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For Penny


Prologue

Harry lay on his side, picking his nose and waiting.

He had drawn back the curtains before switching out the light and getting into bed. As time passed, he found he could distinguish different degrees of darkness. On the opposite wall, for example, were two shadowy oblongs. They represented the chest of drawers and the oak book-case containing the books that had been his father’s. The wallpaper behind them was paler. In the daytime, pink rose rioted there against a cream background spotted with dampstains.

But the ultimate darkness lay beyond the window. He knew what was there: a hemisphere of sky with a base of black mud. He didn’t need to see it – he could hear its presence in the gasps of the wind and the vicious spitting of the rain against the windowpane.

If only the storm were louder. It failed to conceal those other, nearer sounds, which came between Harry and sleep. Through the partition wall, he could hear the creak of his aunt’s bedsprings. She was moaning again; her gasps were higher-pitched and more regular than those of the wind.

He shivered, despite the warmth of the bedclothes. Two or three years ago, when he was a kid, he would have been beside his aunt in her bed. Even now he had nightmares of drowning in that dry, scented flesh, which seemed to spread over the whole mattress. In those days she hadn’t moaned, though she nearly always talked. He remembered it as a tug-of-war with himself as the rope: on the one side was the brightness of the bedside light, the pinches that left bruises on his arm, and the whine of that thin, querulous voice; on the other was the dark warmth of sleep.

Tension knitted his muscles as he waited. Part of him wondered whether events would take their usual course; the rest felt guilty for such detachment. But curiosity, Harry told himself, proper scientific curiosity, was a virtue.

The bedsprings in the next room creaked more loudly. His aunt’s footsteps stumbled across the floor. She flung back the mahogany seat of the commode. The retching followed in its appointed place, punctuated with groans.

Then came a silence which was infinitely worse than the retching. It seemed to Harry that his aunt had now merged with the wind, the rain, the Fen landscape, and the blackness.

More footsteps. The shocking sounds of breaking glass – the water jug perhaps? And three heavy thuds on the wall, just above the head of his bed.

Harry allowed himself the luxury of remembering his father. It must have been far worse than this on the Western Front.

‘Coming!’ His voice cracked: the first syllable was high, the second low. As he sat up in bed he felt his face flushing. He didn’t feel he owned his body any more. It had become a traitor, holding its erstwhile master to scorn in the eyes of the world.

The cold enveloped him when he got out of bed. He fumbled across the eiderdown for his dressing gown. Its bulk brought both the promise of future warmth and the familiar sense of present embarrassment. It reached his ankles. The sleeves had been rolled up so they encircled his wrists like padded manacles. Don’t be such a baby, Harry. You’ll soon grow into it. It will last you for years . . .

His feet found his slippers while his hands knotted the dressing-gown cord. He walked across the known darkness of his room, opened the door and slipped out to the landing. The retching began again; this time his own stomach churned in sympathy. He brushed his hand down the wall until it encountered the cold brass dome of the light switch.

The brightness hurt his eyes. It was a crime against the darkness. He knocked on his aunt’s door. There was no answer, though the retching had stopped for the time being. He twisted the doorknob and put his head into the room.

Only the pink-shaded lamp by the bed was alight, leaving most of the room in shadows. The stench swept out to greet him. Its pungent, fetid breath defiled him instantly.

Harry covered his mouth and nostrils with his hands. Worse in the trenches, old man. He saw his aunt slumped on the carpet, her arms gripping the seat of the open commode. Her nightdress had ridden up, revealing part of a white, bloated thigh, streaked with blue veins. Harry swallowed. His gaze travelled up the stained nightdress to his aunt’s face. Her grey, greasy hair, usually confined to a bun, straggled down to her shoulders. The face itself was gaunt; only the sagging cheeks preserved the memory of former plumpness. The skin looked green and waxen.

‘Get Bea . . .’

Harry saw the lips move but the sound itself seemed to have come from someone else. It was not a voice he recognized.

The head swung back to the commode and Harry jerked out of the room, banging the door behind him in his haste. He ran down the stairs to the first-floor landing and knocked on the door of the bedroom where Aunt Bea and Uncle John slept. There was no answer. He knocked again, wondering if he should go in but afraid of how Uncle John would react.

A loud wail issued through the open door of the adjacent room. Oh God, he had awakened Cousin George.

But the baby’s cries were immediately effective. Aunt Bea stood in the doorway, smoothing down the white lace at the front of her nightdress. The light was on. Harry could see Uncle John sitting up in bed. His face was red and wore an unexpectedly petulant expression, like that of a spoilt child who had just been deprived of a treat.

‘What is it?’ snapped Aunt Bea as she pushed by Harry and went into George’s room. For once the wailing stopped and George slipped back into sleep. ‘Well?’

Harry felt himself the focus of two angry gazes – Uncle John’s from the bed and Aunt Bea’s from the doorway of George’s room. The injustice goaded him into raising his voice above a whisper.

‘It’s Aunt Muriel. She’s having another of her attacks – worse than I’ve ever seen her. She wants you to go to her.’

‘Well, don’t just stand there, Harry. Go to the kitchen, make up the range and put on the big kettle.’

‘Go on, boy.’ Uncle John’s voice was heavy and husky. ‘I’ll be down in a moment to give you a hand.’

Harry went downstairs. As always at night, the ground floor looked both strange and familiar, like an untenanted scene in a recurring dream. He moved mechanically down the hallway to the kitchen. The routine took over. It was always the same when Aunt Muriel – the Aunt, as Harry thought of her – had one of her attacks: tea, hot-water bottles, towels, and clean sheets; the two aunts engaged in hushed feminine ministrations behind closed doors; and Uncle John prowling through the house in search of an outlet for his suppressed energy.

Ten minutes later Uncle John appeared in the kitchen. He was wearing a red silk dressing gown and smoking a cigarette. He made no attempt at conversation, but paced up and down as Harry laid the tea tray.

‘A cup for you, Uncle?’

Uncle John stopped and stared down at the tray. There were four cups. He jabbed an orange-stained forefinger towards them.

‘You know who has what?’

‘Yes, Uncle. You have white with two sugars; Aunt Bea’s with lemon; Aunt Muriel has black with three sugars when she’s like this.’

‘Probably won’t be able to keep it down, in her state.’ Uncle John sounded as if he was talking to himself. He looked down at Harry, his black, long-lashed eyes hard and bright. ‘I’ll take the tray up. You get on with the bottles. Bloody woman.’

It was after two o’clock by the time Harry got back to bed. His hot-water bottle was cold. The wind had died down; the blackness outside was calm but no less menacing; condensation had made strange shapes on the window, like grey faces peering in.

Next door he could hear murmuring. The moans had stopped. Despite cold feet and hands, Harry fell asleep almost immediately. He dreamed that the grey faces had come into the room and floated round the bed, mocking him. Only two held back, remaining by the fireplace. Harry craned his head towards them but could not make out their features. He knew they must belong to his father and mother.

Breakfast in the morning was a silent meal. Neither of the aunts was there. The little maid who came in during the day asked when the mistress would be down and what she should do about luncheon.

Uncle John put down his paper. ‘Miss Hinton will have some sort of invalid pap in her room, I imagine. Mrs Landis will be down for lunch; and I’ll be in today as well. That’s all.’

The maid bobbed a token curtsy and left the room.

‘What about me?’ Harry asked. There was a hint of panic in his voice. Sometimes people seemed to forget his existence. He had a secret fear that, if everyone forgot at the same time, he would no longer be there.

‘Oh yes. Your aunt and I have decided it would be best for you to go to your grandmother’s for a few days. Aunt Muriel’s having a bad go of it this time. We might even have to get a nurse in. God knows what that will cost . . . in any case, if we do, she’ll need your room. I’ll telephone the village taxi after breakfast. You’d better pack a few things, I suppose. Try not to bother your aunt. She’s fagged out after last night.’

‘Must I, Uncle? I—’

‘Don’t fuss, boy. You’re better out of the way. Better for all concerned.’

Three days later Harry was released from his grandmother’s tyranny in that crowded house in Barnes. The taxi was there to meet him at Ely station. Stokes the driver said nothing as Harry slid into the seat beside him. They drove in silence through the rain, which blanketed the Fens.

As they pulled up outside the house, the front door opened. Uncle John emerged, bearing the unusual courtesy of an umbrella. He was wearing a black armband. Harry’s eyes glanced away from it on to the facade of the house. All the blinds were down. The windows were closed eyes, wet with the rain. On cue, Harry felt his own eyes fill with tears.

Stokes touched Harry’s shoulder, a gesture that was half an invitation to get out of his car and half an unexpectedly reassuring pat. ‘Poor kid,’ he said. ‘I thought they would have told you.’


1

Major Dougal stepped from the crematorium chapel into the sunlight. He avoided the other mourners, who were tending to cluster around the two hired Rolls Royces, and stared over the neat lawns and primly regimented flower beds. The place looked like a municipal park, not a place of death, just as the chapel was more like a serious-minded village hall than a place of worship. It was impossible to believe that Richard Prentisse’s mortal remains had been in that wooden box, which had vanished, like a conjurer’s illusion, behind the red velvet curtain. The service was partly to blame: both the colourless modern liturgy and the studiously undenominational clergyman had conspired to deny death its primacy. Death had been sanitized; and Major Dougal felt the poorer for it.

‘Sad business, Ted. You’d known him a long time?’

Major Dougal turned. He wondered how the curate came to be so free with his Christian name.

‘Since the war. He was in my company. Never lost touch afterwards. Godfathers to one another’s children. You know the sort of thing.’

‘Quite, quite.’ The curate scratched his large brown beard. ‘Still, it was a mercifully quick way to go.’

Major Dougal was tempted to ask where Richard had gone. But this sort of clergyman wouldn’t have any hard information on the subject. Modern theological colleges must train their alumni to be vague, on the grounds that certainties would only confuse or alienate their future flocks of unbelievers.

‘Uncle Ted?’ The Major turned to find Celia Prentisse at his elbow. She was wearing a black suit and had her blonde hair scraped back. Her eyes were huge behind the dark rims of her glasses.

‘Hullo, my dear.’

‘You will let me know if there’s anything I can do, Celia?’ The curate backed away, leaving the Major alone with his goddaughter.

‘Margaret’s laid on a sort of buffet lunch. She wants to know if you’re coming.’

‘Would you mind if I didn’t? I hate these gatherings.’ Major Dougal thought that Celia would know the real reason: Margaret, her stepmother, had only asked him from a sense of duty; she had never approved of her husband’s friends who belonged to the period before their marriage.

‘No, of course not. I wish I didn’t have to go either. She’s got out the best china and terrorized the char. You know, it’s the state banquet treatment.’

‘Perhaps it’s her way of coping.’

‘You don’t believe that and nor do I. You should see her when the solicitor told her about the mortgage. It was one of those endowment schemes – now Daddy’s dead it’s automatically paid off and the house belongs outright to Margaret. She’s already talking about selling it and buying a villa in Portugal . . . Oh, I’m sorry, Uncle Ted, I—’

Celia broke off, found a handkerchief in her handbag and blew her nose. Major Dougal took her arm.

‘Your father would have wanted her to be happy.’

Celia looked up at him. ‘Death brings out the worst in people, doesn’t it? The one who’s dead just vanishes. Sweep him under the carpet, grab the possessions and run. I feel guilty for spending more time loathing Margaret than mourning Daddy.’

Major Dougal stared at the black, mirrorlike surface of his toe caps. Privately he thought that mourning the dead was always difficult: it was much easier to hate the living.

‘You’re not much help.’ Celia nearly managed a smile, which took the edge off her words. ‘I suppose nobody can be.’

Her eyes filled with tears, magnified by her glasses. Embarrassment swept over Major Dougal.

‘You will let me know,’ he blurted, ‘if there’s anything I can do. I mean it.’

‘There is, actually. I wanted to have a chat. I thought if you were coming to the lunch . . .’

‘What about?’

‘I just need someone to tell me I’m being stupid. I – I keep imagining things about Daddy. Could I come around and see you?’

‘Of course. Any time.’

‘Perhaps tomorrow morning?’

‘All right. But I should warn you—’

‘Celia!’

Celia said softly, ‘Damn.’

‘The car’s waiting, dear.’ Margaret Prentisse seized her stepdaughter by the arm as if she was an errant handbag. ‘Ted. How kind. Are you coming back with us?’

‘Thank you but no, Margaret. I was just—’

Mrs Prentisse’s smile flashed in farewell. ‘We must love you and leave you. There’s so much to do.’

‘Good-bye, Uncle Ted.’ Celia’s voice was coldly formal. She inclined a cheek towards him for a kiss.

Major Dougal took the hint: the visit she had proposed was not to be discussed in Margaret’s presence. He watched as the two black figures were swallowed by the big black car. He glanced over his shoulder, half afraid he would see a chimney wafting the mortal remains of Richard into the still autumn air. Of course not. The crematorium was far too tasteful.

It was a pity that he had been unable to warn Celia. Still, he was probably being ridiculously oversensitive on her account. After all, she had other things on her mind.


2

The morning after the funeral was drowsy, sunny, and oppressively dull. Celia got up late and sat in the kitchen in front of a pot of coffee. She had taken the whole week off work and now felt slightly guilty about it: there was nothing she could do at home.

The neatness of the kitchen reproached her. All traces of yesterday’s jamboree had been swept away. A Hoover purred in the sitting room; it was Friday, so Mrs Gann would be here – she came and did on Tuesday and Friday mornings, as well as by arrangement on special occasions like yesterday.

The Hoover stopped, and the sound of conversation filtered through to the kitchen. Mrs Gann would be in her classic pose for talking – one hand holding the duster while the other restrained the Hoover; she treated the vacuum cleaner as if it was a restive horse and never relaxed until it was safely stabled under the stairs.

Her father’s spare glasses were still on the kitchen mantelpiece. The corners of the case were frayed. Celia picked them up and wished she could throw them away. That, unfortunately, was Margaret’s job. She put them out of sight behind the clock. Just another of death’s loose ends.

The door opened.

‘Oh, hullo,’ Margaret said. She was wearing a blue housecoat and looked as sparkling as her kitchen. ‘Up at last?’

Mrs Prentisse fetched a cup and saucer from the draining board, sat down at the table and poured herself some coffee.

‘Silence is so restful,’ she remarked. Her hands deftly rounded up the crumbs on the table from Celia’s toast and deposited them on her plate. ‘I don’t think Mrs Gann has stopped talking since she got here.’

With you listening avidly, you old hag.

‘She enjoyed yesterday, of course. That gave her something to talk about. Other people’s relatives are always so interesting to that class of person. And as a bonus her George went to the Angel last night and you know what he’s like. A perfect sponge for gossip.’

In response to an unspoken request, Celia passed her stepmother the sugar.

‘Thank you, dear. I really must try saccharin again. The trouble is, it tastes so awful. But Doctor Haines said some dreadful things about sugar . . . where was I?’

‘George at the Angel.’

‘Oh yes. You’ll never guess who he saw there last night.’ Margaret paused.

Celia obediently prompted: ‘Who?’

‘A returning prodigal.’ Margaret sipped her coffee with the daintiness of a sparrow at a birdbath. ‘William Dougal!’

Celia said nothing. She had learned long ago that with her stepmother silence was the best policy. She had a vivid mental image of herself standing on the table and brandishing her fist in the general direction of God. Couldn’t He at least leave a decent interval between the catastrophes He prescribed for her?

‘There. I thought that would interest you.’ Margaret smiled complacently. ‘Apparently he was as bold as brass. I know it was ten years ago, but you’d think he’d have the decency not to flaunt himself. People have long memories in little places like this.’

‘Is . . . is he staying with Uncle Ted?’

‘So it seems. Poor man. He may be deadly dull, but he didn’t deserve a son like that. I could never understand what you and your father saw in him; William, I mean.’

Celia reined in her anger. ‘Maybe there were mitigating circumstances. We don’t know the full story.’

‘I doubt it.’ Margaret pursed her lips, ruining the carefully made-up prettiness of her doll-like face. ‘Even as a teenager he was sly. Butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth. And that school of his expelled him or something, didn’t it? I told your father he should put his foot down about you seeing so much of him. What happened came as no surprise to me, I can tell you.’

‘No,’ said Celia evenly, ‘I don’t suppose it did.’ She pushed back her chair and got up. ‘I won’t be in for lunch, by the way.’

‘You will remember about your father’s papers, won’t you? I don’t ask much, but as you know—’

‘I’ll make a start this afternoon.’

‘Not the financial files, of course. But I would be grateful if you would go through his research files. It’s sad, but you must be ruthless. We can’t afford to be sentimental. But put any finished work on one side – his publisher might be interested. Not that I think there’s likely to be anything. As you know, he was between books when he died. You’ll find the black plastic sacks in the scullery on the bottom left-hand shelf.’

‘Okay.’

‘And then there’s the books. At least they should be worth something. They certainly ought to, with the amount he spent on them. Your father never seemed to appreciate the space they took up. Not everyone likes living in a library. He bought a whole carload a few weeks before he died. Such a waste.’

‘Is that when he bought the encyclopedia? I hadn’t seen that before.’

‘That huge pile of black books in the corner by the desk? That upset me, I don’t mind telling you. You know they’re seventy or eighty years old. Totally useless. I said, “If you’re throwing money away, I could do with a new fridge-freezer.” But he was over the moon about them.’

‘Probably they were useful for his work.’ Celia felt perversely determined to remind her stepmother who had paid the bills. ‘Look, I’ll try and go through the books before I go home on Sunday. A few might be worth selling separately – the antiquarian stuff. Otherwise we might as well get someone in to make an offer for the rest as a job lot. Do you mind if I take a few for myself?’

Margaret paused just long enough to make her acquiescence seem grudging. She nodded. ‘Of course. Your father would have wanted it. You’d better make a list of any other bits and bobs you’d like.’

Celia moved towards the door. ‘Anything I can get you while I’m in town?’

‘No thank you, dear. I’ll be going myself this afternoon. You’ve still got your own key, haven’t you? I doubt if I’ll be back before six or seven. I said I’d have tea with Mrs Grimes and you know what she’s like when she gets going.’

That makes two of you.

‘Right,’ said Celia aloud. ‘See you this evening.’

‘Be good, dear,’ Margaret said vaguely; and then in a sharper voice she added an impossible rider: ‘Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.’

It was a relief to be out of the house. Major Dougal lived on the other side of town, about a mile away. Celia decided against taking the car.

The walk soothed her by its familiarity: it was like strolling through childhood. Plumford occupied a shallow bowl bisected by the sluggish meandering of the river. Her route took her down the gentle hill into the broad market street. At one end was the grey flint tower of the parish church; at the other was the soft red brick of the old town hall, an ornate yet oddly domestic building in the Dutch style. There were faces she knew among the passersby, but to her relief no one stopped to talk to her.

She found her mind running more on William than on what she wanted to discuss with the Major. It must be ten years since she had seen him: quite time enough to be purged of the pain from her memories of him. Besides, she was living with Jim now, with the prospect of marriage looming increasingly large in the future.

Nevertheless, she was pleased that she had washed her hair this morning, and that the slight autumn nip in the air justified her wearing her leather coat. She had made both decisions before hearing that William was back. The only consequence of the news of his arrival was that she had spent a few minutes more on her makeup than she would have done for the Major alone. That was allowable on grounds of self-respect: you couldn’t let an old boyfriend think you’d retreated into purdah since his departure.

Major Dougal’s bungalow was in what Mrs Prentisse called the wrong end of Plumford. By this she meant it was fringed by council estates and within hearing range of the railway. The bungalow looked tattier than usual. The paint on the front gate and on the outside woodwork of the house was peeling; several slates hung crookedly on the roof; the rust spots on the Ford Anglia in the drive seemed more extensive than before; and the small garden looked as if its long-term plan was to smother the house it encircled.

Celia rang the doorbell, and suddenly her brittle self-confidence shattered like toffee tapped by a mallet. What on earth was she doing, wantonly risking a confrontation with William Dougal at a time like this? God knew she felt fragile enough as it was.

The door opened, leaving no more time for the luxury of panic. Memory adjusted to present reality like a camera lens coming into focus.

‘Hullo, William,’ she said. ‘You’re looking well.’

He leaned forward and, before she could recoil, kissed her on the cheek. It was neatly done; Celia remembered that William, unlike Jim, had always been adept at avoiding her glasses on these occasions.

‘How nice to see you. I was very sorry to hear about Uncle Richard. If I’d known sooner I’d have liked to come to the funeral. Come on in.’

He stood against the wall to allow Celia to slip by him into the dark, narrow hall. His hair was much shorter than it had been, emphasizing the gauntness of his face; and he had shaved. In the old days his chin always seemed to be blue with stubble. He was wearing jeans and a cream shirt that looked suspiciously like silk. He was as enviably skinny as he had been as an adolescent.

Celia stumbled against the hatstand, abruptly cutting short her comparisons with the past.

‘Sorry,’ William said. ‘I should have put the light on. Can I take your coat? My father’s in the sitting room.’

‘No I’m not.’ Major Dougal appeared in the kitchen doorway. ‘How are you, my dear?’

‘Fine.’ Celia shrugged herself out of her coat, trying not to appear as clumsy as she felt. ‘I hope this isn’t an inconvenient time for you. I heard through Mrs Gann that William was back.’

‘Not at all,’ said the Major firmly.

‘I thought I might go and mow the lawn,’ William remarked to nobody in particular.

‘Not for my sake.’ Celia looked at Major Dougal. ‘William knew Daddy too. And as he hasn’t seen him for so long, perhaps he can be more objective than we can.’

‘It’s up to you, my dear. But let’s go and sit down. Do you want some coffee? Or a drink?’

Celia shook her head. She led the way into the sitting room. It was a long room, running the length of the bungalow, with a bay window at one end and a wall full of books at the other. It was shabby but meticulously clean. On the shelf above the gas fire was a black-and-white photograph of a laughing woman, enclosed in a silver frame. Celia could just remember Aunt Anne.

It was a room full of memories: her father and Uncle Ted arguing fiercely about military technicalities of the Crimean War, pulling books from the shelves to illustrate their points; she (adoring) and William (disdainful) playing Monopoly in the corner by the window, on that part of the Axminster where the Chinese pattern of the nap had worn down to a soft, silvery blur; and later, she and William white-faced on the sofa, trying to escape from a trap they had somehow built around themselves.

When they were seated there was an awkward pause. Celia didn’t want to break the silence: after all, what response could she expect but the usual masculine patronage, bland and ineffectual. William sat perfectly still on the sofa, as alert as a cat in repose. Major Dougal tugged at the knees of his tweed trousers in a reflex attempt to preserve their creases. Finally, he ran his fingers through his bushy white hair and cleared his throat.

‘Time we began. What’s worrying you?’

Celia asked: ‘What does William know about how Daddy died?’

‘I don’t know,’ said the Major gruffly. ‘We haven’t talked about it.’ Father and son glanced briefly at one another in a way that suggested there was quite a lot they hadn’t talked about.

‘I heard something in the Angel last night.’ William touched his hair in a disconcerting mirror image of his father’s gesture. ‘They said he was drowned somewhere near Dunwich; and that the coroner’s verdict was suicide. You see, my father was out shopping when I got here yesterday – that’s why I first heard the news in the pub.’

Celia stared at the photograph of Aunt Anne. ‘Margaret was out at work on the day he died. When she got back in the evening he wasn’t in and the car wasn’t there. That didn’t disturb her – he quite often goes – went – out in the early evening for a drink or a walk, especially in summer. She started to get worried about nine and rang all the places he might be – me, Doctor Haines, Uncle Ted, a few pubs, and so on. I rang the local hospitals and, when he hadn’t come home by midnight, the police. They were very soothing – apparently hundreds of people go missing every week, and most of them turn up unharmed sooner rather than later. The next morning they found the car. It was parked off the road in a bit of woodland between Walberswick and Dunwich. The next thing we knew, some kid on holiday had found his clothes about a quarter of a mile away on the beach.’

She stopped and looked at the Dougals. ‘I gave up hope then. I knew we wouldn’t find him alive.’

‘Why were you so sure?’ asked William quietly.

‘Something had to be badly wrong because he was acting so out of character. He was never exactly the outdoor type – I can’t remember him going swimming since I was about five. And anyway he was very prudish: all his clothes were there. If he’d had a sudden urge to so swimming, he’d have kept on his underpants at least.’

‘Not if he wasn’t quite himself at the time.’ The Major lowered his voice. ‘The other evidence did – um – suggest . . .’

Celia took a deep breath and, as her father had always advised her to do in moments of stress, counted slowly and inwardly to five. She should have known the Dougals would be reasonable; just like Margaret, Doctor Haines and the police.

William deflected the conversation. ‘How about his pockets? Was everything there?’

She turned to him in relief. ‘Yes. His wallet – with quite a lot of cash. House and car keys. And the usual clutter he always carried around: penknife, bits of string, a couple of safety pins, a notebook, a biro – he was a regular boy scout, my father. Be prepared. There . . . there was also a bottle of gin, half-drunk, and a paperback selection of Schopenhauer’s essays and aphorisms.’

William laughed. ‘The gin sounds like Uncle Richard. But Schopenhauer? He must have changed. He used to despise philosophy. I remember arguing with him about it. He’d always end up saying—’

‘Philosophy, as Chesterfield said of idleness,’ – Celia’s imitation of the voice her father assumed in tipsily pedantic moments was uncannily accurate – ‘is only the refuge of weak minds.’

They smiled at one another while Major Dougal once more raked his hair back and cleared his throat. Celia’s smile faded.

‘He hadn’t changed. What made it even stranger was that the book was open at the essay on suicide.’

‘Schopenhauer justifies it, doesn’t he?’

‘In so many words. He argues that there’s no moral reason to condemn suicide – that Christianity makes it a crime for religious reasons. Daddy had marked the bit at the end – something about the physical pain of death losing significance in the face of spiritual suffering.’

‘Doesn’t sound like the Richard I knew,’ said the Major unwillingly. ‘It was his book, I suppose? And he had marked that particular passage?’

‘It was just a line in ink in the margin. The ink was the same as the biro he carried – a blue Parker. As for the book, I’d never seen it; but there was no reason why I should have done. I’ve not been living in the same house for years. Margaret didn’t recognize it but then she never looks at books. It was a Penguin, well-worn, with “30p” pencilled on the flyleaf. He could have bought it anywhere. You know what he was like about secondhand bookshops.’

Major Dougal frowned. ‘If he didn’t like philosophy, why should he buy it?’

‘It might have been for background detail. One of the last things he did was an article on von Kleist for one of the Sunday magazines.’ She noticed a flicker of bewilderment on the Major’s face. ‘He was a German romantic who committed suicide with his mistress sometime in the eighteen hundreds.’

‘In 1811, I think,’ said William with an apologetic grimace. ‘It’s feasible, I suppose. They were contemporaries, give or take a decade or so.’

Celia shook her head violently. Why did he have to be so calmly academic? ‘What does it matter? Even if Daddy did want it for research, it doesn’t explain why he killed himself. He despised suicide, I tell you. A friend of mine at college killed herself just before finals. I rang Daddy expecting to get sympathy; all I got was this spiel about life being our most priceless gift, and how wrong it was to throw it away.’

‘Perhaps something had happened to change his mind,’ said the Major cautiously. ‘It does happen. There was a chap in my regiment: bright, breezy and intensely Christian type. Then he had a letter from his wife saying she’d – hum – been unfaithful. He blew his brains out in the lavatory, poor man.’

‘Yes, but what could have happened?’ Celia realized she was almost shouting, more by the way the men were looking at her than by the sound. ‘Look,’ she continued more quietly, ‘he wasn’t about to die of some agonizing disease. Doctor Haines made that quite clear. He hadn’t any money troubles – well, no more than usual. The poor lamb was used to being financially precarious. And he was quite happy with Margaret. I hate to admit it, but she did make him a good wife: she bossed him around for a bit of the time and left him alone for the rest, which was just what he wanted. I talked on the phone to him a couple of days before he vanished, and he was really bouncy. In one of his Tigger moods.’

Major Dougal nodded. ‘I saw him in town on the Saturday before. For what it’s worth, he seemed pretty cheery to me.’

‘It was the new book,’ Celia said. ‘You know the way he was when an idea was getting hold of him. Before he got down to the slog of researching and writing.’

‘What was the book going to be about?’ William asked.
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