a revival. Isn’t this what you think?’

         ‘Not really. I thought he was an interesting man. I think he would have to be dead before we could revive him. Why do you think it might work now but dismissed it so quickly two years ago?’ Her tone was just as cold as she meant it to be.

         ‘Then, Beatrice, I judged the time not to be right. But things move on, do they not?’ Graham Roth usually got what he wanted and although his response did not quite have the same edge as hers, it nevertheless contained the ultimatum, take it or leave it.

         ‘It would be a different sort of cookery show,’ he said finally.

         She thought at first that she wouldn’t respond to this, but her irritation got the better of her. ‘But it wouldn’t be a cookery show. It would be a documentary.’

         ‘I’m sure you’d find a way of combining both formats,’ he concluded. ‘One way or the other, you won’t be able to avoid food. Anyway, think about it and let me know.’ With that he changed the subject and the meal quickly ran its course.

         The Tube back was less crowded and she sat slumped in the seat, her left ankle propped on her right knee and wondered precisely where she was, other than on the District Line rattling along the side of the Thames to Aldgate. Graham Roth was offering her a chance to make the film that she had more or less proposed and not so long ago was keen to make. And now she was resisting the idea and she tried to establish why. One of the answers was easy: it wasn’t the film Joseph Troumeg wanted and she would have to persuade him to participate. She realised, though, that she was in the grip of a larger malaise only part of which was caused by the whimsical and offhand way Graham Roth had offered her the project. She hunched lower in the seat and felt her body move as the train swayed its subterranean passage eastwards.

      

   


   
      

         
            CHAPTER FOUR

         

         She does not look back again, her bare feet carrying her up the hill away from the river and she thinks that what she can’t see might never happen. There is a quietness about the house, her mother stooped at the workbench, her back to the door working on a tiny axe head outlined in gold which she had seen her beginning the night before. Her mother hugs her, kissing the top of her head before tracing its shape with the palms of her hands and she looks up and tells her, as she herself had been told by her father, not to be frightened. But as she does, she remembers only too clearly their recent flight from their settlement in the west, burned and pillaged by the invaders, her mother’s workshop destroyed and her precious stones, glass, amber, garnets scattered in the earth to sink for generations. The girl runs the tips of her fingers around the gold rim of the axe and admires her mother for transforming a weapon of war into an object of beauty. Her mother continues to work on the small pendant but she herself is thinking of the men on the bridge which is, at one and the same time, the place she wants to be and where she does not. She slips out of the house and heads back to the point above the river where she often sits to watch the merchant ships arrive from places whose names she has never heard. From here she would watch her mother trade with the sailors, swapping a finished necklace or ring for a bundle of coloured stones, orange, ruby and emerald. But now the ships and sailors below have a different purpose and she wants to cover her face with her hands but can’t help but watch what happens next. In some ways she knows already and is merely witnessing a confirmation.

         By the time the Norsemen’s longboats appear on the eastward approach of the river, the men had gathered on the bridge and the quays to the north, just beneath her. Somewhere her father is with them. She can see they are wiser now and better armed with their long spears and shields lined up in defiance of an enemy they are beginning to know and understand. In amongst the closely formed ranks, she imagines her father is thinking of the beauty that his wife creates, the amulets dripping with pendants, the fabulous geometric brooches, the bracelets in gold and silver, all the colours that sparkled in his life.

         This time the defenders are determined to keep the bridge intact and a protective wall of shields flanks the down river side. The longboats come relentlessly closer, no fearful pause in their progress. On the brow of the hill, unseen to her father, she watches from what will later be the top of Pudding Lane. From this distance the viciousness of the battle is muted, although the sounds of clashing metal and the cries of the men carry distorted up the slope. She has lived twelve years, each one punctuated by conflict like this and the spectacle unfolding in front of her is just a normal part of her childhood. She can see the boats manoeuvre alongside the bridge in a vain attempt to attach ropes, each one repelled in a shower of spears. A longboat breaks away to land at one of the quays on the near shore and the roar of the Norsemen is frightening. In the various melees and with shields raised in front of their faces, it is not possible for her to make out her father but each man that falls sends a blow to her heart. A second wall of shields holds the attackers by the quay and gradually they are pushed back to the water, not turning to run but stepping backwards as they fight towards the protection of their boat.

         Out in the centre of the bridge she senses the last moments of the life of her father are about to happen. Does she imagine how it ends? Does she see the axe that is thrown from the deck of a longship? She hopes that her father neither sees its flight nor feels its blow. He tumbles from the bridge and is dead before he hits the water, his body to float down river to slowly decompose, to wash in and out with the tides, the parts of this loving father, carpenter and farmer, deposited here and there on river bed and foreshore, his skull finally coming to rest in the mud at the mouth of the Walbrook, close by where the Cannon Street railway bridge will stand and where, precisely nine hundred and three years later, it will be wrongly identified as that of a Roman soldier slain and beheaded by a Celtic attacker and offered to the river in sacrifice.

         Somehow she knows what has happened even if she hasn’t seen it. When the longboats have departed and the defenders regroup to repair their wounds and assess the damage wrought by the attack, he is not one of their number. A search up river fails to produce his body and they know what she knows, that he has been taken by the waters and lost forever. On the hill she accepts that she will never see her father again, grateful for their final moments on the bridge. When eventually she comes home to have the news confirmed, she embraces her mother and senses in that moment that she is different, that she has been handed, unspoken, a new responsibility, the gift of continuity. 

      

   


   
      

         
            CHAPTER FIVE

         

         Beatrice Palmenter could not have told you what she had been thinking as the train arrived at Monument, but in the few seconds it took to orientate herself she became conscious of a feeling of dread, a weight pressing on her chest, a physical reaction to an unspecified event. She found that she was gripping the red shiny armrest for support whilst trying desperately to remember what she had been thinking, or dreaming, in the moments before. However unpleasant her lunch with Graham Roth she couldn’t imagine that it would produce such a response and she folded her arms across her chest for protection and comfort. As the Tube continued on its way, the unease began to subside and she became more alert to the feeling and its possible cause. The images in her mind were unformed and just out of reach but they seemed just as real as the carriage in which she was travelling. She was returning to an apartment which would contain the smell and reverberations, real or imaginary, of another failed relationship, having spent two hours with a man whose judgements and manner she thoroughly disliked. Although he had offered her a project that she herself had proposed not long ago, he had done it without affection, the production simply a way of holding on to her so that he, himself, could benefit from her status. It was easy to see how both events might have depressed or angered her, but then she had actually wanted the end of the relationship with Joshua and rather liked the idea of making a film about Troumeg. But contained in her feelings was fear and she knew that neither man had the ability to produce this in her. The Tube passed onwards, under the City to Aldgate and she emerged blinking into the bright afternoon sun, none the wiser nor, as she was ready to accept, willing to question any deeper.

         Joshua might just as well have never existed. He had removed all trace of himself from the flat and his absence had the finality of death. She wandered from room to room and concluded that even a forensic expert would have been hard pushed to find evidence of his domicile.

         She had a message on her landline from the friend who had introduced her to 4Shore, the charity she had helped at the weekend.

         ‘Hi, it’s Amanda. Thought you’d like to know about our dramatic find by the Thames. The police have just let us know that it isn’t recent and therefore they don’t want to know about it any more. But they think it might be very old, so they’ve sent it to a, let’s have a look, an osteoarchaeologist – bit of a mouthful – to have it dated. They confirm it’s probably a child, which makes you think doesn’t it? Give us a call when you can.’

         There was a chirpiness about Amanda Lodge which clashed with Beatrice’s mood and, she thought, with the information she was conveying since her friend was the proud mother of a one year old boy. Amanda was an extremely able producer with whom Beatrice had worked on two drama-documentaries and her effortless good humour and attention to detail had made them natural companions. Beatrice sat on the edge of her bed and thought about the information she had just received, about that other distant life and she lay back on the pillows and stared at the ceiling. The room was hers again now and she could lie here without fear of offending or irritating anyone. She didn’t have to accommodate the whims and foibles of a partner, or listen to music she didn’t like or face the prospect of an evening with his friends. She could do what she wanted and whereas once upon a time this would have pleased her, it now brought a continued sense of foreboding. Restless, she got up and paced the room and registered the distant bells of St Leonard’s sending out their message of hope, or warning, she wasn’t sure which. She reached up to a top shelf for a box file and took out its contents and spread them on the bed. Here were the details she had amassed of the childhood and career of Joseph Troumeg which she now re-read, along with the notes from the conversations with some of his friends and colleagues. She preferred his title to hers – Joseph Troumeg: Set Menu – but it didn’t quite convey the feeling that Joseph Troumeg’s life had been neatly portioned and presented to the public by the man himself, a series of pre-prepared finished dishes. It was the very neatness of this history that alerted her for this was a resumé prepared by an expert in the art of presentation and, she thought, obfuscation. But how, she asked herself, was he any different from other celebrities who, over a period of time, came to believe the half-truths and lies they peddled about themselves?

         Joseph Troumeg, according to his own embroidered account, was the result of anti-Semitism, the union of a French woman and an American journalist. How often had she read his words on his own genesis: “My mother was a beauty by all accounts, probably Spanish in origin, hence her unusual height, but unmistakeably – and unashamedly, let me tell you, Jewish. Cultured though the French undoubtedly are, they are not keen on Jews and in the mid-30s she suffered the sort of prejudice that we might find intolerable now, although, believe me, it still goes on. My father had been covering the approach of the Civil War in Spain and was now trying to alert the world to what was happening in France but America then was not concerned about France or Jews. Nor, I suppose, was England. It seems they met in a street at the foot of Montmartre, when she was being abused by a gang out looking for Jews. He stepped in and – voilà – before long, moi.”

         This account had about it an undoubted ring of romance, touched with drama and intrigue and it had been often repeated, not least by the man himself when they met in Deal three years earlier. He had come to Britain in the late fifties although all the stories of these years begin with the same throw-away quote “…why one should have come to Britain to learn about food in those days, I can’t think.” She found, in a cutting about his stage at the Dorchester in his twenties, comments which had followed him through life, polished to perfection along the way. “She was a fine and distinguished lady, but she’d been doing the same old dishes for longer than she could remember. Sure, I learned the disciplines of the kitchen but when I suggested changes I was regarded as an upstart and sent back to my station with a flea in my ear. Although I was young I had already discovered in France tastes and techniques that were way beyond what was on offer here. For this I am grateful for my parent’s housekeeper, Monique, a true gem of a woman, who first set free my culinary imagination.”

         And so the story of Joseph Troumeg’s conquest continued, the establishment of Troumeg Fine Dining, one of the earliest bespoke caterers, where Joseph Troumeg would visit the homes of the great and the good and cook personally for their dinner parties. Then the early books and, in the sixties, the first of what would be many Joseph restaurants, franchised here and in America. She read it all again, the growing success, the accumulated wealth, the houses in Chelsea, Knightsbridge, New York and France, the TV series, the gradual creation of an iconic figure. It was a life unencumbered by a partner or the demands of children, blemish free except where Troumeg himself injected drama for the sake of effect. Beatrice had, nevertheless, fallen under his spell, for he was charming and attentive and the narrative of his success was compelling and immediate, packaged like an oven-ready screenplay to be simply heated up and served to an expectant audience. Why couldn’t she just dish this up again? It was what Graham Roth would have been all too happy with, a mix of celebrity interviews, foreign locations, beautifully shot food with a dash of Joseph Troumeg’s wit.

         Unable to give perspective to what she had been re-reading, she broke away from the potted history laid out on the bed to return Amanda’s call.

         ‘Joshua has gone and Roth has offered me the Troumeg project,’ she declared without preamble.

         ‘Is there a connection?’

         ‘Well, I’m free of one and free to do the other.’

         ‘So what’s the problem?’

         ‘I don’t really know.’

         ‘So, let me get this straight, as far as I can see you didn’t really want to be with Joshua anyway and you used to be keen on the Troumeg film. Am I missing something?’

         ‘No, I think it’s me that’s missing something. Anyway, tell me about our find in the Thames.’

         ‘You don’t want to talk about it, then?’

         ‘Well, yes and no.’

         ‘I’ve heard that before. So, the skull then. Probably a child and since I left the message they’ve sent me more details. This osteoarchaeologist at the museum is – hang on a mo’ – Doctor Harold Wesley and he’s doing some tests at the moment. Says we can call him for progress.’

         Beatrice copied down the contact number and then abruptly switched back to the earlier conversation.

         ‘You know I can’t bear Roth and maybe that’s stopping me making up my mind. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.’

         Amanda Lodge, at the other end of the line, noted her friend’s hesitation and regarded it as a positive development for the instinctive, confident Beatrice Palmenter often committed herself too quickly and then had to suffer the consequences of her actions for a long time afterwards.

         ‘Wouldn’t you have to do a fair bit of research,’ she volunteered, ‘a lot of it in France? Maybe this would give you an opportunity to have a break from what’s been going on here.’

         ‘Or maybe it would just be a continuation of what I’ve been doing before. Joshua thinks, thought, that I was good at exploring other people’s feelings, but not my own.’

         ‘And you think he might be right?’

         Some part of Beatrice hoped that Amanda might have dismissed such a notion and she was rather disappointed by her querying response and so, even though she was on the phone, she shrugged her shoulders and said nothing.

         ‘I gather from your silence that there’s an element of truth here.’

         ‘For God’s sake, Amanda, I thought you were a friend. Of course I think there’s an element of truth,’ here imitating her friend’s voice… ‘it’s just a bit hard to admit to.’

         ‘Yes, well, can’t you tell Roth that you need a couple of weeks to give some shape to the project before you give him a definitive answer and spend a bit of time in France for some r and r? What else are you going to do? And if you decide to do it as a drama, you know who to ask to produce it…’

         ‘To tell you the truth, I don’t know what drama there is in the story in the first place. It’s only a hunch I have that maybe there’s something contained in his history that might add a little zest to the over neat version of his life.’

         ‘But you’re good at that, Beatrice. Follow it. But don’t give up on thinking what dear departed Joshua had to say.’

         ‘And I thought you were a friend.’

         ‘Oh, but I am, Beatrice Palmenter, I am.’

         Although she was not prepared to admit it, Amanda’s intimation that she should perhaps take time to look at herself had taken Beatrice aback and for the moment, as she had been doing for as long as she could remember, she wanted to shrug it off. She looked down on the Commercial Road and the lines of traffic inching forwards opposite each other under the imposing stare of Christ Church and did what might have been expected of her and changed the subject by phoning the number of the expert at the museum. It took a little time to be put through to Dr Harold Wesley who she imagined might be a crusty septuagenarian rarely allowed to see the light of day. In this, as in other recent assumptions, she was proved wrong.

         ‘Hello, Harry here,’ a pleasant voice told her.

         Beatrice explained that she had been part of the group that had found the skull and it was clear from his response that he was only too glad to talk about the discovery.

         ‘It’s very old,’ he said and she could hear the excitement in his voice, ‘probably Anglo-Saxon, although we’re still waiting final analysis on that. From the few teeth we’ve got, he or she was in good shape and had a pretty good life, although we’re still not sure what happened in the end. Clearly a child, although we can’t be sure of the sex.’

         ‘I’m astonished you can tell so much already.’

         ‘Oh, believe me, there’s a lot more to come,’ he replied, clearly pleased.

         It was a surprise when he asked her if she wanted to come to the museum to learn more and she readily agreed, but it was an even greater surprise when, after she’d said yes and rung off, she burst into tears.

      

   


   
      

         
            CHAPTER SIX

         

         She searches the banks of the river up from the bridge, following its sinuous turns as far as the remains of the settlement where she was born, where the drunks and the homeless now shout their abuse in the gardens by the watergate, but there is no sign of her father’s body. At this point the current of the river stops and rests before flowing outwards again, taking her with it, all the time looking at objects floating in the water. She knows about death and she is proud that her father had died in battle but she wants him to be buried with the other dead, along with the possessions he loved. It would be dark in an hour and she knows that her mother will be worried and she begins to run again, her bare feet in the soft mud left by the departing water, a lone spirit in the marshy ground.
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