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The earth and the sand are burning. Put your face on the burning sand and on the earth of the road, since all those who are wounded by love must have the imprint on their face, and the scar must be seen.





The Conference of the Birds


by Farid Ud-din Attar




Olivia



Chris has taken the dogs for a run along the canal. I can still see them because they haven’t yet come to the Warwick Avenue bridge. Beans is loping along on the right, flirting with falling into the water. Toast is on the left. About every ten strides, Toast forgets he only has three legs and he starts to go down onto his shoulder.


Chris said he wouldn’t be gone for long, because he knows how I’m feeling about writing this. But he likes the exercise and once he gets going, the sun and the breeze will make him forget. He’ll end up running all the way to the zoo. I’ll try not to be cheesed off about this. I need Chris more than ever right now, so I’ll tell myself that he always means well and I’ll try to believe it because it’s the truth.


When I worked at the zoo, sometimes the three of them would come to fetch me in mid-afternoon, and we’d have a coffee in the cafe, outside if the weather was fine, sitting on a bench where we could see the facade of Cumberland Terrace. We’d study the curve of those statues lined up on the pediment, and we’d make up stories about who they were. Sir Boffing Bigtoff, Chris would call one for a start, him that got his arse blown off at the battle of Waterloo. Dame Tartsie Twit, I’d call another, her that posed as a witless wonder but was actually a female Pimpernel. Or Makus Sictus for someone in a toga, him that lost his courage and his breakfast with the ides of March. And then we’d snicker at our idiocy, and we’d watch the dogs play at stalking the birds and the tourists.


I’ll bet you can’t see me doing that, can you, weaving dim tales with my chin on my knees and a cup of coffee, along with Chris Faraday, on the bench beside me. And not even wearing black like I do these days, but instead khaki trousers and an olive shirt, the uniform we always had on at the zoo.


I thought I knew who I was back then. I had myself sorted out. Appearances go for nothing, I’d decided a good ten years past, and if people can’t deal with my chopped-up hair, if people have problems with my ink-pot roots, if a nose ring gives them the willies and ear-studs lined up like medieval weapons make their stomachs do flip-flops, then to hell with them. They can’t look beyond the surface, can they? They don’t want to see me as I really am.


So who am I, really? What am I? I could have told you eight days ago because I knew then. I had a philosophy conveniently bastardized from Chris’s beliefs. I’d mixed it with what I’d picked up from my mates during the two years I spent at university, and I’d blended it well with what I learned from five years of crawling out of sticky-sheeted beds with my head exploding and my mouth like sawdust and no memory at all of the night that had passed or the name of the bloke who was snoring next to me. I knew the woman who’d walked through all that. She was angry. She was hard. She was unforgiving.


I’m still those things, and with good cause. But I’m something more. I can’t identify it. But I feel it every time I pick up a newspaper, read the stories, and know the trial is looming ahead.


At first I told myself I was sick to death of being accosted by headlines. I was tired of reading about the sodding murder. I was weary with seeing all the relevant faces peering out at me from the Daily Mail and the Evening Standard. I thought I could escape the whole rotten mess by reading only The Times instead, because the one thing I knew I could rely upon was The Times’s dedication to the facts and its general refusal to wallow in gossip. But even The Times has picked up on the story, and I find I can’t avoid it any longer. Who gives a shit doesn’t cut it right now as a means of distraction. Because I do give a shit, and I know it. Chris knows it as well, which is the real reason he’s taken the dogs and given me this time alone. He said, ‘You know, I think we’ll have a longer run this morning, Livie,’ and he changed into his sweatsuit. He hugged me in that asexual way of his – a side hug offering practically no body contact – and off he went. I’m on the deck of the barge with a yellow lined pad on my knees, a packet of Marlboros in my pocket, and a tin filled with pencils beside my foot. The pencils each have been sharpened to a pinpoint. Chris saw to that before he left.


I look across the pool to Browning’s Island where the willows dip branches towards the tiny pier. The trees are finally in full leaf which means it’s nearly summer. Summer was always a time of forgetting, when the sun baked problems away. So I tell myself that if I hold on for just a few more weeks and wait for summer, all this will be past. I won’t have to think about it. I won’t have to take action. I tell myself it’s not my problem. But that’s not quite the truth, and I know it.


When I can’t shirk looking at the newspapers any longer, I always start with the pictures. I look the most at his. I see the way he holds his head, and I know that he thinks he’s taken himself to a place where no-one can hurt him.


I understand. I thought I’d finally arrived at that place myself at one time. But the truth is that once you start to believe in someone, once you allow yourself to be touched by another’s essential goodness – and it does exist, you know, this basic goodness that some people are blessed with – then it’s all over. Not only have the walls been breached, but the armour’s been pierced. And you bleed like a piece of ripe fruit, skin slit by a knife and flesh exposed for consumption. He doesn’t know this yet. He will, eventually.


So I’m writing, I suppose, because of him. And because at the core of this dreary shamble of lives and loves, I’m the one who’s responsible for everything that’s happened.


The story begins with my father, actually, and the fact that I’m the one who’s answerable for his death. This wasn’t my first crime, as you will see, but it’s the one my mother couldn’t forgive. And because she couldn’t forgive me for killing him, our lives got sticky. And people got hurt.


This is tricky business, writing about Mother. It’s probably going to seem like mud-slinging, a perfect opportunity to get mine back. But here’s one characteristic about Mother that you need to know up front if you’re going to read this: She likes to keep secrets. So while, given the chance, she would doubtlessly explain with some delicacy that she and I fell out around ten years ago over my ‘unfortunate involvement’ with a middle-aged musician called Richie Brewster, she’d never mention everything. She wouldn’t want you to know that I was a married bloke’s ‘other woman’ for a time, that he put me up the duff and then did a runner, that I took him back and let him give me herpes, that I ended up on the job in Earl’s Court, doing it in cars for fifteen quid a go when I needed to score some coke bad and couldn’t be bothered wasting the time I would waste taking blokes to a room. Mother wouldn’t ever tell you that. She’d hold back the facts and convince herself she was protecting me. But all the time the real story is that Mother’s always hidden facts to protect herself.


From what? you ask.


From the truth, I reply. About her life, about her unhappiness and dissatisfaction, and most of all about her marriage. Which is what – my own unsavoury behaviour aside – I believe set Mother on the path that finally led her to believe that she was possessed of some sort of divine right to meddle in the affairs of others.


Naturally, most people engaged in dissecting my mother’s life wouldn’t see her as a meddler at all. Rather, they would see her as a Woman of Admirable Social Conscience. She certainly has the credentials to be labelled as such: former teacher of English literature in a nasty-smelling comprehensive on the Isle of Dogs, one-time volunteer reader to the blind at weekends, assistant director of recreation for the retarded on school holidays and at half-terms, a gold-medal fund raiser for whatever disease was media darling of the moment. From a superficial observation of her, Mother looks like a woman with one hand in the vitamin bottle and the other on the first rung of the sainthood ladder.


‘There are concerns beyond our own,’ she always said to me when she wasn’t saying sadly, ‘Are you going to be difficult again today, Olivia?’


But there’s more to Mother than the woman who rushed round London like a twentieth-century Dr Barnardo for thirty years. There’s the reason why. And that’s where protecting herself comes in.


Living in the same house with her, I had plenty of time to try to understand Mother’s passion for doing good works. I came to realize that she served others in order to serve herself simultaneously. As long as she kept bustling through the wretched world of London’s unfortunates, she never had to think much about her own world. Particularly, she didn’t have to think about my father.


I realize that it’s quite the fashion to examine the marital condition of one’s parents during one’s childhood. What better way to excuse the excesses, the paucities, and the downright infirmities of one’s own character? But bear with me, please, in this minor expedition through my family’s history. It explains why Mother is who Mother is. And Mother is the person you must understand.


While she’d never admit it, I think my mother accepted my father not because she loved him but because he was suitable. He hadn’t served in the war, which was slightly problematical as far as his level of social desirability went. But despite a heart murmur, a cracked kneecap, and congenital deafness in his right ear, Dad at least had the grace to feel guilty for having escaped military service. He assuaged his guilt in 1952 by joining one of the societies dedicated to rebuilding London. There he met my mother. She assumed his presence indicated a social conscience on a par with her own and not a desire to forget the fortune he and his father had made from printing propaganda for the Government from their business in Stepney from 1939 until the war’s end.


They married in 1958. Even now, with Dad all these years dead, I still sometimes wonder what the early days of marriage must have been like for my parents. I wonder how long it took Mother to realize that Dad’s repertoire of passion didn’t run much further than a short gamut from silence to a whimsical, sweet smile. I used to think their times together in bed must have been something along the order of clutch, grope, sweat, poke, groan, with a ‘very nice, my dear’ thrown in at the end, which was how I explained to myself that I was their only child. I came along in 1962, a little package of bonhomie engendered by what I’m sure was a bi-monthly encounter in the missionary position.


To her credit, Mother played the role of dutiful wife for at least three years. She’d got herself a husband, achieving one of the goals set forth for post-war womankind, and she tried to do her best by him. But the more she came to know this Gordon Whitelaw, the more she realized that he’d sold himself to her on false pretences. He wasn’t the man of passion – the prince – she had hoped to marry. He wasn’t a rebel. He had no cause. He was at heart just a printer from Stepney, a good man, but one whose world was circumscribed by paper mills and print runs, by keeping the machinery up and running and keeping the unions from bleeding him dry. He ran his business, came home, read the newspaper, ate his dinner, watched the telly, and went to bed. He had few interests. He had little to say. He was solid, faithful, dependable and predictable. In short, he was boring.


So Mother cast about for something to colour her world. She could have chosen either adultery or alcohol, but she chose good works instead.


She’d never admit to any of this. Admitting that she always wanted to have more in her life than what Dad provided would have meant admitting that her marriage wasn’t all she’d hoped it would be. Even now if you went to Kensington and asked her, she’d no doubt paint a picture of life with Gordon Whitelaw that was bliss from the first. Since it wasn’t that, she worked on her social responsibilities. For Mother, doing good took the place of feeling good. Nobility of effort took the place of physical passion and love.


In return, Mother had a place to turn when she was feeling low. She had business to attend to. She had a sense of accomplishment and a feeling of worth. She received the honest and heartfelt gratitude of those to whose needs she daily ministered. She got herself praised from the classroom to the boardroom to the sickroom. She got her hands shaken. She got her cheeks kissed. She got to hear a thousand different voices say, ‘Bless you, Mrs Whitelaw. God love you, Mrs Whitelaw.’ She got to distract herself till the day Dad died. She got everything she herself needed, in fact, from keeping the needs of society foremost in her mind. And in the end, when my father was dead, she got herself Kenneth Fleming as well.


Yes, indeed. All those years ago. The Kenneth Fleming.




1



Less than a quarter of an hour before Martin Snell discovered the crime scene, he was delivering milk. He’d already completed his rounds in two of the three Spring burns, Greater and Middle, and he was on his way to Lesser Spring burn, cruising along Water Street in his blue-and-white milk float, enjoying his favourite part of the route.


Water Street was the narrow country lane that kept the villages of Middle and Lesser Spring burn detached from Greater Spring burn, the market town. The lane wound between tawny ragstone walls, by-passing blossoming apple orchards and fields of rape. It dipped and climbed with the undulations of the land it bisected, overhung by ash trees, limes and alders whose leaves were finally beginning to unfold in a springtime arc of green.


The day was glorious, no rain and no clouds. Just a breeze from the east, a milky blue sky, and the sun winking in reflection against the oval picture frame that swung on a silver chain from the milk float’s rear-view mirror.


‘Quite a day, Majesty,’ Martin said to the photograph. ‘Beautiful morning, don’t you think? Hear that there? It’s the cuckoo again. And there . . . one of them larks is going off now as well. Lovely sound, i’n’t it? Sound o’ spring, it is.’


Martin’s habit had long been to chat companionably with his photograph of the Queen. He saw nothing odd in this. She was the country’s monarch, and as far as he was concerned, no-one was likely to appreciate England’s beauty more than the woman who sat on its throne.


Their daily discussions encompassed more than an evaluation of flora and fauna, however. The Queen was Martin’s companion of the heart, the recipient of his deepest thoughts. What he liked about her was that, despite her noble birth, she was a decidedly friendly woman. Unlike his wife, who had been born again with a pious vengeance at the hands of a Bible-wielding cement maker some five years back, the Queen never fell to her knees in prayer in the midst of one of his bumbling attempts at communication. Unlike his son, who was given to the secretive silences of the seventeen-year-old with copulation and complexion weighing equally on his mind, she never rebuffed one of Martin’s approaches. She always leaned forward slightly and smiled with encouragement, one hand raised to wave from the coach as she was driven eternally to her coronation.


Of course, Martin didn’t tell the Queen everything. She knew about Lee’s devotion to the Church of the Reborn and Saved. He’d described at great length and more than once the spanner that religion had put into the works of his once jovial dinner hours. And she knew about Danny’s job at Tesco’s where he kept the shelves stocked with everything from mushy peas to dried beans and about the girl from the tea shop that the boy was so wild about. With his skin going hot, Martin had even disclosed to the Queen only last week his belated attempt at explaining the facts of life to his son. How she had chuckled – how Martin had been forced to chuckle as well – at the thought of him pawing through the second-hand books in Greater Springburn, looking for something to do with biology and coming up with a diagram of frogs instead. He’d presented this to his son along with a packet of condoms he’d had in his chest of drawers since approximately 1972. These’ll do for conversation starters, he’d thought. ‘What’re the frogs for, Dad?’ would lead inescapably to a revelation of what his own father had mysteriously called ‘the marital embrace’.


Not that he and the Queen discussed marital embraces as such. Martin had far too much respect for Her Majesty to do anything more than hint at the topic and then move on.


But for the last four weeks, their milk-route conversations had petered off at the high point of Water Street, where the countryside stretched to the east in hop fields and fell to the west in a grass-covered slope that dropped to a fresh spring where watercress grew. Here, Martin had taken to pulling the milk float onto the narrow strip of pigweed that served as verge in order to spend a few minutes in quiet contemplation.


This morning he did no differently. He let the engine idle. He gazed at the hop field.


The poles had been up for more than a month, row upon row of slim young chestnut withies some twenty feet tall from which strings criss-crossed to the ground below. The strings made a diamond-paned lattice up which the hops would eventually grow. The twiddlers had seen to the hops at long last, Martin realized as he surveyed the land. Sometime since yesterday morning they had worked the field, twirling the juvenile plants eighteen inches up the string. The hops would do the rest in the coming months, creating a maze of heavy green drapery as they stretched towards the sun.


Martin sighed with pleasure. The sight would grow lovelier day by day. The field would be cool between the rows of plants as they grew to maturity. He and his love would walk there, just the two of them, hand in hand. Earlier in the year – yesterday, in fact – he would have shown her how to wind the tender tendrils of the plant onto the string. She would have been kneeling in the dirt, her gauzy blue skirt spread out like spilled water, her firm young bottom resting against her bare heels. New to the job and desperate for money to . . . to send to her poor mother who was the widow of a fisherman in Whitstable and left with eight young children to feed, she would struggle with the vine and be afraid to ask for help lest she somehow betray her ignorance and lose the only source of income that her eight starving brothers and sisters have except for the money her mother brings in making lace to dress up ladies’ collars and hats, money which her father ruthlessly drinks away in the pub, falling down drunk and staying away all night when he isn’t drowning in the sea in a storm while trying to catch enough cod to be able to pay for the operation that would save his youngest child’s life. She’s wearing a white blouse, with short puffy sleeves and a low neck scooped out so that when he, the burly overseer of the job, bends to help her, he sees the beads of perspiration no bigger than pinheads glistening on her breasts and her breasts rising and falling so quickly because of his nearness and his awesome maleness. He takes her hands and shows her how to twirl the hop plants on the string so the shoots don’t break. And her breath comes quicker with the touch of him and her breasts rise higher and he can feel her hair so soft and blond against his cheek. He says, This is how you do it, miss. Her fingers tremble. She can’t meet his eyes. She’s never been touched by a man before. She doesn’t want him to leave. She doesn’t want him to stop. His hands on hers make her feel quite faint. So she swoons. Yes, she swoons and he carries her to the edge of the field, her long skirt sweeping against his legs as he strides manfully between the rows and her head lolling back with her neck so white so pure so exposed. He lays her on the ground. He holds water to her lips, water in a little tin cup that is handed to him by the toothless crone who follows the field workers in her dogcart and sells them water for tuppence a cup. Her eyelids flutter open. She sees him. She smiles. He raises her hand to his lips. He kisses—


A horn honked behind him. Martin started. The driver of a large red Mercedes was apparently unwilling to risk the wings of her car by easing between the hedgerow on one side and the milk float on the other. Martin waved and put the float into gear. He looked sheepishly at the Queen to see if she knew about the pictures he’d been painting in his head. But she gave no sign of disapproval. She merely smiled, her hand raised and her tiara shimmering as she rode to the Abbey.


He pointed the float down the hill towards Celandine Cottage, a fifteenth-century weaver’s workplace and home that stood behind a ragstone wall on a slight rise of land where Water Street veered off to the north-east and a footpath led to the west and Lesser Springburn. He glanced at the Queen once more and despite her sweet face telling him that she didn’t judge him ill, he felt the need to make an excuse.


‘She doesn’t know, Majesty,’ he said to his monarch. ‘I’ve never said anything. I’ve never done . . . Well, I wouldn’t do, would I? You know that.’


Her Majesty smiled. Martin could tell she didn’t quite believe him.


At the bottom of the drive, he parked the float, pulling off the lane so that the Mercedes that had interrupted his daydream could glide quietly past. The woman driving it gave him a scowl and two fingers. Londoner, he thought with resignation. Kent had started going to the devil the very day they had opened the M20 and made it easier for Londoners to live in the country and commute into work.


He hoped Her Majesty hadn’t seen the woman’s rude gesture. Or the one that he’d made in return once the Mercedes had swung round the bend and sailed off towards Maidstone.


Martin adjusted the rear-view mirror so that he could study his reflection. He checked to make sure there was no stubble on his cheeks. He gave a feather-light pat to his hair. This he carefully combed and sprayed every morning in the loo after spending ten minutes massaging a tablespoon of GroMore SuperStrength into his scalp. He’d been actively involved in improving his personal appearance for just over a month now, ever since the first morning when Gabriella Patten had drifted out to the gate of Celandine Cottage to fetch the milk from him in person.


Gabriella Patten. The very thought of her made him sigh. Gabriella. In an ebony silk dressing-gown that whispered when she walked. With the sleep still clouding her cornflower eyes and her tousled hair shining like wheat in the sun.


When the order had come to start delivering milk to Celandine Cottage once again, Martin had filed the information in the part of his brain that took him through his delivery route on automatic pilot. He hadn’t bothered to wonder why the regular request for two pints had been changed to one. He merely parked at the base of the drive one morning, rustled in the float for the cool glass bottle, wiped the moisture off it with the rag he kept on the floor, and pushed through the white wooden gate that fenced the cottage drive from Water Street.


He was putting the milk into the shaded box at the top of the drive where it nestled at the base of a silver fir when he heard footsteps coming along the path that curved from the drive to the kitchen door. He looked up, ready to say, ‘Morning to you,’ but the words caught somewhere between his throat and his tongue when he saw Gabriella Patten for the very first time.


She was yawning, stumbling slightly on the uneven bricks, with her unbelted dressing-gown fluttering as she walked. She was naked beneath it.


He knew he ought to turn away, but he found himself mesmerized by the contrast of the dressing-gown against her pale skin. And such skin, like the underside petals of granny’s nightcap, white as shelduck’s down and edged in pink. The pink of her burned him in the eyes, throat and groin. He stared and said, ‘Jesus.’ It was as much thanksgiving as it was surprise.


She gave a gasp and drew the dressing-gown round her. ‘Lord, I’d no idea . . .’ She touched her fingers to her upper lip and smiled behind them. ‘I’m terribly sorry, but I didn’t expect anyone. And certainly not you. I always thought the milk came at dawn.’


He’d begun backing away at once, saying, ‘Nope. No. Just about this time. Just about ten a.m. is the usual hereabouts.’ He reached for his peaked cap to give it a pull and cover more of his face, which felt like embers were burning down it. Only he hadn’t worn a cap that morning. He never wore a cap from April Fools’ Day on, no matter the weather. So he ended up tugging at his hair like some simpleton on one of those fancy-dress television programmes.


‘Well, I’ve a lot to learn about the country then, haven’t I, Mr . . . ?’


‘Martin,’ he said. ‘That is, Snell. Martin.’


‘Ah. Mr Martin Snell Martin.’ She came through the lattice-work gate that separated the drive from the lawn. She bent – he averted his eyes – and flipped up the top of the milk box. She said, ‘This is lovely. Thank you,’ and when he turned back, she’d taken the pint of milk and was holding it between her breasts, in the V made by the closure of her dressing-gown. ‘It’s cold,’ she said.


‘Forecast is for sun today,’ he replied stoutly. ‘We should see it by noon or thereabouts.’


She smiled again. She had the softest eyes when she smiled. ‘I meant the milk. How do you keep it so cold?’


‘Oh. The float. I got some holders’re insulated special.’


‘Do you promise I’ll always be able to fetch it like this?’ She gave the bottle a turn so it seemed to rest more deeply between her breasts. ‘Cold, that is.’


‘Oh yes. Sure. Cold,’ he said.


‘Thank you,’ she said, ‘Mr Martin Snell Martin.’


He saw her several times a week after that, but never again in her dressing-gown. Not that he needed reminding what the sight of her had been like.


Gabriella. Gabriella. He loved the sound of it inside his mind, trembling like it was set to violins.


Martin readjusted the rear-view mirror, satisfied that he looked his best. Even if his hair wasn’t much thicker than it had been before he started his treatments, it was far less wispy since he’d begun with the spray. He rustled in the back of the float to find the pint of milk he always kept coldest. He wiped off its moisture and polished its foil top on the front of his shirt.


He pushed through the drive’s gate. He noticed that it was off the latch and he said, ‘Gate, gate, gate,’ just above a whisper to remind himself to mention it to her. The gate didn’t have a lock, of course, but there was no need to make it easier for anyone who might want to intrude on her privacy.


The cuckoo he’d pointed out to Her Majesty was calling again, from somewhere beyond the paddock that lay to the north of the cottage. The lark’s song had been joined by the twittering of redpolls perching in the conifers that edged the drive. A horse whinnied softly and a rooster crowed. It was, Martin thought, a glory of a day.


He lifted the top of the milk box. He started to place his delivery inside. He stopped. He frowned. Something wasn’t right.


Yesterday’s milk hadn’t been fetched. The bottle was warm. Whatever condensation had gathered on the glass and dripped to the bottle’s base had long since evaporated.


Well, he thought at first, she’s a flighty one, is Miss Gabriella. She’s gone off to London without leaving a note about the milk. He picked up yesterday’s bottle and tucked it under his arm. He’d stop delivering till he heard from her again.


He started back towards the gate, but then he remembered. The gate, the gate. Off the latch, he thought, and he felt a flutter of trepidation.


Slowly, he retraced his steps to the milk box. He stood in front of the garden gate. Her newspapers hadn’t been fetched either, he saw. Yesterday’s and today’s – one copy of each of the Daily Mail and The Times – were in their respective holders. And when he squinted at the front door with its gabled porch and its iron slot for the post, he saw a small triangle of white resting against the weathered oak and he thought, She’s not fetched the post either, she must be off somewhere. But the curtains were opened at the windows, which didn’t seem practical or wise if she’d gone off. Not that Miss Gabriella appeared to be either practical or wise by nature, but she’d know enough not to leave the cottage so obviously unoccupied. Wouldn’t she?


He wasn’t certain. He looked over his shoulder at the garage, a brick-and-clapboard structure at the top of the drive. Best to check, he decided. He wouldn’t need to go in or even to open the door all the way. He’d just need a peek to make sure she’d gone. Then he’d take away the milk, he’d carry the newspapers off to the rubbish, and he’d be on his way. After a peek.


The garage was big enough for two cars, and the doors to it opened in the centre. They usually had a padlock, but Martin could see without a close inspection that the lock wasn’t currently being used to hold the doors. One of them stood open a good three inches. Martin went to the door and with an indrawn breath and a glance in the direction of the cottage, he eased it open one inch more and pressed his face to the crack.


He saw a glimmer of chrome as the light struck the bumper of the green Aston Martin that he’d seen her spinning along the lanes in, a dozen times or more. Martin felt a peculiar buzzing in his head at the sight of it. He looked back at the cottage.


If the car was here and she was here, then why had she not taken in her milk?


Perhaps she’d been gone all day yesterday from early morning, he answered himself. Perhaps she’d got home late and forgotten about the milk altogether.


But what about the newspapers? Unlike the milk, they were in plain sight in their holders. She’d have had to walk right past them to go into the cottage. Why wouldn’t she have taken them with her?


Because she’d been shopping in London and her arms were filled with packages and she’d simply forgotten to fetch the newspapers later, once she’d set the packages down.


And the post? It would be lying right inside the front door. Why would she have left it there?


Because it was late, she was tired, she wanted to go to bed, and she hadn’t gone in the front door anyway. She’d gone in through the kitchen so she hadn’t seen the post. She had walked right by it and gone up to bed where even now she was still asleep.


Asleep, asleep. Sweet Gabriella. In a black silk gown with her hair curled against it and her lashes like buttercup filaments against her skin.


It wouldn’t hurt to check, Martin thought. Most definitely, it wouldn’t hurt to check. She wouldn’t be miffed. That wasn’t her way. She’d be touched that he thought of her, a woman alone out here in the country without a man to see to her welfare. She’d likely ask him in. She might even offer him a cup of coffee.


He settled his shoulders, took the newspapers, and pushed open the gate. He made his way along the path. The sun hadn’t struck this part of the garden yet, so the dew still lay like a beaded shawl on the bricks and the lawn. Against both sides of the old front door, lavender and wallflowers were planted. Buds on the first sent up a sharp fragrance. Flowers on the second nodded with the weight of the morning’s moisture.


Martin reached for the bell-pull and heard its jangle just inside the door. He waited for the sound of her footsteps or her voice calling out, Just a moment please, or the whirl and clank of the key in the lock. But none of that happened.


Martin stepped back from the door and looked above the gabled roof of the porch to a window on the first floor of the cottage. Nothing moved behind the glass.


Perhaps, he thought, she was having her bath. Perhaps she was in the kitchen where, perhaps again, she couldn’t hear the bell. It would be wise to check.


He did so, going round to thump on the back door and wondering how people managed to use it without knocking themselves senseless on the lintel which hung only five feet from the ground. Which then made him think . . . Could she have been in a rush to get in or get out? Could she have rendered her sweet self unconscious? There was neither answer nor movement behind the white panels. Could she be lying this very moment on the cold kitchen floor, waiting for someone to find her?


To the right of the door, beneath an arbour, a casement window with leaded panes looked into the kitchen. And Martin looked into the window. But he couldn’t see anything beyond a small linen-covered table, the work top, the Aga, the sink and the closed door to the dining room. He’d have to find another window. And one preferably on this side of the house because he was feeling decidedly uneasy about peering through the windows like Peeping Tom. It wouldn’t do to be seen from the road. God alone knew what it would do to business if someone drove by and saw Martin Snell, milkman and monarchist, having a peek where he oughtn’t.


He had to climb through a flower-bed to get to the dining-room window on this same side of the house. He did his best not to trample either the primulas or the violets. He squeezed behind a lilac bush and gained the glass.


Odd, he thought. He couldn’t see through it. He could see the shape of curtains against it, open like the others, but nothing more. It seemed to be dirty, filthy in fact, which was even stranger because the kitchen window had been clean as brook water and the cottage itself was as white as a lamb. He rubbed his fingers against the glass. Strangest of all. The glass wasn’t dirty. At least, not on the outside.


Something jangled in his mind, some sort of warning that he couldn’t identify. It sounded like a flock of snow buntings in flight, soft then loud then louder again. The noise in his head made his arms feel weak.


He climbed out of the flower-bed. He retraced his steps. He tried the back door. Locked. He hurried to the front door. Locked as well. He strode round the south side of the house where wisteria grew against the exposed black timbers. He turned the corner and made his way along the flagstone path that bordered the structure’s west wall. At the far end, he found the other dining-room window.


This one wasn’t dirty, either outside or in. He grasped onto its sill. He took a breath. He looked.


Everything seemed normal upon a first glance. The burl-topped dining table, the chairs surrounding it, the huge open fireplace with its iron fireback and its copper bedwarmers hanging upon the bricks. Everything looked fine. The pine dresser held dishes, an antique washstand displayed the makings of drinks. To one side of the fireplace stood a heavy armchair and across the room from it, at the foot of the stairs the matching armchair—


Martin tightened his fingers against the window sill. He felt a splinter dig into his palm. He said, ‘Oh Majesty Majesty Gabriella Miss Miss,’ and plunged one hand frantically into his pocket, looking in vain for something that he could use to jemmy the casement open. All the time his eyes were fixed on that chair.


It stood at an angle at the foot of the stairs, facing into the dining room. One corner of it abutted the wall underneath the window that had been too dirty to look through. Only now Martin saw from his position on the other side of the house that the window wasn’t dirty at all in the conventional sense. Instead, it was stained black from smoke: smoke that had risen in an ugly dense cloud from the wing-back chair, smoke that had risen in the shape of a tornado that blackened the window, blackened the curtains, blackened the wall, smoke that left its mark on the stairway as it was sucked upwards towards the bedroom where even now Miss Gabriella, Miss Sweet Gabriella . . .


Martin shoved himself away from the window. He ran across the lawn. He clambered over the wall. He dashed down the footpath in the direction of the spring.





It was shortly after noon when Detective Inspector Isabelle Ardery first saw Celandine Cottage. The sun was high in the sky, casting small pools of shadow at the base of the fir trees that lined the drive. This had been sealed off with yellow police tape. One panda car, a red Sierra and a blue-and-white milk float were lined up on the lane.


She parked behind the milk float and surveyed the area, feeling rather grim despite her initial pleasure at being called out on another case so soon. For information gathering, the location didn’t look too promising. There were several houses farther along the lane, timber-framed with peg-tiled roofs like the cottage in which the fire had occurred, but they were each surrounded with enough land to give them quiet and privacy. So if the fire in question turned out to be arson – as was suggested by the words questionable ignition scrawled at the bottom of the note she’d received from her chief constable not an hour ago – it might prove unlikely that any of the neighbours had heard or seen someone or something suspicious.


With her collection kit in hand, she ducked under the tape and swung open the gate at the end of the drive. Across a paddock to the east where a bay mare was grazing, half a dozen onlookers leaned against a split chestnut fence. She could hear their murmured speculation as she walked up the drive. She recognized the source of their curiosity. Yes indeed, she told them mentally as she passed through a smaller gate into the garden, a woman investigator, even for a fire. Welcome to the waning years of our century.


‘Inspector Ardery?’ It was a female voice. Isabelle turned to see another woman waiting on the brick path that led in two directions: to the front door and round towards the back of the house. She’d apparently come from this latter direction. ‘DS Coffman,’ she said cheerfully. ‘Greater Springburn CID.’


Isabelle joined her. She offered her hand.


Coffman said, ‘The guv’s not here at the moment. He rode with the body to Pembury Hospital.’


Isabelle frowned at this oddity. Greater Springburn’s chief superintendent had been the one to request her presence in the first place. It was a breach of police etiquette for him to leave the site before her arrival. ‘The hospital?’ she asked. ‘Have you no medical examiner to accompany the body?’


Coffman gave her eyes a quick rise heavenward. ‘Oh, he was here as well, graciously assuring us that the corpse was dead. But there’s to be a news conference when they i.d. the victim, and the guv loves that stuff. Give him a microphone, five minutes of your time, and he does a fairly decent John Thaw.’


‘Who’s still here, then?’


‘Couple of probationary DCs getting their first chance to suss things out. And the bloke who discovered the mess. Snell, he’s called.’


‘What about the fire brigade?’


‘They’ve been and gone. Snell phoned emergency from next door, house across from the spring. Emergency sent the fire team.’


‘And?’


Coffman smiled. ‘Luck for your side. Once they got in, they could see the fire’d been out for hours. Bless their little hearts. They didn’t touch a thing. They just phoned CID and waited till we got here.’


That fact, at least, was a blessing. One of the biggest difficulties in arson investigation was the necessary existence of the fire brigade. They were trained to two tasks: saving lives and extinguishing fires. Intent upon that, more often than not they axed down doors, flooded rooms, collapsed ceilings, and in the process obliterated evidence.


Isabelle ran her gaze over the building. She said, ‘All right. I’ll take a moment out here, first.’


‘Shall I—?’


‘Alone, please.’


Coffman said, ‘Quite. I’ll leave you to it,’ and strode off towards the back of the house. She paused at the north-east corner of the building, turning back and pushing a curl of oak-coloured hair from her face. ‘The hot spot’s this way when you’re ready,’ she said. She began to raise an index finger in comradely salute, apparently thought better of it, and disappeared round the side of the house.


Isabelle stepped off the brick path and crossed the lawn, walking to the far corner of the property. There she turned back and gazed first at the cottage and then at the grounds that surrounded it.


If arson had been committed here, finding evidence outside the building wasn’t going to be easy. It would take hours to conduct a search on the grounds because Celandine Cottage was an amateur gardener’s dream: hung on the south end by wisteria just coming into bloom, surrounded by flower-beds from which grew everything from forget-me-nots to heather, from white violets to lavender, from aubrietia to wallflowers, from pansies to tulips. Where there weren’t flower-beds, there was lawn, thick and lush. Where there wasn’t lawn, there were shrubs in bloom. Where there weren’t shrubs, there were trees. These last provided a partial screen from the lane and another from the nearest neighbour. If there were footprints, tyre prints, discarded tools, fuel containers, or matchbooks, it was going to take some effort to find them.


Isabelle circled the house carefully, moving east to north-west. She examined windows. She scanned the ground. She gave her attention to roof and to doors. Nothing in particular shouted out to be noticed. In the end, she made her way to the back where the kitchen door stood open and where, under an arbour across which a grapevine was beginning to unfurl its leaves, a middle-aged man sat at a wicker table, with his head sunk into his chest and his hands pressed together between his knees. A glass of water stood, untouched, before him. He didn’t look up as Isabelle approached.


‘Mr Snell?’


The man lifted his head. It appeared to require a significant effort.


‘Took the body, they did,’ he said. ‘She was covered up all from head to toe. She was wrapped up and tied down. It looked like they’d put her in some sort of bag. It’s not proper, that, is it? It’s not quite decent. It’s not even respectful.’


Isabelle joined him, pulling out a chair and setting her collection kit on the concrete. She felt an instant’s duty to comfort him, but making an effort at compassion seemed pointless. Dead was dead no matter what anyone said or did. Nothing changed that fact for the living. ‘Mr Snell, were the doors locked or unlocked when you arrived?’


‘I tried to get in when she didn’t answer. But I couldn’t. So I looked in the window.’ He squeezed his hands together and took a tremulous breath. ‘She wouldn’t have suffered, would she? I heard one of them say the body wasn’t even burnt and that’s why they could tell who it was straightaway. Did she die from the smoke, then?’


‘We won’t know anything for certain until a post-mortem is done,’ DS Coffman said. She’d come to the doorway. Her answer sounded professionally cautious.


The man seemed to accept it. He said, ‘What about them kittens?’


‘Kittens?’ Isabelle asked.


‘Miss Gabriella’s kittens. Where’re they? No-one’s brought them out.’


Coffman said, ‘They must be outside somewhere. We’ve not run across them in the house.’


‘But she got herself two little ‘uns last week. Two kittens. From over by the spring. Someone’d dumped them in a cardboard box next to the footpath. She brought them home. She was caring for them. They slept in the kitchen in their own little basket and—’ Snell wiped the back of his wrist against his eyes. ‘I got to see to the milk delivery. Before it goes bad.’


‘Have you got his statement?’ Isabelle asked Coffman as she ducked beneath the low lintel of the doorway to join the DS in the kitchen.


‘For what it’s worth. Thought you might want to have a chat with him yourself. Shall I send him off?’


‘If we’ve got his address.’


‘Right. I’ll see to it. We’re in through there.’ Coffman gestured towards an inner door. Beyond it, Isabelle could see the curve of a dining table, two chairs, the end of a wall-sized fireplace.


‘Who’s been inside?’


‘Three blokes from the fire brigade. The CID lot.’


‘Crime team?’


‘Just the photographer and the pathologist. I thought it best to keep the rest out till you had a look.’


She led Isabelle into the dining room. Two probationary detective constables stood on either side of what was left of a wingback chair positioned at an angle at the base of the stairway. They were frowning down at it, each of them a picture of contemplation. One looked earnest. The other looked offended by the acrid smell of incinerated upholstery and cellulosic filling. Neither could have been more than twenty-three years old.


‘Inspector Ardery,’ Coffman said by way of introducing Isabelle. ‘Maidstone Constabulary’s hot shot of hot spots. You two move back and give her some space. And try taking a few notes while you’re at it.’


Isabelle nodded at the young men and gave her attention to what was obviously the point of ignition. She set her collection kit on the table, put the tape measure into her jacket pocket along with tweezers and pliers, took out her notebook, and made the first preliminary sketch of the room, saying, ‘Nothing’s been moved?’


‘Not a stitch or a hair,’ Coffman replied. ‘Which is why I phoned for the guv when I had a look. It’s that chair by the stairs. Look. It doesn’t seem right.’


Isabelle didn’t agree with the sergeant readily. She knew the other woman was heading towards a logical question: What was the chair doing sitting at such an angle at the foot of the stairs? One would have to skirt it to climb to the first floor. Its position suggested its having been moved there.


But, on the other hand, the room was also crowded with other furniture, none of it burned but all of it either discoloured by smoke or covered with soot. In addition to the dining table and its four chairs, an old-fashioned nursing chair and a second wingback stood on either side of the fireplace. Against one wall leaned a dresser holding china, against another a table covered with decanters, against a third a chest of drawers displaying porcelain. And on every wall also hung paintings and prints. The walls themselves had apparently been white. One was now scorched black; the others were varying degrees of grey. As were the curtains, which hung limply on their rods, crusted with grime.


‘Have you examined the carpet?’ Isabelle asked the sergeant. ‘If that chair’s been moved, we’ll find its prints somewhere else. Perhaps in another room.’


‘That’s just it,’ Coffman said. ‘Have a look here.’


Isabelle said, ‘A moment,’ and completed the drawing, shading in the pattern of scorching on the wall. She created a quick floor-plan next and labelled its components – furniture, fireplace, windows, doorways and stairs. And only then did she approach the source of ignition. Here she made a third drawing of the chair itself, noting the distinct burn pattern in the upholstery. It was standard stuff.


A localized fire such as this spread in a V, with the origin of the burn at the V’s tip. This fire had behaved in a normal fashion. Along the chair’s right side, which ran at a forty-five-degree angle from the stairway, the charring was heaviest. The fire had first smouldered – probably for several hours – then flamed through both upholstery and stuffing, eating its way upwards to the chair’s frame on the right side before dying out. On this same right side, the burn pattern rose in two angles from the flame source, one oblique and one acute, roughly forming a V. Upon Isabelle’s preliminary inspection, nothing about the chair was suggestive of arson.


‘It looks like a cigarette smoulder, if you ask me,’ one of the two young detective constables said. He sounded restless. It was after noon. He was hungry. Isabelle saw Sergeant Coffman shoot the man a narrow-eyed look which clearly declared, ‘But no-one’s asking you, are they, laddie?’ He quickly adjusted his attitude by saying, ‘What I don’t get is why the whole place didn’t burn to the ground.’


‘Were all the windows closed?’ Isabelle asked the sergeant.


‘They were.’


Isabelle said over her shoulder in explanation to the constable, ‘The fire in the chair consumed what oxygen there was in the cottage. Afterwards, it died.’


Sergeant Coffman squatted next to the charred armchair. Isabelle joined her. The fitted carpet had been a solid colour – beige. Beneath the chair it wore a heavy snowfall of black grit. Coffman pointed to three shallow depressions, each one by measurement two and a half inches from a corresponding leg of the chair. She said, ‘This is what I was talking about.’


Isabelle fetched a brush from her collection kit, saying, ‘It’s a possibility,’ and she gently flicked the soot from the nearest cavity and then from another. When she’d done them all, she saw that they were perfectly lined up with each other, the impressions the chair had made in its original position.


‘You see. It’s been moved. Pivoted on one leg.’


Isabelle rested back on her heels and studied the chair’s position in relation to the rest of the room. ‘Someone could have run into it.’


‘But don’t you think—’


‘We need more.’


She moved closer to the chair. She examined the point of the fire’s origin, an uneven carbon wound from which bled wiry lengths of kindled stuffing. As was the case in so many smouldering fires, the chair had burnt slowly, sending up a steady, noxious stream of smoke as a glowing means of primary ignition – like an ember – had eaten through upholstery to the stuffing beneath it. But true to the smouldering fire as well, the chair had only been partially demolished, because once complete ignition occurred, available oxygen had already been eaten and the fire died.


Thus, Isabelle was able to probe the carbon wound, delicately moving aside charred fabric in order to follow the descent of the ember as it sank through the right side of the chair. It was painstaking work, a wordless scrutiny of every centimetre by light of a torch which Coffman held steady over her shoulder. More than a quarter of an hour passed before Isabelle found what she was looking for.


She used the tweezers to pull the prize out. She gave it a careful and satisfied scrutiny before she held it up.


‘Cigarette after all,’ Coffman said. She sounded disappointed.


‘No,’ Isabelle corrected her. In contrast to the sergeant, she felt decidedly pleased. ‘It’s an incendiary device.’ She looked at the detective constables whose expressions awakened with interest at her words. ‘We’ll need to start outside with a perimeter search,’ she told them. ‘Use a spiral pattern. Look for footprints, tyre prints, a matchbox, tools, containers of any kind, anything unusual. Chart it first. Then photograph and collect it. Understand?’


‘Ma’am,’ one said as ‘Right,’ said the other. They headed for the kitchen and from there outside.


Coffman was frowning at the stub of cigarette that Isabelle still held. ‘I don’t get it,’ she said.


Isabelle pointed out the scalloped condition of the cigarette’s casing.


‘So?’ Coffman said. ‘Still looks like a cigarette to me.’


‘That’s what it’s meant to look like. Bring the light closer. Keep as clear from the chair as you can. Fine. Right there.’


‘You mean it isn’t a cigarette?’ Coffman asked as Isabelle continued to probe. ‘It’s not a real cigarette?’


‘It is and it isn’t.’


‘I don’t get it.’


‘Which is, of course, the arsonist’s hope.’


‘But—’


‘If I’m not mistaken – and we’ll know in a few minutes because this chair’s going to tell us – what we’ve got is a primitive timing device. It gives the fire raiser four to seven minutes to be gone before the actual flames begin.’


Coffman jiggled the torch as she started to speak, caught herself, said, ‘Sorry,’ and redirected the light as before. She went on with, ‘If that’s the case, when the flames did begin, why didn’t the entire chair go up? Wouldn’t the arsonist have wanted it that way? I know the windows were closed, but surely the fire had enough time to go from the chair to the curtains and up the wall before the oxygen ran out? So why didn’t it do that? Why didn’t the windows break from the heat and let in more air? Why didn’t the whole blooming cottage go up?’


Isabelle continued the process of delicate probing. It was an operation not unlike taking the chair apart a single strand at a time. ‘You’re talking about the speed of the fire,’ she said. ‘Speed depends upon the chair’s upholstery and stuffing, along with the amount of draft in the room. It depends upon the weave of the fabric. And the age of the stuffing and how and if it’s been chemically treated.’ She fingered an edge of the singed material. ‘We’ll have to run tests to get the answers. But there’s one thing I’d lay money on.’


‘Arson?’ Coffman said. ‘Meant to look like something else?’


‘That’s what I’d say.’


Coffman glanced at the stairway beyond the chair. ‘That makes things real dicey, then.’ Her words were uneasy.


‘Hmm. I dare say. Arson usually does.’ Isabelle brought forth from the bowels of the chair the first sliver of wood that she’d been seeking. She dropped it into a collection jar with a gratified smile. ‘Excellent,’ she murmured. ‘As lovely a sight as you can hope to see.’ There would be, she was certain, at least five more wooden slivers buried within the charred remains of the chair. She went back to her probing, separating, and sifting. ‘Who was she, by the way?’ she asked.


‘Who was who?’


‘The victim. The woman with the kittens.’


‘That’s the problem,’ Coffman replied. ‘That’s why the guv’s gone to Pembury with the body. That’s why there’ll be a news conference later. That’s why it’s all so dicey now.’


‘Why?’


‘A woman lives here, you see.’


‘Yes. Who is she? A film star or something? Someone important?’


‘She isn’t that. She isn’t even a she.’


Isabelle raised her head. ‘What’s going on?’


‘Snell doesn’t know. No-one knows but us.’


‘No-one knows what?’


‘The body upstairs was a man’s.’




2



When the police showed up at Billingsgate Market, it was mid-afternoon, and by all rights Jeannie shouldn’t even have been there because at that hour the London fish market was as dead and as empty as an underground station at three in the morning. But she was there, waiting for a repairman who was on his way to Crissys Café to fix the cooker. It had broken down at the worst possible time, in the middle of the rush that usually came around half-past nine after the fishmongers had dealt with the buyers from the city’s posh restaurants and the rubbish crew had finished ridding the huge car park of styrofoam crates and mollusc nets.


The girls – for they were always called the girls at Crissys, no matter that the oldest one was fifty-eight and the youngest was Jeannie herself, thirty-two – had managed to coax the cooker into working at half heat for the rest of the morning, which allowed them to continue competently setting out fried bacon and bread, eggs, blood pudding, welsh rabbit and toasted sausage sandwiches as if nothing were the matter. But if they were to avoid a mutiny among their customers – worse, if they were to avoid losing their customers to Catons upstairs – the small caff’s cooker would have to be fixed at once.


The girls drew lots for the responsibility in the same way they’d been drawing lots for the fifteen years Jeannie had worked with them. They lit wooden matches simultaneously and watched them burn down. The first person to drop hers lost.


Jeannie was as good as any of them at holding on till the flame licked her fingers, but today she wanted to lose the burn. Winning meant she’d have to go home and try to think what to do about Jimmy. Staying and waiting God knew how long for the repairman to show up meant she could avoid it a while longer. Everyone from her nearest neighbours to the school authorities were using the word juvenile in a way Jeannie didn’t like when they talked about her son. They said it the way they’d say yob or bloody little sod or thug, none of which applied. But they wouldn’t know that, would they, because they only saw the surface of the boy and they didn’t stop to think what might be underneath.


Underneath, Jimmy hurt. He had four years of hurting that matched her own.


Jeannie was sitting at one of the tables by a window, having a cuppa and munching from a bag of carrot sticks that she always brought from home, when she finally heard the car door slam. She assumed it was the repairman at last. She glanced at the wall clock. It was after three. She closed her copy of Woman’s Own upon ‘How Do You Know If You’re Good In Bed?’, rolled the magazine into a tube that she tucked into the pocket of her smock, and pushed back her chair. It was then that she saw it was a panda car, occupied by a man and a woman. And because one of them was a woman, who looked grave and searched the length of the sprawling brick building with sombre eyes as she set her shoulders and adjusted the triangular tips of the collar of her blouse, Jeannie felt a quiver of warning run across her skin.


Automatically, she looked at the clock a second time and thought of Jimmy. She offered a prayer that, despite his disappointment at the ruin of his sixteenth-birthday holiday, her oldest child had gone to school. If he hadn’t, if he’d done yet another bunk, if he’d been picked up somewhere he oughtn’t be, if this woman and this man – and why were there two of them? – had come to inform his mother of another piece of mischief . . . It didn’t bear thinking what might have happened since Jeannie had left the house at ten to four that morning.


She went to the counter and fumbled a packet of Dunhills from where one of the other girls kept her secret stash. She lit it, felt the smoke burn against her throat and fill her lungs, felt the immediate sense of light in her head.


She met the man and woman at the door to Crissys. The woman was exactly Jeannie’s height, and like Jeannie, she had smooth skin that crinkled round the eyes, and light hair that couldn’t rightly be called either blond or brown. She introduced herself and presented an identification that Jeannie didn’t look at, once she heard her name and title. Coffman, she said. Detective Sergeant. Agnes, she added, as if having a Christian name somehow might soften the effect of her presence. She said she was from Greater Springburn CID and she introduced the young man with her, giving his name as Detective Constable Dick Payne or Nick Dane or some variation thereof. Jeannie didn’t catch it because she’d heard nothing else clearly once the woman had said Greater Springburn.


‘You’re Jean Fleming?’ Sergeant Coffman said.


‘Was,’ Jeannie said. ‘Eleven years of Jean Fleming. It’s Cooper now. The name I was born with. Jean Cooper. Why? Who wants to know?’


The sergeant touched a finger to the spot between her eyebrows as if this helped her to think. She said, ‘I’ve been made to understand . . . You are the wife of Kenneth Fleming?’


‘I got no decree yet, if that’s what you’re thinking. So I s’pose we’re still married,’ Jeannie replied. ‘But being married’s not exactly the same as being someone’s wife, is it?’


‘No. I suppose not.’ But there was something about the way the sergeant said those four words and something even more in the way the sergeant looked at Jeannie as she said them that made her suck in hard on her cigarette. ‘Mrs Fleming . . . Mrs Cooper . . . Miss Cooper . . .’ Sergeant Agnes Coffman went on. The young constable with her dropped his head.


And then Jeannie knew. The real message was contained in the piling up of names. Jeannie didn’t even need her to say the words. Kenny was dead. He was smashed on the motorway or knifed on the platform of Kensington High Street Station or thrown two hundred feet from a zebra crossing or hit by a bus or . . . What did it matter? However it had happened, it was over at last. He couldn’t come back yet another time and sit across the kitchen table from her and talk and smile. He couldn’t make her want to reach out and touch the red-gold hairs on the back of his hand.


She’d thought more than once in the last four years that she would be glad at this moment. She’d thought, If something could just wipe him off the face of the earth and free me of loving the bastard even now when he’s left and everyone knows I wasn’t good enough, we weren’t good enough, we weren’t family enough . . . I wanted him to die and die and die a thousand times, I wanted him to be gone, I wanted him to be smashed into bits, I wanted him to suffer.


She thought how odd it was that she wasn’t even shaking. She said, ‘Is Kenny dead then, Sergeant?’


‘We need an official identification. We need you to view the body. I’m terribly sorry.’


She wanted to say, ‘Why not ask her to do it? She was hot enough to view the body when he was alive.’


Instead, she said, ‘If you’ll excuse me, I’ll need to use the phone, first,’ and the sergeant said of course she could and then retreated with the detective constable to the other side of the caff where they looked out of the windows, across the harbour to the pyramid-topped glass towers of Canary Wharf, another failing promise of hope, jobs and redevelopment that those toffs from the City periodically flung at the lower East End.


Jeannie phoned her parents, hoping to get her mother but getting Derrick instead. She tried to manage her voice and give nothing away. Upon hearing a simple request, her mother would have gone to Jeannie’s and waited with the children and not asked questions. But with Derrick, Jeannie had to be careful. Her brother always wanted to be in too close.


So she lied, telling Derrick that the repairman she was waiting for at the caff was going to be hours and would he go to her place and see to the kids? Get them their tea? Try to keep Jimmy from doing a bunk this evening? Make sure Stan brushed his teeth proper? Help Sharon with her schoolwork?


The request appealed to Derrick’s need to replace the two families he’d already lost to divorce. Going to Jeannie’s meant he’d have to miss his nightly session with his weights – continuing the process of grunting, sweating, heaving barbells, and sculpting every muscle on his body to a monstrous kind of perfection – but in its place would be a chance to play Dad without the attendant lifelong responsibilities.


Jeannie turned to the police and said, ‘I’m ready, then,’ and followed them out to their car.


It took ages to get there because for some reason that Jeannie didn’t understand they didn’t use the siren or the twirly lights. Rush hour had begun. They crossed the river and crawled through the suburbs, passing endless post-war buildings of sooty brick. When they finally made it to the motorway, the going was little better.


They changed motorways once and then left the second one altogether when the signposts started announcing Tonbridge. They wound through two villages, zipped between hedges in the open country, and slowed as they finally came into a town. They eventually stopped at the rear entrance to a hospital where, behind a makeshift barrier of rubbish bins, half a dozen photographers began clicking and popping with their cameras the moment the Payne-Dane constable opened Jeannie’s door.


Jeannie hesitated, clutching her handbag. She said, ‘Can’t you make them . . . ?’


To which Sergeant Coffman said over the back of her seat, ‘I’m sorry. We’ve been holding them off since noon.’


‘But how d’they know? Have you said? Have you told?’


‘No.’


‘Then how . . . ?’


Coffman got out and came to Jeannie’s door. ‘Someone works the police beat. Someone else listens in to radio transmissions with a scanner. Someone else – at the station, sorry to say – usually has a loose tongue. The press put things together. But they don’t know anything for sure yet, and you don’t have to tell them. All right?’


Jeannie nodded.


‘Good. Here. Quick now. Let me take your arm.’


Jeannie ran her hand against her smock and felt its coarse material against her palm. She stepped out of the car. Voices began to shout, ‘Mrs Fleming! Can you tell us . . . ?’ as cameras whirred. Between the young detective constable and the sergeant, she hurried inside the glass doors that swung open at their approach.


They went in through the casualty ward where the air stung their eyes with the smell of disinfectant and someone was crying, ‘It’s my chest, God damn you!’ At first, Jeannie was aware of little but the prevalence of white. The moving bodies in laboratory coats and in uniforms, the sheets on trolleys, the papers on charts, the shelves that seemed covered with gauze and cotton wool. And then, she started to hear the sounds. Feet on the linoleum floor, the shoosh of a door swinging shut, the creaking wheels of a cart. And the voices, in an auditory rainbow:


‘It’s his heart. I know it.’


‘Won’t one of you look . . .’


‘. . . off his feed for two days . . .’


‘We’ll need an ECG.’


‘. . . Solu Cortef. Stat!’


And someone clattering past, shouting, ‘Give way,’ pushing a trolley on which sat a machine with cords, dials and knobs.


Through it all, Jeannie could feel Sergeant Coffman’s hand on her arm, curved just above her elbow, warm and firm. The constable didn’t touch her, but he kept close by her side. They walked down a first corridor, then another. They finally came to more white and a new sensation – cold – in an area of quiet with a metal door. Jeannie knew they were there.


Sergeant Coffman said, ‘Would you like something first? Tea? Coffee? A Coke? Some water?’


Jeannie shook her head. ‘I’m all right,’ she said.


‘Are you feeling faint? You’ve gone rather pale. Here. Sit down.’


‘I’m all right. I’ll stand.’


Sergeant Coffman peered at her face for a moment as if doubting her words. Then she nodded at the constable who gave a knock on the door and disappeared through it. Sergeant Coffman said, ‘It won’t be long.’ Jeannie thought it had been quite long enough, years in the making. But she said, ‘Fine.’


The constable was gone less than a minute. When he popped his head round the door and said, ‘They’re ready for you,’ Sergeant Coffman took Jeannie’s arm again and they walked inside.


She’d been expecting to confront his body immediately, laid out and washed like they did in old films, with chairs all round it, suitable for mourning and viewing at once. But instead they walked into an office where a secretary was watching paper spew out of a printer. On either side of her desk, two doors stood closed. A man in green surgical garb was positioned next to one of them, his hand on its knob.


He said, ‘In here,’ in a quiet voice. He swung his door open and as Jeannie approached it, she heard Sergeant Coffman say softly, ‘Got the salts?’ and she felt the green man take her other arm as he said, ‘Yes.’


Inside, it was cold. It was bright. It was spotless. There seemed to be stainless steel everywhere. There were lockers, long work tops, cupboards on the walls, and a single trolley angling out beneath them. A green sheet covered this, the same split-pea colour as the green man’s medical garb. They approached as if on their way to an altar. And just like at church, when they stopped, they were silent as if experiencing awe. Jeannie realized they were waiting for her to give them a sign that she was prepared. So she said, ‘Let’s see him, then,’ and the green man bent forward and rolled the sheet back to expose the face.


She said, ‘Why’s he so pink?’


The green man said, ‘Is this your husband?’


Sergeant Coffman said, ‘Carbon monoxide flushes the skin when it gets into the bloodstream.’


The green man said, ‘Is this your husband, Mrs Fleming?’


So easy to say yes, have done with it, and be out of there. So easy to turn, walk back down those corridors, face the cameras and the questions without giving answers because there were none really – there never had been. So easy just to slip into the car, to be driven off and to ask for sirens to make the going quick. But she couldn’t form the right word. Yes. It seemed so simple. But she couldn’t say it.


Instead she said, ‘Pull down the sheet.’


The green man hesitated. Sergeant Coffman said, ‘Mrs . . . Ms . . .’ and sounded in pain.


‘Pull down the sheet.’


They wouldn’t understand, but that didn’t matter because in another few hours they’d be out of her life. Kenny, on the other hand, would be there forever: in the faces of her children, in the unexpected slide of footsteps on the stairs, in the eternal whip-crack of a leather ball as somewhere in the world on a clipped green field the willow wood hit it soaring over the boundary for another six.


She could tell that the sergeant and the green man were looking at each other, wondering exactly what they ought to do. But it was her decision, wasn’t it, to see the rest. It had nothing at all to do with them.


The green man folded the sheet with both hands, starting at the body’s shoulders. He did it neatly, each fold a precise three inches across, and slowly enough so that he could stop the moment she told him she’d seen enough.


Except she’d never see enough. Jeannie knew this fact at the very same moment as she knew she’d never forget the sight of Kenny Fleming dead.


Ask them questions, she told herself. Ask them the questions anyone would ask. You got to. You must.


Who found him? Where was he? Was he naked like this? Why’s he look so peaceful? How’d he die? When? Was she with him? Is her body nearby?


But instead she took a step nearer the trolley and thought about how she’d loved the clean angles of his collar bone and the muscles of his shoulders and arms. She remembered how his stomach was hard, how the hair grew thick and coarse round his penis, how his thighs were roped with the sinews of a runner, how his legs were lean. She thought about the twelve-year-old boy he’d been, fumbling with her knickers the very first time behind the packing crates on Invicta Wharf. She thought about the man he’d become and the woman she was and how even on the afternoon he’d driven that fancy car of his into Cubitt Town and sat in the kitchen and shared a cuppa and said the word divorce that she’d been expecting him to say for four years now, their fingers still finally managed to find each other and to grasp like blind things with a will of their own and he’d got to his feet and she’d followed him, wanting to follow, still hearing the word divorce, divorce.



She thought of the years together – Kennyandjean – that would trail her like hungry insistent dogs for the rest of her life. She thought of the years without him that unspooled before her in a ribbon of grief. She wanted to grab his body and throw it to the floor and drive her heel into his face. She wanted to claw at his chest and pound her fists into his throat. Hate beat in her skull and made a vice of her chest and told her how much she still loved him. Which made her hate him all the more. Which made her wish he could only die again and again right into eternity.


She said, ‘Yes,’ and stepped back from the trolley.


‘It’s Kenneth Fleming?’ Sergeant Coffman said.


‘It’s him.’ Jeannie turned away. She disengaged the sergeant’s hand from her arm. She adjusted her handbag so that its handle fit snugly into the bend of her elbow. She said, ‘I’d like to buy some fags. I don’t suppose you got a tobacconist hereabouts?’


Sergeant Coffman said she’d see about the cigarettes as soon as she could. There were papers to be signed. If Mrs Fleming—


‘Cooper,’ Jeannie said.


If Miss Cooper would come this way . . .


The green man stayed behind with the corpse. Jeannie heard him give a low whistle-breath between his teeth as he rolled the trolley towards a hanging dome of light in the centre of the room. Jeannie thought she heard him mutter the word Jesus, but by that time the door had shut behind them and she was being seated at a desk beneath a poster of a long-haired dachshund puppy wearing a tiny straw hat.


Sergeant Coffman said something in a quiet voice to her constable, and Jeannie caught the word cigarette, so she said, ‘Make them Embassys, won’t you?’ and began signing her name on the forms where the secretary had placed neat red Xs. She didn’t know what the forms were or why she had to sign or what, indeed, she might be signing away or giving her permission to be done. She just kept signing and when she was through, the Embassys were sitting on the edge of the desk along with a box of matches. She lit up. The secretary and the constable coughed discreetly. Jeannie inhaled with deep satisfaction.


‘That’s finished things for now,’ Sergeant Coffman said. ‘If you’d like to come this way, we can take you out quickly and get you home.’


‘Right,’ Jeannie said. She got to her feet. She tucked the cigarettes and matches into her handbag. She followed the sergeant back into the corridor.


The questions hammered at them and the cameras’ lights popped the moment they stepped into the evening air.


‘It’s Fleming, then?’


‘Suicide?’


‘Accident?’


‘Can you tell us what happened? Anything, Mrs Fleming.’


It’s Cooper, Jeannie thought. Jean Stella Cooper.





Detective Inspector Thomas Lynley climbed the few front steps of the Onslow Square building that housed the flat of Lady Helen Clyde. He hummed the same nine random notes of music that had been plaguing his brain like determined mosquitoes ever since he’d left his office. He’d tried to drive them off with several quick recitations of the opening soliloquy from Richard III, but every time he directed his thoughts to dive down to his soul to herald the entrance of George, that wiliest Duke of Clarence, the blasted notes returned. Experiencing them was tantamount to receiving endless telephone messages from one of those miserable computerized voices. He could hang up the phone, but if he picked up the receiver, he found the androidal voice droning on and on. So it was with the notes. They were driving him mad.


It wasn’t until he had actually let himself into Helen’s building and was bounding up the stairs to her flat that the source of his musical torment dawned upon him. And then he had to smile at the unconscious mind’s ability to communicate through a medium he hadn’t considered part of his world in years. He liked to think of himself as a classical music man, preferably a Russian classical music man. Rod Stewart singing ‘Tonight’s the Night’ was hardly the choice he himself would have made to underscore the evening’s significance. Although, it was appropriate enough. As was Richard’s soliloquy, come to think of it since, like Richard, plots he had laid and although his inductions were not at all dangerous, they were intended to lead in one direction. The concert, a late dinner, a postprandial stroll to that decidedly quiet and underlit restaurant just off the King’s Road where, in the bar, one could depend upon soft music supplied by a harpist whose instrument rendered her incapable of wandering among the tables and interrupting conversations crucial to one’s future . . . Yes, Rod Stewart was perhaps more appropriate than Richard III, for all his scheming. Because tonight was indeed the night.


‘Helen?’ he called as he shut the door. ‘Are you ready, darling?’


Silence was the response. He frowned at this. He’d spoken to her at nine this morning. He’d told her he’d be by at a quarter-past seven. While that gave them forty-five minutes to make a ten-minute drive, he knew Helen well enough to realize that he had to allow a lengthy margin for error and indecision when it came to her personal preparations for an evening out. Still, she usually made a reply, calling out, ‘In here, Tommy,’ from the bedroom where he would invariably find her attempting to resolve herself over six or eight different pairs of earrings.


He went in search of her and found her in the drawing room, stretched out on the sofa and surrounded by a mound of green-and-gold shopping bags whose logo he only too well recognized. Suffering the agonies of a woman who consistently disregards common sense in the selection of her footwear, she was an eloquent testament to the rigours involved in the simultaneous pursuit of bargain and fashion. She had one arm crooked over her head. When he said her name a second time, she groaned.


‘It was like a war zone,’ she murmured from beneath her arm. ‘I’ve never actually seen such a crowd in Harrods. And rapacious. Tommy, the word doesn’t even do justice to the women I had to fight through simply to get to the lingerie. Lingerie, for heaven’s sake. One would think they were battling over limited half pints from the fountain of youth.’


‘Didn’t you tell me you were working with Simon today?’ Lynley went to the sofa, uncrooked her arm, kissed her, and replaced the arm in position. ‘Wasn’t he supposed to be up to his ears preparing to testify for . . . What was it, Helen?’


‘Oh, I did and he was. It’s something to do with distinguishing sensitizers in water-gel explosives. Amines, amino acids, silica gel, cellulose plates. I was positively dizzy with all the lingo by half-past two. And the beastly man was in such a rush that he even insisted we go without lunch. Lunch, Tommy.’


‘Dire straits indeed,’ Lynley said. He lifted her legs, sat down, and rested her feet in his lap.


‘I was willing to cooperate till half-past three, working at the word processor till I was nearly blind, but at that point – faint with hunger, mind you – I bid him farewell.’


‘And staggered to Harrods. Faint with hunger though you were.’


She lifted her arm, gave him a scowl, lowered the arm again. ‘I had you in mind all along.’


‘Had you? How?’


She gestured weakly towards the shopping bags that surrounded them. ‘There. That.’


‘There what?’


‘The shopping.’


Blankly, he looked at the bags, saying, ‘You’ve been shopping for me?’ and wondering how to interpret such unique behaviour. It wasn’t that Helen never surprised him with something amusing that she managed to ferret out in Portobello Road or the Berwick Street market, but such largesse . . . He examined her surreptitiously and wondered if, anticipating his designs, plans and inductions she had laid herself.


She sighed and swung her legs to the floor. She began rustling round in the bags. She discarded one that seemed filled with tissue and silk, then another containing cosmetics. She burrowed into a third and then a fourth and finally said, ‘Ah. Here it is.’ She handed him the bag and continued her search, saying, ‘I’ve one as well.’


‘One what?’


‘Look and see.’


He pulled out a heavy mound of tissue, wondering how much Harrods was contributing to the inevitable defoliation of the planet. He began to unseal and then to unwrap. He sat staring down at the navy track suit and pondered the message behind it.


‘Lovely, isn’t it?’ Helen said.


‘Perfectly,’ he said. ‘Thank you, darling. It’s exactly what I—’


‘You do need it, don’t you?’ She rose from her prowl through the shopping bags and emerged triumphant with a track suit of her own, navy like his, although relieved with white piping. ‘I’ve been seeing them everywhere.’


‘Track suits?’


‘Joggers. Getting themselves fit. In Hyde Park. In Kensington Gardens. Along the Embankment. It’s time we joined them. Won’t that be fun?’


‘Jogging?’


‘Of course. Jogging. It’s just the very thing. Exposure to fresh air after a day indoors.’


‘You’re proposing we do this after work? At night?’


‘Or before a day indoors.’


‘You’re proposing we do this at dawn?’


‘Or at lunch or at tea. Instead of lunch. Instead of tea. We aren’t getting any younger and it’s time we did something to fend off middle age.’


‘You’re thirty-three, Helen.’


‘And destined to be reduced to flab if I don’t do something positive now.’ She returned to the shopping bags. ‘There are shoes as well. Somewhere. I wasn’t entirely sure of your size, but you can always return them. Now where could they be . . . Ah. Here.’ She brought them forth, triumphant. ‘It’s early yet, isn’t it, and we could easily change and have a quick jog round the square a few times. Just the very thing to work our way into . . .’ She lifted her head, face suddenly pensive. She seemed to regard his clothing for the very first time. The dinner jacket, the black tie, the pristinely shined shoes. ‘Lord. Tonight. We were going . . . Tonight . . .’ Her cheeks took on colour and she continued hastily. ‘Tommy. Darling. We’ve an engagement, haven’t we?’


‘You’ve forgotten.’


‘Not at all. Truly. It’s the fact I haven’t eaten. I haven’t eaten a thing.’


‘Nothing? You didn’t seek sustenance somewhere along the line between Simon’s lab, Harrods and Onslow Square? Why is it I have difficulty believing that?’


‘I had only a cup of tea.’ When he raised a sceptical eyebrow, Helen added, ‘Oh, all right. Perhaps one or two pastries at Harrods. But they were the smallest of eclairs, and you know what they’re like. Completely hollow.’


‘I seem to recall their being filled with . . . What is it? Custard? Whipped cream?’


‘A dollop,’ she asserted. ‘A pathetic little teaspoonful. That’s hardly enough to be counted as anything and it’s certainly not a meal. Frankly, I’m lucky to be among the living at the moment, with so little to sustain me from dawn to dusk.’


‘We shall have to do something about that.’


Her face brightened. ‘It is dinner, then. Lovely. I thought so. And somewhere quite wonderful because you’ve put yourself into that ghastly bow tie which I know you loathe.’ She rose from her shopping bags with renewed energy. ‘It’s a good thing I’ve not eaten then, isn’t it? Nothing shall spoil my dinner.’


‘True. Afterwards.’


‘After . . . ?’


He reached for his pocket watch and flicked it open. ‘It’s twenty-five past seven and we’ve only got till eight. We need to be off.’


‘Where?’


‘The Albert Hall.’


Helen blinked.


‘The London Philharmonic, Helen. The tickets I nearly sold my soul to get. Strauss. More Strauss. And when you’re tired of him, Strauss. Is this sounding familiar?’


Her face became radiant. ‘Tommy! Strauss? You’re actually taking me to hear Strauss? This isn’t a trick? We don’t have Stravinsky after the interval? The Rite of Spring or something equally loathsome?’


‘Strauss,’ Lynley said. ‘Before and after the interval. Followed by dinner.’


‘Thai food?’ she asked eagerly.


‘Thai,’ he replied. He didn’t tell her the amount of research that had gone into locating a Thai restaurant that met his needs.


‘My God, this is an evening from heaven,’ she declared. She picked up her shoes and an armful of shopping bags. ‘I won’t be ten minutes.’


He smiled and scooped up the remaining shopping bags. Things were moving according to plan.


He followed her out of the drawing room and along the corridor past the kitchen where a glance inside told him that Helen was adhering to her usual mode of indifferent housekeeping. The breakfast dishes were scattered on the work top. The coffee maker’s light still shone. The coffee itself had long since evaporated, leaving a deposit of sludge at the bottom of the glass carafe and the scent of overworked grounds permeating the air. He said, ‘Helen, for God’s sake. Don’t you notice that smell? You’ve left the coffee on all day.’


She hesitated in the bedroom doorway. ‘Have I? What a nuisance. Those machines ought to shut themselves off automatically.’


‘And the plates ought to dance into the dishwasher as well?’


‘It would certainly show good breeding if they did.’ She disappeared into her bedroom where he heard her dropping her packages to the floor. He placed his own on the table, took off his jacket, switched off the coffee maker, and went to the work top. Water, detergent, and ten minutes set the kitchen in order, although the coffee carafe would need a good soak to put it right. He left it in the sink.


He found Helen standing alongside her bed in a teal-coloured dressing-gown, pursing her lips thoughtfully as she studied three ensembles she’d put together. ‘Which says “Blue Danube followed by seraphic Thai food” to you?’


‘The black.’


‘Hmm.’ She took a step back. ‘I don’t know, darling. It seems to me—’


‘The black’s fine, Helen. Put it on. Comb your hair. Let’s go. All right?’


She tapped her cheek. ‘I don’t know, Tommy. One always wants to be elegant at a concert but at the same time not overdressed for dinner. Don’t you think this might be too understated for the one and too overstated for the other?’


He picked up the dress, unzipped it, handed it to her. He went to her dressing table. There, unlike the kitchen, every item was arranged with an attention to order that one might give to assembling surgical instruments in an operating theatre. He opened her jewellery box and drew out a necklace, earrings, two bracelets. He went to the wardrobe and rustled up shoes. He returned to the bed, tossed down jewellery and shoes, turned her to face him, and untied the belt of her dressing-gown.


‘You’re being excessively naughty this evening,’ he said.


She smiled. ‘But look where it’s got me. You’re taking off my clothes.’


He pushed the gown from her shoulders. It fell away softly. ‘You don’t have to be naughty to get me to do that. But I expect you know that already, don’t you?’ He kissed her, sliding his hands into her hair. It felt like cool water between his fingers. He kissed her again. For all the frustrations of having his heart enmeshed in her life, he still loved the touch of her, the powdery scent of her, the taste of her mouth.


He felt her fingers working at his shirt. She loosened his tie. Her hands slid to his chest. He said against her mouth, ‘Helen, I thought you wanted dinner this evening.’


She said, ‘Tommy, I thought you wanted me dressed.’


‘Yes. Right. But first things first.’ He brushed the clothing to the floor and drew her to the bed. He slid his hand up her thigh.


The telephone rang.


He said, ‘Damn.’


‘Ignore it. I’m not expecting anyone. The machine will pick it up.’


‘I’m on rota this weekend.’


‘You’re not.’


‘Sorry.’


They both watched the phone. It continued to ring.


‘Well,’ Helen said. The ringing continued. ‘Does the Yard know you’re here?’


‘Denton knows where I am. He would have told them.’


‘We might have already left for all they know.’


‘They have the car phone and the seat numbers at the concert.’


‘Well, perhaps it’s nothing. Perhaps it’s my mother.’


‘Perhaps we ought to see.’


‘Perhaps.’ She touched her fingers to his face, sketching a pattern across his cheek to his lips. Her own lips parted.


He drew in a breath. His lungs felt oddly hot. Her fingers moved from his face to his hair. The phone stopped ringing and in a moment from the other room a disembodied voice spoke into Helen’s answering machine. It was an only too recognizable disembodied voice, belonging to Dorothea Harriman, secretary to Lynley’s divisional superintendent. When she went to the effort of tracking him down, it always meant the worst. Lynley sighed. Helen’s hands dropped to her lap. ‘I’m sorry, darling,’ he said to her and reached for the telephone on the bedside table, interrupting the message that Harriman was leaving by saying, ‘Yes. Hello, Dee. I’m here.’


‘Detective Inspector Lynley?’


‘None other. What is it?’


As he spoke, he reached out for Helen once more. But she was already moving away from him, slipping from the bed and bending to retrieve her dressing-gown from where it lay in a heap on the floor.
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Three weeks into her new domestic arrangements, Detective Sergeant Barbara Havers decided that what she liked best about her solitary life in Chalk Farm was the choices it gave her in the area of transportational anxiety. If she wished to avoid dwelling upon the implications behind twenty-one days of not yet having spoken to a soul in her neighbourhood aside from a Sri Lankan girl called Bhimani who worked the till in the local grocery, all she had to concentrate on was the hair-pulling happiness of her daily commute to and from New Scotland Yard.


Even before she’d acquired it, her tiny cottage had long been a symbol to Barbara. It meant liberation from a life that had held her chained for years to duty and ailing parents. But while making the move had given her the freedom from responsibility that she had dreamed of having, that same freedom brought a solitude that closed in on her at moments when she was least prepared to encounter it. So Barbara had taken a distinct if sardonic pleasure in the discovery that there were two means of getting to work each morning, both of them teeming with teeth-grating, ulcer-causing, and – best of all – loneliness-displacing distractions.


She could fight the traffic in her ageing Mini, battling her way down Camden High Street to Mornington Crescent where she could choose at least three different routes, all of which wound through the sort of life-in-a-medieval-city congestion that every day seemed to become more hopeless of remedy. Or she could take the underground, which meant sinking into the bowels of Chalk Farm Station and waiting for a train with ever-decreasing hope among the faithful but understandably irascible riders of the capricious Northern Line. And even then, not just any train would do, but one that passed through Embankment Station where she could catch yet another train to St James’s Park.


It was a situation based firmly in the realm of cliche: On a daily basis, Barbara could choose between the devil and the deep blue sea. This day, in deference to her car’s increasingly ominous rattles, she’d chosen the sea, wading past her fellow-commuters on escalators, in tunnels and on platforms, clinging to a stainless-steel pole as the train hurtled through the darkness and jostled its riders onto one another’s feet.


She endured the irritants with resignation. Another bloody commute. Another chance to conclude conveniently that her loneliness was really of no account because there was neither time nor energy at the end of the day for social interaction anyway.


It was half-past seven when she began her trudge up Chalk Farm Road. She stopped in Jaffri’s Fine Groceries, a shop crammed with so many ‘delicacies to delight the discriminating palate’ that the resulting space was the approximate width of a Victorian railway carriage and just about as well lit. She scrunched past a teetering display of soup tins – Mr Jaffri was deeply committed to ‘savoury soups from the seven seas’ – and struggled with the glass door to the freezer where a sign declared that row upon row of Häagen Dazs ice cream represented ‘absolutely every flavour under the sun’. It wasn’t the Häagen Dazs she wanted, although salt-and-vinegar crisps with a chaser of vanilla almond fudge didn’t sound half bad for dinner. Instead she wanted the one item that sheer mercantile inspiration had prompted Mr Jaffri to stock, so certain was he that the slow gentrification of the neighbourhood and the inevitable drinks parties that would follow would place it in high demand. She wanted ice. Mr Jaffri sold it by the bagful, and ever since moving into her new digs, Barbara had been using it in a bucket beneath her kitchen sink as a primitive means of preserving her perishables.


She dug one bag out of the freezer and lugged it to the counter where Bhimani was perched, awaiting another opportunity to pound upon the keys of the new till that not only chimed like Big Ben when the total was presented but also informed her in bright blue numbers the exact amount of change she was supposed to hand over to the customer. As always, the purchase was made in silence, with Bhimani ringing up the price, smiling close-lipped and nodding eagerly at the total when it appeared on the digital screen.


She never spoke. Barbara had thought at first that she was mute. But one evening she had caught the girl in the middle of a yawn and got a glimpse of the gold that capped most of her teeth. She’d wondered since then if Bhimani didn’t smile because she wished to conceal the value of her dental work or because, in coming to England and observing the common man, she’d realized how unusual it was and didn’t care to display it.


Barbara said, ‘Thanks. See you,’ and scooped up her ice once Bhimani had presented her with seventy-five pence in change. She hauled her shoulder bag up her arm, locked the ice onto her hip, and went back to the street.


She continued up the road. She passed the local pub on the opposite pavement, and she gave brief thought to squeezing in among the boozers, ice and all. They appeared to be at least a depressing decade her junior, but she hadn’t had her weekly pint of Bass yet and its seductive call made her theorize about how much energy it would take to inch inside to the bar, order a pint, light up a fag, and act friendly. The ice could act as a conversation piece, couldn’t it? And how much of it would realistically melt if she took quarter of an hour to mingle with the Friday-after-work crowd? Who knew what could come of it? She might strike up an acquaintance with someone. She might make a friend. Even if she didn’t, she was feeling parched as the desert. She needed some liquid. She could do with a spirit-lifter as well. She was feeling tired from the day and thirsty from the walk and hot from the tube. A relatively cool drink would be perfect. Wouldn’t it?


She paused and gazed across the street. Three men were surrounding a long-legged girl, all four of them laughing, all four of them drinking. The girl, standing with her hips against a window sill of the pub, lifted and drained her glass. Two of the men reached for it simultaneously. The girl laughed and tossed her head. Her thick hair rippled like a horse’s mane, and the men moved in closer.


Perhaps another night, Barbara decided.


She plodded on, keeping her head down, making her eyes concentrate on the pavement. Step on a crack, break your mother’s back. Step on a line, break your mother’s . . . No. It wasn’t the topic she wished to dwell on at the moment. She cleared her head of the doggerel by whistling. She chose the first tune that came into her mind: ‘Get Me to the Church on Time’. It wasn’t exactly appropriate to her situation, but it served its purpose. And as she whistled she realized that she must have thought of it because of Inspector Lynley’s big plan for Popping the Question tonight. She chortled inwardly at the thought of his expression of surprise – and dismay, of course, he didn’t exactly want his plans to be public information – when she’d stopped by his office and said, ‘Good luck. I hope she says yes this time,’ before she left the Yard. He’d attempted to act nonplussed by her comment, but she’d heard him phoning round for concert tickets all week and she’d witnessed his grilling of fellow officers in an attempt to discover the perfect Thai restaurant, and since she knew that Strauss and Thai food meant an evening designed to please Lady Helen Clyde, she deduced the rest. ‘Elementary,’ she’d said into his startled silence. ‘I know you hate Strauss.’ She waggled her fingers at him in farewell. ‘My, my, Inspector. What we do for love.’


She made the turn into Steele’s Road and passed beneath the newly leafing lime trees. In them, birds were settling for the evening as were the families in the grit-stained brick houses that lined the street. When she reached Eton Villas, she turned yet again. She hiked the ice bag higher on her hip and cheered herself with the thought that, her abysmal social circumstances aside, at least this was the final time she would have to haul ice from Jaffri’s Fine Groceries.


For three weeks she had lived in her digs without aid of modern refrigeration, stowing her milk, her butter, her eggs and her cheese in a metal bucket. She had spent those three weeks – evenings and weekends and the odd lunch hour – in searching for a refrigerator that she could afford. She’d finally located it last Sunday afternoon, the perfect appliance that fit the size of her cottage and the size of her purse. It wasn’t exactly what she’d been looking for: barely a metre tall and decorated with hideous, yellowing floral transfers. But when she handed over the cash and established ownership over the appliance, which – in addition to its unappealing decoration of roses, daisies, fuchsias and flax – also gave a portentous crankle-clank whenever its door was slammed, Barbara had thought philosophically about beggars and choosers. The move from Acton to Chalk Farm had cost her more than she had anticipated, she needed to economize, the refrigerator would do. And since the owner’s son had a son who drove an open-back lorry for a gardening service, and since that son’s son was willing to drop by his dear old gran’s at the weekend and pick up the refrigerator and transport it all the way up to Chalk Farm from Fulham for a mere ten quid, Barbara had been willing to overlook the fact that not only did the appliance probably have a limited life span, but also that she would have to spend a good six hours scraping off dear old gran’s transfers. Anything for a bargain.


She used her knee to open the gate of the semi-detached Edwardian house in Eton Villas behind which her small cottage stood. The house was yellow, with a cinnamon door recessed into a white front porch. This was overhung with wisteria that climbed from a small square of earth next to the french doors of the ground-floor flat. Through the doors this evening, Barbara could see a small, dark girl laying plates on a table. She wore a school uniform and her waist-length hair had been plaited neatly and tied off with tiny ribbons at the end. She was chatting to someone over her shoulder and as Barbara watched, she skipped happily out of sight. Family dinner, Barbara thought. Then she deleted the modifier, set her shoulders, and headed down the concrete path that ran next to the house and led to the garden.


Her cottage abutted the wall at the bottom of the garden, with a false acacia tree looming above it and four casement windows looking out on the grass. It was small, built of brick, with woodwork painted the same yellow that had been used on the main house, and a new slate roof that sloped up to a terracotta chimney. The building was a square that had been elongated to a rectangle through the addition of a tiny kitchen and an even tinier bathroom.


Barbara unlocked the door and flipped on the ceiling light. It was dim. She kept forgetting to buy a stronger bulb.


She set her shoulder bag on the table and her ice on the work top. She gave a grunt as she lifted the bucket from beneath the sink, and she waddled with it towards the door and cursed when some of the cool water sloshed onto her shoe. She emptied it, carried it back to the kitchen, and began repacking it and thinking about dinner.


She assembled her meal quickly – ham salad, a two-day-old roll, and the rest of a tin of beetroot – then went to the bookshelves that stood on either side of the minuscule fireplace. She’d left her book there before turning off her light last night and as she recalled the hero Flint Southern was just about to sweep the sassy heroine Star Flaxen into his arms where she was going to feel not only his muscular thighs encased in tight blue jeans but also his throbbing member, which, of course, was throbbing and had always throbbed only for her. They would consummate this desperate throbbing within the next few pages, accompanied by hardening nipples and birds taking flight, after which they would lie in each other’s arms and wonder why it had taken them one hundred and eighty pages to reach this miraculous moment. There was nothing like great literature to accompany a fine meal.


Barbara grabbed the novel and was about to head back to the table when she saw that her answering machine was blinking. One blink, one call. She watched it for a moment.


She was on rota this weekend, but it was hard to believe that she was being called back to work less than two hours after having left it. That being the case and her number being ex-directory, the only other caller would be Florence Magentry, Mrs Flo, her mother’s keeper.


Barbara meditated on the possibilities presented by pushing the button and listening to the message. If it was the Yard, she was back at work with barely time to cool her heels or eat her meal. If it was Mrs Flo, she would be embarking on another trip on the Great Guilt Railway. Barbara hadn’t gone to Greenford last weekend to see her mother as scheduled. She hadn’t gone to Greenford the weekend before. She knew that she had to go this weekend if she was to continue to live with herself, but she didn’t want to, she didn’t want to think why she didn’t want to, and talking to Florence Magentry – even listening to her voice on the machine – would lead her to consider the nature of her avoidance and ask her to begin assigning it the appropriate labels: selfishness, thoughtlessness, and all the rest.


She’d been telling herself for the past three weeks that she had to get moved out of the old Acton house, that she had to get settled into her cottage, that she had to ferret out bargains with which to furnish it, and that, above all, she had to find a flaming refrigerator. And she’d done it, careful to avoid taking a moment for the sort of relaxation that might have caused her to hear the monitory voice of her conscience intoning, ‘Why are you putting your feet up when you could be on the Central Line at this very moment, trundling towards Greenford, Hawthorne Lodge, and your mum?’


But she’d discovered that hearing the voice or not made no real difference to how she felt. Her mother had been in Hawthorne Lodge for nearly six months now. Barbara had managed a visit at least every two weeks. The move to Chalk Farm had finally provided her with an excuse not to go and she’d grabbed onto it happily, substituting her presence with telephone calls in which she catalogued for Mrs Flo all the reasons why there would have to be yet another unfortunate delay in her regularly scheduled appearances in Greenford. And they were good reasons, as Mrs Flo herself assured Barbara during one or another of their usual Monday/Thursday chats. Barbie wasn’t to pick at herself if she wasn’t able to get out to Mum right away. Barbie had a life as well, dear, and no-one expected her to try not to live it. ‘You get yourself settled into that new cottage of yours,’ Mrs Flo said. ‘Mum’ll do just fine in the meanwhile, Barbie. See if she doesn’t.’


Barbara hit the play button on her answering machine and returned to the table where her ham salad waited.


‘Hello, Barbie.’ The greeting was spoken by the soporific read-me-a-bedtime-story voice of Mrs Flo. ‘I wanted to let you know that Mum’s a touch under the weather, dear. I thought it best to phone and tell you at once.’


Barbara hurried back to the telephone, ready to punch in Mrs Flo’s number. As if anticipating this, Mrs Flo continued.


‘Now, I don’t think a doctor’s visit is called for in the least, Barbie, but Mum’s temperature is up two degrees and she’s had a cough these last few days . . .’ There was a pause during which Barbara could hear one of Mrs Flo’s other houseguests singing along with Deborah Kerr, who was in the process of inviting Yul Brynner to dance. It had to be Mrs Salkild. The King and I was her favourite video, and she insisted upon seeing it at least once a week. ‘Actually, dear,’ Mrs Flo went on carefully, ‘Mum’s been asking for you as well. It’s just been since lunchtime, so I don’t want you to put yourself into a dither over this, but since she so rarely mentions anyone by name, I thought it might cheer Mum up to hear your voice. You know how it is when one’s not quite feeling one hundred per cent, don’t you, dear? Do ring if you can. Cheerie bye, Barbie.’


Barbara reached for the phone.


‘How lovely that you called, dear,’ Mrs Flo said when she heard Barbara’s voice, as if she hadn’t telephoned first to prompt the call.


‘How is she?’ Barbara asked.


‘I’ve just now come from having a peep in her room, and she’s sleeping like a lamb.’


Barbara held her wrist up to the dim cottage light. It was not yet eight o’clock. ‘Sleeping? But why’s she in bed? She doesn’t usually go to bed this early. Are you sure—’


‘She was off her food at dinner, dear, so we both decided that a bit of a lie down with the music box playing would be just the thing to settle her tummy. So she had herself a nice listen and drifted off as sweet as could be. You know how she loves that music box.’


‘Look,’ Barbara said, ‘I could be out there by half eight. Or quarter to nine. Traffic didn’t look so bad this evening. I’ll drive it.’


‘After a long day at work? Don’t be foolish, Barbie. Mum’s fine as can be and since she’s asleep, she won’t even know that you’re here, will she? But I’ll tell her you’ve phoned.’


‘She won’t know who you mean,’ Barbara protested. Unless she was given the visual stimulus of a photograph or the auditory stimulus of a voice on the phone, the name Barbara meant virtually nothing to Mrs Havers at this point. Even with visual or auditory back-up, whether she recognized her only daughter was still a coin toss.


‘Barbie,’ Mrs Flo said with gentle firmness, ‘I shall make certain she knows who I mean. She mentioned you several times this afternoon, so she’ll know who Barbara is when I tell her you rang.’


But knowing who Barbara was on Friday afternoon didn’t mean Mrs Havers would have any idea who Barbara was on Saturday morning over poached eggs and toast. ‘I’ll be out tomorrow,’ Barbara said. ‘In the morning. I’ve collected some brochures on New Zealand. Will you tell her that? Tell her we’ll plan another holiday for her album.’


‘Of course, my dear.’


‘And ring if she asks for me again. I don’t care what time it is. Will you ring me, Mrs Flo?’


Of course she would ring, Mrs Flo said. Barbie was to eat a nice meal, to put her feet on the hassock, to have a quiet evening so that she would be right as rain to make the trip out to Greenford tomorrow.


‘Mum will look forward to that,’ Mrs Flo said. ‘I dare say that’ll take care of her tummy.’


They rang off. Barbara went back to her meal. The slice of ham looked even less appealing than it had done when she first slapped it onto the plate. The beetroot, spooned from the tin and arranged like a hand of five-card stud, appeared in the light to bear a greenish tinge. And the leaves of lettuce, which lay like open palms cradling both the ham and the beetroot, were limp from exposure to water and black at the edges from too close contact with the ice in the pail. So much for dinner, Barbara thought. She shoved the plate away and thought about walking to the falafel house back on Chalk Farm Road. Or treating herself to a Chinese dinner, sitting at a table in the restaurant like a real person. Or going back to that pub for bangers or shepherd’s pie . . .


She brought herself up sharply. What the hell was she thinking of? Her mother wasn’t well. Never mind what Mrs Flo said, her mother needed to see her. Now. So she would climb in the Mini and drive to Greenford. And if her mother was still asleep, she’d sit by the bed until she awoke. Even if it took until morning. Because that’s what daughters did for their mothers, especially if more than three weeks had passed since they’d last laid eyes on them.


As Barbara reached for her shoulder bag and her keys, the phone rang again. She froze for an instant. She thought inanely, No, my God, she couldn’t have, not that quickly. And she walked with dread to answer it.


‘We’re on,’ Lynley said at the other end of the line when he heard her voice.


‘Hell.’


‘I agree. I hope I’ve not interrupted anything particularly interesting and fulfilling in your life.’


‘No,’ Barbara said. ‘I was heading out to see Mum. And hoping for dinner.’


‘The first, I can’t help you with, rota being what it is. The second can be remedied with a quick sashay through the officers’ mess.’


‘Now there’s a real stimulant to the appetites.’


‘I’ve always seen it that way. How much time do you need?’


‘A good thirty minutes if the traffic’s bad near Tottenham Court Road.’


‘And when isn’t it?’ he asked pleasantly. ‘I’ll keep your beans on toast warm at this end.’


‘Great. I love spending time with a real gent.’


He laughed and rang off.


Barbara did likewise. Tomorrow, she thought. First thing in the morning. Tomorrow she would make the trip out to Greenford.





She left her Mini in the underground car park of New Scotland Yard after flashing her identification at the uniformed constable who looked up from his magazine long enough to yawn and make sure he wasn’t entertaining a visit from the IRA. She pulled next to Lynley’s silver Bentley. She managed to squeeze in as close as possible, snickering at how he would shudder at the idea of her car door possibly nicking the precious paint job on his.


She punched the button for the lift and rustled up a cigarette. She smoked it as furiously as possible, bulking up on the nicotine before she was forced to enter Lynley’s piously smoke-free domain. She’d been trying to woo him back to the siren weed for more than a year, believing that it would make their partnership so much easier if they shared at least one loathsome habit. But she’d got no further than one or two moans of addicted anguish when she blew smoke in his face during the first six months of his abstinence. It had been sixteen months now since he’d given up tobacco, and he was beginning to act like the newly converted.


She found him in his office, elegantly dressed for his aborted romantic evening with Lady Helen Clyde. He was sitting behind his desk, drinking black coffee. He wasn’t alone, however, and at the sight of his companion, Barbara frowned and paused in the doorway.


Two chairs were drawn up to the front of his desk, and a woman sat in one of them. She was youthful looking, with long legs that she kept uncrossed. She wore fawn trousers and a herring-bone jacket, she wore an ivory blouse and well-polished pumps with sensible heels. She sipped something from a plastic cup and watched gravely as Lynley read through a sheaf of papers. As Barbara took stock of her and wondered who the hell she was and what the hell she was doing in New Scotland Yard on a Friday night, the woman paused in her drinking to shake from her cheek a wing-shaped lock of amber hair that had fallen out of place. It was a sensual gesture that raised Barbara’s hackles. Automatically, she looked to the row of filing cabinets against the far wall, assuring herself that Lynley had not surreptitiously removed the photograph of Helen prior to waltzing Miss Deluxe Fashionplate into his office. The photo was in place. So exactly what the hell was going on?


‘Evening,’ Barbara said.


Lynley looked up. The woman turned in her chair. Her face betrayed nothing, and Barbara noticed that Miss Deluxe Fashionplate didn’t bother to take stock of her appearance the way another woman might. Even Barbara’s red high-top trainers went completely disregarded.


‘Ah. Good,’ Lynley said. He set down his paperwork and took off his spectacles. ‘Havers. At last.’


She saw that a sandwich wrapped in cellophane, a bag of crisps, and a cup with a lid sat waiting for her on the desk in front of the empty chair. She sauntered over to it and picked up the sandwich, which she unwrapped and sniffed suspiciously. She lifted the bread. The mixture inside looked like liver paste blended with spinach. It smelled like fish. She shuddered.


‘It was the best I could do,’ Lynley said.


‘Ptomaine on whole wheat?’


‘With an antidote of Bovril to wash it down.’


‘You’re spoiling me with your thoughtfulness, sir.’ To the woman, Barbara gave a nod designed to acknowledge her presence at the same time as it communicated disapproval. That social nicety taken care of, she plopped into the chair. At least the crisps were salt and vinegar, her favourite. She ripped open the bag and began to munch.


‘So what’s up?’ she asked. Her voice was casual but her meaningful look in the direction of the other woman said the rest: Who the hell is the beauty queen and what the hell is she doing here and where the dickens is Helen if you need a companion on the very Friday night when you meant to ask her to marry you and did she refuse and is this how quickly you’ve managed to rebound from the disappointment you blighter you dog?


Lynley received the message, pushed back his chair, and regarded Havers evenly. After a moment in which he no doubt was counting to ten five times over, Lynley said, ‘This is Detective Inspector Isabelle Ardery, Maidstone CID. She’s been good enough to bring us some information. Can you tear yourself away from speculations entirely unrelated to the case and listen to the facts?’ Beneath the question she read his unspoken response to her unspoken allegations: Give me a modicum of credit, please.


Barbara winced and said, ‘Sorry, sir.’ She wiped her hand on her trousers and extended it to Inspector Ardery.


Ardery shook. She glanced between them but didn’t pretend to understand their exchange. In fact, she didn’t seem interested in it. Her lips curved fractionally in Barbara’s direction, but what went for a smile was merely a professional obligation and a cool, dismissive one at that. Perhaps she wasn’t Lynley’s type after all, Barbara decided.


‘What have we got?’ She unlidded her Bovril and took a sip.


‘Arson,’ Lynley said. ‘A body as well. Inspector, if you’d put my sergeant in the picture . . .’


In a formal, steady tone Inspector Ardery listed the details: a fifteenth-century restored cottage not far from a market town called Greater Springburn in Kent, a woman in residence, the milkman making his morning delivery, the newspaper and post gone uncollected, a peek through the windows, a burned chair, a trail of deadly smoke against window and wall, a stairway that acted – as all stairways do when a fire breaks out – like a chimney, a body upstairs, and finally the source of ignition.


She opened her shoulder bag which lay on the floor next to her foot. From it, she brought forth a packet of cigarettes, a box of wooden matches, and an elastic band. For a moment Barbara thought, with a rush of delight, that the inspector was actually going to light up, giving Barbara herself an excuse to do likewise. But instead, she spilled six matches from the box onto the desk and shook a cigarette on top of them.


‘The fire raiser used an incendiary device,’ Ardery said. ‘It was primitive but nonetheless quite effective.’ Approximately an inch from the tobacco end of the filtered cigarette, she created a sheafing of matches, their heads up. She fastened them in place with the elastic band and held the contrivance in the palm of her hand. ‘It’s simple. It acts like a timer. Anyone can make one.’


Barbara took the cigarette from Ardery’s palm and examined it. The inspector continued to speak. ‘The fire raiser lights the tobacco and places the cigarette where he wants the blaze, in this case tucked between the cushion and the arm of a wingback chair. He leaves. In four to seven minutes, the cigarette burns down and the matches flame. The fire starts.’


‘Why the exact time span?’ Barbara asked.


‘Each brand of cigarette burns at a different rate.’


‘Do we know the brand?’ Lynley had taken up a pencil and replaced his spectacles on his nose. He was glancing through the report again.


‘Not at the moment. My lab has the works – the cigarette, the matches and the band that held them together. We’ll—’


‘You’re testing for saliva and latent prints?’


She offered another half-smile. ‘As you’d expect, Inspector, we’ve a fine lab in Kent and we do know how to use it. But as far as prints go, we’re unlikely to come up with anything more than partials, so I’m afraid you can’t expect too much help there.’


Lynley, Barbara noted, ignored the unspoken reproach. ‘As to the brand?’ he asked.


‘We’ll know the brand for a certainty. The cigarette end will tell us.’


Lynley handed Barbara a set of photographs as Ardery said, ‘It was meant to look like an accident. What the raiser didn’t know is that the cigarette, the matches and the elastic band wouldn’t burn completely. That’s not, of course, an unreasonable mistake for the raiser to have made. And the benefit is ours as it tells he was a non-professional.’


‘Why didn’t they burn?’ Barbara asked. She began to flip through the pictures. They matched Inspector Ardery’s description of the scene: the gutted chair, the patterns on the wall, the deadly trail of smoke. She set them aside and looked up for an answer before going on to the pictures of the body. ‘Why didn’t they burn?’ she repeated.


‘Because cigarettes and matches generally remain on the top of ashes and debris. That’s a typical fire pattern.’


Barbara nodded thoughtfully. She dug out the last of her crisps, ate them, and balled up the bag, which she lobbed into the rubbish. ‘So why’re we in on it?’ she asked Lynley. ‘This could be a suicide, couldn’t it? Made to look like an accident for insurance purposes?’


‘That possibility can’t be overlooked,’ Ardery said. ‘The chair put out as much carbon monoxide as an engine’s exhaust.’


‘So couldn’t the victim have set the chair ready to go up in flames, lit the cigarette, popped six or eight pills, had a few drinks, and Bob’s your grim-reaping uncle?’


‘No-one’s discounting that yet,’ Lynley said, ‘although all things considered, it seems unlikely.’


‘All things? What things?’


‘The post-mortem’s not done. They took the body directly to autopsy. According to Inspector Ardery, the medical examiner has leap-frogged over three other corpses to get his hands on this one. We’ll have the preliminary facts on the amount of carbon monoxide in the blood straightaway. But the drug screen’s going to take some time.’


Barbara looked from Lynley to Ardery. ‘Right,’ she said slowly. ‘Okay. I’ve got it. But the drug screen’ll take weeks. So why’d we get the call now?’


‘Because of the corpse.’


‘The corpse?’ She picked up the rest of the pictures. They had been taken in a low-ceilinged bedroom. The body of a man lay diagonally across a brass bed. He was on his stomach, partially clothed in grey trousers, black socks, and a pale blue shirt with the sleeves rolled above the elbows. His left arm cushioned his head on the pillow. His right arm was extended towards the bedside table on which sat an empty glass and a bottle of Bushmills Black Label. He’d been photographed from every possible angle, near and far. Barbara flipped to the close-ups.


His eyes were seven-eighths shut, with a crescent of white showing. His skin was flushed unevenly, nearly red in the lips and on the cheeks, closer to pink on the one exposed temple, the forehead, and the chin. A thin line of froth bubbled at one corner of his mouth. It too was stained pink. Barbara studied his face. It looked vaguely familiar, but she couldn’t place it. Politician? she wondered. Television actor?


‘Who is he?’ she asked.


‘Kenneth Fleming.’


She looked up from the pictures to Lynley, then to Ardery. ‘Not . . . ?’


‘Yes.’


She had another go with the Bovril. She held the photographs sideways and examined the face. ‘Do the media know?’


Inspector Ardery answered. ‘The local CID’s chief superintendent was waiting for formal identification of the body, which—’ she turned her wrist and examined the face of a fine-looking gold watch, ‘—will have occurred long before now. But that’s merely a formality as Mr Fleming’s identification was there in the bedroom, in his jacket pocket.’


‘Still,’ Barbara said, ‘that could be misdirection if this bloke looks enough like him and someone wanted people to think—’


Lynley stopped her by raising his hand. ‘Unlikely, Havers. The local police recognized him themselves.’


‘Ah.’ She had to admit that recognizing Kenneth Fleming would have been easy enough for anyone who fancied cricket. Fleming was currently the country’s foremost batsman, and he’d been something of a legend for the last two years. He’d been chosen to play for England for the first time at the unusual age of thirty. He’d not come up in the typical way: either through secondary school and university playing fields or through experience with the colts and the county seconds. Rather he had played in an East End league for a factory team, of all things, where a retired coach from the Kent county side had seen him one day and had offered to take him on. A long spate of private coaching, it was. Which was one mark against him, something people called a variation of the silver-spoon syndrome.


His initial appearance at the wicket for England had ended in a humiliating golden duck, effected at Lord’s in front of a near capacity crowd when one of the New Zealand fielders managed to catch his first and only shot. Which was a second mark against him.


Fleming left the field to the jeers of his countrymen, suffered the ignominy of trudging past the unforgiving and unforgetful members of the Marylebone Cricket Club who as always were holding court in the amber-bricked Pavilion, and he responded to a muted catcall in the Long Room by making a decidedly unsportsmanlike gesture. Which was a third mark against him.


All the marks were the stuff of journalism and the even greater stuff of the daily tabloids. Within a week the country’s cricket-lovers were divided evenly between give-the-poor-bloke-a-chance and cut-off-his-cobblers. Never a group to cave in to public opinion when a test match was at stake, the England selectors decided upon the former. Kenneth Fleming defended the wicket for a second time in a match at Old Trafford. He took guard in a combination of silence and grave reservations. By the time he was through, he’d scored a century. When the bowler finally managed to dismiss him, he’d put one hundred and twenty-five runs on the scoreboard for England. He’d never looked back.


Lynley was saying, ‘Greater Springburn called in their divisional people at Maidstone. Maidstone—’ with a nod to Inspector Ardery,’—made the decision to hand us the case.’


Ardery demurred. She didn’t sound the least happy about it. ‘Not I, Inspector. It was my CC’s call.’


‘Just because it’s Fleming?’ Barbara asked. ‘I’d think you lot would be anxious to keep the case to yourselves.’


‘I’d prefer it that way,’ Ardery said. ‘Unfortunately, the principals involved in this particular death appear to be spread all over London.’


‘Ah. Politics.’


‘Indeed.’


All three of them knew how it worked. London was divided into individual policing districts. Protocol would require the Kent police to clear with the resident district commanding officer every invasion into his patch to conduct an interrogation or an interview. The paperwork, phone calls and political manoeuvring could take as much time as the investigation itself. Far easier to hand it over to the higher-ups at New Scotland Yard.


‘Inspector Ardery will handle the case in Kent,’ Lynley said.


‘It’s already long in motion, Inspector,’ Ardery clarified. ‘Our crime scene team has been at the cottage since one this afternoon.’


‘While we do our part in London,’ Lynley finished.


Barbara frowned at the irregularity of what they were setting up. But she phrased her objection carefully, aware of Inspector Ardery’s understandable inclination to protect her turf. ‘Won’t that get everyone’s wires crossed, sir? The left hand not knowing. The blind leading the deaf. You know what I mean.’


‘It shouldn’t be a problem. Inspector Ardery and I shall coordinate the investigation.’



Inspector Ardery and I. He made the statement in an easy, generous fashion, but Barbara heard the implications beneath it as well as if he’d shared them aloud. Ardery herself had wanted the case. Her higher-ups had snatched it from her. Lynley and Havers would do very well to keep Ardery’s feathers oiled if they expected the cooperation they were going to need from her crime scene team.


‘Oh,’ Barbara said. ‘Right. Right. What’s first, then?’


Ardery got to her feet in a single lithe movement. She was, Barbara saw, exceedingly tall. When Lynley stood as well, his height of six feet and two inches gave him only the two inches over her.


Ardery said, ‘You’ve things to discuss at this point, Inspector. I dare say you won’t be needing me further. I’ve put my number at the top of the report.’


‘You have.’ Lynley fished in the drawer of his desk, brought out a card, and handed it to her.


She put it in her shoulder bag without glancing at it. ‘I’ll phone you in the morning. I should have some information from the lab by then. If not sooner.’


‘Fine.’ He picked up the report she’d brought with her. He tapped the photographs into place underneath the documents. He placed the report in the centre of the blotter that was itself in the centre of his desk. Clearly, he was waiting for her to take her leave and she was waiting for him to make some sort of comment prior to that. Looking forward to working with you might have done it, but it also would have danced a quick tango with the truth.


‘Good evening, then,’ Inspector Ardery finally said. She added with a deliberate, amused smile at Lynley’s manner of dress, ‘And I do apologize for however I may have disrupted your weekend plans.’ She nodded at Barbara, said the single-word farewell of ‘Sergeant’, and left them.


Her footsteps echoed sharply as she made her way from Lynley’s office to the lift. Barbara said, ‘Well, well. Make that double well, well. You think they keep her on ice in Maidstone and only let her out for special occasions?’


‘I think she’s got a rough job in a rougher profession.’ He returned to his seat and began flipping through some papers. Barbara looked at him shrewdly.


‘Blimey. Did you like her? She’s pretty enough and I admit when I first saw her sitting here I thought that you . . . Well, you guessed that, didn’t you? But did you actually like her?’


‘I’m not required to like her,’ Lynley said. ‘I’m merely required to work with her. With you as well. So shall we begin?’


He was pulling rank, something he rarely did. Barbara felt like grousing about it, but she knew that the equality of rank between him and Ardery meant that they would stick together when the going got tricky. There was no point in arguing. So she said, ‘Right.’


He referred to the report. ‘We have several interesting facts. According to the preliminary report, Fleming died Wednesday night or early Thursday morning. Right now they’re estimating somewhere between midnight and three.’ He read for a moment and ticked off something in the report with a pencil. ‘He was found this morning . . . at quarter to eleven, by the time the Greater Springburn police arrived and managed to get into the cottage.’


‘Why’s that interesting?’


‘Because – fact of interest number one – from Wednesday night until Friday morning, no-one reported Kenneth Fleming missing.’


‘Perhaps he’d gone off for a few days to spend time by himself.’


‘That leads us to fact of interest number two. In taking himself to this particular cottage in the Springburns, he wasn’t choosing solitude. There was a woman staying there. Gabriella Patten.’


‘Is she important?’


‘She’s the wife of Hugh Patten.’


‘Who is . . . ?’


‘The director of a company called Powersource. They’re sponsoring this summer’s test matches. And she – Gabriella, his wife – has gone missing. But her car’s still at the cottage in the garage. What does that suggest to you?’


‘We’ve got a suspect?’


‘Quite possibly, I’d say.’


‘Or a kidnapping?’


He teetered his hand back and forth in an I-truly-doubt-it gesture. He went on. ‘Fact of interest number three. Although Fleming was found in the bedroom, his body – as you saw – was fully clothed save for his jacket. And there was no overnight case in the bedroom or in the cottage.’


‘He hadn’t intended to stay? He may have been knocked unconscious and dragged up there to make it look like he’d decided to have a kip?’


‘And fact of interest number four. His wife and family live on the Isle of Dogs. But he himself lives in Kensington and has done for the last two years.’


‘So they’re separated, right? So why’s that fact of interest number four?’


‘Because he lives – in Kensington – with the woman who owns the cottage in Kent.’


‘This Gabriella Patten?’


‘No. A third woman altogether. Someone called . . .’ Lynley ran his finger down the page. ‘Miriam Whitelaw.’


Barbara put her ankle on her knee and played with the lace of her high-top trainer. ‘Busy bloke, this Fleming, when he wasn’t playing cricket. A wife on the Isle of Dogs, a what . . . a lover in Kensington?’


‘It seems that way.’


‘Then what was she in Kent?’


‘That’s the question,’ Lynley said. He got to his feet. ‘Let’s start looking for the answer.’
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The houses in Stafford Terrace ran across the southern slope of Campden Hill and reflected the apogee of Victorian architecture in the northern part of Kensington. They were classical Italianate in style, complete with balustrades, bay windows, dog-toothed cornices, and other white stucco ornamentation that served to decorate what would otherwise be plain, solid structures of pepper-coloured bricks. Behind black wrought-iron fences, they lined the narrow street with repetitive dignity, their exteriors differing from one another only through the choice of flowers growing in window boxes and planters.


At number 18, the flower was jasmine, and it grew in dense, undisciplined profusion from a bay window’s three boxes. Unlike most of the other houses in the street, number 18 had not been converted into flats. There was no panel of doorbells, just a single bell which Lynley and Havers rang some twenty-five minutes after Inspector Ardery had left them.


‘Pish posh.’ Havers jerked her head in the direction of the street. ‘I counted three BMWs, two Range Rovers, a Jaguar and a Coupe de Ville.’


‘Coupe de Ville?’ Lynley said, looking back at the street upon which the Victorian lampposts were shedding a yellow glow. ‘Is Chuck Berry in the neighbourhood?’


Havers grinned. ‘And I thought you never listened to rock ‘n’ roll.’


‘Some things one knows through osmosis, Sergeant, through exposure to a common cultural experience that slyly becomes part of one’s stockpile of knowledge. I call it subliminal assimilation.’ He looked to the fan window above the door. Light shone through it. ‘You did phone her, didn’t you?’


‘Just before we left.’


‘Saying?’


‘That we wanted to talk to her about the cottage and the fire.’


‘Then where—’


Behind the door a firm voice said, ‘Who is it, please?’


Lynley identified himself and his sergeant. They heard the sound of a deadlock being turned. The door swung open, bringing them face-to-face with a grey-haired woman stylishly dressed in a navy sheath with a matching jacket that hung nearly to the hem of the dress. She wore fashionable, large-framed spectacles that winked in the light as she looked from Lynley to Havers.


‘We’re here to see Miriam Whitelaw,’ Lynley said, offering the woman his warrant card.


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I know. I’m she. Please come in.’


Lynley felt rather than saw Sergeant Havers shoot a look in his direction. He knew she was doing exactly what he was: deciding whether they ought to make a rapid reassessment of their previous conclusions about the nature of the relationship between Kenneth Fleming and the woman with whom he lived. Miriam Whitelaw, although beautifully dressed and groomed, appeared to be somewhere in her late sixties, more than thirty years older than the dead man in Kent. In the modern age, the term living with carried an unmistakable connotation. Both Lynley and Havers had bought into it without thinking. Which, Lynley realized with some self-disgust, wasn’t the most propitious of signs indicating how they were going to fare as the case progressed.
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