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Meet Jemima Shore: attractive and independent yet frequently thwarted in romance; a Protestant ex-convent girl; a successful TV reporter and a determined amateur sleuth. Despite her glamorous and absorbing career on TV Jemima has a habit of finding herself on the scene when a crime has been committed – and she also has a knack of hunting down the perpetrator. Whether she’s on a remote Scottish island, in a quiet convent or visiting Oxford University, Jemima is sure to find herself in the middle of an intriguing mystery …


There are eight Jemima Shore mysteries to collect and two collections of short stories.


Quiet as a Nun • Tartan Tragedy
A Splash of Red • Cool Repentance
Oxford Blood • Jemima Shore’s First Case
Your Royal Hostage • The Cavalier Case
Jemima Shore at the Sunny Grave • Political Death




‘Noon strikes on England, noon on Oxford town.


Beauty she was statue cold – there’s blood upon her gown …’


James Elroy Flecker




CHAPTER ONE


A Dying Woman


‘It was kind of you to come at such short notice,’ said Sister Imelda to Jemima Shore. ‘We thank you for it.’ She fixed her large pale blue eyes on Jemima in a long look in which no expression could be detected; nevertheless it was evident that some kind of judgement had been made. ‘It won’t be long now,’ she added.


‘Of course miracles can happen.’ Sister Imelda gave a brief rather wintery smile as though acknowledging that the words, serious in her case, might be construed in others as some kind of jest. ‘She might just live out the week. But in fact we don’t expect her to last more than another forty-eight hours.’


‘I’m not that busy—’ Jemima Shore spoke deprecatingly. Afterwards she wondered if she had subconsciously expected Sister Imelda to waive aside her disclaimer. After all Jemima Shore was in most normal senses of the word extremely busy. For one thing she was in the midst of planning her next series of programmes and as usual Cy Fredericks, the ebullient Chairman of Megalith Television, was engaged in a campaign to infiltrate some of his own ideas at an early stage.


‘So that they will grow up along with the series, my dear Jem. All of us in the melting-pot stage together. You know that I wouldn’t dream of disturbing matters later on.’


Keeping Cy’s ideas, and Cy himself for that matter, out of what he chose to call the melting-pot stage (not a phrase she would have applied to it herself) of her new series, was clearly absolutely imperative. To defeat Cy demanded a good deal of time and energy. But the alternative, Cy’s victory, was undoubtedly worse. Particularly in view of the fact that Cy wanted Jemima to follow up her highly successful series about the elderly and poor with a probe into the lives of the youthful and rich, while Jemima wanted to investigate the meaning of middle age. There was quite a difference.


To make matters worse, Jemima’s nubile PA – Flowering Cherry, as she was known, the toast of Megalithic House – was in the throes of an unhappy love affair with an older man whose wife approved but whose analyst frowned upon the alliance. While this imbroglio could not be said to impair Cherry’s professional efficiency (nor for that matter, Jemima noted, her appetite) it did mean that tears tended to drip over the typewriter, the engagement book and even the matutinal box of Danish pastries with which Cherry was wont to prop up her strength. Weeping Cherry would now be a more appropriate nickname, thought Jemima, torn between affection and irritation. What Cherry needed was distraction; she made a mental note to check the marital (and psychological) status of the men involved in her new series with special reference to Cherry’s needs.


On the other hand Jemima Shore Investigator, as she was known through the wide success of her eponymous television series, was in no need of further distraction herself. The last programme of her recently concluded series had been titled HOW DOES THE DAY END? It had culminated in a furious discussion about euthanasia. Jemima Shore (and Weeping Cherry) were still dealing with the correspondence arising out of that one – to say nothing of the prolonged stir in the media. So what with programmes from the past and programmes for the future, it was fair to say that Jemima Shore Investigator was in every sense of the word extremely busy.


While Jemima Shore certainly did not expect Sister Imelda to appreciate the whole of this, she had perhaps anticipated some anodyne remark from the nun in answer to her own self-deprecation; something along the lines that it was always the busiest people who managed to make time.


‘I’m not all that busy—’


‘No, perhaps not’ was what Sister Imelda actually said, quite briskly. ‘Perhaps you are not really busy at all compared to Nurse Elsie, because she is busy dying. And we are trying to help her die in peace.’


‘You’re quite right,’ responded Jemima, feeling ashamed of her original impulse and speaking suddenly in a much warmer tone. ‘It is much more important what is happening to her. And anything I can do to give her peace of mind—’


‘Peace of mind. Ah Miss Shore, that can only be given by God.’ Another gleam of frost from Sister Imelda. The long starched veil she wore was set back upon hair which was visibly white. Her complexion however was quite rosy, set off by the watchful blue eyes which were the dominant feature of her face.


Sister Imelda was the Matron of Pieta House, a Catholic Hospice for the Dying. She was, Jemima knew, a professed Catholic nun as well as a nurse. It was difficult to know whether her clothes corresponded to a nun’s habit as modified by the decrees of Vatican Council II, or an actual nurse’s uniform. Sister Imelda wore an unfashionably long grey skirt, which left several inches of severe grey stocking visible, ending in heavy grey shoes with straps across the instep. The long stiff white veil gave the air of a nun, that and the black rosary at Sister Imelda’s belt, jostling almost carelessly with her keys. But her starched white apron, decorated with the traditional nurse’s safety pins and little watch pinned on the broad smooth unindented breast, belonged entirely to a hospital matron. A large flat silver brooch with some engraving on it was pinned centrally on her veil; Jemima expected it to be a badge of office. Actually the engraving, rather badly done, was of Michelangelo’s statue of the Pieta.


In spite of all this Jemima, who had attended a convent school in youth and was in principle fond of nuns, decided to regard Sister Imelda as a nurse. She was not particularly fond of hospitals and unlike nuns counted no nurses among her friends.


‘You appreciate that Nurse Elsie asked for you after she saw one of your programmes on television. You referred to the question of peace of mind for the dying then of course.’


‘I hope that didn’t matter. It is rather a loose phrase.’ Jemima gave her famous sweet smile, the one that made people watching her on television think what a charming person she must be in private.


‘Oh, on television, Miss Shore, I’ve definitely heard worse.’ Sister Imelda smiled in her turn. She had very large unnaturally clean-looking white teeth. Perhaps they were false – Jemima remembered from her own convent days that nuns’ teeth were always ill-fitting either out of economy or, as was believed among the girls at the time, as a form of penance; but Sister Imelda did not give the impression of one who would easily tolerate inefficiency either in false teeth or anything else.


Sister Imelda stopped smiling suddenly. The teeth vanished from view. There was a very slight pause or even perhaps a hesitation. But when Sister Imelda spoke again she was even brisker than before.


‘And then of course there is the question of absolution. You might help her with that too—’


‘Absolution?’ In her capacity as a leading television investigative reporter Jemima had fielded some strange requests from the public in her time. But to provide absolution for a dying woman in a Catholic hospice was certainly the oddest she had yet encountered. ‘Surely a priest would be more suitable?’


‘Oh please, Miss Shore.’ Sister Imelda raised one hand. Like her teeth, her hands were almost unnaturally clean and white: where were the traditional red signs of washing and scrubbing, common to both nun and nurse? Sister Imelda’s hands resembled those of a top-class surgeon, not least because they were notably big hands for a woman. ‘Nurse Elsie has of course made a full confession. We live next to the Priory here, you know. At any hour of the day or night the Fathers come if they are needed; it’s part of what the Hospice is able to offer.’ Sister Imelda gave another of her tiny significant pauses. ‘But – absolution is another matter. It’s not automatic. I should explain—’


Jemima wondered whether she herself should explain something to Sister Imelda. Having been educated at a Catholic convent (although not herself a Catholic) she was perfectly well aware of the rules governing Catholic confession. Absolution – forgiveness for past sins given by the priest, standing in for God as it were – did not necessarily follow confession; but in all the years when Jemima, half envious, half scornful, wholly in love, had listened to her friends’ confidences on the subject, she had never heard of anyone being refused it. Penances could and did vary, of course, in proportion to sins declared. ‘The five Sorrowful Mysteries of the Rosary! Rosabelle, whatever have you been up to?’ That had been a typical half-envious, half-gleeful comment.


But to refuse absolution to a dying woman?


‘It can’t be long now.’ By all the rules of the Church, Jemima failed to see how Nurse Elsie Connolly, dying slowly and inexorably here in Pieta House, could possibly have been denied the ultimate forgiveness by a Catholic priest. It made no sense. What crime could poor old Nurse Elsie have committed? No, wait – anyone could commit a crime, as experience had certainly taught Jemima Shore. But if Nurse Elsie had committed some sort of fairly serious crime, why on earth had she not confessed it before? Undoubtedly the good Fathers from the Priory came round regularly to hear confessions, quite apart from the sudden flurry when one of the many failing inhabitants of Pieta House was judged to be on the very brink of death. As Sister Imelda had pointed out, that was one of the important services provided by the Hospice.


Jemima decided that if she was to be of any help in the situation – which was after all why she had postponed an important planning meeting where she intended to worst Cy Fredericks once and for all – she had better come clean with Sister Imelda. Swiftly she explained the facts about her background.


The effect was remarkable. Sister Imelda did not exactly warm to Jemima – it was doubtful from her stance whether she knew how to do so, except perhaps towards the very sick. But she did drop altogether that air of cool superiority which had hitherto distinguished most of her remarks.


Sister Imelda’s tiny bare office was furnished solely by a Crucifix, a vast but out-of-date calendar featuring the Pope, and, rather surprisingly, a crudely coloured picture of the Princess of Wales holding her first baby which at first glance Jemima had taken for the Madonna with her child.


Leaning across the ugly wooden desk Sister Imelda spoke urgently to Jemima:


‘Oh, thanks be to God’ – manifestly she meant it – ‘a Catholic.’


‘I’m not.’ cried Jemima.


‘No, no, I realize that. A Catholic education, I was going to say. You understand the problem. You’ll help us. I know you will. It’s all Father Thomas. A saint you know. A dear good man as well. But ever since he came back from Biafra – such terrible things endured and even worse witnessed. No sense, you know. No sense about this world at any rate.’


Jemima Shore had an inkling that where Sister Imelda was concerned this was the ultimate criticism; there was a clear implication too that Father Thomas might well turn out to have no sense about the next world as well. But Jemima made no comment. As a practised interviewer, she recognized the need for silence, an irresistibly interrogative silence.


‘Restitution, yes.’ Sister Imelda’s confidences marched on. ‘Of course that is one of the conditions of confession. To make restitution if one can. Without that, there can in theory be no absolution. The thief for example must give back his ill-gotten gains before he can be absolved. If he is still able to do so. That is the teaching of the Church. But in this case – even supposing it’s all true, which I very much doubt – that Father Thomas should land us in this! So many things at stake. The Hospice itself. Our foundation – when you think who’s involved.’ Sister Imelda shot a quick nervous look at the picture of the Princess of Wales, giving Jemima the impression once again, if only fleetingly, that this was some kind of contemporary ikon. Then she visibly reasserted control.


‘You’ll help us, Miss Shore, I know you will. Help us – and of course,’ she added in a less hurried voice which was nevertheless not quite calm, ‘help Nurse Elsie.’


Sister Imelda rose. The smiling image of the Princess fluttered as she did so, in a breeze caused by her starched white veil, her starched long white apron and even perhaps the flap of her long grey skirts. The image of the Pope was made of heavier material and remained static.


‘Sister Imelda, could you amplify—’ Jemima rose too. But Sister Imelda was by now thoroughly restored to tranquillity, which also meant authority.


‘No, Miss Shore, I think it is only fair to let Nurse Elsie tell her own story. I apologize if I have seemed over-emotional.’ Another glance towards the Princess of Wales, but this time the expression was austere, even condemnatory. ‘This has been a trying time for the Hospice. But I expect you are used to dealing with that kind of thing on television. Please follow me, Miss Shore.’


The first thing which struck Jemima Shore about Nurse Elsie Connolly was the charm, even prettiness, of her appearance. She had expected a skeleton of a woman. Nurse Elsie, with a smooth skin and two long plaits of hair lying down on either side of her pink nightdress, certainly looked an invalid – she was extraordinarily pale for one thing – but she resembled the kind of invalid described in a Victorian novel who may linger for years of interesting if bed-ridden life.


Nurse Elsie was in fact sixty. Jemima learnt this from her very first remark, as though in answer to her unspoken question.


‘My sixtieth birthday! Jemima Shore comes to visit me. Now that’s a real present.’ The words, like Nurse Elsie’s appearance, were quite girlish. But the voice itself was faint and Jemima perceived that immediately after speaking Nurse Elsie gave a kind of gasp as though the effort itself had nearly extinguished her. Jemima wondered what kind of painkillers she was being given. If faint, she sounded quite lucid.


Jemima produced the small arrangement of strongly perfumed freesias which she had carefully commissioned beforehand at her favourite flower-shop in Notting Hill Gate. A perfectionist where flowers were concerned, Jemima knew that nothing annoyed busy nurses more than having to cope with a vast bouquet of ill-assorted blooms immured within crackling cellophane, demanding the instant production of a vase.


Nurse Elsie smiled with obvious delight. It was almost as though she had recognized the perfection of the choice as well as appreciating the nosegay – and perhaps as an ex-nurse herself she had.


‘Like you.’ Her voice was even fainter. ‘So pretty.’ Nurse Elsie put out her hand and laid it on Jemima’s wrist. It was a claw.


Memento mori, thought Jemima. The skeleton was not after all so far below this poor woman’s skin; and above the perfume of freesias, mingling with the obvious hygienic smells of the sick-room, she detected for the first time some other smell, more lingering, more distressing.


Yet the rest of the scene was pretty, charming, like Nurse Elsie herself in her pink nightdress, almost cloyingly so. There were pink blankets, pale pink flowered curtains – a pattern of hollyhocks and lupins – pale green walls. The screens which stood around a bed at the far corner of the room were made of the same ruched material.


There were about six other people present in the ward, all lying down. One woman – Jemima imagined she was a woman – with a broad swollen face and very short black hair, raised her hand. Perhaps she was waving. On the off chance, Jemima waved back. The hand sank and a look of puzzlement crossed the broad face.


A large crucifix hung above the door and on the opposite wall there was a reproduction of Fra Angelico’s St Francis feeding the birds. A coloured picture showed Pope John Paul II walking with the Queen in the corridor of Buckingham Palace; both parties faced the camera with smiles of almost aggressively healthy confidence in contrast to the sick women below. Some tasteful flowers – a few carnations and a great deal of greenery chosen almost too obviously to harmonize with the colour scheme of the room – stood in a large dull white case on a plinth beneath the crucifixion. Little bouquets and vases flanked most of the beds, and most of the women boasted at least two photographs on their bedside tables.


In spite of this, Jemima was quite unprepared for Nurse Elsie’s own array. It might have been a shrine, the resting-place of a saint, there were so many flowers. Some of them were certainly dead, others like Nurse Elsie herself decomposing. But some were like Jemima’s own little nosegay, evidently fresh.


The photographs in frames which ranged from plain perspex to silver – quite a few of those – were all of children, very young children, often babies.


The claw scratched at her palm.


Nurse Elsie was smiling at her again.


‘My babies,’ she said.


‘Your babies—’


‘My babies. All of them. I was a midwife, you know. Didn’t they tell you’?


‘No, I didn’t realize. A nurse was all they said.’


‘A midwife. A state registered midwife. Later a nurse. The first month. I used to look after my ladies for the first month. Longer sometimes. Eleven weeks. Those were twins.’


Nurse Elsie moved her eyes in the direction of one particular photograph. It was one of those with a silver frame.


‘The Fergus twins. You’ve read about them I expect.’ Nurse Elsie gave another gasp and closed her eyes. She panted heavily, frighteningly. Jemima wondered if she should ring for help as Sister Imelda had told her she might do in case of need.


Nurse Elsie’s lips moved. She was saying something else. ‘Nor – Nor – Nor—’ What was it she was trying to get out?


‘Naughty,’ she managed at last. Her voice strengthened a little. ‘Naughty. Always in the papers. Little devils. Very naughty.’ Nurse Elsie’s eyes closed and there was silence. The dark woman with the broad face waved again and Jemima waved back.


The hold of the claw strengthened.


‘Naughty. That’s what I wanted to tell you. I’ve been very naughty, no, wicked. I want to put it all right. You’ve got to help me, Jemima Shore. Just as he says.’


‘He?’ But Jemima knew the answer.


‘Father Thomas. He says I’ve got to put it all right before I die.’


‘Never mind about Father Thomas,’ said Jemima gently. ‘You can tell me anything you like, you know. I won’t tell anyone else,’ she added.


Something like a spasm crossed Nurse Elsie’s face.


‘No, tell, tell,’ she whispered urgently. ‘You’ve got to tell everyone. Tell a lawyer, anyway. That’s what Father Thomas said. You must get me a lawyer. The wrong has got to be put right. Otherwise I shan’t get absolution. I shan’t die in peace.’


‘Tell me then,’ said Jemima, still as gently and quietly as she could.


‘And you’ll bring me a lawyer?’


‘If that’s what you really want.’


‘A lawyer tomorrow—’


‘Well, I’ll do my best. The day after, maybe.’ Jemima spoke with the guilty knowledge that it would certainly not be tomorrow, a day already cluttered with a host of highly important meetings and leaving no time for amassing stray lawyers, let alone paying another visit to the Hospice herself.


‘It’s got to be tomorrow. I’m not going to last very long. I know that. I wouldn’t let them give me my medicine this afternoon so I could be clear. It won’t be long now.’


Nurse Elsie closed her eyes once more. But this time there was no silence. On the contrary she began to speak aloud in a rapid, low but perfectly lucid voice. It was as though she had long rehearsed in her own mind what she had to say.


‘When the little baby was born dead,’ began Nurse Elsie, ‘the boy, the boy they’d always wanted, I thought my heart would break, my heart as well as theirs. She went into labour early, they couldn’t find the doctor. But they got hold of me; I was on another case in London not far away. I did everything but the baby died. I couldn’t tell her. I left it to him. And it was he who said to me, “Nurse Elsie, we have to get her a baby, another baby. I feel so guilty. A proper live healthy baby. Nurse Elsie, would you help us?”’


‘And that’s when it all began. The wickedness.’




CHAPTER TWO


Bedside Conference


Jemima’s next discussion on the subject of Nurse Elsie also centred round a bedside. Only in this case the bed was Jemima’s own and it was Jemima herself who was in the bed, or rather lying across it. Unlike Nurse Elsie however, Jemima was not wearing a primly pretty Victorian nightdress but an exotic towelling-robe, honey-coloured like her hair, and beneath that nothing at all. And unlike the ward at Pieta House with its long row of bed-ridden figures, Jemima’s bedroom contained only one other occupant.


This was a lawyer called Cass Brinsley. While Jemima lay on the bed in her robe slowly stroking Midnight, her sleek black cat (who responded with a complacent raucous purr), Cass Brinsley sat fully dressed in an armchair beside the bed. One could also say that he was formally as well as fully dressed, since he wore a black jacket, striped dark trousers, a stiff white collar with a spotless white shirt, and a black silk tie with delicate white spots on it. Neither party however, the honey-coloured woman on the bed or the formally dressed man in the armchair, seemed to find anything strange about the contrast.


‘What you are saying, darling, is that there was a switch in fact. A deliberate fraud was perpetrated.’ Jemima noticed with amusement that where professional matters were concerned, Cass Brinsley quickly reverted to the language of the law courts. The contrast between Caspar Brinsley, the precise almost over-deliberate barrister, and Cass, the astonishingly uninhibited lover, never ceased to intrigue her. She eyed his formal clothing so clearly destined for a day in Chambers speculatively and wondered just for a moment what it would be like … just once … a seduction …


Quickly and rather guiltily Jemima Shore reminded herself that Cass Brinsley, seducible under these circumstances or not (probably not), was also not the only one with a busy schedule. Jemima returned with determination to the topic under discussion. At the same time, Midnight, who seemed jealously to have sensed a distraction in her thoughts, gave a mew and Jemima stroked his back too with renewed concentration.


‘I’m not saying there was a switch, Cass. She’s saying it. Nurse Elsie. By chance the other mother she was looking after was going to give the baby for adoption anyway. I got the impression she was unmarried – a tragic case, Nurse Elsie called it. Anyway it was a cloak-and-dagger delivery. Something that wouldn’t happen in these days of easy abortion to say nothing of the Pill. The other baby was also a boy. So she switched babies. She wants me to bring along a lawyer – that’s the word she uses by the way, I think it’s probably the word used by the batty priest Father Thomas. I suppose in fact it would have to be a solicitor?’


Cass nodded.


‘A commissioner of oaths is what you would need. She’d have to make a deposition and it would have to be sworn. A solicitor can act as a commissioner of oaths – so a solicitor would do.’


‘And then? Where would I go from there?’


‘And then, my darling, assuming what you tell me about her health is correct, you would be left with a sworn deposition concerning events which took place over twenty years ago, made by a retired midwife, who was dying of cancer at the time. A woman in great pain and certainly under the influence of a great many drugs, if not literally sedated at the time she spoke to you. Added to which she’ll almost certainly die on you the moment the deposition is made, if she lasts that long.


‘Jemima,’ continued Cass in a tender voice, reaching forward and taking her hand, ‘stop stroking the insufferably demanding Midnight and listen to me: this is really not one for you. What exactly do you hope to achieve? Especially when you think of the people involved.’


‘That’s exactly what Sister Imelda said – the Matron of the Hospice – the starchy one. “Think of the people involved.”’ Jemima scratched Midnight’s furry throat as the cat stretched luxuriously. Cass grabbed her hand again and the cat leapt suddenly and angrily off the bed.


‘Darling Jemima, answer the question. What do you hope to achieve? I know you love your cat more than you love me. That has been established.’ Cass’s tone was the sweetly reasonable one that Jemima assumed he used in court for a difficult witness.


‘Peace of mind for Nurse Elsie, I suppose,’ Jemima spoke rather doubtfully.


‘“Only God can give peace of mind,”’ quoted Cass. ‘Sister Imelda’s line. I rather like it. I shall try it on my clients. Certainly justice being done doesn’t always give it.’


‘You’re right to question my motives, Cass,’ went on Jemima with still more uncertainty. ‘I certainly don’t want to cause great misery to a whole lot of people on account of something private they once did years ago. Jemima the Avenger – absolutely not. If I’m to be honest – it’s curiosity as much as anything else. Can her story be true?’


‘Jemima Shore Investigator!’ pronounced Cass ‘I knew it. Your dreadful inquisitiveness.’ He looked at her and thought how beautiful she always looked after making love; how beautiful in her loosely tied robe, with her famous hair, so much admired on television, now in total disarray and no make-up on her face. What Jemima Shore did not know about the cool and reserved Cass Brinsley was that he sometimes surreptitiously turned on television at night, in the middle of working on a brief, in order to watch Jemima. The sight of the dazzling poised intelligent image on the screen combined with the memories of the evenings – nights – they had spent together filled him with a mixture of possessive jealousy and frustrated lust.


Cass judged it wise to keep these feelings a secret from Jemima. Possessiveness in any form he knew to be her bane – as indeed in theory and in practice up to the present time it had been his too.


Two uncommitted people.


Besides, he had a foolish feeling that a great deal of the British nation also felt this way about Jemima Shore’s image on television – without the excuse of knowing her, as it were, in the flesh.


That was another point. Cass hated to be one of a crowd. After one of these bouts of secret jealousy he generally solved the problem of the lust if not the jealousy by taking out any one of a number of attractive available girls (Cass disliked pursuing women) and vanishing temporarily from the list of Jemima’s admirers. He never knew if she minded – his absences, that is.


Cass, like Jemima, withdrew his attention rather guiltily from these secret thoughts to the matter in hand.


‘Tell me, darling, do you believe her story?’ It was the witness box again.


‘At first sight it’s incredible, isn’t it? People don’t do such things, as Judge Brack said of poor old Hedda G. Listen to what Nurse Elsie suggests happened. That you-know-who, a highly responsible man – he’s held every conceivable post in the government from Defence Secretary to the Environment – got this midwife to procure a live baby, a son, in place of his own child that died. And then calmly went ahead and made the substitution, and has lived quite blithely with the situation ever since. As has his wife. And no one has ever suspected. It’s incredible.’


‘So you don’t believe her,’ said Cass, still in his judicial voice, putting the tips of his fingers together.


‘Ah, I didn’t say that. I haven’t been absolutely idle, you know. For one thing I have looked the family up in the peerage – no, you’re quite right, Megalith didn’t run to such a thing but it does now, since Cherry was quite thrilled to go and purchase one at Hatchard’s. It’s quite cheered her up – given her all sorts of ideas about her love life.’


‘Cherry flowers again?’ Cass had heard about the untoward intervention of the analyst.


‘Exactly. She’s heavily into peers now by the way. Her daydreams have gone up several notches in the social register. It’s convenient for her that so many of the peers are quite ancient: you know Cherry’s perennial yearning for the Substantial Older Man. Even handier, Debrett gives their dates of birth. Also their residences. She’s found one Duke of fifty-seven, that’s Cherry’s ideal age, who’s been married four times and is currently divorced, with two residences in the South of France. Her dreams know no bounds. No children too. Where was I?’


‘Another noble family. One child.’


‘One child indeed. Where our noble family is concerned, there was an enormous amount at stake – purely in terms of title, if you like that sort of thing. The title has to go through the male line and the present Marquess has no brothers or sisters. His father and his uncle were both killed in the First World War, uncle very young and thus unmarried. After that you have to go way off to a remote cousin, third cousin, something like that. Brilliant Cherry, by now thoroughly over-excited, went to the British Library and checked on a Debrett of 1959, before this boy was born. Fortunately Debrett makes it easy for you by printing the name of the heir presumptive in capital letters. Otherwise even title-oriented Cherry might have had difficulty in tracking it down. So guess who the heir was in 1959?’


‘The traditional New Zealand sheep farmer or Los Angeles taxi driver, who would suddenly have become the Marquess of St Ives?’


Jemima frowned. ‘No, not a sheep farmer and not a taxi driver. Very much not. Lord St Ives’ heir was – no, I won’t even ask you to guess, because it’s so incongruous. Andrew Iverstone!’


‘Iverstone!’


‘Yes, Iverstone. The family name is Iverstone. Lord St Ives’ full name according to the industrious Cherry, is Ivo Charles Iverstone, Marquess of, etc.’


An unjudicial look of pure surprise crossed Cass’ face.


‘Andrew Iverstone: that fearful Fascist! I can see you might want to do him out of a title. To say nothing of his yet more dreadful wife. No, wait, that was a remark of pure prejudice, Jemima, forget it. The sheer dreadfulness of Andrew Iverstone is still absolutely no proof that Lord St Ives carried out a crime to rob him of his inheritance.’


All the same Cass thought of the austerely handsome face of the former Foreign Secretary, type-casting for the kind of elegant detached aristocrat beloved of old-style Hollywood movies, and contrasted it with the florid rabble-rousing image of Andrew Iverstone. On behalf of Lord St Ives, Cass Brinsley shuddered.


‘Shall I go on?’


‘Proceed, Jemima Shore Investigator. So – no children for the Marquess and Marchioness of St Ives – or rather none till this boy. St Ives must be going on seventy now. So he was fifty-odd when the child was born.’


‘Correct. But there had been a child, three children in fact, two boys and a girl, all born much earlier, two listed as born and died on the same day, the first lived a little longer. Then this child. Lord St Ives was fifty at the time and more to the point Lady St Ives – she’s in Debrett too, being the daughter of a lord, very convenient so I could look her up too – she was forty-six. It was definitely the last chance.’


‘All this for a title? As it happens, I’ve always admired Lord St Ives – his stand over Africa for example. If you must have aristocrats, he’s always seemed to me a good advertisement for them.’


‘Nurse Elsie said it was all for her – for his wife. What she called the wickedness. I should tell you that. Very emphatic about it in so far as she had the strength to be emphatic about anything. He loved her, couldn’t bear another tragedy. She’s very much around, by the way, Lady St Ives. A good woman. Known to have visited the Hospice, and of course Nurse Elsie herself, quite recently.’


Cass whistled.


‘So your old bird, inspired by her priest and aided by some friendly neighbourhood solicitor or whatever, provided by her favourite television star Jemima Shore, who just happens to have a tame lawyer handy –’ he cocked a quizzical eyebrow at Jemima who with an innocent smile continued to stroke Midnight, returned and now sunk into some distant purrless paradise – ‘aided by all this, your old bird intends to bring fear and unhappiness into the lives of what is laughingly known as one of our great families. But is in fact a retired highly honourable and distinguished politician, and a lady in her sixties who according to your nurse never knew anything about it in the first place. All this to push the vast wealth and estates of the St Ives family, including historic Saffron Ivy, in the direction of that rabid racist Andrew Iverstone.’


‘You’re the lawyer, Cass. What about justice? Justice and peace of mind?’ asked Jemima with a smile.


‘I’m not a lawyer in this bedroom. Who is to say that in a sense justice hasn’t been done? After all if Lord and Lady St Ives had adopted a child – no, I’m wrong, titles can’t go to adopted children. Nor entailed estates for that matter. I imagine Saffron Ivy is entailed, or in some kind of trust on the heir male. That Holbein! Andrew Iverstone to own that Holbein! I digress. What I’m trying to say is this: If Lord and Lady St Ives had been less grand, less wealthy, they could simply have adopted a baby like any other childless couple. And that is what they have, in effect, done. Twenty years ago. Leave it, Jemima darling, leave it and forget it.’


‘I can’t leave it. Forget it, yes. Leave it, no. You see, I promised. And it was my programme which started it.’


‘Your programme? I thought the priest started it.’


‘My programme. The one about peace of mind for the elderly and how they should be allowed to die in peace.’


Cass groaned. ‘Oh my God, the ghastly power of television. You mean those few casual words of yours inspired an old nurse who had sat on a secret for twenty years, suddenly to up with it and spout it out to a priest in the confessional.’


‘I mean just that,’ said Jemima unhappily. ‘The penultimate programme in the series was called Peace of Mind.’


‘Peace of mind! What about the mother? What about the boy, for heaven’s sake? We haven’t even mentioned him. What’s his name, for a start? We keep calling him the boy – but he’s virtually grown up.’


‘Saffron is his name, like the house. Lord Saffron, I think, or Viscount Saffron, that’s the courtesy title of the heir. Nurse Elsie just refers to him as Saffron.’


‘A very grand adoption. From bastard to viscount. And imagine a boy brought up to all of that – yes, I know I’m a member of the Labour Party but I’ve got humanitarian feelings – imagine such a one being suddenly told he’s nobody. He must be quite grown-up.’


Cass Brinsley stood up and checked his watch.


‘My God, look at the time. Jemima darling, you are irresistible. All the same, I absolutely must go.’ Jemima smiled and rolled gracefully off the bed, abandoning Midnight so that she could throw her towelling arms around Cass.


‘Ouch, no fluff. No honey-coloured fluff, if you don’t mind. And not too many red-gold hairs either. As I was saying—’ Cass picked carefully at his dark sleeve ‘—you are irresistible. And you are also in a hole, which happens to you but seldom. So what I will do for you is this. I will come down to the Hospice with you on Saturday. Can’t possibly manage it till then. I won’t take a statement or anything like that – I’m not a solicitor. But I will sort of spread my authority around, persuade that Matron of the foolishness of all this talk, about the law of slander – good point that. See the priest if necessary. It’s your peace of mind I’m worried about, by the way, not Nurse Elsie’s.’


‘Angel – and to hell with the honey-coloured fluff.’


Jemima launched herself and Cass Brinsley ducked, retreating rapidly.


‘Let them know we’re coming,’ he called, ‘with any luck Nurse Elsie will be dead by Saturday and the whole problem will be solved.’


As it hapened, Cass Brinsley was right as, in his legal way, he was right about so many things.


Nurse Elsie survived through Wednesday and Thursday; according to Sister Imelda – who spoke in a typically unemotional voice on the telephone – the prospect of Jemima’s return with ‘a legal adviser’ had indeed brought about some kind of miracle. Nurse Elsie had rallied.


She was so much recovered that according to Sister Imelda she proposed to receive some visitors on Friday – old friends.


‘But she’s living for your visit,’ Sister Imelda gave a dry cough. ‘That’s what she says, Miss Shore. You do of course realize that Nurse Elsie remains a dying woman, could in fact die at any time. These little rallies, in our experience, seldom last very long. However, we expect you and – Mr Brinsley, is it? – on Saturday as arranged. Goodbye, Miss Shore.’


Mr Brinsley and Miss Shore spent Friday night together at Jemima Shore’s flat. It seemed convenient that they should set out for the Hospice together. On Saturday morning however, just as Jemima was pulling on the honey-coloured robe, the telephone rang. It was Sister Imelda.


The news she wanted to impart was that Nurse Elsie Connolly had died peacefully if unexpectedly on the previous afternoon. Peacefully, and only unexpectedly in the sense that Nurse Elsie had had a visitor sitting with her at the time.


‘Distressing but hardly surprising: she was dead before Father Thomas could be fetched to give her the last rites.’


‘A visitor?’ Jemima knotted the robe around her and listened rather confusedly to the sound of her bath running in the next room, the bath in which she had intended to lie planning their whole course of action at the Hospice.


‘The Marchioness of St Ives was sitting with Nurse Elsie at the time of her death,’ replied Sister Imelda Jemima wondered if it was pure imagination on her part that she heard an undercurrent of triumph in the Matron’s voice.


‘It was so very sweet of her to come all the way from Saffron Ivy when she heard that Nurse Elsie was asking for her. But then Lady St Ives is such a remarkable selfless person, as we have found here at the Hospice. And she was the very last one to be with her. Nurse Elsie must have been so pleased by that. Lady St Ives and Nurse Elsie were after all such very old friends. Another old friend also came, one of Nurse Elsie’s ladies – as she used to call them. But Lady St Ives was the last.’


This time there was no mistaking her tone. Jemima stood by the telephone, still holding the receiver, and wondered if the Matron’s normally impassive face was wearing the same expression of cool satisfaction.


‘So you see, Miss Shore,’ concluded Sister Imelda, ‘Nurse Elsie did after all die in peace, just as you wished. You must be glad to know that.’


The Matron rang off. But for some time after the noise of the telephone had been reduced merely to a steady sound not unlike Midnight’s raucous purr, Jemima remained standing with the white receiver in her hand.




CHAPTER THREE


Nothing Wrong with Money


By the end of an agreeable weekend, telephone mostly off the hook, Jemima Shore had come to agree with Cass Brinsley that Nurse Elsie Connolly’s death was providential – and natural. Jemima’s feeling of unease when Sister Imelda broke the news on the telephone that Saturday morning, she was now prepared to ascribe to her own over-heated imagination, inspired by the atmosphere of the Hospice. The death was providential because it freed Jemima of further responsibility towards the matter.


‘Yes, I know you have this famous instinct, darling,’ Cass said patiently. ‘But unless you’re suggesting that that grim Sister actually went and murdered the poor old nurse—’


‘Hastened her death,’ Jemima put in; but she already sounded doubtful. ‘Nurse Elsie was dying anyway. No, no, I’m not exactly suggesting that.’


‘Then was it the boy’s mother, the gracious Marchioness of St Ives no less?’


‘No, no, of course not.’


‘Because according to the nurse’s story, and that’s all you have to go on, my love, Lady St Ives didn’t know anything about the substitution in the first place. So she didn’t even have a motive.’
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