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Introduction


Motives for Murder is the sixth collection of stories to be published by members of the Detection Club. The first, Detection Medley, appeared as long ago as 1939, nine years after the Club came into existence, and seven years after it adopted formal Rules and a Constitution. Detection Medley, like this book, benefited from having a foreword by a highly distinguished member – in that case, A.A. Milne, whose brief but successful career as a crime writer tends nowadays to be forgotten. Several of the stories in Detection Medley – there were also a few non-fiction articles – had been published during the preceding years. In contrast, all the contributions to Motives for Murder are freshly written.


So what is the Detection Club? John Rhode, who edited Detection Medley, gave an account of its foundation by Anthony Berkeley. After making the point (unnecessarily, it may be thought) that the Club was not a trade union, Rhode said that: ‘The principal reason for its existence is that members should meet at intervals for the enjoyment of each other’s company’. It was, to use a contemporary term, the first significant social network for crime writers. From the start, members financed the dinners at which they socialised, and the hire of premises where they could meet, by collaborating on literary projects. These included ‘round robin’ detective stories with each chapter written by a different author, such as the much-admired The Floating Admiral and Ask a Policeman (both of which have been very successfully republished in recent years). Among the contributors to these projects were such legendary figures in the world of crime fiction as G.K. Chesterton, Dorothy L. Sayers, and Agatha Christie, all of whom served lengthy terms as Presidents of the Club.


In 1979, a second short story collection, Verdict of Thirteen, was put together by Julian Symons, who had succeeded the Queen of Crime as President following her death in 1976. Symons’ 80th birthday was honoured by a further collection, The Man Who …, edited by his successor as President, H.R.F. Keating. The Club’s 75th anniversary was celebrated in 2005 by the publication of The Detection Collection, edited by Simon Brett, who had in turn taken over as President after Harry Keating stepped down. The following year, Harry’s own 80th birthday was celebrated by another book of stories, called The Verdict of Us All, edited by Peter Lovesey. The support given by members to these projects illustrates the strength of the enduring friendships fostered by the collegiate nature of the Club.


The Club flourishes to this day, and in addition to holding three dinners in London, members continue to enjoy collaborating on literary projects. The June of 2016 saw the publication of The Sinking Admiral, masterminded by Simon Brett; it is another ‘round robin’ mystery novel, with chapters written by a diverse group of members, including Simon and Peter, and packed with playful references to The Floating Admiral and the distinguished authors who wrote it.


In November 2015, Club members elected me as their eighth President. I was aware that Peter Lovesey would be celebrating his own 80th birthday the following September (although looking at him, none of us can quite believe it; we would dearly love to know his secret). Discussions with his old friend, Professor Douglas Greene, whose Crippen & Landru imprint published The Verdict of Us All in the United States, led me to resolve that my first act as Club President would be to try to put together a new book of stories to be written by Club members in celebration of this milestone. Members proved highly enthusiastic about the proposal, as did Peter’s publishers, Little, Brown.


The only snag with the project was that, if the book were to be written, edited, and presented to Peter in time for a celebratory dinner at the Dorchester, the timescale was exceptionally tight. But a large number of members rose heroically to the challenge, and so did everyone at Little, Brown and Crippen & Landru, who are respectively publishing the book in the UK and the US.


Peter is, unquestionably, a worthy recipient of this accolade from his friends and colleagues in the Detection Club. His distinguished career as a crime writer began in 1970, with the publication of Wobble to Death, a prize-winning Victorian era novel which introduced Sergeant Cribb. More Cribb books followed; the series proved enormously successful, and was televised. Peter’s stature as a crime writer was very quickly recognised, and he was elected to membership of the Detection Club as long ago as 1974. More than four decades later, he remains a loyal and enthusiastic member, a valued contributor to our writing projects, and a highly agreeable dinner companion. His personal memories of early encounters with Detection Club members of the Seventies form an appropriate afterword to this book.


His career of sustained literary excellence has garnered many awards, including the Crime Writers’ Association’s Diamond Dagger, and CWA Gold and Silver Daggers. His interests are wide-ranging, and several of his stories offer intriguing ‘motives for murder’. Two splendid examples from his popular series about Bath cop Peter Diamond are Bloodhounds (the title comes from the name of a group of crime readers who play a central part in the story) and The Secret Hangman. Keystone, a non-series mystery, offers another unusual motive, as does one of his Sergeant Cribb books, A Case of Spirits, while On the Edge, as Peter puts it, ‘takes as a motive the unusual, but real situation of women who were expected to go back to dull lives as housewives after having made a real, satisfying contribution during World War 2, as plotters. Their unlovable husbands went back to their previous jobs. Two women get together and plan to kill their spouses and break free.’


In addition to his award-winning novels, Peter has established himself as a prolific and highly accomplished exponent of the short story; a collection of stories therefore seems an especially suitable way to celebrate his achievements. I asked each contributor to write a short personal preamble to his or her story, and you will see how those stories refer, in one way or another, to Peter’s life and work.


My thanks go to Len Deighton for his lively foreword, and all the contributors for coming up with splendidly original stories (and in one case, a sonnet – a Detection Club first!) at relatively short notice, despite the many other calls on their time. I’m grateful to Peter for giving his blessing to this project and contributing the afterword, to Doug Greene for inspiring me to crack on with it, and to Katherine Armstrong, the editor at Little, Brown primarily responsible for the book, as well as to Georgia Glover of David Higham, the Club’s literary agent, and to David Shelley, Thalia Proctor and their other colleagues at Little, Brown, and everyone at Crippen & Landru for their support and hard work in bringing an ambitious project to fruition with speed, efficiency, and enthusiasm.


Martin Edwards




Foreword by Len Deighton


Why do we become writers, and how do we start? Peter Lovesey wrote his first book after responding to a writing competition, choosing a time and setting familiar to him. He won! Since that time Peter has delighted us with a whole library of high quality fiction books and we all know how many hours he must spend on each one, and how disciplined he must be. Fortunately he is still at work and we can look forward to many more stories. I hope this lighthearted foreword and this tribute amuses him and amuses our readers too.


‘What do you writers talk about when you get together at your Club?’ many people ask. Recalling this question, I asked myself about the Detection Club which welcomed me in so long ago. What do we all have in common? Why do we write? How do we write? Where and when do we write? Is the desire and ability to assemble 100,000 words or so into a coherent narrative a talent, a trick or an affliction?


Several Club members have told me that they knew they would become writers even when they were children. For most of our members writing came naturally, sometimes with a background of the law, medicine or English Literature studies. Some members were self-effacing, and echoed the American writer Russell Baker, who said: ‘The only thing I was fit for was to be a writer … I would never be fit for real work, and writing didn’t require any.’ Ouch! Wait a minute, Russell.


Some writers find their vocation only in middle-age or later. The enviable gifts of music or drawing usually become apparent in childhood but the writer’s abilities are apt to develop more slowly and improve with experience.


‘Of making books there is no end,’ the Bible tells us and perhaps that is a measure of our obsession. Even after our ideas are on paper, shaping them into a carefully researched whole, with convincing characters and satisfying plot, is long, hard work. Those of us who labour slowly need a partner who understands that ‘work’ sometimes entails staring out of the window for hours on end while rendered deaf to questions. Ideas? That’s the easy part. What author has not been angered by the proposal: ‘I have an idea for a book: you write it and we’ll split fifty-fifty’?


Dr Samuel Johnson said: ‘No man but a blockhead ever wrote except for money.’ How much money Sam earned is yet to be discovered but anyone embarking on a writing career in the expectation of riches is likely to be disappointed. Perhaps George Orwell came nearer to present-day reality when he said that the only way for an author to get rich was by marrying a publisher’s daughter.


Was it Hemingway, Maugham or Oscar Wilde who described literary shindigs at which all the publishers were at one end of the room talking about art, and all the writers at the other end talking about money? Perhaps all three said it. A writer’s book is likely to represent the author’s deep emotional feelings. For a publisher a book – good or bad – is no more than a product from which they can earn money.


Writers toil in a bizarre world. One needs no more than a ream of paper and a pen to enter it; ladies, gentlemen, sportsmen, comics, TV personalities, distinguished scholars and ignorant buffoons all have a chance of becoming a successful author. In the vast and prosperous business of publishing, everyone is paid a living wage except those who provide the vital product. Those who teach ‘creative writing’ earn good wages, those who do the ‘creative writing’ starve.


The failings of publishers are many and varied, and provide a consistent topic of conversation when writers get together. Even when we discussed his work as Hitler’s Minister of Armaments, Albert Speer found time to tell me: ‘My book, Inside the Third Reich never reached the top of the New York Times bestseller list. It was Everything You Always Wanted to Know About Sex that always remained at number one.’ He may have been joking; he had a sharp sense of humour.


Memoirs occupy a favoured place in the book world. Their authors can provide a rags to riches storyline and, unlike judgmental biographers, can incorporate explanations, excuses and a deservedly happy ending. Lately we have seen many authors select a sequence from their own life, dust it with glitter and Grand Guignol, and present it as fiction. Even more successful have been autobiographies with misery and melancholy as the theme.


Hemingway said that ‘good books are truer than if they really happened’ and my respect and admiration go to writers who create an intriguing world and describe it in realistic terms. Raymond Chandler’s Bay City was a place where crooked politicians bribed vulnerable policemen and chased them down ‘mean streets’ that strangely resembled Santa Monica. But the imagination of Harry Keating (who preceded Simon Brett as President of the Detection Club) surpassed that. Harry’s gripping stories about Inspector Ghote’s Bombay were written long before Harry journeyed to the subcontinent and yet they convinced a vast number of his loyal readers that they had been there. Peter’s first novel, Wobble to Death, which introduced the remarkable Sergeant Cribb, was a perfect example of totally original people in a convincing historical setting and became a milestone in detective story writing. The love Peter has for the Victorian period is evident on every page and introduces his readers to the mysterious world of the six-day cycle race in London’s 1880s!


Enclosed societies of any sort attract writers. Some fine books about murder in monastic orders have been written; some set in medieval times and some in modern ones. Josephine Tey described a historical murder investigated from the hospital bed of a present-day detective. Some writers begin books and ‘just follow to where the characters lead’. I believe a planned structure provides a tighter and better result. Detective fiction demands a structure and that is what I like about it.


A. J. P. Taylor told me ‘When I want to find out about something, I write a book about it.’ Although Taylor’s books were mostly concerned with modern history, I found it described the motive and foundation of some of the most interesting fiction. Technical and historical research can bring an exciting extra dimension to a fiction book.


Those members of the Detection Club who are lawyers or doctors find writing fiction a natural development. Into their offices come men and women with dramatic human stories. Whether for the purposes of law or medicine, their professional training enables them to define it, arrange it and give it a cause-and-effect pattern. And this skill is a great advantage when they write fiction, a fact demonstrated by physicians such as Conan Doyle, John O’Hara, Sinclair Lewis, Somerset Maugham, Zane Grey, Michael Crichton, Robin Cook, A.J. Cronin and Anton Chekhov.


I am a very slow worker and so I have to work every day and am awake in the night to scribble notes. My books usually take me more than twelve months of continuous work to write. I envy writers who produce books at a lightning speed but I have found that the more time I spend, writing, checking, rewriting, dumping unsatisfactory chapters, and sometimes, as with SS-GB, scrapping the completed typescript and beginning again, the better the final result. For me, the word processor provided the perfect tool. Eric Ambler reluctantly turned to a word processor, hated it and went back to his electric typewriter. Julian Symons wrote his books in exemplary handwriting with no changes or crossing-out to be seen.


It was an advertising copywriter who told his underlings to ‘Slaughter your darlings’ but it has been said in many different forms. It is much easier said than done; it hurts. My own device is to consign the condemned print-out to a high-shelf and dump it when my love has languished.


Tony Godwin, a memorable top man at Penguin Books, told me that when he looked at a freshly submitted typescript he concentrated on the written dialogue. Tony said that all other aspects of fiction writing – plot, characters, and descriptions of the environment, and so on – can be learned and improved. But convincing dialogue is rare and vital. Even Tony admitted that very fine fiction books can be written with very little dialogue, just using the voice of the author. But dialogue is the most powerful weapon in an author’s hands and provides an opportunity that should not be neglected.


Stage plays and screenplays are almost all dialogue, sometimes hurriedly-written, rewritten and obvious, but actors can bring dead words to life. Somerset Maugham, who is perhaps unique in successfully writing both plays and books, said; ‘There are three rules for writing a novel. Unfortunately no one knows what they are’. He might as well have been talking about dialogue for that was the basis of his reputation.


As far as the writer is concerned realistic dialogue is certainly not good dialogue. Anyone who has read the transcript of a business meeting or court case knows just how tedious and repetitive it is. But contrived artificiality can be worse. Dialogue in fiction needs to be informative and entertaining; and convincing too. It must not only fit the character, it must increase the reader’s knowledge of the characters, and the situation, while moving the plot along.


So you have found a publisher? Now your troubles start. There are wonderful editors and I owe a lot to them, but beware the editor who – red ink ready – wants to write your book without all the hard work. And beware the publisher who will slap on your book a crude and inappropriate cover that will make you cringe. What can you do? How about writing a story in which a serial killer runs riot through a publishing house? I’ll buy it.


Len Deighton




The Reckoning Of Sins


Alison Joseph


When I was invited to contribute to this anthology, I thought long and hard about how to pay tribute to Peter Lovesey’s unmatched talent in creating utterly believable characters in beautifully structured crime stories. I concluded that the solution was DI Peter Diamond actually making an appearance. But try as I might, I could not persuade DI Diamond to make the journey from Bath to London, and he certainly had no reason to have any kind of dealings with a nun. Defeated, I pressed on with the story. But, as I wrote, the influence of Peters both Lovesey and Diamond began to make itself felt. Even without appearing in the story, it is DI Diamond’s view of the world that we glimpse, and his wisdom and compassion that lie at the heart of this story.


‘What on earth is that?’


Father Julius looked up from his desk as Sister Agnes struggled into his office, her arms wrapped around a large square parcel.


‘A painting,’ she said. She thumped it down on the floor.


‘And why, might I ask …?’


‘From my ex-husband.’


‘Oh, good heavens. Not him.’


‘It arrived today. I don’t want it. The convent doesn’t want it. So I thought you could look after it for me.’


Julius’ office was a narrow space attached to his church. A small leaded window shed beams of spring sunlight onto the threadbare carpet. Outside, there was the hum of London traffic, the rumble of distant trains. He sighed. ‘Why has that awful man come back into your life?’


‘He hasn’t. Some lawyer in France had the order’s address. One of Hugo’s great-aunts in Burgundy has died and they’re clearing her house. There’s a note from the lawyers about Hugo feeling I was owed something from the estate. Given that I shared my life with him in France for those years—’


‘Deeply miserable, terrified years …’ Julius interrupted.


‘There is that. Anyway, this arrived.’ She lent the painting against a wall, and unwrapped the packaging.


It was a still life. It showed a glass sand timer, a parchment with a quill pen and an old-fashioned weighing scale, next to which sat two bright oranges. The parchment had two columns of numbers written in black ink, sharp against the creamy paper.


‘It’s anonymous. School of someone or other,’ she said. ‘Probably Spanish, seventeenth century, the note said. Which, if it’s true, makes it enormously valuable.’


‘Knowing Hugo, it’ll be a fake and worth about three quid.’


She laughed.


Julius bent towards the painting. After a moment he said, ‘He must be trying to buy your forgiveness.’


‘You think?’


‘It’s the reckoning of sins. The columns of numbers – it’s bookkeeping. Spiritual bookkeeping, invented in Italian monasteries. It’s a balancing out, God’s forgiveness versus our own sinfulness. We all have to settle up at some point, I suppose was the thinking. Hence the sand timer, and the fruit which is bound to perish.’ He sat back in his chair. ‘Reminds me, I’m supposed to be doing this year’s tax return. Father Ignatius was nagging me.’


Agnes crossed the room, filled the kettle, switched it on.


Julius picked up a pencil on his desk and studied it. She wondered if he’d ever changed in all the time she’d known him. Still the same soft white hair, the clear blue eyes with their wire-rimmed spectacles, the soft Irish lilt in his voice even after all these years. She wondered if he saw her the same way, unchanged; tall in her jeans and shirt, hazel-eyed, though with her short brown hair now flecked with grey.


‘What are you thinking?’ He smiled up at her.


‘Nothing.’ She opened a tin of tea.


‘How long we’ve known each other,’ he said.


‘That kind of thing.’


‘How’s work at the hostel?’


‘Oh, same old. The chaos of abandonment. The tip of the iceberg. We’ve got our silent stowaway. We can’t progress his case till he tells us his age, and he still won’t speak. Saliya’s still … well, Saliya. Throwing her weight around. And Kayleigh’s missing again. Kayleigh who was dating your window cleaner.’


‘Bernard? I’m not sure you’d call it dating. And he’s not really my window cleaner. I just give him jobs to do while he’s living in my doorway. He should go back to Bath, he’s got friends there. Even the police looked out for him there, he says.’


She bent to the fridge, found a carton of milk.


‘He slept at the abbey,’ Julius went on, ‘the one with the angels climbing the pillars towards Heaven. He said one of the coppers used to say that if you stared at them hard enough you’d see them move.’


‘Hmm. Guess the coppers in Bath have time on their hands.’


Julius studied the painting. ‘Just like Hugo to try to get you to forgive him this way.’


‘Forgive him?’


‘Indulgences,’ he said. ‘The medieval Church used to sell them. You could buy your way out of purgatory. It’s typical of Hugo to hope the whole thing might still work.’ He looked up at her. ‘I fear him reappearing, you know. I don’t want to have to rescue you again.’


She poured the tea, handed him a cup. They sat in silence, listening to the bursts of spring birdsong through the traffic rumble.


‘You could sell the painting,’ Julius said. ‘And send the money back to Hugo.’


‘He just wouldn’t get it. And I don’t want to ever see him again—’


There was a sudden loud hammering on the door. A man stood there, tall, broad and smart, making the office, as he strode into the room, seem even smaller and shabbier.


‘Is he here? My darned brother? Is he?’ His voice filled the space around him.


‘Who—’ Julius was on his feet.


‘Bernard, of course.’ The man looked around him, at Julius, then at Agnes, waiting for an answer.


Julius eyed him. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Bernard is not here.’


‘He owes me.’ The man had a well-cut grey coat, well-cut grey hair. ‘Where is he?’


‘I’m sorry, but who are you?’ Julius faced him, tall and calm.


‘I’m Mansell. Mansell Ledger. I’m his brother.’


He had the same blue eyes as Bernard, Agnes saw. But this man was clipped and kempt.


‘Sleeping rough,’ Mansell went on, with a sneer. ‘It’s laziness. He just can’t be bothered. Well, tell him I’m looking for him. He’ll know what it’s about …’ His eye fell on the painting. ‘What the hell’s that?’


‘It’s hers,’ Julius said.


He bent to look at it. ‘It’s – it’s fantastic.’ He glanced up at Agnes. ‘If you ever want to sell it …’ He straightened up, smoothing his trousers. ‘I’m an art dealer. Here.’ He fished in a pocket, handed her his business card. She read the name, THE LEDGER GALLERY, an address in Central London.


‘I’m going now,’ he announced. ‘But if you see that brother of mine, tell him I need to speak to him. Urgently.’


Julius showed him out. Agnes heard the firm closing of the door.


‘An unpleasant man,’ he said, coming back into the room. ‘Bernard mentioned him the other day. They’re twins, apparently.’ Julius sat at his desk. ‘In fact, I got the impression Bernard was scared of him.’


‘Perhaps that’s why Bernard’s gone too.’


‘Perhaps he’s eloped. With your Kayleigh.’


‘We’re supposed to protect our inmates,’ she said, ‘not encourage them to run off with the first man who shows an interest.’


Julius sipped his tea. ‘Yes. I can see that.’


Agnes sighed. ‘There has been something a bit edgy about her recently. Secretive. I think I need to have a chat with her.’ She put down her mug, got to her feet. ‘I should go. I’m due on the night shift.’ She reached into her bag, pulled out a mobile phone, looked up at him. ‘What’s so funny?’


‘Just, your order using technology to keep an eye on you. Why else would they let you have one of those?’


She laughed. She pointed it at the painting and clicked. ‘An image of the picture,’ she said.


‘For contemplating your sins,’ he said.


The late afternoon sky threatened rain. She dodged the bikes and buses on Tooley Street, walked past the hoardings of building sites, with their gleaming new office blocks rising up behind them. She thought about their foundations resting on the ancient clay, buried in layers of the city’s past. She thought about Bernard’s angels, climbing the pillars towards Heaven.


She reached the river, listened to the slap of the waves below. She was aware of a background hum of anxiety about Kayleigh. A thin, straggly white girl, raised in rural Lincolnshire, with no father and a mother who, given the choice, chose drink, she’d pitched up on the streets three months ago and was brought to the hostel late one night by a duty officer, swearing and shouting, claiming she was fine as she was and why can’t people leave her alone …


She was calmer now. She seemed happier too, away from her former, shadowy life. Her eyes were brighter, her hair shone with newly pink-dipped ends.


Sister Agnes left the river’s edge, turning south towards faded Victorian facades of quiet poverty, down-at-heel food stores. As she reached the hostel, she was aware of cars, activity, blue lights, the door of the hostel wide open.


She was greeted by Rachel, her co-worker, her eyes wide with shock.


‘They’ve found Kayleigh. She’s dead.’


The hostel kitchen was full of people, some uniformed, some not, all apparently holding mugs of tea. Agnes was handed one, sat at the table, listened.


‘… A body of a young woman, found earlier today by workers on a building site, now identified as Kayleigh Ashton, apparently pushed into the pit after a struggle …’


‘… Post mortem being carried out … gap in the hoardings, at the back of the site, one of those big new office blocks near London Bridge, CCTV is being checked …’


‘… If anyone knows anything, please talk to us. People she was seeing, places she might have been going, had her behaviour changed in any way …’


Gradually the kitchen emptied. The police drifted away into the London night. There was silence around the table.


‘Poor cow,’ someone said.


‘She was working, isn’t it,’ Saliya said. ‘It’ll be a client.’


‘She’d stopped. Her boyfriend wouldn’t let her no more.’


‘Maybe it was him, then. Angry with her, innit.’


‘Who?’ Agnes looked at Saliya.


Saliya shrugged. ‘You know what men are like. Want you to themselves. They’d rather kill you than let someone else have a go.’ She yawned, theatrically. ‘I’m off to bed, me.’


Agnes went to her room. She lay on the bed. Across the river, the City churches chimed. She thought about the hostel kids, safe under this roof. The ones out there, not so safe.


She took out her phone, pulled up the image of the painting. She looked at the timer, the balance, the careful lists. Forgive us our trespasses, she thought. She wished she’d had that conversation with Kayleigh. Before it was too late.


At nine the next morning, Detective Sergeant Rob Coombes arrived. He had a nervous correctness, short mousy hair and took three sugars in his tea.


He stirred the spoon round in his mug. ‘We’ve spent the night combing the site. Struck lucky. The girl’s phone was there. Best weapon in the fight against crime ever invented. Whoever killed her didn’t think to take it off her, can’t have been professional. We’ve gone through the numbers. There’s an Irish one, turned out to be a half-sister in Galway. Poor woman’s distraught. Said no one cared about her, not a jot. There’s a lot of recent activity from one number. A voicemail. Mansell, it says. Warning her off his brother. Bernard.’


‘Well, well,’ Agnes said.


He looked up at her. ‘You know him?’


‘I know them both. Bernard’s local, sleeps in the doorways of churches. Mansell runs some kind of art dealership. I met him yesterday. He was looking for his brother. Fuming. Said he owed him.’


Rob was making notes. ‘This is all good.’


‘Unpleasant man.’ She fished in her pocket. ‘Here’s his business card. He runs a gallery in Mayfair.’


Rob wrote down the details. ‘There’s one other thing – the girl was pregnant.’


Pregnant. The word stuck in Agnes’ mind, as she cleared the breakfast in the hostel kitchen. She took a cup of tea into the quiet of the office. She sat at the desk, staring at Mansell’s business card.


Half an hour later she emerged from Bond Street tube station. She walked along Grosvenor Street in the morning sunlight, wondering at the poised elegance of the buildings, the sheen of luxury.


She turned off the main street, checked the address, found herself outside a glass-fronted exterior.


She pressed the bell.


A woman was sitting at a central table. She buzzed her in.


The gallery had dark blue walls. Overhead spotlights glinted on gold-painted frames. The woman was about forty, in a pencil skirt and a black polo neck sweater. She had pale skin, well-cut dark hair and orange lipstick. She looked up with a professional smile.


‘Can I help you?’ Her voice was low, cultured.


Agnes hesitated. ‘I have a painting I want to sell,’ she said. ‘Mr Ledger gave me his card.’


The woman was weighing her up, scanning her jeans, her charity shop jacket. Agnes felt too thinly disguised and now revealed as a fraud. She took a breath, held out her hand. ‘My name’s Sister Agnes. I’m a nun.’


Another flicker of disbelief. ‘And how did you meet my husband?’


‘Well … I work in a hostel for homeless kids. Near St Simeon’s Church, Bermondsey. Your husband turned up at the church yesterday, looking for someone. And then he saw the painting, which I’d just acquired. And in the end … I’m here.’ She looked at the woman’s expression. ‘I know it sounds unlikely,’ she added.


The woman leaned back on her chair. ‘It was his brother, wasn’t it? That he was looking for?’ Her tone was level.


‘Yes.’


‘Oh, those two. Do sit down.’ The woman indicated the seat opposite her. ‘My name’s Gina. Gina Ledger.’ She sighed. ‘They’re twins, you see. They have a toxic relationship. They each think the other one owes him.’


‘Owes him what?’


Gina tapped an orange-painted nail on the polished mahogany. ‘Everything. Money. Status. Women.’ She seemed cool, unperturbed. ‘So, this painting.’


‘My ex-husband has given it to me as a way of expiating his guilt. I don’t want it. It’s a Spanish still life, we think.’


The face softened. She gazed at Agnes with a new interest. ‘Are nuns allowed husbands?’


Agnes shrugged. ‘I was very young. I’m half French. I was married off, in France. My parents thought he was from a suitable family. They weren’t to know that that meant knowing everything about money and nothing about love.’


Gina considered her. ‘I see. And the painting?’


Agnes took out her phone, clicked on the image, handed it to her.


Gina stared at it. ‘If it’s authentic … it’s worth a fortune. I hope you’re keeping it safe.’


‘It’s safe as houses,’ Agnes said.


As Gina studied the phone, Agnes surveyed the gallery. There were various portraits, with porcelain skin, lace collars, sharp dark eyes. There was a Virgin and Child, a benign, clay-white face, a tiny man-like baby, both haloed in gold leaf. Further along hung a huge work in angry red and black. It seemed to show the flames of hell, dancing devils, skeletal humans languishing in pits.


Gina handed her the phone. ‘Did my husband find his brother?’


Agnes shook her head. ‘He seems to have vanished too.’


Gina got to her feet, paced the gallery. ‘It’s never stopped, those two. Not since childhood. What one had, the other wanted.’


Behind her, the red and black of the painting. She turned to Agnes. ‘So – so your husband didn’t love you.’


Agnes blinked up at her. ‘I think – I think he didn’t know the meaning of the word.’


‘Did he tell you he loved you?’


‘Yes. Yes he did. Often.’


Gina touched the picture frame, then turned to Agnes. ‘There’s a woman,’ she said.


‘I see.’ Agnes took a deep breath. ‘Mrs Ledger,’ she said. ‘It’s not just the painting that brought me here. In our hostel, there’s a girl …’


Gina’s face drained. She stumbled to her chair. ‘Go on.’ Her eyes were fixed on Agnes’.


‘Kayleigh,’ Agnes said.


‘I knew it. What’s happened?’


‘She’s dead.’


Gina slumped on her chair. She leaned her head on her hands. After a while she looked up. ‘When? Where?’


‘Last night. It’s all with the police now.’


‘Yes.’ She straightened up. ‘Of course.’ She shook her head. ‘They both … well …’ She patted her hair back into place. ‘A toxic childhood,’ she said. ‘Never enough to go round.’ She fixed her gaze on Agnes. ‘Poverty, it leaves scars—’


She was stopped by a buzzing at the door. Her face tightened. ‘You must go,’ she whispered, as the door swung open. Agnes saw the coat, the grey hair, blue eyes which settled on her.


‘You again?’ He threw her a smile. ‘Come to sell us the painting?’


Gina went to him. ‘Mansell – this is Sister Agnes.’ She took the coat he handed her. ‘You’ve met, I gather …’


‘We’ve met, yes. I was after Bernard. Not that I’ve got anywhere.’ He strode to the desk, flung himself into a chair. ‘Vanished into thin air. And this time he’s in more trouble than ever before …’


Gina murmured a hush.


‘Don’t shush me,’ he said. There was a flash of anger in the cold blue eyes.


Agnes felt a familiar tightening of fear.


He got to his feet. ‘I need a drink,’ he said. He crossed the gallery and went out to the back. They could hear slamming of cupboard doors, loud swearing. ‘Gina!’ The voice came from the back. ‘Where the bloody hell is the bottle opener?’


Agnes was on her feet. ‘I’ll go,’ she said.


At the door Gina grabbed her hand. ‘Thank you for telling me. Thank you so much.’ She relinquished her grip. ‘I must – I must go …’ She buzzed the door open, and Agnes found herself out in the expensive sunlight.


Agnes walked to the tube station, seeing in her mind the nervous pallor, the trembling, orange-painted fingers.


Did your husband love you, she’d asked.


How to explain? That the whispered words of love came afterwards, with the begging for forgiveness, the promises that it would never happen again, never ….


She’d seen the look of recognition in Gina’s eyes.


There was a ringing from her jacket pocket.


‘Hi, it’s Rob. Detective Sergeant Rob Coombes. Quick update. We’ve got more of the CCTV. About 21.30, night before last. We can see a girl, I think it’s Kayleigh. There are passers-by, a guy on a bike, a woman in a cab. And there are two men, arguing, shouting, nearly coming to blows. One’s your Bernard, doorway-sleeper. The other man – looks similar. Same height but kind of neater. His brother?’


‘Almost certainly,’ she said.


‘Where the girl was found, there’s a gap in the hoarding. The wrists show grip marks, there are signs of a fight before she fell. The hoarding where she fell was damaged. The images are rubbish – no full coverage. Where she fell, there’s a sheer drop, then darkness. I’ll keep you posted.’


That evening, in her hostel room, Agnes sat at the window. The sky was slashed pink with the setting sun; the distant strip of river between the railway arches glowed red.


In her mind, a building site at night. One girl. The rage of two men. A sheer drop, then darkness.


One brother, living in church doorways. The other, with wealth, art and beauty. She thought of his elegant, nervous wife. She lit a candle and settled in prayer.


In her mind, her memories. Her fear. Her bruises. Always feeling the one to blame. No wonder Julius had to rescue me.


And even now, Hugo wants to control me.


She spent a restless night dreaming of the home she’d shared with Hugo in the Loire. The hallway looked similar, with its wide carpeted staircase, only it seemed to be painted blue and decked with paintings, all hung crookedly. She woke to an early dawn, urban birdsong, a clench of anxiety.


Rachel found her at breakfast. ‘Agnes – someone here to see you.’


Gina stood on the doorstep. She was in a tailored navy raincoat, stylish heeled boots.


‘I’m sorry …’ she began.


‘Come in.’ Agnes led her into the office.


Gina sat down heavily into a chair. ‘The police came. First thing. They’ve taken Mansell in for questioning. It’s all as I feared. My husband’s number on the girl’s phone. For some weeks, it seems.’


Agnes took a seat next to her.


Gina shook her head. ‘Anything Bernard has, Mansell wants.’ Her eyes welled with tears. ‘As boys, they had nothing. Grew up on a struggling farm, out near Bristol somewhere. Then the farm was sold, and for the first time they had money. Bernard spent his on whisky. Mansell put it into the business. Bernard’s convinced he’s owed something, even now.’ Her hands lay in her lap, the fingers tightly entwined. She spoke again. ‘I – I wasn’t entirely honest with you.’


Agnes waited.


‘I was there,’ Gina said. ‘The night that girl went missing. I’d followed Mansell. He’d taken the car. I followed in a cab. I’d had enough of his lies. I ran to the building site. They were shouting at each other, the two brothers … I heard it all. Fighting over a girl, the two of them …’ Her voice cracked. ‘And she was there, laughing, taunting them about the baby. About how they’d never prove which one of them was the father. She was saying it was her baby. “Only mine,” she was saying. Laughing at them.’


‘Then what happened?’


Gina’s expression was tight, shadowed. ‘They turned on her. All that rage … I was frightened for her. She ran, and they chased her. I went after them, tried to reach her – that’s when Mansell saw me.’ Her eyes darkened. ‘He was furious. “Why have you come?” he was shouting. He – he grabbed me. Pushed me into the car …’ She put her hands to her face.


‘And Bernard …?’


She breathed, settled herself. ‘He was still there.’ Her fingers worked in her lap. She spoke again. ‘My worry is … there’s a gap, in the time. Between the girl running away, on to the building site. And my husband seeing me.’


‘You think …’


‘I think one of them pushed her. But I can’t be certain which one.’ A catch in her throat. She looked up. ‘When your husband told you he loved you … did you believe him?’


Agnes met her eyes. ‘For years, yes.’


‘What changed?’


Agnes breathed out. ‘I was rescued.’


Gina stared at her hands in her lap. ‘There’s no one to rescue me.’


‘You could—’


‘Rescue myself?’ Her smile was empty. She shook her head. ‘I have too much to lose.’ She got to her feet. ‘Thank you for listening.’


They went out into the hallway. Agnes opened the door for her.


Gina stood at the top of the steps. ‘In my mind,’ she said, ‘I just keep seeing it, over and over … the rage of the men, the way they turned on the girl … and then she runs away, and I can’t see her, and then there’s my husband, putting me into the car …’ She looked up at Agnes. ‘What can I do? Life must go on.’


Agnes watched her go, the polished heels against the worn stone steps.


She turned and went inside.


Her phone rang.


‘Julius?’


‘Bernard’s back,’ he said. ‘He’s here.’


Bernard was sitting by Julius’ desk in an armchair. He had a large mug of coffee at his elbow, and was eating a bacon sandwich with hungry desperation. His hair was a chaotic shock of grey; he had the beginnings of a beard. He wore a stained and tattered jacket that had once been brown corduroy.


He waved the sandwich at Agnes, continued eating.


Julius poured a coffee, pulled up a third chair for her.


Bernard spoke. ‘Oh, Father. Sister. I have sinned. I know that well enough.’


Agnes draped her coat over the back of her chair. ‘You were there, that night, at the building site?’


He gave a nod. ‘I was with Kayleigh. And that bastard brother of mine. Words were spoken. Harsh words. I regret every one of them now.’


He swallowed, hard. Took another bite of sandwich.


‘Bernard—’ she faced him. ‘What happened?’


‘She fell. Kayleigh. Into the hoardings there. Into darkness. I couldn’t see her. Couldn’t see where she’d gone.’ He swallowed. ‘I was running after her, I grabbed hold of her – then she’d gone. I looked and looked. All I could see was blackness.’ Another bite of sandwich. He looked up at Agnes. ‘And I’m to blame. She only knew my brother because of me. What I have, he wants. And he wanted her. And Kayleigh … the thing with that girl is, she’s never known love. She doesn’t know what it looks like. So attention, of that kind – she turns towards it like a flower towards the sun.’


Agnes spoke. ‘This baby,’ she said. ‘It could have been yours or his.’


Bernard shook his head. ‘No,’ he said. ‘No, no. Not mine.’


Julius touched his arm. ‘Bernard …’


Bernard turned to him. ‘No lies, Father. I promise you. I know it can’t be mine. Kayleigh and I … we didn’t … we weren’t … And my brother knew that too.’


Julius glanced at Agnes.


‘Father – I am destined for hell.’ He put down his sandwich, stared at it on its greasy wrapping. ‘I knew it was his baby. We all knew it was his baby. But she was taunting him, saying he couldn’t prove it. He got angry then. It was like she’d unleashed something … and then I saw him grab her, and there’s the pit, and …’ He shook his head. ‘Then Mansell vanished. Don’t know where he went. I could hear his car. And I stood there, alone, staring into the blackness, the darkness. I thought I could hear a cry … a tiny sound … And then silence.’ He put his hand across his eyes. ‘I could have saved her,’ he said. ‘But I was a coward.’


Outside a siren, the change of tone as it passed by.


He spoke again. ‘And the irony is, he never wanted a child. He’s made it perfectly clear for all these years, married a woman who felt the same – but the minute that poor girl makes him think it might be mine, then he wants it. I hear it even now,’ he said. ‘That cry for help from the depths.’


‘Bernard,’ Agnes touched his arm. ‘Will you speak to the police?’


He gave a weary nod. ‘Though the law can’t help me now.’


Agnes reached for her phone.


‘I keep thinking of them angels,’ he said. ‘The ones climbing the ladders to Heaven, on the abbey. I used to say to them, when you get there, put in a word for me.’ He gave a thin smile. ‘They’ll have their work cut out now, I can tell you.’


*


Agnes sat in her room. She lit a candle, took out her prayer book. The light was fading, and the city sky was pink with the setting sun.


She opened the book.


‘Render therefore to all their dues: tribute to whom tribute is due; custom to whom custom, fear to whom fear, honour to whom honour. Owe no man anything, but to love one another; for he that loveth another hath fulfilled the law.’


One young woman, pushed into a pit. Three witnesses – an angry man, a wife, a brother … And then something happens. A gap in the hoardings, a struggle, a push. Then blackness, and a small, final, haunting cry.


In her mind, the scene replayed itself. The two brothers, the girl taunting them both, the husband turns on the girl, grabs her as she tries to get away – and then, before his brother can catch up with him, he’s bundled his wife into the car, leaving Bernard, standing there, alone.


Agnes closed her prayer book, blew out her candle. She thought about Gina’s brittle resignation. She thought about the reckoning, the calculation of our guilt.


And without Julius – would I have had the strength to leave?


She picked up her phone. She stared at the image of the painting for a long moment.


I know what I have to do, she thought.


The Mayfair streets seemed to have lost their gloss under the grey drizzly morning. Through the glass doors of the gallery, Agnes could see Gina, standing motionless in the glint of the spotlights.


Agnes rang the bell.


She turned sharply, buzzed the door open. She spoke. ‘They released Mansell for now. They’re talking to Bernard. It depends whether he tells the truth.’


‘And what is the truth?’ Agnes said.


Gina met her eyes, then turned away. She was wearing a chunky orange necklace, a white linen shirt, navy trousers. She wandered to her desk.


Agnes spoke. ‘I’ve come to say, you don’t have to sell my painting after all. I shall donate it to our mother house in France.’


‘Oh.’ She faced her, a hint of disappointment in her voice. ‘Well, it’s up to you.’


‘I’m not allowed to own anything.’


A brief smile. ‘That’s why I could never be a nun.’


There was a composure about her as she stood by her desk. Agnes thought how well she belonged there, so crisp and tailored. Even the Madonna seemed to smile her approval.


Agnes breathed. ‘Well,’ she said.


‘Well.’


They looked at each other.


‘Marriage,’ Agnes said. ‘I keep thinking of your husband, whisking you away from the building site the other night, pushing you into the car.’


Gina gave a shudder at the memory. ‘Mansell wants to blame Bernard.’


‘And Bernard wants to blame himself. But what price will you have to pay? That’s what I keep thinking. Last night, I was imagining, how would it have been if I’d stayed with Hugo. Constantly paying the price. I was looking at my painting, on my phone, and thinking of the reckoning. And you …’ she faced Gina. ‘There’ll be other girls, other Kayleighs. And you’ll be silenced.’


Gina’s composure drained away. She tried a smile. ‘We all pay a price.’


Agnes sighed. ‘I suppose we do.’ She sat at the desk. ‘The problem,’ she said, ‘is that Bernard doesn’t know what happened that night. He didn’t see it all. Whereas your husband saw everything.’ She looked up at her. ‘In my mind, I see Kayleigh, taunting your husband about his baby. And you, standing there, knowing that the one thing your husband had refused to give you, he’d given to her.’


Gina lowered herself on to the chair, her eyes fixed on Agnes.


‘The men were still shouting at each other,’ Agnes went on. ‘Kayleigh ran away. And you followed. It must have taken a minute, to grab her wrists, a struggle, a push. And she was gone. And then, your husband, realizing what’s happened, running, scooping you up, whisking you away, before his brother can see. Which leaves Bernard, alone, staring into the blackness of the pits, hearing that last faint cry.’


Gina got to her feet, stared at the walls. Behind her a flash of red, the flames of hell.


‘Of course,’ Agnes went on, ‘it suits your husband too. To have Kayleigh out of the way. No wonder he’s standing by you, blaming his brother …’


Gina spoke. Her voice was level. ‘You have no proof.’


‘No,’ Agnes agreed.


Gina paced the gallery. She turned to Agnes. ‘I – it’s – it’s all a blur.’ She ran her finger along a picture frame. ‘All I could see was that girl, her hand across her belly. All I could hear was her shouting, laughing, about having a baby, my husband’s baby …’ Her finger went to the next painting. ‘For years … for years we argued. Me and Mansell. It was the only thing I wanted. A baby. Months, years, of fighting. I was ill with it. At one point he said I should leave, find someone who wants a baby …’


‘But you couldn’t leave.’


Gina shook her head. ‘I think … looking back … he had the power. He made it so I felt I couldn’t leave.’ She looked around her, glancing at the shining gold frames. ‘I had too much to lose.’


She sat down heavily opposite Agnes. ‘And now it’s too late. There is nowhere to run.’


‘They arrested her?’ Julius handed Agnes a cup of tea.


She nodded. ‘I called Rob Coombes on my phone. She walked out to the car. Calm as anything. I watched them handcuff her.’


‘Well, well.’ He leaned back in his chair. A flicker of sunlight illumined the room. ‘And Bernard’s gone back to Bath,’ he said. ‘He’ll do better there.’


Agnes sipped her tea.


‘Your painting’s gone. Shipped to France. As instructed. I bet your mother house sells it for a fortune.’


‘I thought you said it was a fake,’ she said.


‘I know those nuns – they won’t let a small thing like that get in the way,’ he said, and she laughed.


A few weeks later, a postcard arrived at Julius’ office. He handed it to Agnes. ‘It’s from Bath,’ he said. ‘From Bernard.’


It was a picture of the West Door of Bath Abbey. Agnes turned it over. ‘All settled here,’ she read. ‘I’m working at the abbey. Mostly window cleaning. Until I fall off a ladder. Hope you enjoy the picture. PS if you stare at the columns carefully, you can see the angels move.’


Alison Joseph is a London-based crime writer and award-winning radio dramatist. She is the author of the series of novels featuring Sister Agnes, a contemporary nun, based in an open order in London. Her other novels include Dying to Know, a crime novel about particle physics featuring DI Berenice Killick, published 2015. Her new series features a fictional Agatha Christie as a detective, published by Endeavour Press. Alison is a member of Killer Women, and was Chair of the Crime Writers’ Association from 2013- 2015.




The False Inspector Lovesey


Andrew Taylor


The first time I met Peter was at an Awards Dinner of the Crime Writers’ Association. Typically, he found the time to come up and introduce himself to a very new author. Equally typically, he had just won the 1982 Gold Dagger with The False Inspector Dew, a brilliantly stylish crime novel about a man who pretends to be the detective who had arrested Dr Crippen and his lover, Ethel Le Neve. The book remains one of my all-time favourites in the genre. The story that follows is a humble homage to a wonderful writer and a very kind colleague.


On my twenty-first birthday (more or less), the doorbell rang shortly before three o’clock in the afternoon. Auntie Ag was passing through the hall at the time, so she answered it.


The man on the doorstep raised his hat. ‘My name, madam,’ he said, ‘is Lovesey.’


He had a droopy face like Mrs Conway-down-the-road’s basset hound. He wore a long brown raincoat and carried a briefcase. Under his arm was a newspaper.


‘Yes?’ said Auntie Ag.


He pointed to the newspaper, the Lydmouth Gazette. ‘I understand you have a room to let.’


‘Yes,’ said Auntie in a warmer voice.


Mr Lovesey placed his hat on his chest, covering his heart. His eyes slid past Auntie and found me in the shadows at the back of the hall.


‘I’m looking for a bed-sitting room with half-board,’ he said. ‘For a week at first. Possibly longer.’


‘The only vacancy at present is the first-floor front. That doesn’t happen very often, I can tell you. It’s a very popular room with professional gentlemen. My last lodger, Mr Forster, was a chiropodist. Lovely gentleman.’


Except he drank, I thought, and used to pinch my bum on the landing. Also, from Auntie’s point of view at least, there had been the problem with the rent. Still, he had been better than Mr Taylor, over whom Auntie said it was best to draw a veil.


Mr Lovesey nodded. ‘Perhaps I might see it?’


Auntie raised her voice but did not turn round. ‘Margaret Rose? Go up and raise the blinds.’


I went upstairs. The blinds were already up because I had been in the middle of giving the room its usual sweep, dust and polish. I collected the cleaning materials and hid them in the bottom of the wardrobe.


Auntie Ag sailed through the doorway with Mr Lovesey in tow. ‘South-facing,’ she said in her most refined voice. ‘And beautifully light. Remarkably quiet, too, despite the fact it’s so convenient for the High Street, as well as handy for the park at the top of the road. A very nice class of neighbourhood.’


Mr Lovesey’s eyes swept around the room, lingering for a moment on the tin of polish on the bedside table. Auntie saw it too, and I knew I would hear more about it later.


‘Do try the mattress,’ Auntie urged. ‘I think you’ll find it everything a mattress should be.’


Mr Lovesey sat down on the bed and bounced obediently.


‘Plenty of room for your clothes. See?’ Auntie opened the wardrobe door and found the rest of the cleaning materials. She closed the door. ‘The gas fire’s on a meter, not that you’ll need to use it at present.’ Her eyes swept around the room. ‘Own basin, hot and cold water. Our bathroom’s along the landing – it has a brand new Ascot water heater. That’s on a meter too, of course.’


‘What about meals?’


‘I always say that a man needs a good cooked breakfast.’ Auntie frowned, as if daring him to suggest otherwise. ‘As for supper, two courses every evening, rain or shine. Eat with the family, naturally. Sunday lunch is available too, but that’s extra.’


‘Personal laundry?’


‘By arrangement, Mr Lovesey. That’s another extra, of course.’


‘Of course.’ He cleared his throat. ‘And, er …?’


‘Four guineas a week, in advance.’ The chiropodist had paid three. In theory.


‘And the other lodgers?’


‘There’s only Mr Plantin at present. A very quiet gentleman, a librarian. He has the room across the landing.’


‘Excellent,’ said Mr Lovesey. ‘Well, I’ll take the room for a week, if I may.’


‘If you stay longer, I’ll need to ask for references.’ Auntie Ag gave him one of her closely rationed smiles. ‘By the way, we’re able to offer a discount of ten shillings for cash. There’s such a saving on the bank charges and the paperwork.’

OEBPS/images/9780751566161.jpg
Edlted hy Mamn Edwards*

" MEMBERS

OFTHE -
{ DETECTION
I}

H“d:% SIMON BRETT - i
ANDREW TAYLOR LEN DEIGHTO
VESEY MICHAEL JECKS
MICHAEL RIDPATH KATE ELLIS
DUDLEY EDWARDS ALISON JOSEPH
L. C. TYLER CATHERINE AIRD
ID ROBERTS DAVID STUAHT DAVIES
JANET LAURENCE L
KATE CHARLES
JOHN MAI.COLM AR
{_SUSAN MOODY








