


[image: 001]




 Praise for Rachel Billington

Lies & Loyalties

 



‘[A] challenging and exciting novel . . . a grown-up story seasoned with politics, religion and the terrors of breakdown’

Sunday Times

 



‘This brilliantly murky novel describes a nightmarish ten days in the life of a famous, highly successful but deeply dysfunctional family’

Spectator

 



‘This novel crackles with energy . . . The quick-paced, unadorned writing almost makes it possible to miss the sharp connections being drawn between the strait-laced and the strait-jacketed in contemporary Britain’

Daily Telegraph

 



‘Heartache, soul searching and finger pointing swirl around this complex tale of a dysfunctional, yet powerful family’

Daily Mirror

 



‘Billington’s persuasive and intriguing portrait of a family . . . a complex human drama that also embraces questions not only of how we treat the mentally ill, but crime and punishment, the place of religion, and the purpose of parliamentary democracy’

The Independent

 



One Summer

 



‘Billington handles the tension well and her main characters are well-formed . . . intense, brooding and self-destructive’

Daily Telegraph

 



‘Heightened emotionalism worthy of Iris Murdoch . . . prose that is supple and lyrical but never self-indulgent’

Spectator

 



‘A heady literary cocktail that hurtles towards its tragic denouement with this author’s characteristic flair’

Easy Living

 



‘This great romance reads like a thriller’

Bella

 



The Space Between

 



‘Billington’s warm portrait of life at a crossroads will strike a chord with all those determined to forge their own path, no matter how unclear it may seem’

Red

 



‘This is a good story, told by a sympathetic, compassionate and wise writer . . . this book leaves one full of admiration for the author: she is in the front rank of those who write of women’s lives’

The Tablet

 



‘Billington’s perceptive portrait of the complications of modern life is a Jane Austen tale for the 21st century’

Good Book Guide




Rachel Billington has published numerous novels and books for children, as well as several non-fiction works. She is also a regular journalist, feature writer and reviewer. She is co-editor of Inside Time, the national newspaper for prisoners, and a Vice-President of English PEN. She has four children and four grandsons and lives in London and Dorset.

 



www.rachelbillington.com




 
 
 

 
Lies and Loyalties

 

 
RACHEL BILLINGTON

 
 
Orion

www.orionbooks.co.uk




 
AN ORION EBOOK

 



 
First published in Great Britain in 2008 by Orion 


 This ebook first published in 2010 by Orion Books

 
Copyright © Rachel Billington 2008

 



 
The moral right of Rachel Billington to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

 



 
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor to be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published without a similar condition, including this condition, being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

 



 
All the characters in this book are fictitious, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

 



 
Extract from After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory© Alasdair MacIntyre, 1997. 


 Reproduced by kind permission of Gerald Duckworth & Co. Ltd

 



 
A CIP catalogue record for this book 


 is available from the British Library.

 



eISBN : 978 1 4091 2412 2

 



 
This ebook produced by Jouve, France

 



 
The Orion Publishing Group Ltd 
Orion House 
5 Upper Saint Martin’s Lane 
London WC2H 9EA

 



 
An Hachette UK Company

 



 
www.orionbooks.co.uk





To Kevin




Our Lady, Star of the Sea 
Pray for seafarers 
Pray for us

 



O Mary, Star of the Sea, light of every ocean, guide seafarers across all dark and stormy seas that they may reach the haven of peace and light prepared in Him who calmed the sea. As we set forth upon the oceans of the world and across deserts of our time, pray that we will never fail on life’s journey, that in heart and mind, word and deed, in days of turmoil and in days of calm, we will always look to Christ and say, Who is this that even the wind and sea obey Him? Our Lady of peace, pray for us! Bright Star of the Sea, guide us!




 CHAPTER ONE

 Found Hanging From a Tree

The two men were fighting on the floor. Although they tried hard to land a punch neither succeeded so that it was a kind of ineffectual pulling and kicking, wrestling and rolling, with arms and legs flying in all directions. Judging by their furious faces, equally red and sweating, they didn’t intend to give up without drawing blood or at least gaining some advantage.

Jesmarie looked at them with amazement from the door. Roland Norrington Barr, head of chambers, had disappeared halfway under his large desk so that only his long legs, with the black hand-made lace-ups, slashed the air. She supposed that some might find the sight funny but she was horrified to see this usually dignified, powerful man, reduced to a scuffling schoolboy.

‘Ugh!’ Roland grunted painfully, as his head hit the underside of the desk.

‘Serves you right!’ shouted Leo, who was now half crouching and trying to pull Roland out. A shiny shoe made contact with his cheekbone. ‘Bastard!’ And they were back to rolling about the floor again.

Jesmarie began to feel she should take some action. Not that it was her place. She put down the cup of tea she was holding. They were brothers, of course, and brothers fought, but they were also grown men. As far as men did grow up. After thirty years in the chambers Jesmarie had her doubts. They were successful, all right: a QC and an MP - letters of honour. If they carried on long enough, they could do each other real damage and, worse still, it might even get into the papers. Maybe she should tell Mike - except he’d gone  out to lunch. Senior clerks should always be on tap in case of emergencies. From behind her she heard steps approaching.

It was Mike’s nephew, Wayne. He’d just have to do. ‘Take a look in there, would you?’

The boy, hardly more than that although dressed in the flashiest pinstripe she’d seen yet and hair greased like a basted joint, opened the door immediately.

‘Shit, man.’

‘Ssh.’

They both stared. Roland’s jacket had been pulled off his shoulders revealing a thinly striped navy lining. Leo had retained his suit but the vent at the back had ripped showing a flash of pale blue satin. They were both big men, fit, in their forties and, although panting heavily, it was clear they could go on like this for some time. Now there was a mark with a little blood on Roland’s cheek. Neither man showed any awareness that they were being watched.

Jesmarie gently pulled the door to.

‘It’s not our business, is it?’ Wayne shrugged his narrow shoulders.

‘Anything to do with the barristers is your business. How do you think you clerks earn your money?’ He was no use. ‘Where’s Bert - or is Mike back?’

‘He might be.’

‘Get him then.’

Mike arrived remarkably quickly.

‘Thank the Lord,’ said Jesmarie at the sight of him. Only forty, but with twenty years of managing barristers. He got the point in a flash. Not that it was difficult with the noise still going on next door.

‘What we need is someone to break it up.’ Mike shook his head. ‘Not like Mr Norrington Barr, this.’

‘Rivalry?’ suggested Jesmarie.

‘He’s got a big case Monday. Murder.’

Jesmarie shifted on her feet, which always hurt by lunchtime. She’d have to wear blasted trainers like everyone else.

‘Get someone to call them. Wait.’ They were all quiet. The scuffling, which had lessened, rose to a loud bang and a yelp. ‘Another family member. We’ve got their numbers in case his mother passes away.’ He sped off.
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By the time the telephone rang on the large desk, the brothers were reduced to a kind of shadow fighting. They were still on the floor but more out of exhaustion than anything else. Occasionally one directed an elbow at the other, or a half-hearted kick or a punch, but their faces, although still red, were no longer enraged. They wore expressions more of shock and even sadness, as if this reality were worse than before.

Roland let the phone ring a few times, then stood up, tugging his jacket back on to his shoulders. He was even taller than he’d seemed on the ground, so tall that he had a slight, obviously habitual stoop.

‘Hello.’ His voice was hoarse. He cleared his throat and pronounced more decisively. ‘Norrington Barr.’ His fingers felt for his tie, which was not there since it had swivelled to the back of his neck. ‘Portia!’ His eyes turned to Leo, still sitting on the floor.

At Portia’s name, Leo shuffled to his feet. He picked up a chair that had been knocked over and sat on it. He, too, was tall although an inch or so shorter than his brother and with broader shoulders. Both men were beginning to go bald and had neat well-trimmed hair, Leo’s fairer and with a hint of curl.

Portia’s voice was loud in the room, as if Roland had the loudspeaker on.

‘Whatever’s happening? Your clerk made it sound like murder.’

‘Murder?’ Leo stood up and took off his jacket. His shirt was patched with sweat. He found a handkerchief and wiped his face before sitting down again. He didn’t meet Roland’s eyes.

‘It’s not Imogen, then?’ continued Portia, more hesitantly. ‘He insisted I rang. Said it was an emergency.’

‘Where are you?’ Roland mumbled eventually. He, too, pulled out a handkerchief and wiped his face. It came back bloodied. He laid it on the desk.

‘I’m on top of Monte Albán, an Aztec site near Oaxaca in central Mexico, trying to get publicity for a women’s co-operative. I’ve brought a whole gang of them up here to be photographed and they’re waiting patiently in ninety-five-degree heat. Anyway, I can’t afford this call.’ She sounded defensive.

Roland recaptured his tie and eased it round to the front. Once again he tried and failed to catch Leo’s eye. When Portia stopped speaking, he said, ‘Just hold on a minute.’ He pressed a button on the phone and leaned forward to Leo. ‘Shall I tell her?’

‘It’s up to you.’

‘Oh, God.’

Leo shrugged. He smoothed the jacket across his knee.

‘Bastard,’ said Roland, without much energy.

‘Who’s the eldest here?’ Leo’s voice was mocking. ‘With privilege comes responsibility.’

‘Shut up!’ Roland seemed on the verge of anger again.

‘You’d better say something to her.’

Roland’s fingers hovered over the phone. ‘She’d much rather hear it from you.’

Leo relented. ‘Turn it this way.’

‘Thanks.’ For the first time the two men looked at each other. It seemed to constitute a kind of truce.

Roland flicked the switch. Leo spoke with his eyes on the window beyond the desk. ‘Portia, it’s Leo. It’s bad news, the worst news.’ He hesitated. ‘Charlie’s dead.’

There was a discernible gasp from the other end. ‘So that’s why you were fighting.’ Another gasp and a long pause.

‘Porsh?’

‘I’m just trying to breathe. There’s a shortage of air up here. The women know about death. I’m sorry. I’m talking rubbish. I somehow never thought - despite everything. I can’t believe it. I can’t take it in. It’s impossible.’

Now Roland spoke. ‘I’m afraid it’s tragically true. The hospital rang. He was found in the garden.’

‘No—’ Leo cut in abruptly.

Roland ran his hand across his forehead. ‘When are you back?’

‘Two days.’ Portia’s voice was breaking up, whether with emotion or a fault on the line it was hard to tell.

‘What did you say?’

‘I want to see him, and I’ll come back as soon as I can get a flight.’ Her voice was once more overwhelmed, perhaps by wind from the mountains, a sibilant wailing.

Both men looked down, embarrassed. It seemed like the sound of their sister’s suffering.

Out of the airwaves came a thin voice of distress. ‘I suppose he committed suicide.’

‘What else could it have been?’ Roland spoke and again his  brother’s steely-eyed gaze stopped him telling her the details. ‘I’m sorry.’

The line was cut, the silence in the office that, for a few minutes, had been filled with the presence of another, wider, world made it seem too enclosed, claustrophobic.

‘I didn’t think she needed the image of the tree,’ said Leo.

‘I expect you’re right. I’m not so sensitive about these things as you.’

‘You’re a lawyer.’ It sounded like an attack.

‘Charlie’s dead. He hanged himself in the hospital garden.’

‘Can’t you see how that could haunt her? What questions would she ask us? How did he do it? What with? What time of day? What was he wearing? Had he stopped taking his pills? Why did nobody spot him?’ He added, as if to himself, ‘Why ever would he commit suicide now?’

Roland ignored this, then mumbled as if he knew how Leo would take this comment, ‘Most people would do it with pills.’

‘You can’t stop accusing him, can you, even when he’s dead!’ Leo’s face was angry again. His fists, red and spongy, were clenched. He jumped to his feet.

Roland fingered his cut and sighed. ‘I’m sorry. Don’t let’s start that . . .’

‘No, you’re not!’ Leo looked ready to throw over the desk. ‘You hate him because he breaks rules, makes trouble—’ He sagged back again into the chair. ‘Oh, what’s the use. Forget it. I don’t expect you made his life harder than he did himself.’

‘No. I’m sorry.’

‘Just don’t say you’re sorry!’

Barely stopping himself repeating the word once more, Roland pulled out a piece of paper from a desk drawer and laid it on his desk. Then he took up a pen from a narrow wooden tray. ‘I’ll make a list of things to be done.’ He began to write, his hand shaking.

‘A list. Yes, that should sort it out.’ Leo sounded heavily ironic.

Roland laid down the pen. ‘All right. I never saw the point of Charlie. Never understood why you all found him so lovable. Maybe that was my loss. But can we try to be a bit grown-up about this?’

‘My eye hurts.’ Leo felt his face gingerly. ‘Is it going black? I’ve got a question down for tomorrow. PM’s Question.’

‘You should have thought about that before you thumped me.’

‘You’re bleeding, actually.’

Quite suddenly Leo laughed. ‘God, think how Charlie would have enjoyed this. His big brothers fighting over his dead body.’ He changed mood again. ‘It just doesn’t make sense.’

Roland remained sober. ‘I must ring Maggie.’

‘Don’t forget Father Bill.’

‘There’ll be an inquest.’ Roland was writing on his piece of paper.

‘The police.’ Leo buttoned up his jacket. ‘That’s what my question’s about.’

‘Critical?’

‘Take a guess.’

Roland picked up the bloody handkerchief and pressed it to his cheek. ‘It’s stinging like shit.’

‘You can call it a shaving accident.’ Leo’s tone was careless. He looked towards the window. ‘I suppose a known bipolar suicide in hospital won’t give the police much reason to hang about.’ He gave a strangled gulp.

‘You mean with doctors on hand to sign the death certificate?’ Leo stood up abruptly, just catching his chair before it fell. ‘I know he was ill but he’s been worse and he had so much going on. Things he’d never abandon.’

Roland’s expression didn’t change. Eventually he stood up, took off his coat and sat down again. ‘We’re both in shock.’

‘Yes. Yes,’ muttered Leo. He slumped and put his head into his hands. ‘Who’s going to tell Imogen?’

‘What?’

Leo lifted his head. ‘Our mother. The great umbilical. Who’s going to tell her?’

‘We always made Charlie messenger of bad news. As long as he was beside her she didn’t care about anything else.’

‘It’ll probably kill her.’

‘He should have thought about that.’

Leo leaned forward. ‘Charlie was never suicidal. That was one of his charms - despite everything, a valiant survivor.’

‘You always like to romanticise things. He tried to commit suicide two or three times, once at Christmas, causing maximum confusion for everyone.’

‘But he wasn’t serious. And he wasn’t very ill any more. There were things going on—’ He broke off. ‘And Lizzie.’

‘Lizzie, indeed. How do we tell Lizzie? Through the authorities, I suppose.’

‘Oh, fuck. Fuck. Fuck.’

‘His life’s always been a tragic mess. Why don’t you face up to it? Imogen spoiled him, literally. I could see it happening, even if you couldn’t. By the age of seven he felt invincible, answerable to no one.’

‘He had an illness, Roland. He was born that way. It’s as if you’d been born with no legs.’

‘He wasn’t sick when he was a little boy. It was only when he had to tackle the big world with no mummy . . .’

‘Do you know? I think jealousy is one of the most pernicious sins because it stops a person seeing straight. OK. Imogen loved Charlie best but that was because he was her youngest child, and he just happened to be better-looking, cleverer, wittier, brilliant at sport and—’

‘Barking mad,’ completed Roland.

Leo was out of his seat and heading for his brother when there was a knock on the door.

‘Yes?’ Roland was curt.

Wayne spoke before he was in the room as if to armour himself with words. ‘Your sandwich, sir. Roast beet and horseradish, sir.’ Under the surprised gaze of both men, he shifted uncomfortably. ‘Hold it?’

‘Do that.’

Once the door was closed, Leo turned and put on his jacket. He faced Roland before leaving. ‘I’m going to the hospital.’

‘You can do whatever you want. I can’t think why he was allowed to wander round unsupervised,’ he added petulantly.

‘He’d been there for two months, Roland. Did you want him caged up like a prisoner? When did you last see him? I saw him two nights ago and he was nearly himself—’

‘Himself!’ snorted Roland.

‘—speaking at a normal speed, able to sustain logical thought, sitting still most of the time. He would have been out in a week.’

‘Bollocks!’

Leo didn’t react as if he was concentrating. His thoughts of Charlie and Roland had become incidental. He went to the door. ‘I’ll keep in touch.’

Roland picked up his pen and wrote on his list. ‘I’ll go and see Imogen and contact the others.’

‘Yes.’ Finally, Leo’s expression was sad and gentle. ‘Whatever the truth, Charlie’s death is a tragedy, as you said to Portia.’




 CHAPTER TWO

 Inside Out

Father Bill pushed his pass under the glass partition and followed it up with his mobile. The first came back, accompanied by a heavy bunch of keys, the second was put away by the lady in a white shirt with official epaulettes.

Bill had been a part-time prison chaplain for five years but he’d never lost the feeling of strangeness as he passed from the outer world to this barred and secret inner world. The corridors and sliding partitions of security led him into its depths. Powerful images of tragedy accompanied him on his visits to the lost souls in his care.

Not that they necessarily thought of him as caring for them. The Catholic foreign nationals, the Colombians and West Indians, tended to be more devout, crossing themselves or even kneeling in front of him, but more often he felt that they saw him as a slightly off-beam member of the prison staff, easier to bend to their will, maybe. It was a fact that most riots started in the chapel.

Sometimes Bill found this dispiriting but this afternoon he was on a real errand of mercy. He had prayed before he’d set out for the prison and now he prayed again as he circled the red-brick corridors, opening and closing one barred door after another. ‘Lend me your light, O Lord, that I may find the words to bring hope, not merely suffering.’ It was the fourth week of Lent. You expected, even looked for, suffering in Lent, but not this bad.

 



Lizzie Potts was sitting in her cell, staring into what space there was. Thank God her cellmate, who couldn’t sit still or stop talking, had gone out to ‘associate’ with some other unlucky sod.

Lizzie had had a bad feeling when she’d received the message that Father Bill was on the way to see her. She’d needed a moment to get her head together. A few months ago that would have meant a spliff or a line. Now it meant a little time on her own before one of the officers came thumping along to lead her off to the interview room. Lizzie allowed herself to dwell for a moment on the substantiality of most of the officers, as if they were made of heavier fabric then her, stuffed with richer food. She had always been slight but the time in prison had stripped her further.

When she caught sight of herself now she saw a skinny girl, as unwomanly as a ten-year-old, her half-dyed blonde hair curling round the pallid face of a victim. Yet she was not a victim, she reminded herself, she was a survivor. Charlie had told her so, insisted she had a future. She’d be out soon. But why an out-of-turn visit from Father Bill?

Along the corridor came the weighty rubber-soled steps and the jangling keys.

Lizzie went and stood by the open door but her legs shook and her head hung. At the last moment she turned back and took a folded piece of paper from a drawer.

‘Come along, Lizzie,’ said the officer, not unkindly.

Lizzie stayed quiet but followed close behind her. The officer was called Pat, a head taller than her charge and twice as broad. She walked quickly, locking and unlocking doors with the same decisive gestures and each time stepping back the bare minimum to allow Lizzie past her. Lizzie hardly noted this small act of aggression. She was concentrating on keeping dread at bay.

At last they reached the room. Through the window in the door, she could see that Father Bill was already there, his broad shoulders, slightly thinning dark curly hair and reddish, regular-featured face, framed like a picture. He looked, Lizzie thought uneasily, very sad. The word ‘distraught’ came to mind.

The officer knocked and the priest’s face changed immediately. He even smiled. His smile reminded Lizzie of Charlie, and she tried to cheer herself as she followed Pat into the room.

‘Do you want me to stay, Father?’

‘Oh, no. No need, thank you.’ He seemed shocked at the officer’s enquiry, although it was standard prison practice.

‘Half an hour enough?’

‘Fine. Good.’

Lizzie, watching him intently, caught another glimpse of that horrible sadness. She sat down opposite him and placed her hands on the table. They’d taught her to do that: in sight and out of trouble.

‘How are you today, Lizzie?’

She hated his nervousness. Priests shouldn’t be nervous. They should rest secure in the faith of Christ. ‘OK.’ She looked down. Although she was sitting with her back to it, she knew Pat had left the door open. She hated the lack of privacy.

‘I’m afraid I’m bringing tragic news.’

Lizzie stared at him. She could feel what little blood there was in her body draining away.

‘Perhaps we should pray first.’ The priest’s voice was almost pleading.

‘I don’t feel like praying.’

‘What, Lizzie?’

She had muttered it. Why was he torturing her? ‘No!’ There were tears in father Bill’s eyes. They were blue like Charlie’s - not beautiful like Charlie’s. ‘Is it my mum?’ He knew she hated her mum. Or, rather, her mum hated her. Came to the same thing. ‘Bad news on my parole?’ He wouldn’t have said ‘tragic’ about that. There was only one thing that could be tragic in her life and she wasn’t going there.

‘I’m tougher than you think, Father. Go on, spit it out.’

 



Bill heard her brave voice above an inward gabble of prayer. For a moment he hated Charlie for putting him through this. But how much worse for her. Charlie was her knight in shining armour, her saviour. He had brought her back from the brink. It would have been better never to have rescued her at all if only to abandon her. She would never recover. Never. Perhaps he could avoid telling her the manner of his death. The huge eyes were fixed on him, like Mary Magdalene at the foot of the cross.

Bill felt his mind splintering with misery and fear. He was only a man after all and suffering himself. Dear God, give me strength.

‘It’s Charlie, isn’t it.’ Her voice was flat. ‘What’s happened to him?’

Bill realised he was shaking and sweat was prickling his scalp. He feared he might cry too. ‘My brother,’ his inward voice wailed. ‘My brother! Did you have to go so soon after I found you?’ Making a great effort, he stretched forward and put one of his large hands over Lizzie’s pale, bitten fingers. ‘Yes. He’s at peace. He’s passed away.’

He watched as the light went from the girl’s eyes and they misted over as if she, too, was dying. After her earlier denial of prayer, he didn’t feel he could make the offer again. Helpless, he waited for the inevitable questions. But she was silent. Only those terrible eyes.

‘Roland rang and asked me to tell you. He was found this morning.’ He stopped himself. No more information unless she asked.

Then he saw that a piece of paper was concealed under her hand. Her fingers were curling round it. He took his own hand away.

She brought out the paper, unfolded it, then pushed it across to him.

‘You want me to read it?’ She nodded.

He immediately recognised Charlie’s writing. It was the mad form: smaller than usual, exceptionally regular as if he was trying to impose the order on his handwriting that he couldn’t on his mind. Even so, every line or two a letter or whole word flew away from the regularity, making jagged excess.

He knew this concentration on the form was an avoidance of the content. ‘Dearest Lizzie’ - not ‘darling’, he noted, the appellation of a friend rather than a lover. Bill sighed and returned to the letter:
 The blue bird sings with a red cloak and the sickle in the farmer’s hand turns the corn to gold. What a big plum, says the little boy and when the crust is lifted, his thumb is found like a corpse in the bottom.





‘Oh dear,’ said Bill. Leo had told him about the impenetrable missives that Charlie composed when his brain was racing, sometimes in the form of puzzles or crosswords. Charlie had lost his reason, of course. Yet he was surprised by this one. Three days ago when Bill had visited him, he’d seemed quite calm. They’d walked in the garden - he’d commented on its tranquillity and they’d sat for quite a while on a bench. Charlie had convinced him that he was being very good about taking his pills and that the night before he’d  had eight hours’ sleep and that in the morning he’d played billiards with a fellow ‘loony’ and beaten him. His hands were shaking from the drugs, of course, but his mind was not racing, not enough to write this crazy letter.

‘When did he write it?’

‘This morning. I mean it arrived this morning.’ Lizzie had a low, attractive voice - probably all the fags but, with her eyes, it was her most memorable feature.

Prisons didn’t dispense letters quickly so three or four days was probably right. He looked again and saw it was dated three days ago.

‘I was going to ask you what it meant but I suppose it doesn’t matter any more.’

‘Did he write to you often?’ asked Bill. He saw tears were spilling out of Lizzie’s eyes. Priests don’t cry, he commanded himself. Mumbling that he would get tea, he stumbled from the room, forgetting till he was in the corridor that a prisoner mustn’t be left alone.

When he returned, minus tea, Lizzie’s head was on the table. Her skimpy fairish hair hardly spread beyond her scalp. He noticed a couple of coin-sized bare patches and remembered that she had a history of alopecia. It had been better recently. The letter was still on the table.

‘I saw Charlie three days ago,’ he said. ‘He asked about you. He loved you very much.’

‘He was sorry for me.’ The words were muffled but not enough for Bill to pretend he hadn’t heard them.

‘I’m sure he was that too. But he was happy you were off drugs and going to education.’ He recalled that when Lizzie had first come in she’d been on suicide watch and he thought dismally that before he left he’d better make sure she was put on it again.

‘What’s the point?’ muttered Lizzie.

What indeed. Bill fought against a raging feeling of anger, definitely not against Charlie this time. Against madness, sickness, fate. Never against his God.




 CHAPTER THREE

 At the End of the Line

Imogen was enjoying the best hour of her day. As usual, she had consumed a quarter-bottle of champagne accompanied by a portion of smoked-salmon sandwich with lemon. Now she lay propped comfortably against the pillows and allowed her mind to wander freely through the more agreeable meadows of her life.

Beyond this languor and content, less charming aspects growled outside the gates. They would enter, of course, bringing eventually the worst hours of her day, or rather night. Then she lost her way in horrid shades that would not be dispelled by sleep until the nurse plunged her into an artificial Lethe.

It was hard being weak-minded and old but, for this little amount of time, she was happy.

Men. Boys. Little boys. Big men. Imogen remembered the first time she’d realised the difference between the sexes. She’d been three years old but she could picture the scene clearly. The male in question later became a friend and even later, for a brief moment, a lover - only for old times’ sake. She had loved him most on that sunny afternoon by the lake. Harry had taken off his clothes and run down the grassy path to dive into the amber-coloured water. She’d watched delightedly, her hand held tightly by her nurse as he threw up fountains of glittering sunshine, followed by garlands of green weed and even sprays of flowers, yellow and cream.

Afterwards he had jumped out and run about to get warm and she had laughed, delighted.

She had learned everything about men then, their love of freedom, their simplicity, the waving willies that led them into unexpected places. At this she heard herself give a little chuckle. Harry  must have been about ten, nearly eighty years ago and him dead too, but she would never forget him.

Men were boys. That was the point. So many women failed to gasp this. Look at Ophelia who drowned herself in watery weeds because she was too stupid to understand Hamlet. Boys had been Imogen’s forte. And then she had had her own - so many that she’d given one away. Her finest hour, although some people thought her wicked but they were fools. Anyway, he’d come back.

Four sons. That was a lot for any mother. All handsome, brilliant, individual, large. It was wonderful to think she’d produced them. Briefly, she considered Esmond’s part in this. In some ways, she’d been lucky with him. She could admit that now, grudgingly. When she’d come back from Paris, taking the night ferry over choppy waters - but she didn’t want to think about those months. Oh, the pain of it, the humiliation. At the height of her beauty, Dior’s favourite, dashed to the ground, craven and crawling. Such a mockery. The new look. Spurned. Abused. The only man she couldn’t control. Stop. Stop. This was happy hour.

Esmond had been waiting for her. Esmond understood and he still wanted her. He adored her. He admired her. He allowed her to be special, called all the children his without asking awkward questions. Not that it had been necessary, as it turned out. He’d produced money, if not quite enough. He’d said she was the most brilliant and charming woman of her generation, and when she’d had enough of him, he’d retreated tactfully into Never Never Land.

Perhaps one of the boys would visit her. The tap on the door, the substantial form bending over her caressingly. She hoped it would be Charlie. Charlie was most like her - a rebel. So gifted. Too gifted to settle into a career like the others. Or perhaps journalism was a career. Too gifted for the world. How far from her he sailed sometimes. Bad times. Imogen felt her mind drifting further as she struggled once again to stop these bright moments passing into darkness.

‘Imogen.’

She could never tell their voices apart. Strange that, utterly unlike in character, their intonation was exactly the same. Usually she needed a sentence to tell for sure.

‘It’s Roland.’

Of course they knew she was nearly blind. Would he see the disappointment in her face?

‘Are you awake?’ He was sitting by her bed. He must have pulled up a chair. ‘You look beautiful. You’re wearing the pashmina I bought you last Christmas.’

She took one hand from under the coverlet and felt the softness wrapped round her neck and shoulders. ‘That was nice of you.’ Did he think she still cared what she wore?

‘You are awake.’ His voice was strange, with a slight tremble.

‘What is it, Roland?’ He didn’t answer her. But she knew something was wrong. It made her tremble too. She tried to pull herself up so she could make out his features from the swirling darkness.

He helped her. She put up a hand and felt his face. It was a little damp.

‘What about one of your bottles of champagne?’

He wasn’t much of a drinker. Charlie was the drinker. ‘Yes. Yes.’

He left her to find the little fridge. She heard the cork pop and the fizz as he poured. At least she’d kept the use of her ears.

But her hands were weak and shaking. ‘Put it on the table, darling.’ It would do her no good to have another glass.

He was gulping.

‘Is something wrong?’

Again, he didn’t answer. She’d trained herself to be good at avoiding knowing the worst and often the worst went away, or turned out to be someone else’s worst.

‘My dearest.’ He was bending forward now. Perhaps his head was in his hands. He had never been good at dealing with emotion. She’d always assumed that was the reason he had become a lawyer. Like his father. She put out her hand to touch his hair. She had forgotten he was partly bald. The feel of his scalp moved her with pity for both of them: he a middle-aged man, she an old woman.

‘Charlie has killed himself.’

The words, released into the little room, danced mockingly around her oh-too-sensitive ears.

‘Oh, no, Roland. Never that!’ Her voice sounded to her like a little girl’s: Go away, you naughty boy. I’ve never really liked you. Go away.

‘I’m afraid so. This morning. In the hospital.’ He was sitting up now. Was there triumph in his stance? He had always been jealous of Charlie. Could he have made up this story?

‘You’re cruel. Cruel!’

‘I’m sorry.’ But he didn’t sound sorry.

She swung an arm at him, as if she was swatting an insect, smacking a child. Her outstretched fingers connected with the champagne glass. She heard the tinkle of breaking glass.

‘Go away! Go away!’ Her heart was burning. She mustn’t believe him. Before he came, she’d been lying here, happily dreaming. ‘You’ve always hated him. And now you’re trying to kill him. Go away! Leave me alone! I only want to see Charlie. Tell Charlie to come and see me.’ She shut her eyes tight and waved her arms like tentacles in a black sea.

‘Lady Shillingstone.’ Whispering, like ripples on a seashore. Someone else was in the room. A woman whispering to her son about unspeakable things.

‘Go! Go! Murderer! Cain!’ Losing control was a tiny release, water running from her eyes, from her insides, her poor withered, weak, old lady’s insides. Oh, Charlie! The night. How could she bear the night? What would come in the night?

‘Imogen, dearest, please.’ So he hadn’t gone. She couldn’t be left alone.

‘Here, love.’ The nurse, of course, offering a little cup of something soothing.

‘I can’t.’ How could she drink now? She was dead. Finished.

‘Try. Just a little.’

But what dreams it might bring. Surely that was Roland grunting like a hog. Why was she coming back to herself? Esmond. Where are you? Why didn’t you stop this? Could she not die?




 CHAPTER FOUR

 Suspended in Space

Leo knew the route to the hospital too well. He had always driven there with a heavy heart but never as heavy as today. Even at Charlie’s sickest, when his brain was a jumble of crazy imaginings and his body a pill-sodden sack of despair, he was still Charlie, entertaining, infuriating, charming - and tragic, of course. Now there was only tragedy. Yet his head still pounded with questions.

The gates to the hospital were impressive, in a suburban street set back from one of the busy arteries leading from South London to the southern counties. The grounds were also surprisingly extensive, laid out, judging by the mature oaks, chestnuts and Wellingtonias, in another age and for a grander purpose than hosting the mentally ill, most of whom never ventured into them.

A police barricade with an officer in attendance was at the gates.

‘Yes, sir?’

Leo showed his House of Commons pass. The man moved away the barricade without questioning further.

The buildings were nothing like as fine as the grounds, a fifties conglomeration of concrete and brick blocks. There were several police cars and other vehicles parked directly in front of the main building. As he drove up, an officer approached.

‘Mr Barr.’

‘You recognised me?’

‘Yes.’ He was tall, although not as tall as Leo, perhaps in his middle fifties. ‘Chief Inspector Roger Burrows. We spoke earlier.’ He waited while Leo parked and got out of his car. They stood together. It was a cool day in late March. Leo allowed his mind to wander and felt offended by a row of festive yellow daffodils.

‘There has been a development. I’ve found a room for us to talk.’ The chief inspector had small eyes that were fixed on Leo’s face. The three silver squares on his shoulders glinted. He was the sort of man who would polish them and covet the superintendent’s crown. Leo knew all about police grades and their badges of rank.

The chief inspector’s look had made him uneasy in a new way and he felt unwilling to follow him inside. ‘I would like to see . . .’ Was this an inappropriate wish? He started again. ‘I would like to see where it happened.’ He took a breath. ‘Where my brother died.’

‘It is a crime scene, sir.’

‘Surely not.’ Leo stood his ground. He was used to doing that. It was no effort.

‘Follow me, sir.’

Why had the man called it ‘a crime scene’? Suicide hadn’t been a crime for decades. He could come up with the date when the law changed, if he tried hard enough. Why was a chief inspector involved anyway?

They walked down an avenue of yews, straggly and very black. The sun, which had been so bright earlier, disappeared behind thick grey clouds.

‘Across the grass to our left, sir.’

Leo saw the orange tape, the men from Forensics in white suits, the blue sheets disguising the specific area. The sheets, however, were not high enough to hide more than the lower portion of the chestnut tree, which burst upwards in a confident spread of branches. As they grew closer, he saw that they were adorned with fat, shiny buds, some of which were unfurling at the tip. This was where Charlie had chosen to end his life.

‘There’s nothing to see, sir.’

‘Of course.’ No body. No rope - or whatever he’d used. Leo wanted to touch the tree, a tree of death, not life, which yet continued to grow. But he could sense the policeman’s impatience. He would return later.

They began the walk back to the hospital buildings. His suit was poor protection against the increasing cold and damp - the sadness. He put his hand to his eyes and felt a swelling at one side.

The room that he was led into was, by contrast, warm and stuffy. They sat, formally, on either side of a table. An interview room for those in mental breakdown?

‘As I said, there’s been a development.’

Leo resented the chief inspector’s ‘development’. Charlie was dead. Nothing could develop from that. He tried to give at least polite attention. ‘Yes?’

‘When we took your brother down . . .’

What a hideous expression! Or perhaps he could link it to Christ being taken down from the cross.

‘. . . the doctor and pathologist found some unusual marks on his body. They found, in fact . . .’ He paused and leaned closer to Leo. Those tiny eyes bored through him. ‘I fear this may be painful to you.’

‘Go on, Chief Inspector.’ What could be more painful than death?

‘They discovered that although he had died by strangulation he had not died by strangulation through hanging. In other words, he had been strangled by person unknown before he was hung on the tree.’

Leo struggled through the words confronting him. ‘Are you saying he didn’t commit suicide?’

‘Correct, sir.’

‘Are you saying, moreover, therefore, whatever, that my brother was murdered?’

‘I’m afraid so, sir. We are conducting a murder inquiry. May I get you a cup of tea? If I can find one, that is.’ He left the room speedily.

Alone, Leo found that he’d been wrong earlier. He’d thought that Charlie’s death, his absence, was as bad and unchangeable as anything could be. But murdered? ‘A development’. He felt for his mobile in his pocket, knowing he would ring no one. He supposed he would have to ask the chief inspector questions. Did they have a suspect? Another deranged man? Charlie had had friends inside the hospital. Had he argued with one? It had always surprised him that there was very little supervision of those patients who were allowed in the grounds. Or perhaps it had been careless supervision, a nurse who sat on a wall and enjoyed a cigarette. Over the years Charlie had boasted about what he got up to among the trees: drinking, smoking, even having sex. He was a natural rule-breaker and, perhaps, a liar. No. Never a liar. He merely enjoyed a good story.

There were stories and stories. Tomorrow, if things went his way, Leo would ask a question of the prime minister. A question about a story. Charlie’s murder had to be part of it.

‘From a machine, I’m afraid.’ The chief inspector was back and offered Leo a polystyrene cup. Behind him a small, rotund man, in plain clothes, hovered. ‘This is my colleague, Inspector Joseph Tring.’

‘Good evening, sir.’

Evening? Was it already evening? They shook hands. Leo was surprised to see that he was wearing a wig, far too black for his skin colour and with a funny little fringe.

‘I expect you’d like to see the deceased now.’

Leo looked at his grey tea. ‘Like’ hardly seemed the right word. Horrible images of a purple face with swollen tongue protruding. Like wasn’t in it. Presumably they would like him to identify the body. ‘Certainly. Now?’

‘When you’ve finished your tea.’

Leo put down his full cup. The manner of the two detectives was so deferential as to border on obsequious. Another image came to his mind: the stone figure of Melancholy Madness chained naked and for ever to his palette. Carved in the seventeenth century, it was now housed in a small museum by the hospital’s gates. He had formed the habit of visiting it on his trips to see Charlie. He’d decided it came under the heading of ‘man’s inhumanity to man’.

‘You need formal identification?’

‘If you would. As it happens, Mr Potts’s doctor is unavailable till tomorrow. Of course, we had the contents of his pockets and the nurses had reported him missing.’

So Charlie had been wearing a jacket. Or did they mean trouser pockets?

‘I’m ready.’




 CHAPTER FIVE

 Coming Down

Portia encouraged Charlie’s death to float away. If only she could leave it on the top of Monte Alban where her group of Mexican women, so used to mourning, could take it to their villages and bury it with their other sorrows, the dead babies, mothers, lovers.

She had to carry the knowledge with her as she took the endless coach journey to Mexico City. She opened her blind, becoming unpopular with the other passengers who knew the blazing sun as an enemy. She recognised Charlie in the slabs of rocky mountain, in the sharp-toothed cacti that pierced the black crevices, in the sun itself. But she kept him from her heart. She would wait till she got home.

But the flight from Mexico City to London was so very long. She hadn’t managed to get on a direct plane so had to make her way first to Miami where she had several hours to wait. It was there she’d tried to telephone Conor. His voicemail informed her he was out of contact in Scotland. Her boyfriends were never there when she needed them.

She was anxious, too, about the boxes of hand-embroidered blouses, the woven scarves, the tin jewellery - earrings made from bottle tops - theatrical little boxes. These she would sell on her market stall and, normally, she would have negotiated a good deal with Customs. It was, in effect, charity work because fifty per cent of the proceeds went back to the workers - hopefully to alleviate the poverty that made their lives miserable.

On this occasion, she had left too suddenly for any deal. So there were her large brown packages to be guarded, checked off one aeroplane and on to another because she didn’t trust the airlines. She pictured herself, a small woman, hot pink cheeks, wild dark hair,  layered in jackets, flustered, shrill. Oh, Charlie, how could you die? And to kill yourself - how cruel.

Portia squeezed on to a corner of a plastic seat and gave way to tears. Around her other travellers, Spanish speakers from Puerto Rico, Guatemala, Colombia or Mexico, showed little curiosity. Perhaps they sensed she cried for herself, not sympathy.

Then a young woman, black eyes, brown skin, reddened hair, crouched in front of her. She took one of Portia’s hands. She looked into her face. ‘I will sit with you.’ She spoke softly in Spanish.

A man, on Portia’s right, previously impervious to his surroundings, got up to leave a space. He stood in front of his wife who remained seated, staring straight ahead.

The young woman sat down. She opened a cheap plastic handbag, took out a small bottle, and a folded white handkerchief. She shook a few drops on to the cloth, releasing the faint scent of lavender water. Carefully, she pressed the handkerchief to Portia’s wrists and then to her forehead.

Portia felt the cool freshness, the touch of the woman’s hand, firm and steady.

‘Thank you. Gracias.’ She had stopped crying.

‘De nada.’

They sat together in silence for some time. Gradually Portia felt the heat and noise of the airport again. She sighed.

The young woman stood up. ‘We must carry on,’ she said, in Spanish.

Did she mean they must go to catch their flights or something more philosophical? Portia watched her walk away. Her calves were rounded and strong, forced up by her stiletto heels. Portia was grateful there had been no questioning, that she had not had to say the word ‘brother’.

Beside her, the dignified man who’d given up his seat sat down again. He still hadn’t looked her way once but she felt protected all the same.

Charlie always used to say that strangers held the truth of the matter. That family, friends, lovers carried too much baggage. Perhaps that was why he’d married Lizzie, even changing his surname to hers.

It was often difficult to tell whether Charlie was acting out of some deep-held belief or a wish to shock - or entertain. She  understood him so little that she didn’t even know whether he’d had sex with Lizzie - before she went to prison. Before their marriage. After all, he’d had sex with most women he’d met. He used to boast, ‘I’m irresistible.’ The family view painted Lizzie as a pathetic, characterless creature but maybe Charlie had seen something different. He was good at seeing things no one else spotted.

He’d once asked her, ‘Why do you always wear red, Portia?’

‘It cheers me up,’ she’d answered.

‘But you’re the most cheerful person I know.’

‘Now you know the reason.’ They’d both smiled but she’d understood seriousness. Why did she pretend to be someone else?




 CHAPTER SIX

 A Development

‘Would you like a few minutes alone?’ The bewigged inspector indicated a chair not far from where Charlie lay.

Taking Leo’s silence as assent, he left the room.

The truth was that Leo had not yet managed to look at his brother. He just sensed distorted colour and features gone awry, brow lowered, nose shortened, mouth enlarged. Was he expected to sit beside this sad travesty? Perhaps hold its hand?

More because of a supposed duty than from any real desire to see Charlie closely, he took several steps forward.

He focused slowly on the face. The rest of the body was covered with a long grey sheet.

Could death disfigure so much? It was horrible that this person could seem such a stranger, all Charlie’s strong personality negated by the manner of his death. Even his hair was different, bulkier but less golden, not curly but frizzy.

Leo stared, the unrecognisable features gradually making him feel rather sick and even dizzy. ‘Oh, Fuck! Shit!’ He swore loudly, took several steps back, found the chair and collapsed into it.

The inspector returned to find him there. ‘Sir? Are you all right, sir?’

It took Leo a moment to speak. ‘It’s not him.’

‘Sir?’

‘It’s not him. It’s not my brother. The man here is a total stranger. I’ve never met him.’ He spoke urgently, a little madly. He felt mad. Charlie wasn’t dead! How could he have thought it was him for one second?

The policeman looked as stunned as Leo felt. ‘Not Mr Potts? Not your brother?’

‘Not at all. Nothing like.’ He continued irritably. ‘I can’t think who identified him in the first place. It’s a real cock-up.’

The man recovered himself. ‘You’re quite sure?’

‘Are you suggesting I don’t know what my own brother looks like?’

‘I think we should go to the office.’

‘Yes, yes. So do I.’

They hurried along corridors, back to the stuffy room. There, Chief Inspector Burrows looked up from the table. He had adopted the sympathetic expression suitable to receive a man who had just seen the murdered remains of his brother.

Leo’s escort drew back a chair for him. He addressed his colleague. ‘There has been another development.’

Leo was overwhelmed by anger. ‘Development! What do you mean by development? This isn’t a development. This is a matter of death! Death. My brother’s death. At this moment my frail elderly mother is being told of her youngest son’s death and you talk about development! You’re supposed to be detectives but you can’t get the first thing right. You cause anguish, anguish . . .’ Through his rage, Leo became aware of a hand on his arm.

‘Sir - please, sir. I understand your feelings . . .’

‘You understand my feelings!’ He was about to start shouting again. It felt justified and free until he noticed the amazed face of the chief inspector sitting behind the desk. Of course he didn’t have a clue what Leo was going on about. Abruptly he sat down. Behind him, he heard the rotund colleague let out a gasp of relief.

‘I’m so sorry,’ said the chief inspector. ‘I know it’s a harrowing experience.’

Leo looked fully at him. The small hooded eyes and leathery, well-shaven cheeks gave him a reptilian look. Tomorrow he planned to ask a question in Parliament that would make him hated by the Metropolitan Police. ‘The body you have, the man I went to identify, the hanged man,’ he spoke slowly and deliberately, ‘the man found hanging from the chestnut tree we visited earlier, that man is not my brother.’

As he said these words, the changed situation hit him fully for the first time. Charlie was not dead. The nightmare was over. Charlie was alive.




 CHAPTER SEVEN

 Maximum Distress

Roland walked slowly away from the nursing-home. He’d turned off his mobile phone on entering and he didn’t switch it on again. The sight of his mother, desperate and witless until subdued by a needle in her arm, had offended and saddened him. Everything about it was wrong: her unreasonable love for Charlie was nothing new but he hated that it took away her dignity. Love did that, of course.

He picked up speed, shying away from the subject. He should ring Maggie, tell her about Charlie, but he needed a drink first. The fight with Leo had left him physically exhausted, and now this miserable interview with his mother. It was typical of Charlie to leave the world causing maximum distress to everyone. He signalled to a taxi.

Roland’s club was within walking distance of Soho. As he mounted the wide run of stone steps, he wondered if this was really where he wanted to be.

He continued upwards. It wasn’t the time for anything else.

‘Good evening, Mr Norrington Barr, sir.’

He acknowledged the porter’s welcome. He was a long-standing member.

Roland never felt richer than when he was sipping a glass of whisky in his club: the chair he sat in was made of thick, soft leather, the table of highly polished mahogany; around him, on crimson walls, hung oil paintings of famous actors and actresses, some even by famous painters - his favourite was a scene from The Marriage of Figaro by Zoffany. He stared at it now, sipping meditatively. All life was theatre, he thought, artificial like these bewigged and rouged figures, posing, pretending like that extraordinary policeman. He  himself wore a wig in court. He posed. He defended the indefensible, he prosecuted the innocent.

Recently, sitting alone in the same chair, he’d overhead a conversation between two senior law lords. They were discussing attributes in barristers suitable to join them in the House of Lords. ‘Criminal lawyers never do well,’ the first had said. ‘They’ve had too much experience of the bad side of human nature, probably of the law too.’

‘Disillusioned and cynical,’ the second law lord had agreed. ‘Cynicism is the enemy of good law. Give me a commercial lawyer any day.’ He’d smiled, which had reminded Roland that this particular law lord had been a very successful commercial lawyer.

He emptied his glass and called for more, but by the time the waiter returned, he’d changed his mind.

‘Too late.’ He hurried out, absentmindedly returning various friendly waves. In the street, he found a taxi. ‘Waterloo.’

What were wives for, if not moments like this? He pictured Maggie’s fair, curly hair, her wide blue eyes with their heavy lids, her robust figure, fattened since their marriage by three pregnancies. He looked at his watch: seven thirty. If he rang to say he was coming they could have a late supper together, his father in bed, his children, those who were at home, out of the way.

He pictured the kitchen, glowingly decorated in terracotta, yellow and blue or something similar. She would put candles on the table and bring hot food straight from the Aga - soup, pasta, accompanied by the bottle of red wine he’d choose from the cellar.

He flicked open his mobile, then shut it again, although not before he had seen the messages piled up. He wasn’t ready for Maggie yet. He would take the train, arrive, talk to her then. After all, it was his home.

 



Maggie was on her second glass of red wine. She loved her father-in-law and gladly looked after him, but tonight had been disturbing. What was it he’d said over and over again? ‘I am sailing, sailing over the open sea.’ What had he meant? As far as she knew, he’d never had the faintest interest in the sea. He’d been a city lawyer, at home in heavily enclosed places, law courts, meeting rooms, special houses or hotels when he was a circuit judge, then the House of Lords for  ten years, every day it was open. He hadn’t even worked in Hong Kong as far as she knew - far too successful in England. But now he was sailing, sailing over the sea. A metaphor, she guessed, for his aloneness, his fear of drowning, the wide unknowingness of his horizons. He didn’t have Alzheimer’s as such, the doctor had informed her, repeating ‘as such’ meaningfully. He was just tired, tired body, tired mind losing its grip. Poor Esmond. It was unbearable, really, if you thought too much. Although his expression as he talked had been more exhilarated than unhappy.

Maggie put down her glass and got up to tell Jake and Tom it was time for bed. Mungo, her fat old Labrador, thumped his tail encouragingly. The boys were back from their boarding-school for the Easter holidays. In a few days Hettie, their daughter, would return from university.

She sat down again. When she had been the boys’ age no one had policed her. Her mother had left such things to the au pair and the au pair had left them to Fate. But, then, she didn’t want to be like her mother. She got up again, sat down again. She sighed. It had been sensible to have an armchair in the kitchen. She sat there when the vegetables were boiling, the sausages cooking, when she needed to be comfortable, to think or not to think.

It made up for Roland’s hard uprightness - like a dining-room chair, the old sort with no upholstery. Perhaps that was why he’d married her - to provide the padding. She knew one of the reasons she’d married him; it was not a worthy reason.

She must resist a third glass of wine or she’d get fatter still, like one of those depressed country wives who sat waiting for their husband’s return. That was one thing she’d never do. If Roland wanted to remain an enigma, that was good enough for her. Besides, she was an enigma too, although she was sure he’d never suspected it. She just didn’t look like enigma material. In fact, she wasn’t very fat. Occasionally she caught a glimpse of herself in the bathroom mirror and was surprised by her waist and the elegant curves of her body. She dressed badly, she supposed, heavy sweaters, thick skirts, boots. Underneath it all, she was rather lovely, if not in the modern skinny fashion.

She smiled at herself. Another glass of wine and she’d decide she was a raving beauty. But it was true she wore a disguise, even from  herself: the competent mother of three, plus one ancient father-in-law. Not to mention the four rental houses she managed in town. And now the little gallery too. She was so busy. So busy. She stretched and her head sank back against the cushions.

 



Roland had to wait for a taxi at the almost deserted country station. He could smell the softness of wood fires and the sharpness of manure spread over the fields. When he heard a train announced for London, he nearly caught it. Why should he want to see Maggie at a time like this? It was all fantasy, all theatre.

 



Maggie opened her eyes - she had only drifted into sleep for a moment, she thought - and there was Roland, standing above her with a self-righteous expression. Why did he do that to her? Put her in the wrong, make her feel inadequate.

‘When did you get here? Did I miss your call?’

Roland stared at her. ‘Sorry to wake you.’

‘I was tired.’ She could have pointed out that it was his father who was the main reason for her tiredness, but why should she give him reasons?

‘Yes. I’d kill for a glass of wine.’

Was this a criticism of her drinking habits? ‘I’ll pour you one.’ She stood up as he sat down. She registered his weariness. The strength of her urge to care never ceased to amaze her. She poured out the wine and put it in front of him on the table. ‘I can warm up some stew.’

‘That would be great.’ He picked up the glass but didn’t drink from it. ‘There’s some very bad news. Family news.’

‘Oh!’ After all, Maggie gave herself a third glass of wine. It wasn’t her children. ‘Is it Imogen?’

‘Imogen will never die.’

He seemed to have spoken bitterly. But did he mean that someone else had died? She felt herself flush; her heart going too fast. ‘Who?’ From the far end of the kitchen, the telephone began to ring. It was playing a line from a pop song. ‘The boys changed it,’ she apologised. ‘Shall we let the answering-machine get it?’

‘Why do that?’

Obviously because you were about to tell me something important, thought Maggie, but she went obediently to the telephone. ‘Hello.’

‘Maggie?’

‘Yes.’

‘It’s Leo.’

Of course she knew it was Leo. Not dead.

‘Is Roland there? I’ve left a million messages in London and on his mobile.’

‘He’s just arrived.’ She brought over the phone. ‘It’s Leo.’ Roland took it and moved away.

Maggie sat down. She didn’t try to listen to the brothers’ conversation. Then Roland began to shout.

 



Hardly knowing what he was doing, Roland perched on some books piled on a window-ledge. This morning Charlie’s suicide had seemed the most horrible news - so bad it had reduced him and Leo to childish habits. They had always fought over Charlie, always. Now he was being told some scarcely believable story about Charlie not being dead but another lunatic, causing the police to suggest that Charlie had murdered this lunatic and done a runner.

‘We know it’s out of the question,’ said Leo, in absurdly reasonable tones. ‘It’s just not in Charlie’s nature. But the police have a point. First of all, they’re faced with a suicide, then they discover it’s not suicide but murder made to look like suicide. At which I come along and point out that the man they found hanging from a tree is quite unknown to me and certainly not my brother, Charlie Potts - I feel pretty glad about this, incidentally. They follow this up with the hospital records - which are clearly in a mess - and discover there is another poor chap missing, a Horace Silver - at least, that was his adopted name, after the jazz singer. Horace was a known suicide risk, occasionally aggressive and should never have been in the garden. Whether or not Charlie should have been there seems like a grey area.’

‘Like so much of Charlie’s life.’ The books shifted uncomfortably under Roland’s buttocks but he was too tired to stand.

‘I see him in bolder colours,’ said Leo, still sounding calm. ‘The police are not exactly keeping me informed of their thinking but  their questions to me suggest they picture a scenario in which these two crazy men had a fight, Charlie killed Horace, made it look like suicide, then dressed him in his own jacket so he’d time to get away. They asked me about Charlie’s passport.’

‘But you’re not at the police station?’

‘Not now. I had to go to the House. There was a division on yet another education bill and I don’t like to antagonise the whips more than I have to.’

‘You could have fooled me.’

Maggie put down her glass and came towards him. Behind her, the dog heaved himself up and watched her progress. She stood in front of him, eyes big and blue, but now he could see the dark shadows, the lines of anxiety or age.

‘I must explain to Maggie,’ he said into the phone. ‘I’ll ring you back.’

‘Just a minute. What about Portia, Bill, Lizzie? They all think Charlie’s dead. And Imogen, did you tell her?’

‘Yes. She hated me for it. She’d like to die for love of Charlie. In the end the nurse gave her a sedative.’

‘Please don’t be ironic.’

‘No, although I can’t think why not. I’ll ring later.’

 



Maggie wondered that Roland could have this whole conversation while she was still completely in the dark.

‘What’s happened?’

He was staring out of the windows, but it was black outside. He could see nothing. ‘I’m sorry. The whole thing is very confusing, very upsetting.’ He’d adopted what she called to the children ‘Daddy’s lawyer voice’. ‘Did you say something about stew?’

‘Roland! Has someone died?’ Her voice had risen an octave.

‘Sorry. Sorry.’ He was moving back to the table. ‘Someone has died. Not from our family, after all. No one we know. I’ll explain in a moment.’

He looked shattered. Very pale and drawn.

‘What’s that red mark on your face?’

‘A cut.’ Roland slumped at the table, although she could sense his eyes on her as she dragged the heavy pot on to the hotplate.

‘It won’t take long. I’ll just send the children to bed.’ She could tell  by his expression that he’d forgotten it was the Easter holidays. How odd it must feel to be so independent. She was aware of the people she cared about every single moment of the day. She couldn’t imagine feeling as free as him. Maybe it was the difference between women and men.

‘Jake! Tom!’ she called, to give them time to stop any inappropriate activities. Trust was how she managed. Men lived in some other sphere.
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