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This book is for Euan, who wouldn’t


give up, and my grandparents,


Mary and Harry and Edith and Ab,


who were young, and are never forgotten.






















 







 







 







 







Speech after long silence; it is right,


…Unfriendly lamplight hid under its shade,


The curtains drawn upon unfriendly night,


W. B. YEATS, ‘AFTER LONG SILENCE’
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BEFOREHAND





I’ve been told, by people more experienced at writing, that the hardest part of telling any story is the search for its beginning, and its end. I might add that it’s harder still when telling a true story, because truth does not allow for tidy endings.


The beginning was a problem in itself, in that this story started long before my birth. In many ways, it isn’t even properly my story; yet I chose, at last, to start where I came into it, and let the tales of those who came before me weave their way into the narrative.


Not everyone who spoke to me survived. And there were stories I learnt later, that were placed throughout the book as random flashbacks, for the sake of keeping everything in order. But for the most part, what I wrote was nothing more than a chronology of strange, confusing days, and what I saw, and what I lived, and what was told to me.


The ending didn’t come till I was nearly done revising my first draft.


It came, not in the form of inspiration, but by messenger, with flowers, for my birthday.


 The dog heard the knock at the door before I did – he usually does – and I opened the door with a hand on his collar. Without the dog there at my side, I would never have opened my door to a stranger. Not even a smiling young man holding flowers.


But the flowers were roses. Tea roses. And when I saw them I knew straight away who’d sent them. It was, after all, my birthday, and although he was out of the country I knew that he wouldn’t have let the day pass without some sign to show he’d remembered.


With the roses came a box – not large, just the size of a bottle of wine, and about the same weight. It was wrapped twice: the first time in tidy brown paper, and under that, prettier tissue, with ribbons.


I sat down to open it, carefully working the knots. The box itself was very plain, and lined with wads of newspaper – Italian, from the look of it. I thought, at first, he’d sent a statuette, some kind of sculpture. It felt heavy in my hand. But then I turned it, and the paper fell away, and I could see exactly what it was.


Time stopped. At least, it seemed to stop. And then, in that peculiar way it sometimes has, it shifted, and it took me with it, back to that first morning on the grey steps of St Paul’s, in London.


But that won’t mean anything to you, yet – you won’t understand, unless I make a better start, and tell the story through from the beginning.




 





I first met Andrew Deacon on the morning of the day he died.


It bothered me, afterwards, how little I remembered him. Someone who changes your life the way Deacon changed mine should, by rights, be remembered, imprinted indelibly onto your brain, and I found it disturbing that though I had talked to him, shaken his hand, I could not with closed eyes shape his image; that through everything that followed he remained as insubstantial as a shadow at my shoulder, the impression of a man and nothing more.


How much of that was my fault and how much could be put down to Deacon himself I never would know. His life had depended for so long on his being average, on not being seen, that even if I’d studied him properly, really looked hard at him, it might not have made any difference. I wish I had tried. But that morning in September I saw only one more grey old man in overcoat and hat, and I was busy.

















CHAPTER ONE


England







I saw the world and yet I was not seen;


My thread is cut and yet it is not spun,


And now I live, and now my life is done.


CHIDIOCK TICHBORNE, ‘ELEGY’




















WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMBER 13





‘Do you have the time?’ the voice asked, at my shoulder.


I hadn’t been aware of the older man sitting beside me, but when I glanced up he was there. Mentally I registered the overcoat and hat; assessed the voice, an English voice, politely middle class. I glanced at the time display ticking at the bottom of my laptop’s screen.


‘It’s ten to ten.’


‘Thank you.’ He didn’t comment on my accent. Some people did when they were making conversation, but this man said nothing. He had taken a seat a respectable two feet away, leaning forward with elbows on knees, gazing down at the taxis and cars passing by. ‘Here for the trial, are you?’ he asked.


How he’d managed to deduce that I didn’t know – I wouldn’t have thought that my occupation was that obvious, but then maybe he’d simply been reading over my shoulder. I gave a vague dismissive nod, not wanting to encourage him. The fact that I’d resumed my typing didn’t put him off.


‘A most interesting case, don’t you think? He doesn’t look the type, but then they don’t, always.’


Oh, please, I thought, not now, but it was too late – I could sense him settling in and getting comfortable, preparing for a chat.


At any other time that wouldn’t have annoyed me. I found the trial interesting myself, and didn’t mind discussing it. After all, it wasn’t very often we Canadians had something so sensational to follow involving one of our own – in this case a Winnipeg dentist who was, the Crown argued, a serial murderer, having spent fifteen years here in England methodically killing off strangers and assuming their identities, like a hermit crab fitting itself into one abandoned shell after another, discarding them once they’d outlived their usefulness. The case was a hard one to prove, and we journalists were often found debating in the pub around the corner at the end of each day’s testimony.


But this morning I didn’t have time to debate. This morning the jury, having been out two full days, was widely expected to come back with its verdict, and I, like my colleagues, was sticking as close as I could to the Old Bailey, waiting for word.


It was a good morning for waiting outdoors. Late September in London had always been one of my favourite times of the year, when the sun that so often stayed hidden in summer could suddenly break through for days at a stretch, bringing just enough warmth to soften the edge of the chill morning air.


I liked London. Liked working in London. My very first foreign assignment, in fact, had been here, and I’d fallen in love with the city – the tangible history, the bustle, the pulse of the river, the endless arterial flow of its traffic through streets that smelt sharply of diesel exhaust. I hadn’t been here in eight months, and I’d missed it. This current assignment, on that count, had come as a welcome surprise.


Ordinarily I wasn’t sent to cover trials – I was only a business reporter – but I’d been covering the latest Bombardier deal in Paris, conveniently close, from my editor’s viewpoint. She’d known that I wouldn’t say no, even though it would mean another week living out of my suitcase. And I hadn’t said no. I knew full well whatever success I enjoyed at my newspaper came from not letting my editor down.


Which was why I was sitting here now, on the broad steps of St Paul’s Cathedral, my third morning coffee grown cold on the hard stone beside me, bent over my laptop at work on two alternate articles, one for each verdict the jury might reach, so that when they did finally return I could fire the appropriate article off without delay. I was nearly finished now. A few more lines to go; a few more phrases to be tightened…


The old man beside me went on in his mild voice, ‘I should imagine it’s a fascinating job you have, observing other people’s lives. Telling their stories.’ He paused, but I didn’t get the sense that he was waiting for me to contribute anything. He was still looking out at the street, not at me. ‘I have a story I could tell you, if you’re interested. Not anything like this’ – he nodded at my laptop, in a reference to the trial – ‘but there’s a murder in it, just the same.’


‘Oh, yes?’ I said vaguely, my mind working to come up with a more common word for ‘hubris’.


‘An old murder, but one still deserving of justice.’


I didn’t say anything that time, just made a faint sound.


 ‘But you’re busy,’ he told me, and started to stand in that cautiously creaking way old men do. ‘I’m staying in town the night – ring my hotel if you like, we’ll have dinner. My card,’ he said, handing it down. His hand stayed outstretched, so I shook it politely, dismissively. Two steps below me he stopped and turned. ‘Oh, and do say hello to your grandmother for me. I hope that she’s well?’


I looked up at that. Frowning faintly I said, in a slow voice, ‘She’s very well, thank you.’


‘I thought that she might be.’ He smiled. Turned away. Then he paused for an instant and briefly turned back. ‘You have her eyes, you know.’ He’d very clearly meant that as a compliment, but even as that registered he’d started moving off again.


Bewildered, I lowered my gaze to the card he had given me. Andrew Deacon, it read, and below that an address in Hampshire that he’d neatly crossed out with a stroke of his pen to write, in its place, The Fielding Hotel, Covent Garden, with a phone number. Now how on earth, I wondered, did this man know my grandmother? More to the point, how had he known who I was?


I looked up and called: ‘Mr Deacon!’


In spite of his slowness to stand he had moved with surprising speed for someone his age, and had already reached the street, too far away to hear me. He was looking down… he didn’t see the car.


It all happened so very quickly. For all the times I would replay that scene in the strange days that came afterwards, the details would never grow clearer or easier to distinguish. There was the car, of course, but I only saw that for an instant – it came on fast and by the time I’d fully realised what had happened it had gone again, without so much as slowing down, just blending with the normal rush of traffic.


Nobody else seemed to take any notice.


The old man might have been a ghost, I thought, invisible to everyone but me…and I was frozen to my step in shock, unable to be any help. The clock kept ticking on across my laptop’s screen but time seemed not to move at all, until at last the first car stopped, and then another, and the kerb and sidewalk swelled with people, bending, peering, murmuring.


I saw a woman kneel to check the old man’s pulse. I held my breath.


And then she slowly stood, and faced the others, and I saw her shake her head.




 





‘Look, Kate, I know you’ve been upset by this, but keep it in perspective. After all,’ said Margot, setting a glass of white wine on the table in front of me before sliding into the booth with her own drink in hand, ‘it’s not as if you knew the man.’


She spoke in a tone I’d become very used to in the three years we’d known each other. Margot liked nothing better than giving advice. It was usually good advice – Margot had been in the business much longer than me. She was tougher, more worldly and, although at forty-four she was nearly twenty years my senior, she remained much more likely to grab male attention whenever we went out together. She was doing it now, on a Wednesday, in mid-afternoon, in this pub where we’d taken to meeting for drinks and a post-trial talk.


She wasn’t working this trial. Margot worked for her newspaper’s foreign desk, and a London trial wasn’t foreign news to her. But she was idling here right now between assignments, and she liked to act, with me, as something of a mentor.


She was watching me.


I moved my glass in aimless little squares across the tabletop. ‘But he knew me. He knew exactly who I was. He even knew my grandmother.’


‘Did he?’ This altered things. Her eyes grew faintly interested. ‘How curious. What else, exactly, did he say to you, this…?’


‘Deacon. Andrew Deacon.’ It seemed suddenly important to remember that, the dead man’s name. I’d remembered little else. I’d been trying all day to recall what he’d looked like, without success. I had his voice – some version of it – in my memory, but I couldn’t form the face. Each time I thought I caught a glimmer of a feature it would melt like sand beneath a running wave. I frowned, and turned my mind back. ‘Well, he said he had a story he could tell me…’


‘Oh, yes?’ Margot’s tone had dried. She, too, like me, had run the gauntlet of those people who, on learning we wrote for a living, backed us into a corner at parties and held us there, trapped, while they went on about their great ‘scoop’, their great story – ‘I’ll tell you, you write it, and we’ll split the profits…’


I shook my head. ‘It wasn’t like that, really. He was very sweet.’


‘And what was his story?’


‘Something about a murder.’ How had he phrased it? I tried to remember. ‘“An old murder, but one still deserving of justice.”’


‘And where did your grandmother come in?’


‘As he was leaving. He asked how she was doing.’


‘Ah. He called her by name, did he?’


‘No…’ He hadn’t, had he? ‘No, but then I only have the one,’ I said. ‘There’s only Grandma Murray. And besides, he told me that I had her eyes. I do.’


‘So one assumes he knew her fairly well?’


I couldn’t give an answer then…not then…just as I couldn’t tell her how the man had come to know who I was; how he’d known where he could find me.


‘Maybe,’ Margot theorised, ‘if this chap and your grandmother were friends, she might have told him you were here.’


‘My Grandma Murray? Not a chance. She doesn’t give out information like that, not to anyone. The Spanish Inquisition would have trouble finding out where I was staying.’


Margot smiled. She’d never actually met my grandmother, but she’d heard all my stories. ‘Still, I rather think that once you’ve had a chance to speak with her, you’ll find that’s what she’s done. It’s the only logical explanation.’ She took a drink. ‘How is she doing now, your grandmother? How’s she adjusting to having you home again?’


‘Fine, I guess. I thought she might have second thoughts, but actually we’re getting on OK. And it was crazy paying all that rent for that great big apartment when I wasn’t ever there.’


I knew that Margot thought that it was crazier to give up my own place, to live with family. It was something she’d have never done. But then, in her case, I could understand. I’d met her family. They were nuts.


 She said, ‘So, you’re heading back when? At the weekend?’


I shook my head. ‘Not until Tuesday. My editor wants me to do a few follow-up interviews. Talk to the victims’ families, the lawyers, you know. And anyway, I’m booked for Friday night. I’m going down to Kent.’


‘And what’s in Kent?’


‘Patrick’s parents are throwing a party.’


The sisterly advising look was back. ‘Now, Kate, I thought that wasn’t serious. I’ve told you my opinion of your Mr Damien-Pryce.’


‘It isn’t and you have,’ I said. ‘Repeatedly.’


‘Then why…?’


‘The party,’ I informed her, ‘is for Patrick’s Aunt Venetia.’


‘Ah.’ She nodded understanding then, and even smiled approval. ‘Sorry. My misunderstanding. I thought you’d gone off the rails, for a moment. But I’ll permit you to see Patrick if you’re using him to meet Venetia Radburn.’


That had, actually, been my main objective since I’d first run into Patrick Damien-Pryce last week at the Old Bailey, or, more properly, since he’d run into me, so deliberately by chance that I’d suspected from the outset chance had not had much to do with it.


To be honest, I’d grown weary of his obvious pursuit. Some women would have found it flattering, I knew. The man was gorgeous. And intelligent. And witty. And urbane, in a way that few men were these days – at least, men under fifty. His clothes always fit to perfection; he knew the right places to go, and the people who worked there knew him, and I was beginning to think he could walk through a windstorm without it disturbing his hair.


‘Rising young star in the criminal courts,’ was how Margot had summarised him, when I’d asked. ‘Took silk at an early age; has the right pedigree. Very ambitious. His being a lawyer is only a prelude to politics, I should think.’


Politics would suit him. He was slick – that was the only word that fit him – and I’d never trusted men like that.


I would have tried much harder to discourage him, if Margot hadn’t also said that Patrick was related to Venetia Radburn, grand old dame of British politics, who even in retirement was regularly entertained by heads of state when travelling.


I’d have given a lot to be introduced to the woman, so the prospect of spending the whole of Friday evening eating dinner with her in return for letting myself be chased round the table a few times by her good-looking great-nephew seemed – to me, at least – to be a bargain.


‘Just mind you keep your wits about you,’ Margot told me now, her voice not managing to hide her amusement. ‘People like the Damien-Pryces are bound to have a pile in the country’ – which was British-speak, I knew, for ‘giant house’ – ‘and I’ve seen first-hand how property affects you. You go all wobbly,’ she accused me, ‘in great houses.’


‘I do not.’


‘You do. I was with you at Blenheim, remember? Last year.’


‘That’s different. Blenheim is a palace.’


‘I’m only saying. Certain settings,’ she informed me, ‘seem to make you lose your proper sense of judgement.’


A male voice above my shoulder asked, ‘Which settings would those be, then?’ and Patrick himself, pint in hand, slid confidently into the booth beside me, his long body as always looking too cramped in the small space.


‘Sorry, that’s classified,’ I said, immune to the strength of his smile.


Margot, less welcoming, told him he looked out of sorts.


‘Yes, well, I was late to court this morning. The police had traffic stopped in Cannon Street, for some inestimable reason…’


I said, ‘There was an accident. A hit-and-run. A man was killed.’


‘Kate was there,’ Margot said; then, dryly, ‘She’s been traumatised. That’s why I’ve got her drinking.’


‘Ah.’ He glanced at my wineglass. It wasn’t like me to drink wine at this time of the day, but I didn’t imagine that Patrick had noticed. Men like Patrick didn’t notice things like that unless they somehow stood to benefit. ‘So you were an actual witness?’


‘Some witness.’ I sobered. ‘I wasn’t any help to the police. I couldn’t really tell them anything. Couldn’t even give them a description of the car. It didn’t stop,’ I said again, as I’d said earlier to Margot.


And again she told me, ‘Kate, it was an accident. There wasn’t anything you could have done.’ Above her drink, she said to Patrick, ‘You might tell her she needn’t take it all so much to heart. I mean, he might have known her grandmother, but still, that doesn’t mean—’


‘He knew your grandmother?’ asked Patrick.


‘Look,’ I told them both, ‘I’d really rather not discuss it. Can we change the subject, please?’


There was a pause, and then, ‘So,’ Margot said to Patrick, ‘Kate tells me you’re taking her down into Kent at the weekend.’


‘I am.’


‘Your Aunt Venetia’s birthday, is it? How old would she be, now?’


‘No one knows,’ he said. ‘I should think she’d be close to the Colonel’s age, maybe mid-eighties, but you’ll never make her admit to that.’


The Colonel, I knew, was his father. Why Patrick called him the Colonel and not Father was a thing I wasn’t sure of. It might have been a nickname of affection, or a sign of emotional distance between the two men – I hadn’t been able to figure out which from the few times that Patrick had mentioned his family. I had, though, been able to glean that his father was considerably older than his mother, and that somewhere – on his mother’s side, I thought – there was a fair amount of money.


He turned to me. ‘You’ve got the map I gave you, right? You won’t get lost?’


‘I won’t get lost.’


‘Because if you’re worried at all about finding your way you could drive down with me. Take the train back.’


He just never gave up, I thought. Ten to one I’d get down there and find there were no trains back up to London. Amused, I told him, ‘That’s all right. I’d rather have the car. What time is dinner?’


‘Eight. But you should aim to get there earlier, to spend a bit of time. I ought to be there myself around six, give or take. We could go for a walk round the gardens…you know, feed the ducks, that sort of thing.’


 ‘They have ducks?’ Margot asked.


‘And a handful of swans.’


‘It sounds lovely,’ she said. Then, in casual tones, ‘Big place, is it?’


‘Big enough. It used to be a priory, in Tudor times, and everybody after that saw fit to add a piece. My mother complains there are too many bedrooms and not enough baths.’


Margot sent me a knowing look, meant to remind me of my alleged weakness for opulent houses. I chose to ignore her, and Patrick, being self-absorbed, missed the exchange altogether.


‘I can’t stop,’ he said, draining his pint. His breath smelt of ale as he leant in to kiss my cheek. ‘Want to do dinner tonight?’


‘Can’t.’


‘Tomorrow?’


‘I’m busy all day.’


‘Right, we’ll leave it till Friday, then.’


Watching him stand, I asked, ‘What should I wear?’


‘Wear whatever you like,’ he said. And then, halfway to the door, he turned back to call over his shoulder, ‘Oh, and don’t forget something to sleep in. I’m partial to black negligées,’ in carrying tones that turned heads in the pub, bringing all-knowing smirks to the eyes of the journalists sitting around us.


‘You want to watch out,’ Margot told me. ‘You’ll end up a headline yourself.’


She was teasing, of course. She couldn’t possibly have known just how prophetic those few words would end up being, in a very few days’ time.




 





I walked through Covent Garden on the way to my hotel. I did it every evening; but tonight, instead of turning at the market, I went straight on past the Opera House and crossed the narrow street to enter Broad Court, a brick-paved pedestrian passageway running from Bow Street to Drury Lane.


The Fielding Hotel was a small, charismatic place, halfway along the short stretch of Broad Court. An old building, with vines on the front and a dimly cramped entry that gave, on the right, to a cosy front bar, and on the left, to a hole-in-the-wall type reception desk. Everything smelt vaguely dusty, and charming. An African grey parrot, caged near the door of the bar, eyed me warily as I stepped in to the entryway.


The desk clerk, a well-dressed young woman, became wary, too, when I said that I worked for a newspaper. It was always a gamble, I knew, introducing myself as a journalist – some people talked, others didn’t. This woman seemed far more concerned with protecting a hotel guest’s privacy. Admirable, really, if not very helpful to me.


‘Mr Deacon,’ she said, ‘was a regular guest, yes. We’ll miss him.’


‘Did he stay here often?’


‘Whenever he was in London.’


A diplomat’s answer, I thought. I pressed forward. ‘Was he here alone?’


‘Yes.’ A little indignant.


‘I just meant…I wondered if there was a friend, or maybe someone from his family, staying with him.’


‘No.’


‘Did he have a family?’


‘I don’t know.’ She didn’t know much, as it happened, or else she simply didn’t want to say. Even when I showed her the card Andrew Deacon had given me, she wouldn’t confirm or deny the home address by checking the register. ‘Sorry,’ she said, ‘but guest records are private.’


Aware that I’d run up against a wall, I gave up trying. Thanked her. Turned. Then, struck by one last thought, turned back.


‘What sort of man was he?’


‘Sorry?’ she asked.


‘I mean, did you like him?’


That question she answered. ‘We all did. He was sweet. He always stopped to say good morning; always saved a bit of breakfast toast with jam for Smokey,’ she said, pointing to the parrot. ‘We all liked him very much.’


I said, ‘I see.’ And then, although there seemed no point in it, I handed her my card. ‘In case you think of something else…’


She read my name. ‘You’re Katherine Murray?’


There was something in her tone that gave me hope. ‘Yes. Why?’


‘You’re staying at the Cheshire Arms?’


‘Yes.’


‘I’ve been ringing you all afternoon,’ she said, relaxing. ‘I am sorry. If I’d known that you were you…’ Her eyes met mine, companionable. ‘We found a note,’ she told me, ‘in his room, when we were cleaning it. Your name; the name of your hotel. He had today’s date written underneath. We thought perhaps he had made plans to meet with you today…that you might not have heard…that you might want to know.’


It surprised me that he’d known the name of my hotel, but I tried not to show it. ‘Thank you. That was very thoughtful.’


‘But you knew.’


‘I did, yes. I was…I was with him, when it happened.’


‘Oh, I see.’ The desk clerk eyed me a long moment, and then asked a question in her turn: ‘He didn’t suffer, did he?’


Her face remained impassively professional, but her eyes told me my answer was important.


‘No, it was very quick. I’m sure he didn’t suffer.’


‘Good.’ And bending to her work, she said again, as though it were his epitaph, ‘We all liked Mr Deacon.’




 





There was an old man eating on his own, two tables over in the dining room of my hotel. I found that my attention, all through supper, travelled back to him, because of that – because he was an old man, quiet, someone I might easily have overlooked. And because it had occurred to me that Andrew Deacon could have sat there last night, or the night before, and I might not have noticed him, either.


I could, for all I knew, have met him, spoken to him somewhere…at a dinner function – I had been to two since I’d arrived here – or a party, or the library. Perhaps our paths had crossed, and I had simply not remembered.


I was good with names and faces, when it suited me. I noticed people like Venetia Radburn, people who were newsworthy – but with ordinary people of a certain age, my vision seemed to narrow.


That bothered me more than it should have, perhaps. No one likes facing up to their shortcomings, me least of all, and I didn’t like admitting I was something of an ageist.


Old people were invisible to me, I thought, unless they were of use to me.


The waiter broke my train of thought by reaching past my shoulder to retrieve my empty plate, and looking up to thank him I observed with vague surprise that I was now the only person in this section of the dining room. The old man who’d been sitting at the second table over had now gone, his place already cleared and set for the next person, as though no one had been there.




 





I’d told the truth to Margot when I’d said my Grandma Murray didn’t part with information. It was something of a joke among my co-workers, who knew by now it was a waste of time to ask her anything. ‘She always comes back with this “need to know” argument,’ one of my friends had once told me. ‘It’s like phoning the Pentagon.’


Grandma’s defence was that if I had wanted somebody to know something – how old I was, or what flight I was on – I’d have told them. She kept her own life just as private.


So I couldn’t believe she’d have told anybody the name of my hotel in London. Not even an old friend…assuming, of course, Andrew Deacon had been an old friend.


There was only one way that I knew to find out.


It was nearly eleven o’clock when I settled myself on the bed in my room. In Toronto right now it would only be suppertime. Grandma would be in the kitchen, I thought, only steps from the phone. I was right. She picked up on the second ring, her voice as sure as ever. ‘Hello?’


That voice turned me into a child, as it always did; took me straight back to the clean-smelling rooms of the old brick house on Barton Ave., to the little back room with its rose-patterned wallpaper where I had slept as a child, and where I would sleep when I went home next Tuesday.


I’d never known my other grandmother – she’d died young, as my own mother had – and although both my grandfathers had lived to see my birth, the only one that I had any memory of was Grandpa Murray, who, together with my grandmother, had raised me while my father had gone off to do his corporate work in India, the Middle East, South Africa, wherever he was sent.


Grandpa Murray I remembered as a gentle man, a tall man with a presence that was comforting. He smoked a pipe, and often took me walking in the neighbourhood. He knew the ways to whistle like a bird and even once, to my amazement, coaxed a squirrel from its tree to take a walnut from his hand. But these were childhood memories only. He had died when I was ten. And five years after that, my father, in Bahrain, had had his third and final heart attack. Since then, the only family that I’d had was, ‘Grandma,’ I said. ‘Hi. How are you?’


‘Katie! Nice to hear your voice. They were just talking about your trial, on the evening news. You’re finished, then, are you?’


‘Nearly. I have a few follow-up interviews, still, with the families…’


‘I’m sure the guilty verdict will have come as a relief to them. They’ve had to wait so long,’ she said, ‘for justice.’


‘Yes.’ I hesitated. ‘Grandma…’


‘It’s a shame that no one stopped him sooner. I’d imagine the police would have made more of an effort to catch him if he had been killing young women instead of old men.’


She was probably right, I thought. ‘Grandma…’


‘Yes, Katie?’


‘I was wondering,’ I started off, then stopped and simply said, straight out, ‘I met someone today who said he knew you.’


‘Really? There in London? Who was that?’


 ‘A man named Andrew Deacon.’


She was silent for so long that for a minute I thought our connection might have been broken…until I heard the quiet creaking of the chair springs as she sat. Her voice was different. ‘Deacon?’


‘Yes. He said to say hello to you. He asked me how you were.’ Feeling as though I had stepped onto less than firm footing, I edged my way forward with caution. ‘I kind of wondered, Grandma…that is, he just seemed to know so much about me – who I was, and what I did – I wondered if you’d maybe been talking to him recently, and had mentioned that I was in London, because—’


‘No,’ her voice drifted in, not as strong as before, as though part of her had moved a long way off. ‘I haven’t talked to Deacon now for many years,’ she said. ‘Not since…’ The words trailed off. Another pause. And then, ‘How is he?’


‘Actually, Grandma,’ I said, as I worked one finger through the coiled ringlet of the telephone cord, wishing that I could delay the inevitable, ‘actually, he…that is, there was an accident this morning, just after he and I spoke, and I’m afraid…’ I stopped, and tried again. ‘It was a hit-and-run, you see. A car came out of nowhere, and it hit him, and he’s…well, he’s dead.’


She took a moment to absorb this. ‘Dead?’


‘I’m sorry. Yes.’


The silence stretched so long this time I had to finally speak to reassure myself I hadn’t killed her, too, from shock. ‘Grandma?’


She took a breath that shook a bit. And then she did a thing she’d never done. She said, ‘Forgive me, Katie,’ very softly, and she set down the receiver.

















THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 14





‘Were they lovers, do you think?’


‘Oh, Margot, please. My Grandma Murray?’


We were having what would likely be our final meal together for this time of mine in London. I’d come out by train to Margot’s flat, in Shepherd’s Bush, for supper. You had to be a very good friend of Margot’s to get an invitation to her flat. Like my grandmother, she had a thing for privacy.


Her flat was in the lower level of a house, its narrow rooms as cosy as a hug, the walls and bookcases and tables overflowing with the evidence of years of travel – wooden carvings from all over, from the Orient, and Africa; clay figurines from Mexico, a painted mask from Hong Kong, and a weaving from Afghanistan.


Her cooking, too, was wonderfully eclectic. I never knew what recipes, collected in the course of her assignments, she was going to try out on me, and every time I sat here, at her tiny kitchen table, with the butcher block beside me on the counter, heaped with peelings, I could not suppress a feeling of adventure.


She reminded me, ‘Well, you did say your grandmother’s reaction was completely out of character, her ringing off like that. The thing is,’ she went on, grating raw ginger into a pot of mystery vegetables, ‘you never know what old people got up to, in their youth. Take my father, for instance. When he was my age he was quite the adventurer. He climbed mountains, raced cars, has the pictures to prove it. But look at him now and you’d think he’d done nothing but sit and play bridge all his life. Maybe your grandma’s like that – a dark horse.’


‘My grandmother,’ I said, distinctly, ‘did not have affairs. She was madly in love with my grandfather.’ And justly so, I thought. From the portrait that still hung in Grandma’s bedroom, of my grandpa in his Royal Air Force uniform, it was clear that in his youth he’d had the dark-eyed, dark-haired good looks of a young Gregory Peck. Small wonder she’d been so in love with him. ‘They made their own little world, those two.’


‘So maybe she knew this Deacon character before she met your grandfather.’


‘I doubt it. She and Grandpa were high-school sweethearts.’


‘So what do you think Andrew Deacon was to her, then?’


‘I don’t know. A friend of Grandpa’s, maybe.’


‘Ah,’ she said, in tones that weren’t entirely convinced. Turning on her gas stove with its usual alarming puff of flame, she set the pot to boil and nodded sideways at the little stack of newspapers I’d spread across the table. ‘Any joy?’


‘Not much.’ None of the papers had bothered with more than a few lines of print on the accident. ‘Pensioner Killed – Driver Sought’ was the dominant theme, in small type tucked away behind flashier news. Because I still had Andrew Deacon’s card, with his address in Hampshire, I’d gone so far as to buy a local Hampshire paper, but even the death notice I managed to find there offered little in the way of information about the man, except for the fact that he’d been predeceased by a sister some years ago. ‘Sadly missed by his nephew, James Cavender,’ finished the personal details.


I read down the funeral particulars: ‘At St Stephen’s Church, Elderwel, two o’clock Saturday.’


Margot said, ‘You weren’t honestly thinking of going, were you?’


‘Well…’


‘It’s a hell of a long way to go, you know, Hampshire.’


‘It wouldn’t be that bad. A two-hour drive, maybe…’


Margot smiled, reminding me how amusing she found my North American habit of measuring distances in time, not miles – a two-hour drive, a forty-minute walk…‘Why do you do that?’ she’d once asked me, and I’d had to admit I didn’t know, unless it was because we North Americans, in dealing with the vastness of our continent, found time the only measurement to which we could relate. She said now, ‘Yes, well, that might not seem much to you, but no self-respecting Englishwoman would drive that far to go to someone’s funeral unless she were in the damned will.’


Patiently, I explained that I’d only been thinking of going in the first place because of my grandmother. ‘I’m sure she’d go herself, if she were here.’


‘Yes, well, I’d have thought you’d be busy enough, without that. You’re off to Kent tomorrow evening, aren’t you?’


‘Yes, but…’


 ‘So a dinner like that might go on till midnight. Then you’ll have to drive back here…’


‘It’s not long, on the motorway.’


‘And after that, you’re planning to go roaring down to Hampshire for the afternoon? You’re mad,’ she said, but seeing that my mind was set she let the matter drop and backed the conversation up a step. ‘Are you all ready for tomorrow night, then?’


‘I can’t wait.’


‘I’m envious, you know. Venetia Radburn…I once met a former aide of hers, at a party, did I tell you? But that’s as close as I got to the woman herself. It ought to be amazing, having dinner with her.’


I didn’t need to be told. Apart from my personal awe of the woman and all she’d accomplished in politics, meeting her might open all sorts of doors and connections for someone like me, in my business.


‘Hell,’ Margot said, with a smile, ‘I’d consider sleeping with Patrick myself, if it meant meeting up with his Great-Aunt Venetia.’


I gave her a look. ‘I am not,’ I said, ‘sleeping with Patrick.’


‘I hope not,’ she said, with her tongue planted firmly in cheek. ‘I’ve got twenty quid riding on your standing firm and not being seduced.’


‘There’s a pool on me?’ I tried, without success, to take offence. ‘Who else is in on it?’


‘Darling, you know that I never name names.’


My turn to smile. ‘Well, never mind. Your twenty pounds are safe.’


 ‘I’ll take your word. You’re leaving when?’


‘On Tuesday.’


‘I have a friend,’ she said, ‘who’s flying to Toronto Tuesday morning. Might be on your plane, in fact. He does corporate security…surveillance systems, that sort of thing, very technical. Apparently there’s some big conference next week in Toronto, police from all over the world, and my friend was invited to speak. I’ll tell him to look out for you on the airplane.’ She took a fork and poked the vegetables to see if they were done. ‘I’m flying out myself, tomorrow.’


‘Oh, yes? Where to this time?’


‘Buenos Aires.’


‘Very nice.’


‘You think so? I’ll switch places with you, then. You spend the month in Argentina, and I’ll stay and go to dinner with Venetia Radburn. Deal?’


I shook my head. ‘No chance.’


‘I didn’t think so. Oh, all right, then, go enjoy yourself,’ she told me, with a teasing wink. ‘Just see that I don’t lose my bet.’


I sighed. ‘You won’t…’


‘Remember Blenheim.’


‘Blenheim was a palace, not a house.’


She switched the stove off with authority. ‘I’m only saying. Incidentally, you are aware, aren’t you, that Venetia Radburn’s famously allergic to journalists? Has Patrick told her that he’s bringing you?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Because,’ said Margot, ‘if he hasn’t, you might find the evening proves more interesting than even you expect.’

















FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 15





The great house rose out of the landscape to greet me as though it had stood there for ever, a sprawling thing, solid, of weathered red brick that seemed one with the hedges and trees that surrounded it. The approach from the gate, up a long gravelled drive with a pond to one side, gave a leisurely view of the magnificent façade – the gabled wings, the angled chimneys, and the rows of stone-silled windows with their glinting small glass panes.


I turned my small rental car onto the broad gravel curve to the east of the main door, and crunched to a stop.


There were two other cars here, but neither was Patrick’s. I looked at my watch. Six o’clock, he’d said, give or take, and I’d deliberately timed my own arrival for nearer six-thirty, to be certain he’d be here before me. Not that there was anything to do but ring the doorbell – I couldn’t very well sit in my car in the driveway all evening, waiting for Patrick.


With a house of this size I’d expected a butler to answer the door, but the woman who came to welcome me was clearly not the hired help. She was, for one thing, too well dressed, in a sort of traditional twinset and pearls way. Besides which she had the same brilliant blue eyes as her son.


‘You must be Kate,’ she said. ‘I’m Anthea. We’re so pleased you were able to come.’ Patrick’s mother held wide the front door, stepping back to let me enter. Her smile was quick and genuine, lending her small face a beauty that transcended age. She’d have been in her fifties, I guessed, though she had kept her figure well and if you’d seen her from a distance you would probably have put her some years younger. She gave the impression of someone who wasn’t too eager to age – there was no trace of grey in her soft upswept hairstyle, and her make-up, while not overdone, was nonetheless the kind that took some time to put on properly.


She looked, to me, as carefully preserved and polished as some of the decorative objects that lined the front entrance hall – the scrolled wooden mirror with its hooks for hanging coats on, and the marble-topped table beneath it, and the large Japanese-looking blue and white porcelain floor vase filled with canes and umbrellas.


Beyond the entry I could see a higher-ceilinged, brighter hall, with doors that opened onto rooms as elegant as those I’d seen in British House & Garden magazines.


Patrick or no Patrick, I thought, I was going to enjoy having dinner here.


‘My son’s not with you, then, I take it? No?’ She smiled. ‘Well, that’s a man for you. I don’t imagine he’ll be long. Please, do come through. My husband’s been longing to meet you. He does so enjoy having pretty young girls come to visit.’ She said that with fondness, but the statement itself tended to reinforce my earlier suspicion that I was one in a long line of women Patrick had brought down here for a weekend.


Still, the Colonel, to his credit, tried to make me feel I was the first and only one.


He was old, and in a wheelchair, but those details ceased to register the minute he came forward from the windows in the library to take my hand in both of his. ‘My dear girl,’ he said warmly, ‘you are much too beautiful for Patrick. He doesn’t deserve you.’


He was decidedly Patrick’s father. In his youth he would have been a very handsome man, a womaniser probably. His smile was very like his son’s, and so I didn’t fall for it. I did, though, from politeness, let him play the part of charming host, and show me round.


We didn’t see the whole house – just a few rooms on the main floor, but the brief tour was enough to let me know that Patrick’s family was as wealthy as he’d hinted. The giant portraits hanging on the panelled walls weren’t copies, and the rooms were thickly furnished with high-quality antiques, with rich veneers and chintz and mirrors and the sort of Persian carpets that you almost hated stepping on. My favourite room of all was the Colonel’s study, lined with books on shelves with doors of leaded glass, and quiet light and well-worn armchairs and a writing desk, behind which heavy draperies framed a pair of tall french windows slanting sunlight on the floor.


More wonderful than that, the windows opened onto a broad terrace looking over clipped green lawns and gardens to the tennis courts.


The Colonel, having got me on the terrace, seemed content to keep me there awhile, inviting me to have a seat on one curved stone bench while he wheeled his chair round till he faced me. ‘A marvellous view,’ he remarked, gazing over it with clear appreciation. ‘I always enjoy coming out here, it gives me great pleasure. Especially when I have someone as lovely as yourself to keep me company.’


 I smiled, as I was meant to, and wondered whether men like him ever fully realised they were old; that they had aged beyond the point where their good looks and words of charm would bring the women running. It was rather sad, I thought, and for a moment I felt sympathy for Patrick, who would come to this as well, in time, and like his father, probably not know it.


‘So tell me, my dear,’ said the Colonel, ‘is this your first visit to London?’


‘Oh, no, I’ve been here quite a few times.’


‘Then how is it my son failed to notice you before this? I should think a face as beautiful as yours would stand out in any courtroom.’


I thanked him for the compliment, and said that my path simply hadn’t crossed Patrick’s till now. ‘I don’t usually cover trials.’


‘Well, you got rather an interesting one this time,’ was his comment. ‘Did you think the chap was guilty?’


‘The jury thought he was.’


‘A diplomatic answer.’ It apparently amused him, and he gave me an appreciative once-over before going on, ‘I read that he’d had twenty-two identities…is that a fact?’


I nodded. ‘That they know of.’


‘Twenty-two.’ He shook his head. ‘Imagine. Keeping all the details straight…’


‘He didn’t keep the details of the last one straight. That’s how they caught him.’


‘Ah, quite right. It’s all the little things that trip a person up. I remember my elder son, John, when he first got his licence, he took Patrick out for a drive round the lanes. They were going too fast, you know – reckless, the pair of them. One of our local policemen, a new lad, he pulled the boys over, and Patrick, he thought he’d be clever, and he said his first name was Tom, and the officer asked how he spelt that and Patrick said, “P-A-T-R-I-C-K”.’


My smile at that was genuine.


The Colonel said, ‘Never the sharpest pencil in the box, our Patrick, though he tried. John did so love reminding him of that day, when the young policeman pulled them over.’


I didn’t catch his use of the past tense, and so I asked him, ‘What does John do?’


‘John?’ He looked across at me. ‘We lost him, I’m afraid. A plane crash. Liked to fly his own planes, John did. Reckless, as I said.’


‘I’m sorry.’


‘Oh, well, it was years ago. Time heals, they say. I’m not sure that they’re altogether right in that, but it at least forgives, does time.’ He looked across the wide lawns and the tennis courts with eyes that seemed to see a great deal further. Conversational, he said, ‘I think Venetia took it hardest. She was always sure that John would make prime minister.’ And then he stopped, and brought his gaze back guardedly, as though he’d strayed too far into things personal. The practised smile returned. ‘I do apologise, my dear. I didn’t mean—’


‘I might have known,’ said Patrick, coming through the tall French doors behind us, ‘that you’d try to steal my date.’


His father took the reprimand in stride. ‘My boy, you ought to be more of a gentleman and not leave such a lovely lady unattended. I was merely seeing she was entertained.’


‘I’ll bet you were. You know,’ he said, to me, ‘he’s not as harmless as he looks, despite the wheelchair.’ It was faintly unsettling having both those faces, Patrick’s and the Colonel’s, turned upon me with the same slick smile.


Patrick’s kiss, I thought, was for our audience as much as me. He said, ‘Sorry I’m late.’


‘Not to worry,’ I told him. ‘I’ve been well looked after.’


‘So I see.’ He put a half-proprietary arm around my shoulders, so that I felt like property reclaimed. ‘Mother sent me out to look for you two, actually. The other guests are mostly here; I gather we’re to come inside for drinks.’


‘And Venetia?’ asked the Colonel, as he turned his wheelchair with an effort, ‘is she here as well?’


‘Her car was coming up the drive as I came in.’


Which was, despite the view, enough incentive to propel me from the terrace.




 





Venetia Radburn in person looked smaller than she did on television. Not smaller in the sense of less significant, but physically smaller, more delicate, more feminine, and yet when I was introduced I felt intimidated. During her time in the Commons she’d gained a reputation for not losing her debates, and having met her now in person, I knew why. Like a medieval queen, she moved with a natural aura of power, and gave you the sense she could have you beheaded at will.


‘You’re a redhead,’ she told me approvingly. ‘So was I, once.’


There was still a faint tint of it left in her whitened hair, though whether it was natural or not I couldn’t tell. She’d aged well – she was striking, and her strong face showed few wrinkles save the crow’s feet round her eyes, those eyes that now were trained on mine with such unwavering intensity.


She said, ‘You’re a reporter.’


‘Yes, I am.’


‘You know I don’t give interviews.’


‘I’ve heard that, yes.’


‘You’d like to change that, I suppose.’


Patrick interrupted with, ‘Aunt V, be fair. Kate’s only here because I asked her. She hasn’t got any hidden agenda.’


‘Of course she hasn’t,’ said Venetia Radburn, though I can’t imagine she believed it. Still, she didn’t seem to mind. She even insisted I sit at her end of the table at dinner.


It was an incredibly wonderful dinner, with all the right wines served in all the right glasses, and candlelight catching the gleaming gold rims of the bone-china dishes that came and went with every course. The dining room was wonderful as well. It smelt of panelling and polish and the dust that settles into velvet curtains, and above our heads a chandelier of perfect crystal teardrops trapped the light and spun it out again against the golden walls in little rainbow arcs that wavered with the slightest breath of movement.


The guests glittered, too…some literally, with jewels, as well as figuratively. There was the dashing white-haired actor whom I recognised from British television; the young woman in the diamonds who had come with the tall bearded man from the House of Lords; and the high-flying stockbroker wearing a suit that I guessed was Armani. I sat across from a very smart middle-aged woman whose plain name – Anne Wood – masked a not-so-plain intellect. She was a lawyer, as well, though her scope was a little bit broader than Patrick’s. Next month, I was told, she’d be busy defending an African general on trial for war crimes at the International Court in the Hague.


‘It’s a difficult thing, war,’ Venetia agreed, in a guarded defence of the African general. ‘Most people these days haven’t lived through one, they wouldn’t know. The things one does in wartime…it’s like living in a different world.’ Her eyes grew reminiscent. ‘I got bombed out twice during the Blitz. Twice,’ she emphasised. ‘Quite an experience. We had Morrison shelters, great steel things on four legs, with mesh round the sides. You put your bed on top, or used them in your dining room to eat on, and when the raids came you crawled under. Remember?’ she asked the Colonel, down the length of the table.


He smiled. ‘I did my service overseas. We didn’t have Morrison shelters.’


‘Well, my point is,’ she said, ‘that the rules of society change in a war. Look how all of us women were called up to work in the factories and whatnot, in place of the men who had gone off to fight. We had freedoms we’d never enjoyed up to then. The rules of behaviour by which we’d been raised disappeared for those few years.’


Patrick, according to the British rule of seating couples separately at dinner, was a few chairs further down the table, next to the wife of the stockbroker. Looking at his great-aunt with a grin, he asked, ‘Did you work in a factory?’


‘I did many things,’ she told him. ‘One went where one was told to go, with war work. For a time I even drove an ambulance – I adored that. And then, of course, the war ended and the boys came back, and we women had to give up our jobs, and that was terrible. For me, at least. I’d had a taste, you see, of what life could be like, of independence. Couldn’t fit myself into the mould again, not after that. I suppose that’s what propelled me into politics.’ She looked my way and smiled. ‘So there you are, then. The beginnings of my biography.’


Anne Wood glanced up, intrigued. ‘Are you a writer, Kate?’


Venetia answered for me. ‘She’s a journalist.’


I saw the heads turn all down the length of the table and remembered what Margot had said about Venetia being ‘famously allergic’ to journalists. Evidently Venetia’s friends were wondering how someone like me had sneaked onto the guest list.


The Colonel – very gallantly, I thought – explained to everyone I’d been in London for the trial. ‘She was unfortunate enough to fall in league,’ he said, ‘with Patrick.’


Patrick’s mother, midway down the table, smiled, and then said, ‘Patrick mentioned you’d had quite a nasty shock the other day…I do hope you’ve recovered?’


Not quite sure, I looked to Patrick, who explained, ‘She means that accident, the hit-and-run. I did get it right, didn’t I…it was a family friend of yours that died?’


Anne Wood said, ‘You don’t mean that poor man who was struck and killed on Wednesday morning, at St Paul’s? I saw the aftermath…the ambulance. You knew him?’


‘Well…’


‘I read about that in the paper,’ someone else put in. ‘They haven’t found the car yet, have they?’


Patrick said, ‘I shouldn’t think they ever will, unless the driver develops a conscience.’


I was keen to change the subject, and it must have altered something in my face because Venetia seemed to think I needed bolstering. She took the nearest bottle and began to fill my wineglass.


‘Oh, no,’ I said, ‘I really can’t. I have to drive.’


She held the bottle poised, surprised. ‘You’re not thinking of driving all that way back up to London tonight, are you? Not at this hour, on your own?’


The Colonel wouldn’t hear of it. ‘No, no, we have plenty of rooms, my dear girl. Take your pick.’


‘I really couldn’t…’


‘Nonsense,’ said the Colonel. ‘Have some wine, enjoy yourself. We don’t let our guests get away so easily.’


To be honest, I wasn’t really struggling to get away. And while I hadn’t followed Patrick’s earlier instructions to bring along my negligée, I did, from habit, have a toothbrush with me, and it wouldn’t be the first time that I’d worn the same clothes two days running.


‘Of course she’s staying,’ said Venetia Radburn. So it was decided.


The room they showed me to was lovely, very spacious and high-ceilinged, with large windows that at daybreak, I’d been promised, gave a view across the garden to the walnut grove.


I had expected Patrick, being Patrick, might at least attempt to make a pass, but to my great relief he didn’t. He didn’t even follow me upstairs. Long after the other guests had gone, and I had changed into my borrowed nightgown, having carefully smoothed out my simple black dress at the foot of the bed so that it would be wearable in the morning, I still could hear the timbre of his voice in conversation with his family in the drawing room below. I couldn’t make out what anyone was saying, only that it sounded like a very keen discussion or debate that would be going on awhile.


But then again, you couldn’t be too sure, I thought, with Patrick. And, remembering my grandmother’s advice that you could never trust a lawyer, I made sure to lock my door.

















SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 16





The Colonel saw me out next morning, to my car. It can’t have been an easy thing to do, to wheel his chair across that gravel, but he managed it, a holdout from the days when men’s behaviour had been bound by rules of chivalry. His parting smile convinced me once again that in his youth he would have been at least as handsome as his son. He said, ‘You’re sure that you won’t change your mind, and stay to lunch?’


‘I’m sorry, but I can’t. I have to be somewhere this afternoon.’


‘Ah, well, I had to ask. I do hate losing all my company at once.’


Patrick had left half an hour ago, and Venetia had gone, too, though not before I’d had the chance to spend some time in conversation with her, just us two. I’d risen early; so had she. Her allergy to journalists apparently did not apply at breakfast. For a long time we had been the only people round the table, and our talk had been wide-ranging, from our favourite Paris restaurants to the state of the economy. She had such a quick intelligence, and such a way with language, that I could have stayed the whole day in that room with her, just talking. But the highlight of it all, for me, had been when she had asked me for my card. ‘You never know,’ she’d said. ‘Perhaps one day I will write my biography.’


I hadn’t really thought that she’d been serious, but I would have been an idiot to let the pitch go by, and so I’d given her my business card. ‘My number’s on the back, and Patrick has my address in Toronto, at my grandmother’s.’


‘Of course.’ And then, the icing on the cake, ‘Perhaps, if you come back to London sometime in the spring, when I’m not travelling so much, you could have Patrick bring you by my flat for tea.’


And so it seemed I’d scored a minor coup, achieving everything I could have hoped from coming here to dinner. I was smiling now, because of that, and the Colonel, not knowing the source of my happiness, appeared to put it down to his own charms.


He smiled. ‘A shame that Patrick couldn’t stay to see you off.’


‘Oh, well. He works a lot.’


With steady eyes, the old man shook my hand. ‘My son’s a fool. And you’re a lovely girl,’ he said. ‘Drive carefully.’


He waved me off, a lonely figure growing ever smaller in the rear view as I rumbled down the drive.


It was easily the warmest day we’d had yet in September, and I drove with the car windows open, purposely leaving the motorway early and taking the scenic route down into Hampshire. Tall trees arched up over me, making a tunnel of green that cast cool dappled shadows across my car’s windshield, with here and there flickers of sunlight that caught on the late-blooming wildflowers lining the verge. The day and the drive lulled me into a pleasantly semi-hypnotic state, so that I nearly missed seeing the signpost for Elderwel pointing away to the right.


I turned the car sharply, just missing the hedge at the side of the road.


Seen from the crest of a low hill as I approached, Elderwel looked like a tiny toy village of little square houses and small tidy gardens that ran in a line down each side of the narrow main street, with a church in the middle. Drawing closer, I could see more detail – clustered shops, and a one-storey school, and a half-timbered pub, and beside the pub, something that caught my attention: an old greystone house with a neat painted sign at the gate that read simply, ‘The Laurels’.


I pulled up across from it, looking more closely. This had been the house where Andrew Deacon lived. In a street of unremarkable houses, it was the most unremarkable. With its quietly ordinary walls and the windows with blinds behind, looking like half-asleep eyes, it stood rather deliberately back from the road, not expecting or wanting attention. No one would give it a second glance, I thought. Just like its owner.


Taking a last look I slipped the car back into gear and moved on up the long street towards the grey church of St Stephen’s.




 





‘To every thing there is a season, and a time to every purpose under the heaven.’ The vicar, a young man, mid-thirties or so, with laugh-lines deeply carved around his eyes, was reading from Ecclesiastes in a pleasant voice that sounded not the slightest bit funereal. ‘A time to be born, and a time to die…’


In the yew tree at the vicar’s back a wren had taken shelter and was watching me with disconcerting steadiness, as though it knew I didn’t quite belong. I’d been afraid there wouldn’t be many at the funeral, and that I as a stranger would stand out like the proverbial sore thumb, but this corner of the churchyard was thick with people. Keeping discreetly to the edge of the crowd, I manoeuvred myself into a spot from where I had a clear view of the coffin and those closest to it.


‘A time to kill, and a time to heal…’


I let my gaze wander the men standing nearest the grave, a monochromatic assembly of dark suits, virtually indistinguishable from each other. Trying to pick out which was Andrew Deacon’s nephew, I studied the faces.


‘A time to keep silence, and a time to speak…’


The wren in the yew tree tipped its head as though studying me, its bead-like eyes betraying nothing of its thoughts. Ignoring it, I narrowed my focus to the three men standing to the right side of the vicar, all of whom looked to be something like sixty or seventy, just the right age.


‘A time of war, and a time of peace…’


Watching the three men, it struck me that they were among the oldest people here. I only saw two women and one man who would have been near Andrew Deacon’s age. Not many old friends come to see him off. Perhaps, I thought, when you got to be Andrew Deacon’s age there weren’t too many old friends left.


I couldn’t help but feel I’d done the right thing, coming here in Grandma’s place, to say goodbye. Though I had to admit it appeared Andrew Deacon had not been too lonely – there were some thirty people gathered round his plain wood coffin, and it didn’t take a journalist to see this was a man who had been well liked and respected, and was missed.


It shamed me to remember just how blithely I had brushed him off; considered him a nuisance…


‘For God shall bring every work into judgement,’ the vicar was saying, ‘and every secret thing, whether it be good, or whether it be evil.’


A sharp wind stirred the scattering of flowers on the coffin, and the wren shot from the yew tree like a bullet, madly twittering. One of the three men that I had been watching reached forward to straighten a small wreath of rosebuds, then stood back and lowered his gaze to his black-gloved clasped hands.


The nephew, I decided, and felt even more sure of it at the ceremony’s end, when the vicar shook his hand first and some others from the crowd stepped up to offer words of comfort. I didn’t attempt to speak to him then, not just yet. Instead I followed along to the reception, mingling with genuine mourners amid the plates of sandwiches and polished urns of coffee.


I knew I wasn’t one of them – I hadn’t known the man as they had; I could claim no real acquaintance that would justify my being here, in what had until recently been Andrew Deacon’s home. But I was, as Andrew Deacon himself had pointed out, an observer of other people’s lives. It was a trait that I’d been born with and I earned my living from it and I couldn’t ever switch it off completely. I was curious to see inside the house where he had lived, to study his possessions and the people who had known him and to judge from them what sort of man he’d been.


 I had learnt much in the ten minutes that I’d been inside The Laurels. I’d learnt, for example, that its owner had been a great gardener. In contrast to the bland, colourless face that the house showed the street, the high-walled back garden was filled with a startling and lovingly tended assortment of flowers and shrubberies, artistically arranged in beds that curved around the property in such a way they left only enough room for one trimmed green circle of lawn at the centre, with space for a bench and a birdbath.


I stood at the dining room window and looked at that garden, and tried to imagine the work that had gone into making it – the never-ending daily round of weeding, trimming, watering…of tying off the branches of the vines so that they grew just so against the sun-warmed wall…of digging up perennials, dividing up the roots, and then replanting them…a task for every season. And I tried to picture Andrew Deacon sitting on his bench beside the birdbath, lost in thought, as old men sometimes are, and looking at his flowers, at the beds of tea roses that grew close against the lawn.


He had liked to look at things of beauty. That I knew, from standing in this long room that had served as both a living room and dining room, its walls a pale golden peach colour that warmed in the light and set off the mahogany dining room suite to advantage. He’d hung paintings – not prints, but real paintings – wherever he could. Mostly landscapes, and street scenes, and one I particularly liked, of a little round windmill with wood-and-cloth sails. It didn’t look Dutch, I thought. Greek, maybe. Mediterranean.


Andrew Deacon had been to Greece, I knew, because above one low cabinet he’d hung a collection of photographs, all of them black and white, all of them good, all displaying the same eye – his own, I guessed – for light and composition. At least one was from Greece, looking down on the ruined remains of the open-air theatre at Delphi. I’d stood in almost the same spot myself, on my only trip to Greece, and it was strange to see the view again through someone else’s eyes; to know that Andrew Deacon had once stood there, too, and seen what I had seen.


The other photographs showed places that I didn’t know. Like the paintings, they were mostly landscapes: an avenue of plane trees, deep in shadow, that looked French; a sweep of barren desert underneath a cloudless sky; a curve of coastline backed by jagged mountains wreathed in mist, that felt distinctly Oriental. And there, unexpected, the little squat windmill again, with its round stone walls, backed by the sun with a man’s silhouette standing just to one side.


I was leaning in for a better look when a pleasant male voice said behind me, ‘They’re lovely, those photographs, aren’t they? He had a great talent.’


Turning, I found myself facing the vicar. He looked even younger close up – early thirties, perhaps, with dark hair and dark eyes and a warm, relaxed smile. He offered me his hand. ‘Hello. I’m sorry, I don’t know all Andrew’s friends.’


‘Kate Murray,’ I introduced myself above the handshake, and his eyebrows lifted.


‘You’re American.’


I didn’t correct him. My grandmother always said that there were certain categories of people who shouldn’t be corrected, for the sake of politeness, and I was fairly certain men of God fell into one such category. ‘I’ve been working in London,’ was all that I said, and then into the short pause that followed I added, ‘That’s where I met Mr Deacon.’


‘Ah.’ He didn’t ask for details, but then why would he? I thought. I was the only one who felt a need to justify my presence.


I shifted the talk from myself. ‘That was a lovely service, Reverend…’


‘Beckett. Tom Beckett.’


I nearly made some remark about his name being well suited to his profession, but I stopped myself, figuring that he probably got it all the time, so I said nothing, and the Reverend Thomas Beckett grinned.


‘It’s quite all right,’ he told me. ‘My mother’s way of making sure I chose the right sort of career, I think. And I’m glad you liked the service.’ With his hands in his pockets, he studied the frames on the wall. ‘I always think they’re rather sad things, photographs, when someone dies. One is left with the pictures, but none of the stories.’


I hadn’t really thought of that before, but he was right. I looked at the pictures with new eyes, wondering when he’d taken them, and why. They were a record of a man who’d travelled widely in his life. I looked for pictures of a wife, a family, but found only one small portrait, framed and sitting on a table, of a young man robed for graduation. Intrigued, I took a step to study it more closely. ‘Is that Mr Deacon?’


‘No, that’s his nephew, James,’ the vicar told me, with a reminiscent smile. ‘Andrew loathed having his picture taken. Went to great lengths to avoid it, if possible.’


I took stock of the room again – a quiet room, a man’s room, with its trappings of a solitary life. ‘He was a bachelor?’


 ‘A widower. His wife died long ago, I understand. They had no children.’


‘Oh.’


‘Here’s James.’ The vicar stopped a man who would have passed us by, and, putting a hand on my shoulder, brought me forward. ‘James, I’d like to introduce Kate Murray, one of Andrew’s friends from London. James Cavender,’ he told me, and smiled an apology at both of us. ‘You’ll have to excuse me, I’m meant to be helping my wife with the coffee.’


It was the man I’d noticed at the funeral. He’d be somewhere in his seventies, I judged, with a determined mouth, a longish nose, and pale blue eyes. Kind eyes.


James Cavender had kept hold of my hand from the handshake, and gave it back now as he looked once again at me, the kind eyes making a visible effort. ‘You’re from London?’


‘I’ve been working there, yes. I wanted to tell you how sorry I am—’


‘You’re Canadian.’


That stopped me, in spite of myself. James Cavender, I thought, had a good ear for accents. ‘I am, yes. But how…?’


‘You’re the journalist.’


I paused at that, frowning myself as I wondered just how…


‘I’m afraid I can’t help you, Miss Murray.’ James Cavender’s long face had hardened. ‘My uncle gave you everything; I’ve nothing else to add. And now, if you’ll excuse me,’ he said, in a flat voice, and pointedly turning his back he walked off.
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It was just how he’d said it, I thought. ‘You’re the journalist’. Definite article. Clearly, his uncle had told him about me. But as to the ‘everything’ he thought his uncle had given me, I had no clue. Very likely I never would know. I had left the reception right after James Cavender’s snub, and I didn’t expect I would ever be back to The Laurels, or Elderwel.





OEBPS/logo_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/9780749011758_cover_epub.jpg
TOUCHING AND
VERY POIGNANT.
DAY READ

THEBOOKBAG.CO.UK






