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     PART ONE

  




  

     The First Shade

  




  

    Murder most foul, as in the best it is,



    




    But this most foul, strange, and unnatural.

  




  

    

                                           


    


























Shakespeare,                         Hamlet,























 Act I, Scene 5

  




  




  

    Chapter One

  




  

    1889

  




  

    Cora Oakley leaned against the lace-trimmed pillows. Sweat trickled from her hairline down her forehead, along her nose, across her upper lip and formed a salty pool in the puckered skin at the corner of her mouth. She was hardly aware of it. Tentacles of pain stretched from her throbbing jaw down her neck to her shoulder. The whole right side of her face felt afire. It had been three days since the tooth had been drawn and the dentist had promised the wound would soon settle.

  




  

    Why must men always lie about everything? thought Cora. She touched the swollen flesh and winced.

  




  

    The turret room had been hers since she’d come to Fourways. Most of it was in a velvet semi-darkness but she lay on the edge of a pool of light cast by a lamp on the bedside cabinet. The china base of the lamp was painted with violets. Inside the bulbous glass shade the flame, fed by the fuel store inside the base, twisted and jumped angrily like an imprisoned imp wanting to be free to create mischief.

  




  

    I’m going to change my room, Cora decided. I don’t like this room. I’ve never liked it.

  




  

    William had said this was to be her room. His room was  at the other side of the house. That was hardly the normal arrangement for married couples but William wanted it that way and she knew why.

  




  

    As if thought of her husband had called him up, the door opened and he came in, carrying a small tray.

  




  

    ‘Here we are, he said. He put the tray down on the table, by the lamp. ‘I handed over Perkins’s prescription. Baxter gave me this.’

  




  

    Cora turned her head so that she could see the familiar little bottle with its handwritten label                         Laudanum,























 and beneath this, in brackets,                         Tincture of Opium.

  




  

    ‘Baxter tells me there are new things coming along now for pain such as toothache. I told him you preferred to stick with what you knew.’ He paused as if expecting she would say something. When she didn’t, he went on briskly. ‘Well, there’s a jug of water, a glass and a teaspoon. Do you want to take it now?’ He stretched out his hand to the bottle.

  




  

    Cora rolled her head from side to side on the pillow in negation. She just wished he’d go away. She knew how to dose herself. The laudanum had been a friend for a long time now, one she could turn to in the depths of the black depression which haunted her. She would sleep undisturbed by the raging inflamed gum around the empty socket where the tooth had been. Yet even the prospect of sleep filled her with a prickle of apprehension. Recently, her sleep had been beset with nightmares. In despair, she asked herself if, awake or asleep, she was never to have peace?

  




  

    ‘Very well, then,’ William said. He stooped and planted a passionless kiss on her damp forehead. ‘Goodnight.’

  




  

    As he walked to the door, she found her voice and called, ‘William!’

  




  

    He turned, his hand on the doorknob, his dark eyebrows raised. Even in her present distress, she thought how handsome he was. She understood bitterly how a feather-headed seventeen-year-old such as she had been when they’d met, could have fallen in love with him. Fallen so completely for a man who was completely rotten, through and through.

  




  

    She said, as clearly as she could through the swelling and pain, ‘I intend to dismiss Daisy in the morning.’

  




  

    ‘Doesn’t she care for the boy properly?’ His voice was cold.

  




  

    ‘I don’t like her attitude.’

  




  

    ‘In what way?’ Even though he stood in the shadows, she could see the contempt on his face, hear it in his voice.

  




  

    He must think I’m stupid, she thought. But she was in too much pain to argue. Instead, she said, ‘You have made me an object of pity and ridicule in the eyes of everyone who knows us.’

  




  

    ‘You’re talking nonsense,’ he said briefly. He opened the door. ‘It’s too much,’ Cora said, her tongue moving with difficulty in her mouth. ‘Not again, William. I won’t stand for it again.’

  




  

    He didn’t answer and as he moved through the open door she called, ‘There must be an end to it, William!’

  




  

    She had dared to use the word he couldn’t abide. He swung back. ‘Must?’

  




  

    Driven by her pain and despair, she retorted, ‘I shall seek a separation.’

  




  

    She saw the corner of his mouth twitch, as if he was going to smile. But all he said was, ‘Perhaps in the morning you’ll make more sense.’ And then he was gone.

  




  

    [image: 002]

  




  

    ‘Goodnight, then, Mr Watchett,’ said Martha Button.

  




  

    She closed the kitchen door on the gardener and locked it. For good measure she then shot the bolts top and bottom and having done this, checked the window. Having satisfied herself that none but the most determined intruder could get into the kitchen, she cast a look of satisfaction around the room. The kitchen range needed a good going over with blacklead but Lucy could do that in the morning. Keep the girl occupied. Mrs Button’s eagle eye fell on the two glasses on the table and the sherry bottle. She put the bottle away in the cupboard and rinsed the sherry glasses, dried them and put them away, too. After a moment’s hesitation, she gathered up the small plate on the table and rinsed that. All these things could also have been left for Lucy to do but there were some things, unlike the tiresome and messy job of blackleading the range, to which it was better not to draw a housemaid’s attention. Not that Mrs Button and Mr Watchett weren’t entitled to a glass of sherry and a gossip of an evening, but it was always important to keep the respect of one’s underlings and not give them any cause to laugh at you behind your back.

  




  

    It was getting late. Watchett had stayed longer than usual. Mrs Button went out into the main hall. A single gasmantle still glimmered there, hissing softly, though the other downstairs rooms were in darkness. The atmosphere was heavy with unseen presences as a house is at night. The grandfather clock marked the time as almost eleven. She went to check that the bolts on the front door were in place. Of course, Mr Oakley checked the door last thing, but tonight her employer had seemed absent in his manner. He’d retired  early, before ten. She’d heard him go upstairs. Well, as she’d said to Watchett, it wasn’t surprising he’d got things on his mind. ‘I could see it coming, Mr Watchett. As soon as that girl Daisy Joss set foot in this house. Far too pretty for her own good.’

  




  

    ‘Ah,’ said Watchett. ‘Never no good came from hiring any Joss.’

  




  

    ‘And poor Mrs Oakley in the state she’s in from her tooth. Having it pulled out, I mean. I really don’t know why she didn’t go up to London to a dentist used to dealing with gentlefolk. As it is, she’s been in a terrible state ever since that local fellow yanked it out.’

  




  

    ‘Doorknob and a piece of string,’ said Watchett. ‘Best way to get a tooth out.’

  




  

    ‘It couldn’t have done more harm!’ sniffed Mrs Button.

  




  

    The front door was bolted. She nodded and went to turn off the gasjet. In doing so, she caught sight of herself in the mirror and paused to pat her hair which was a curious mahogany colour. Then she made her way back to the kitchen and stepped through into the adjacent lobby from which the backstairs ran up to the upper floors. All alone as she was down here, she could’ve gone up the main staircase, but habit died hard. Backstairs were for servants, and though she was definitely an upper servant of the very best kind, she took herself to her bed by this route, through the darkened house, candlestick in hand.

  




  

    Around her the house creaked and groaned in the falling temperature. On the first floor, the backstairs came out at the end of the corridor, right by the door to the turret room where Mrs Oakley slept. As Mrs Button turned to go up the next  flight to the rooms under the eaves where she had both her own sleeping quarters and a little room designated her sitting room, she heard a sudden crash.

  




  

    It was followed immediately by a cry. A cry so strange, so unearthly, she couldn’t believe it was human. If it came from anything in this world at all, it seemed a tortured squeal issued by some animal in agony. Her heart leapt painfully and with her free hand she sketched the sign of the cross. She was a cradle Catholic, though her observance of any religion had been noticeable by its absence for many years. Now, sensing she was to be tested in some way in which she couldn’t cope without divine help, she sought the comforting token of her childhood faith.

  




  

    There was no doubt both sounds had come from behind Mrs Oakley’s door. Fearfully, the housekeeper approached and after a moment’s hesitation, tapped. ‘Mrs Oakley, ma’am?’ There was no reply and yet, her ear pressed to the door panel, she thought she heard movement, a rushing sound, a strange rasping breath. Then, quite clearly, a strangled gurgle and another squeal, cut off midway as if the air supply to it had been interrupted.

  




  

    Not knowing what she would see, and filled now with sheer panic, Mrs Button seized the knob and threw the door open.

  




  

    ‘Oh, my God, my God!’ The housekeeper clasped her throat with her free hand.

  




  

    An infernal scene met her eyes, a medieval hell in which a figure lying on the carpet twisted and turned surrounded by flames and a dancing red and yellow light. The air was foul with a pungent stench, making Mrs Button retch and  cough. It was compounded of burning wool, lamp oil, scorched flesh and an overpowering odour which struck her as familiar though for the moment, she didn’t identify it. The bedside lamp lay in broken fragments on the blackened and smouldering carpet. Amongst the shards was something which struck her as odd but all this was noticed in the split second before her whole attention focused on                         it.

  




  

    The creature, that burning thing, jerked and twitched on the floor uttering sobbing breaths as if it would scream but could not. The housekeeper tremblingly set down her candlestick and took a step forward and then, seized with terror and revulsion, stepped back again. To her horrified gaze, the creature raised itself by some superhuman effort amid the bonfire and reached out one blackened, peeling talon in mute supplication. As it did so, its long hair caught the flame and burst into a dreadful halo. The creature squealed on a high, thin inhuman note which died away as if the lungs had been squeezed empty of air and then fell back.

  




  

    Mrs Button gasped, ‘Mrs Oakley! Oh, Mrs Oakley!’

  




  




  

    Chapter Two

  




  

    1999

  




  

    ‘Mr Gladstone,’ said Damaris Oakley as firmly as she could, ‘we’ve been through all this before. Neither my sister nor I have the slightest desire to have a water feature in the garden.’

  




  

    ‘Why not?’ he asked.

  




  

    They stared hard at one another, presenting an incongruous contrast of styles. Damaris wore a very old tweed skirt, the lining drooping below the hem. This was teamed with an even older hand-knitted jumper in a strange bobbly pattern and a cardigan. In front, the cardigan’s ribbing, to which the buttons were sewn, had stretched to hang below the waist. At the back, the cardigan had shrunk and ridden halfway up the wearer’s spine. On her head Miss Oakley wore a venerable soft tweed hat which had belonged to her father and even had the remains of one of his fishing flies stuck in it.

  




  

    Ron Gladstone, on the other hand, was a picture of respectable neatness even in his gardening attire. His cardigan was clean, buttoned up and covered a shirt and tie. His fading ginger hair was trimmed to military shortness. His small bristling moustache had kept its red hue and made him look like a combative cockerel. As a concession to being  outdoors he wore stout footwear, but even that had clearly been polished before he left home and the few smears of mud and a smattering of grass clippings didn’t really spoil the effect.

  




  

    Damaris reflected, not for the first time, that helpful arrangements were all very well but they often carried hidden disadvantages with them. There was no way they could afford a gardener or even pay for regular visits from one of those garden maintenance firms. She and Florence had got quite beyond being able to cope themselves with rampant greenery and in despair they’d sought help.

  




  

    Ron Gladstone hadn’t been the first attempt to solve the problem. There had been a young man sent to them by Social Services. Damaris recalled him with a shudder. He’d worn an earring and had a spider’s web tattooed on his shaven skull. He’d addressed both her and her sister as ‘darling’. Being his darling hadn’t prevented him from disappearing from their garden and their lives without warning, but with what remained of the family silver, including matching frames containing the only photographs they’d had of their brother Arthur in his RAF uniform. One of the photographs had been taken on his last visit home, just before the fatal sortie on which his plane had plunged into the Kent countryside.

  




  

    Damaris had tried to explain what this had meant to the pretty young policewoman who’d come to take the details. ‘We shouldn’t have minded so much if he’d just taken the frames and left us the contents. After all, Arthur’s picture couldn’t possibly be of any interest to him, could it?’

  




  

    She’d then fallen silent, embarrassed at finding herself speaking in this way to a stranger.

  




  

    ‘Really rotten luck,’ the policewoman had sympathised.

  




  

    Yes, thought Damaris. Really rotten luck. Just what the Oakleys had always had. Her parents had never recovered from the loss of Arthur. She, in the old-fashioned way, had stayed at home to care for them as they aged and grew infirm until they’d died, by which time she was no longer of any interest to anyone else.

  




  

    There had been a young man who’d wanted to marry Florence, but their parents had thought him unsuitable and in the end, Florence had bowed to their joint disapproval. The rejected young man had taken himself off to South Africa where he’d set up a winery in the Cape and done, they’d heard, rather well. Why didn’t Florence fight for him? wondered Damaris. Why didn’t she fight for herself? Easy to say now. So difficult to do then. Too late now, anyway.

  




  

    ‘All dead and gone,’ murmured Damaris to herself.

  




  

    ‘What’s that, Miss Oakley?’ asked Ron, twitching his moustache.

  




  

    ‘I’m sorry, Mr Gladstone. I was drifting.’

  




  

    It was the vicar, James Holland, who’d suggested the present arrangement. At first, after their experience with the shaven-headed thief, it had appeared to be ideal. Ron had retired. He was living in a small neat flat with no garden. It left him nothing to do but walk down to the library every morning to read the newspapers and gardening magazines, and complain to the librarian about the noise made by visiting schoolchildren. The librarian then complained about                         him























 to Father Holland, who’d dropped in for a chat. That’s when the vicar had his good idea and how Ron had finished up here, at Fourways, five days a week. On Saturdays he did his weekly shop and on Sundays he didn’t work in the garden  because it said in the Bible that you shouldn’t, as he’d explained to Father Holland.

  




  

    ‘But you’d know about that, Vicar!’

  




  

    At first the arrangement had appeared ideal. The long grass was cut, the misshapen hedges trimmed. But gradually, Ron Gladstone began to get more grandiose ideas. The fact was, he’d begun to look upon the garden as ‘his’. It was causing problems. They hadn’t minded when he’d restored some of the overgrown flowerbeds near the house. The bright array of bedding plants had been cheerful. Doubt had set in when he’d cut the yew hedge along the drive to resemble castle battlements. Since then he’d had a host of other ideas, most of which the Oakleys found incomprehensible.

  




  

    ‘I suspect, Mr Gladstone,’ said Damaris, ‘that you’ve been watching those gardening programmes on television again.’

  




  

    ‘Never miss!’ said Ron proudly. ‘Get a lot of good ideas from them.’

  




  

    ‘I dare say, but that doesn’t mean my sister and I want an alpine garden, or a bog garden, or a patio with bar – bar-bee – oh, whatever it is. And we                         don’t























 want a water feature!’

  




  

    ‘I was thinking,’ Ron told her, just, she thought crossly, as if she hadn’t said a word, ‘I was thinking of a small pond. Of course, if you’d agree to a pipe running from the house, I could make a little fountain.’ He looked hopeful.

  




  

    ‘We’ve got a fountain already,’ she said promptly.

  




  

    ‘You mean that chipped old stone basin stuck in the middle of the front drive? It don’t work,’ said Mr Gladstone.

  




  

    ‘Does that matter?’ asked Damaris. It hadn’t worked, as far as she could remember, since she’d been a small child. The fat winged baby standing in the middle of the basin – no one knew whether he was a cherub or a Cupid who’d lost his  bow – had long been covered in yellow and grey lichen which made him look as if he was suffering from some unpleasant skin disease.

  




  

    ‘How can it be a fountain without any water? I’ll fix you up one which does work.’

  




  

    ‘We don’t want a fountain, Mr Gladstone!’ Damaris knew she sounded exasperated.

  




  

    Some of her exasperation percolated through to Ron. ‘Just a small pond, then, without a fountain – not but what it seems a pity to me, to only do half the job.’

  




  

    Damaris was struck by a bright idea. ‘We couldn’t have a pond, Mr Gladstone. They encourage frogs.’

  




  

    ‘What’s wrong with frogs?’ He looked surprised. ‘They eat insects. They clean up your garden.’

  




  

    ‘They croak,’ said Damaris. ‘They get under your feet and car wheels and get squashed. No pond, Mr Gladstone! Can we leave the subject for the moment? I wanted to have a word with you. You do know, don’t you, that we’re contemplating selling the house?’

  




  

    Ron looked glum. ‘I did hear it. What do you want to do that for?’

  




  

    ‘We can’t manage it, it’s as simple as that. Mrs Daley comes in and puts a duster round three times a week but she’s getting on and her legs are bad. She would have to give up at Christmas, she’s told us. So that rather settled matters. Florence and I mean to look for a convenient flat with a modern kitchen.’

  




  

    An image of the antiquated kitchen fixtures at Fourways swam before Damaris’s inner eye, particularly the cold stone floor.

  




  

    ‘Proper central heating,’ she added wistfully.

  




  

    Ron’s moustache bristled. ‘I have a flat!’ he announced, as Martin Luther King once declared he had a dream. ‘And very convenient I dare say it is. But it’s – not – like – this!’ He accompanied the last words by stabbing around him in various directions with the trowel he held.

  




  

    ‘No,’ said Damaris in a bleak voice. ‘No. We shall naturally be sorry to leave. This was our childhood home. All our memories ... But Florence and I have decided we’re entitled to a little comfort at the end of our lives. And we mean to have it!’ she concluded briskly.

  




  

    ‘Then my advice to you,’ said Ron earnestly, ‘is to let me put in a small ornamental pond. Just over there, by the magnolia tree.’

  




  

    This seemed such a complete non-sequitur that she could only gaze at him.

  




  

    ‘You’ve got to make a place look a bit special if you want to sell,’ he explained, seeing her bewilderment. ‘A garden with a nice little water feature, that could tip the balance. People often buy a house because they’ve fallen for the garden.’

  




  

    It was with great relief that Damaris saw her sister approach from the direction of the house.

  




  

    She abandoned the fray with, ‘You’ll have to excuse me, Mr Gladstone!’ and hastened away to meet Florence.

  




  

    As she got closer, her feeling of relief faded. Florence’s slight form, dressed in much the same sort of clothes as Damaris wore, looked as if a breath of wind would blow it away. She is younger than I am, thought Damaris, but she’ll go first, I suppose, and I shall be left quite alone. We must get away from here. We mustn’t spend another winter without proper central heating... we must get that flat!

  




  

    She looked beyond Florence towards the house with its Victorian Gothic features which, set in the mould of the local stone, did make Fourways look like a castle or at least a baronial hall. I wasn’t honest with Ron Gladstone just now, thought Damaris. I wasn’t being honest with myself. It’s true I’ve lived here all my life, and I ought to be deeply attached to the place. Yet really, I do believe I hate it. I feel as though, somehow, it’s eaten me up. Even when I was young and had my job in Bamford, I cycled back home here directly work was finished because my parents expected to see me on the dot, for dinner. Others went off to parties and dances and met young men and got married. But not me, oh no! I was needed here. I shan’t be a bit sorry to leave. I don’t care who buys it. I don’t care if they knock the whole wretched pile down. It never brought any Oakley any luck.

  




  

    To Florence she said, ‘Mr Gladstone is still going on about a water feature. I’ve done my best to dissuade him. We’re fortunate to have him, I suppose. The garden was such a wilderness before he took it on. Do you remember Evans who was gardener when we were children?’

  




  

    ‘Yes,’ said Florence. ‘He showed us how to plant runner beans in pots. We put them on the shelf in the old potting shed, labelled with our names. Your beans always grew better than mine and Arthur’s grew best of all.’

  




  

    Despite this happy reminiscence, it struck Damaris that there was tension in her sister’s manner. Concerned, she asked, ‘What is it, dear?’

  




  

    ‘The post has come,’ said Florence Oakley. The wind caught at her silver hair and tugged strands from the rolled sausage at the nape of her neck.

  




  

    There was a silence. Damaris looked at her, waiting, her  heart heavy. She didn’t ask what the post had brought. She knew what it would be and she didn’t want to hear it. Every few seconds gained before the words were spoken were precious, because after they were spoken, nothing would ever be the same again.

  




  

    Florence straightened up slightly with an effort, preparing herself to break unwelcome news.

  




  

    ‘There is a letter,’ she said. ‘It’s definite. He’s coming.’

  




  

                             


  




  

    ‘Poison,’ said Geoffrey Painter, ‘was once a great deal more popular as a weapon than it is today. Ah, sausage rolls! Have you had one of these, Meredith?’

  




  

    ‘Watch out!’ whispered Alan Markby in her ear. ‘It may be spiked.’

  




  

    ‘Is Geoff bending your ear about poisons again?’ asked the bearer of the sausage-roll tray, Pam Painter. ‘Honestly, he’s obsessed.’

  




  

    Markby smiled at her. ‘Speaking as a humble copper, I for one have often had reason to be thankful for Geoff’s knowledge of poisons. It’s been a great help to us.’

  




  

    ‘That’s no reason to encourage him to go on about them now,’ said Pam briskly. ‘Geoff! It’s an off-limits topic, right?’

  




  

    ‘You can imagine what she’s like at county council meetings, can’t you?’ said Geoff, unperturbed at receiving this order. ‘Alan and Meredith are interested, Pam.’

  




  

    ‘It’s a house-warming party,’ argued his wife. ‘The atmosphere’s supposed to be cheerful!’

  




  

    She bore her sausage-roll tray onwards to other guests packed in the rather small drawing room of the Painters’ brand-new house. Meredith thought it was useless asking Geoff not to talk about poisons. He was one of those people  who have managed to make a profession match a hobby. He loved his work and he loved talking about it. Standing in the middle of a packed room, his balding head flushed with the heat and his own enthusiasm, he had at his command a whole new audience. How could he ignore it?

  




  

    ‘How do you like the new house now you’re settled in?’ she asked, deflecting him.

  




  

    Geoff looked round the room as if seeing it for the first time. ‘Fine. It’s what Pam wanted. I find it a bit cramped myself but that’s modern housing for you.’

  




  

    Pam, passing by with an empty tray, caught the last words. ‘We needed somewhere smaller. The children are at college. The other house was a rambling place and made a lot of work. Some people don’t like these new estate houses but I haven’t got the time to renovate an old place. I know you’ve done up your cottage, Meredith, and very nice it is too, lots of character and all the rest of it. Or it was nice before that unfortunate business which left it vandalised. But I’ve got plenty of other things I want to do outside the home. It’s no use asking Geoff to decorate or fix anything, he was never a handyman. I wanted just to move in, unpack my stuff, and get on with living. Time to move, now or never, that’s what I told Geoff.’

  




  

    Geoff was nodding at all of this but still had objections up his sleeve. ‘She said she wanted smaller, but now we haven’t got room for everything and Pam won’t throw anything away!’

  




  

    ‘I can’t throw away things the children might want one day,’ said his wife vigorously. ‘And you won’t part with a single one of your books!’

  




  

    To Meredith, she added, ‘I admit the rooms did look so  much bigger when we saw them empty – but we’ll settle ourselves, given time.’

  




  

    She vanished into the kitchen with her tray. Meredith, looking round the room, thought how obvious the newness of it all was. It hung in the air in the whiff of wood and fresh paintwork. Even above the smell of food and drink, it was possible to discern that particular odour which clings to new carpets and curtains with its hint of chemicals. Not only had the owners to settle into the house, time would be needed for the house to settle about them.

  




  

    ‘Arsenic!’ said Geoff with a melodramatic leer. Now his wife was out of the way, he’d returned to his pet topic with boomerang inevitability. ‘The great poison of the Victorian age. It was so handy for them. Nearly every household kept a preparation containing arsenic to keep down the vermin which infested even the best houses.’

  




  

    ‘Surely,’ said Meredith, ‘that made it rather obvious?’

  




  

    ‘Not all doctors recognised it,’ said Geoff. ‘Quite a few deaths probably slipped through the net confused with symptoms of medical ailments. Even if the law thought they had a case, proving it was the difficulty.’

  




  

    ‘Nothing changes, then,’ said Alan Markby ruefully.

  




  

    Geoff seemed not to hear this. ‘As recently as the early 1960s, the notorious Black Widow of Loudun walked free from a French court largely because doubt was thrown on the forensic evidence – and she was accused of having wiped out half her family and a few of her neighbours!’

  




  

    James Holland’s substantial frame loomed up beside them. ‘Perhaps,’ he said tolerantly, ‘she was innocent.’

  




  

    ‘Perhaps she was,’ Geoff agreed. ‘But a number of people who were hanged for arsenic murders in Victorian times could  have been innocent. Arsenic was also commonly used in such things as green dye. If you have a very old book with a green cover, wash your hands after handling it. There is a theory that Napoleon, on St Helena, was slowly poisoned by his green wallpaper.’

  




  

    This appeared to appeal to Father Holland. ‘Candlelight,’ he said fondly. ‘Gaslight. Hackney carriages. Women in those thumping great crinolines.’

  




  

    The others stared at him.

  




  

    ‘Victorian melodrama,’ he explained. ‘I love it. All those fog-filled London streets and great gloomy mansions. Throw in a bit of poisoning and I’m hooked.’

  




  

    ‘That’s not what I’d expect from someone in holy orders!’ Markby grinned at him.

  




  

    ‘I like a rattling good yarn,’ said James complacently.

  




  

    ‘Mushroom vol-au-vents? Oh no, Geoff, you’re not still going on about poisons?’ Pam had reappeared with a fresh tray.

  




  

    ‘Books, said Markby quickly. ‘We were discussing our favourite reading.’ He looked past her to a young woman standing just behind her. ‘What about you, Juliet? What do you like by way of light reading?’

  




  

    The woman addressed moved into their circle. A stranger glancing at her for the first time would probably have judged her much younger than she was. The long braid of fair hair hanging down her back, the round schoolgirl glasses and fresh-complexioned skin embellished with very little make-up all suggested twenty. Only when she spoke and the listener paid closer attention, would he have increased his estimate to thirty. Juliet Painter was, in fact, thirty-four. She wore a three-piece outfit, straight but loose in shades of chestnut  brown. The design was simple but, Meredith judged, expensive. The cost lay in the cut and in the material.

  




  

    ‘Don’t read much,’ she said carelessly. ‘Don’t have the time. I wouldn’t read the sort of thing James is talking about, anyhow.’

  




  

    ‘Then you don’t know what you’re missing,’ said James Holland, unperturbed by this put-down. They exchanged grins in the way old friends and sparring partners do.

  




  

    ‘You estate agents too busy to open a book?’ asked Geoffrey, fixing her with a mocking look.

  




  

    They saw her flush and the snap of anger behind the round lenses. It was echoed in her voice as she replied, ‘I’m not an estate agent, Geoff! I don’t know how many times I’ve told you. Though I shouldn’t need to remind you, you know it perfectly well. I’m a property consultant. I advise people and go house-hunting for them. I have got a talent, if I say so myself, for running down suitable properties, I sometimes go to house auctions and bid on clients’ behalf. I enjoy doing it. I don’t actually flog the houses myself,’ she concluded sharply.

  




  

    ‘Never had a kick-back from an estate agency with a mansion on its hands?’ Geoffrey drained the last of his wine and looked round for somewhere to stand his empty glass.

  




  

    ‘Shut up, Geoff!’ said his wife with even more force than usual.

  




  

    ‘That’s damn near actionable,’ Juliet said savagely, ‘as well as stupid. How could I afford to risk my reputation by recommending an obvious dud? If anyone else had said that to me, I’d sue. Just because you’re my brother, don’t think you’ll always get away with it, Geoff. One of these days you’ll go too far. You always had a weird sense of humour.’

  




  

    ‘And you, little sister, always rose beautifully to the bait.’

  




  

    ‘Geoff,’ said his wife firmly, ‘people are running out of drinks. It’s time for you to see to the booze.’

  




  

    Geoff gave them an apologetic look and took himself off to open bottles, his wife in close pursuit.

  




  

    James Holland chuckled in the depths of his bushy black beard. ‘Something tells me poor old Geoff is getting an earful in the kitchen at this moment.’

  




  

    ‘Poor old Geoff, nothing,’ Juliet Painter retorted. ‘He’s had too much to drink. I wish he wouldn’t keep on about his poisons. It unsettles people – haven’t you noticed? I think Pam has. I always think...’ She hesitated. ‘I always think one oughtn’t to talk too much about bad things in case they happen.’

  




  

    ‘Speak of the devil,’ murmured James Holland, ‘and he’ll appear.’

  




  

    ‘That’s right. I expect I sound superstitious, but I’m not.’ Juliet tossed her long fair braid so that it swung to and fro like a horse’s tail flicking away flies.

  




  

    ‘It’s not superstition,’ Alan Markby said. ‘It’s the human subconscious at work, picking up the vibes that tell a person there’s danger ahead. A legacy of our primitive past. Now, where have you been lately, Juliet, or who have you been talking to, that’s resulted in your cavewoman instincts being reawakened?’

  




  

    ‘Don’t,’ she said uneasily.

  




  

    The door swung open and Geoff reappeared, brandishing a bottle in either hand. ‘Top up? Red or white? I’ve promised to behave myself. Sorry if I upset you, Sis.’

  




  

    ‘You’re an idiot,’ said his sister by way of accepting his apology.

  




  

    ‘You don’t know of someone who wants to rent a house, do you?’ Meredith asked her.

  




  

    Juliet looked surprised. ‘I always know of people who want to rent. Where’s the house?’

  




  

    ‘Here in Bamford. It’s my place in Station Road – just an end of terrace early Victorian cottage. It’s not the sort of splendid place you usually deal with, but it’s just been completely redecorated and refurnished.’

  




  

    ‘Such a dreadful experience to find your place vandalised like that, as Pam was saying.’ Geoff shook his head in commiseration.

  




  

    ‘Yes, it was.’ Meredith couldn’t keep the revulsion from her voice.

  




  

    Juliet, only an occasional visitor to the town, asked, ‘What happened? I didn’t hear about this.’

  




  

    ‘Someone didn’t like me,’ Meredith said. ‘She thought I’d done her a bad turn. So she did me a bad turn back.’

  




  

    ‘Scary,’ said Juliet in sympathy.

  




  

    ‘You better believe it. She daubed red paint all over the place and chopped up my clothes. Anyway, since then I’ve been sharing Alan’s place. At first I planned to move straight back in once my house was fit for habitation again, but somehow I don’t fancy it and Alan I have been thinking...’ She glanced at Markby.

  




  

    ‘That we might look for somewhere together,’ he said. ‘My place was all right for me on my own. It doesn’t really suit the two of us.’

  




  

    Meredith thought he sounded just a little defiant, as if people might not believe what he’d said. Those who knew them well had said things like, ‘Thought you two were each too independent,’ or even, ‘It’s taken the pair of you long  enough’. With the defiance there was just a touch of satisfaction. He’d got what he wanted. She still didn’t know if it was what she wanted, too.

  




  

    Juliet eyed them both, business acumen written all over her. ‘What sort of place do you want?’

  




  

    ‘Hang on,’ he protested mildly. ‘Can’t afford your fees.’

  




  

    ‘I wasn’t proposing to charge you a fee. I agree, you probably wouldn’t want to pay me what I’d ask. But I hear of things on the market, you know, surplus to my requirements, or my clients’ requirements. I could drop you the word.’

  




  

    ‘That’s very decent of you,’ he said.

  




  

    Juliet was staring thoughtfully at Meredith. ‘I’ll let you know about your house. I’d need to have a look at it.’

  




  

    ‘With pleasure. Let me know when you want the key. It’s near the station if anyone wanted to commute, like me, to the Great Wen every day.’

  




  

    ‘Still at the Foreign Office, then?’ asked Juliet.

  




  

    ‘Still stuck there at a desk.’ She was aware of an apprehensive glance from Alan. She wondered if he was still afraid, after all this time, that should some mandarin relent and offer her an overseas posting, she’d take it like a shot, be off.

  




  

    Would I? she wondered. Is that why I’ve been so unwilling to tie myself into any permanent relationship, even with Alan? He knows, even though we’re at last sharing a roof, that what finally made me move in was my place being rendered temporarily uninhabitable.

  




  

    Beside her, Alan was fidgeting. He was backed against a bookcase and wedged there by Meredith on one side and James Holland’s bulky frame on the other. ‘Nice to see you  down here from the big city,’ he said to Juliet, easing his elbows free.

  




  

    ‘I couldn’t miss the grand house-warming!’ A little ruefully, she added, ‘I also had a business visit to make – to Fourways House.’

  




  

    ‘The Misses Oakley?’ Geoff exclaimed. ‘Don’t tell me one of your wealthy Middle-Easterners wants to live at Fourways and is ready to buy out the Oakley ladies with wads of cash?’

  




  

    ‘No – A Middle-Eastern client wouldn’t look at the place. It’s far too dilapidated. The reason I went there was because Damaris Oakley wrote to me and asked me to call.’

  




  

    She hesitated. ‘It’s hardly a secret that both Damaris and her sister have been struggling for years. They’ve decided to sell up for whatever they can get and move to a suitable retirement flat, preferably on the ground floor and by the seaside. I admit I did look the place over pretty thoroughly while I was there. Partly to give myself an idea of the sort of money they’d be able to spend on a flat if they sold up, and partly because I did think at first it might suit a client. But not after I’d looked at it.’ She pursed her lips. ‘Frankly, the property is going to be difficult to shift in its present state but they need to sell because it’s the only capital they have.’

  




  

    ‘I expect the gardens are in a mess, too,’ observed Alan Markby, seizing on the aspect of the situation which interested him.

  




  

    ‘Actually, they’re in rather better state than the house. They’ve got an old boy who does the garden for them,                         gratis.























 It’s his hobby.’

  




  

    ‘Ron Gladstone,’ nodded James Holland. ‘I was  responsible for that arrangement. It seems to have worked out well, apart from the odd squabble about whether to put down crazy paving.’

  




  

    Juliet turned to her brother. ‘The Oakley sisters are an excellent example of the sort of people I can help, Geoff. They don’t own a car, and they wouldn’t have the physical strength to go haring around the country looking at flats. Damaris asked if I would do it for them. I said I would.’

  




  

    ‘No offence,’ said Geoff, who’d learned his lesson at least for the time being, ‘but don’t they need to sell at a reasonable price if they’re to pay your exorbitant fee?’

  




  

    This time she didn’t react badly. ‘As it happens, I’m not charging them a fee. I’ve known the old ducks all my life, for goodness sake! I ought to be able to fit in looking out for a retirement flat for them with tracking down property for other clients.’

  




  

    ‘You’re a dear girl,’ said James Holland. ‘It’s very kind of you to give your time to help out the Oakleys.’

  




  

    ‘I am not,’ she said militantly, ‘your dear girl. Or                         anyone’s























 dear girl! Don’t patronise me, James.’

  




  

    ‘Would I ever?’

  




  

    ‘If you’re interested in Victorian poisonings, James...’ Geoff began.

  




  

    ‘You’re going to tell them about the Oakley case, aren’t you?’ Juliet interrupted him. ‘Don’t you think it’s best forgotten?’

  




  

    ‘Ah, the mysterious death of Cora Oakley,’ said Alan Markby. ‘I’m familiar with that one. But I won’t spoil your fun if you want to tell it again.’

  




  

    ‘I don’t know it,’ said James Holland.

  




  

    ‘Nor I,’ added Meredith promptly.

  




  

    ‘It’s a horrible story,’ objected Juliet. ‘Don’t tell it, Geoff, please.’

  




  

    ‘James and Meredith would both be interested,’ said Geoff obstinately. ‘Well, if I can’t tell it, I’ve got copious notes on it, if either of you would like to borrow them. You probably know I plan to write a book on controversial trials one day? When I get the time, if ever. Mind you, I got no help from the family. They let me know in no uncertain terms they didn’t intend to rattle the bones of the family skeleton for me. But it just so happens I unpacked the Oakley research only yesterday. It’s on the desk in the study. Would one of you like to take it with you when you go? I have it all saved on disk.’

  




  

    Meredith and James Holland looked at one another.

  




  

    ‘Ladies first,’ said James gallantly. ‘Pass it on to me when you’ve finished, Meredith.’

  




  

    Geoff beamed at them. ‘William Oakley was charged with the murder of his wife, Cora. He got off and was damn lucky to do so. Many a man went to the scaffold on flimsier evidence.’

  




  

    ‘I’ve seen a portrait of William, tucked away in disgrace in a dusty back bedroom at Fourways,’ said Juliet unexpectedly. ‘I came across it when I was being shown round by Damaris. She was very embarrassed. She just said “That’s my grandfather!” in a starchy voice before hurrying me on. I nipped back for a look when her back was turned. In the portrait William looks the sort of chap who passed for handsome in those days. Lots of curling black hair and flourishing moustachio with a touch of a tippler’s complexion!’ Juliet illustrated her words with a mime of her right hand and pulled a wry face. She then blushed bright red  and they all looked at her. ‘All right,’ she said, ‘I was interested! I didn’t say it wasn’t an                         interesting























 story, just that it was horrible. Anyway, you only have to look at William to see he’s the sort of man who’d murder his wife.’

  




  

    ‘The criminal countenance,’ Markby mused. ‘A very popular theory once, but generally dismissed now. What happened to William after the trial, I wonder? He’d hardly have been welcome in local society after a scandal like that.’

  




  

    Geoff shrugged. ‘I’d like to be able to tell you that he came to a sticky end, but the truth is, nobody knows what became of him. Inevitably there was gossip. People shunned him. So, with his reputation shot to pieces, both sides of the family made it clear to him that he should go away and stay away. He went abroad and was never heard of again. It was the way they dealt with family scandal then. The boy grew up in the care of relatives. When he reached twenty-one, he applied to the courts to have his father legally declared dead. My guess is the move was intended to clear title to the house and its then considerable estate. Extensive enquiries failed to turn up any trace of the fellow. No letters had been received from him. The bulk of his late wife’s substantial fortune had passed to the boy under her will and William had little cash. His wealth lay in the bricks and mortar of Fourways, yet he hadn’t approached anyone for financial help. He’d apparently vanished off the face of the earth, so he                         was























 declared dead.

  




  

    ‘The son, thank goodness, didn’t turn out a chip off the old block. He lived happily with his wife and family at Fourways, though they say he never recovered from the loss of his only son, Arthur. Neither of the girls married. Now, as Juliet said, they’re old and not in very good health. I’m not surprised they want to move to more suitable surroundings.  But all the same, it’s sad to think of the last of the Oakleys leaving Fourways after more than, what? At least a hundred and thirty years the family’s been in residence there. And honestly, I find it hard to imagine them being happy in a small modern flat with neighbours under their noses.’

  




  

    Meredith had been mulling over the facts. ‘It’s a sad story, but perhaps not that unusual. I don’t mean the murder, I mean families dying out, money running out, big old houses falling into disrepair. Who can afford to live in them now but pop stars, rich Arabs and a handful of successful business types?’

  




  

    ‘Successful crooks.’ Markby sounded resigned. ‘They like to splash their money about and live in style.’

  




  

    ‘Not in Fourways, they wouldn’t,’ said Juliet in the voice of one who knew – which gained her a curious look from Markby. ‘Or I suppose not,’ she added hastily. ‘Don’t look at me like that, Alan. All my clients are ace respectable. I told you, Fourways is a crumbling dump.’

  




  

    Pam Painter surged up again, flushed and breathless. ‘Don’t tell me! I know what you’ve all been talking about.’ She turned to Markby. ‘Do you know, Alan, you bring out the worst in Geoff. Whenever you come here, we seem to end up discussing violent death.’

  




  

    ‘Don’t blame the poor chap,’ said Geoff. ‘He gives me the opportunity to indulge my hobby. But as it happens, we were discussing the sale of Fourways. Nothing to do with murder at all.’ To Meredith he whispered, ‘I’ll give you the box of papers when you leave. Keep ’em out of sight of Pam’

  




  




  

    Chapter Three

  




  

    1889

  




  

    On the horizon the darkness was edged with a pale streak. The two men who stood, side by side, well muffled up against the bitter wind, eyed it with unease and impatience. They had spent the past hour in this churchyard and the only shelter was in the lee of a small mausoleum. From this doleful vantage point they watched proceedings a few yards off. Several men were busy around a gaping hole in the earth. Two of them were still industriously deepening it, shovelling out yet more soil. Another couple held lanterns. They didn’t speak. The tools scratched and chinked against small stones and grit. Occasionally, a rustle in untrimmed grass a little way off announced some small creature scuttling about its business, alarmed by the unexpected human presence at this hour.

  




  

    Just a foot or two away from the hole a constable in a waterproof cape watched in gloomy silence. At his feet stood an open box containing glass jars. From time to time the constable looked down at these as if ensuring that no one had managed to spirit them away.

  




  

    The remaining person in this group was a bespectacled  little man who scrambled around the diggers with a trowel in one hand and a glass jar like those in the box in the other. In contrast to the dour silence of the diggers, he uttered bursts of protest along the lines of, ‘Just a minute, I’ve got to take a sample here. I say, hold on there!’

  




  

    ‘Look here, Wood!’ exclaimed the larger of the two men by the mausoleum. His size was exaggerated by his full cape and the tall silk hat he wore incongruously in this setting. ‘Can’t those fellows hurry it along? Soon people will be on their way to work, the sun will be up, and we’ll collect a gawping crowd.’

  




  

    ‘Yes, Sir Herbert,’ said his companion, who was more prosaically clad in an ulster topcoat and a bowler hat jammed well over his ears. He’d taken the further precaution of wrapping a woollen muffler several times round his neck and over his chin. His voice, as a result, came indistinctly from somewhere within its folds. Wood added mildly, ‘The scientific gentleman is holding things up.’

  




  

    Sir Herbert muttered. He took the point being gently made. Responsibility for the delay rested not on the local men but on the soil analyst who’d travelled with Sir Herbert from London.

  




  

    At that moment the church clock struck the quarter hour. ‘You see?’ said Sir Herbert peevishly, ‘It’s a quarter to six.’

  




  

    Wood was spared having to find a reply by a burst of coughing from their right.

  




  

    ‘And that fellow is getting on my nerves!’ added Sir Herbert irritably.

  




  

    Both turned in the direction of the coughing and stared hard at a black-clad gentleman who called out defensively, ‘I’ve got a cold!’ Unfortunately his affliction made this come  out as, ‘I’ve dot a dold.’ As if to prove it further, he drew out a large white handkerchief and trumpeted into it.

  




  

    Sir Herbert muttered his disgust. Wood said in his mild voice, ‘Got to have the undertaker here. He’ll identify the coffin – when we get to it.’ He gave an apprehensive glance at the diggers who had again been held up by the scientist intent on filling his glass jars with soil.

  




  

    ‘I know why the fellow is here,’ snapped Sir Herbert, ‘but from the sound of him, someone will be burying                         him























 soon!’

  




  

    At this perceived insult, the undertaker moved further off, quivering with indignation. It was now perceptibly lighter. All around them, shapes emerged from the gloom giving the impression that the crowd of onlookers Sir Herbert feared, had arrived in the shape of stone cherubs and angels. Marble hands clasped in horror, they fixed the desecration, and the living who’d wrought it, with pupil-less eyes. The pale streak on the horizon had become a pinkish haze.

  




  

    Wood thought, Red sky at night, shepherds’ delight. Red sky in the morning, shepherds’ warning. He hoped it wasn’t a bad omen. He was as keen as the Home Office man to be out of here. He didn’t like churchyards and he particularly didn’t like the ostentatious sculpture all around. He’d once told his daughter Emily, only half joking, that when the time came to bury him, he wanted only a simple headstone bearing the legend,                        

      

        Here lies Jonathan Wood.



        




        If he did any harm,



        




        He did some good.

      


    


  




  

    Emily hadn’t been amused. In fact, she’d been so distressed he’d found himself apologising profusely and insisting he was very well, thank you. Yes, honestly, never  better. No, not even an ache or two.

  




  

    Sir Herbert said in a low voice, ‘I can tell you, Wood, the Home Office isn’t at all happy about this one. Dash it all, we have nothing but the statements of a dismissed housekeeper and a lot of local gossip. My belief is that, should it come to a trial, defence would have a field day. If it weren’t for the fact that the dead woman’s father has a friend in the cabinet, this exhumation wouldn’t be taking place!’

  




  

    ‘We’ve got a classic set of circumstances,’ said Wood, easing his chin out of his muffler. ‘Mr Oakley has had a reputation of being a man about town for a long time. He’d pretty well run through his own money even before he married a wealthy wife. If he’d had a grain of sense he’d have stopped chasing petticoats, but there, it’d got a habit with him, I dare say. His wife was threatening separation. So,’ concluded Wood, lapsing into the vernacular, ‘he done her in.’

  




  

    This brought forth the tetchy reply, ‘Circumstances is all you have! The Crown has to prove it, dammit! If he did it, then the fellow was confounded ingenious. No one at the original inquest doubted the death was anything but a dreadful accident. And another thing. That scientific chap has taken samples from all over this churchyard. If arsenic is found anywhere else, the Crown’s case will fly out of the window. It’s happened before and it’ll happen again.’

  




  

    Wood thought gloomily, yes, it had. And if it did happen again, he knew who’d get the blame. Bamford wasn’t a big town, but it was an important market centre for the surrounding countryside, and its police station was expected to maintain law and order over a generous domain. For that reason, it warranted an inspector in charge where other small towns had to make do with no one more senior than a sergeant.  Not, of course, that a really top-notch inspector had been sent to this rural backwater. No, they’d handed it to Wood. He even suspected he’d got his promotion just so that they could kill two birds with one stone. He’d worked hard and had some success in his career but he wasn’t the sort of man who made a good impression in social circles outside his own. Grudgingly, they’d made him inspector and rubbing their hands, he was sure, they’d put him here in Bamford. He’d saved them having to take a more dashing figure from duties elsewhere.

  




  

    He didn’t mind. He liked it here. He felt at ease among its people both in the town and the surrounding country. He liked being in charge of his own little kingdom. To help him he had a sergeant and two constables, one of them over there by the grave. Like him, the sergeant and the constables were solid, dependable men, but not destined for greater glory.

  




  

    But now, unexpectedly, a chance of glory had come along. Not that he liked to think he saw it that way. Still, if he put a hand on the collar of a gent like William Oakley...

  




  

    A sudden cessation of work at the graveside took his attention. The constable came scrambling towards them over hummocks and kerbstones. He saluted.

  




  

    ‘We’ve reached the coffin, Mr Wood, sir.’

  




  

    ‘Right!’ said Wood with relief. ‘Won’t be long now, Sir Herbert. Constable, get that undertaker over there sharpish.’

  




  

    But the undertaker chose to take his revenge by proceeding at a stately pace towards the spot. One of the lantern-bearers lowered his light into the pit. The undertaker leant over at a perilous angle and took so long before he pronounced judgement Wood feared Sir Herbert would deluge him with strongly worded advice. In the nick of time, the undertaker  turned from the grave and was coming back, still at that same stately pace. Perhaps he couldn’t walk any other way.

  




  

    ‘Yes,’ he said, his consonants still distorted, ‘that’s the coffin, gentlemen. The nameplate is quite clear.’ He whipped out the handkerchief and blew his nose again.

  




  

    ‘Then let’s get out of here with it!’ growled Sir Herbert.

  




  

    The undertaker stuffed his handkerchief into a pocket and offered, ‘You may wish, gentlemen, to open the lid briefly first, while we’re out here in the fresh air.’

  




  

    At that moment, the church clock struck six.

  




  

    ‘No time!’ snapped Sir Herbert.

  




  

    Wood said in his mild voice, ‘For all our comfort...’

  




  

    ‘Oh, all right, then,’ agreed Sir Herbert. ‘But make it quick, can’t you?’

  




  

    ‘Jenkins!’ called Wood to the constable. ‘Once the coffin is up and – er – ventilated, make sure they board over the hole securely. We don’t want anyone falling in. And you had better stay here to guard it. We don’t want trophy-hunters, either.’

  




  

    ‘Yes, sir,’ said Constable Jenkins glumly.

  




  

    ‘Don’t worry,’ Wood told him. ‘I’ll send Bishop to relieve you as soon as I get to the station.’

  




  

    Constable Jenkins’s expression, visible now in the pale early morning light, showed that he interpreted this last statement as meaning, ‘When I’ve had a good stiff drink!’

  




  




  

    Chapter Four

  




  

    ‘You’re very quiet,’ Alan observed as they drove home through the darkness. ‘It’s no use trying to read that box of papers Geoff gave you in this light.’

  




  

    ‘I couldn’t resist taking a quick look.’ Meredith regretfully closed the box on her knees. The car’s headlights played off shopfront windows and made lights dance across the puddles a rainshower had left on the pavements. After the claustrophobic heat of the Painters’ party it was blessedly cool.

  




  

    ‘I found it very warm in there, didn’t you?’ She turned her head to study her companion’s profile. ‘I thought Dr Fuller was your pathologist. I didn’t know you used Geoff’s services.’

  




  

    ‘Fuller is our regular pathologist and a very good one, but he’s not a poisons expert. So when we, or when Fuller on our behalf, has something in that line, we send it off to Geoff’s poisons unit. Mind you, he’s right in saying deliberate poisoning is far less common today than it once was.’

  




  

    A group of young people had spilled out of a pub and were milling about on the pavement. Alan slowed the car as he passed them. An argument was in process between three youths, and others were being drawn to the scene as iron filings  to a magnet. Fortunately, at that moment, a marked police car arrived on the scene and parked conveniently for the occupants to watch. Markby pressed his foot on the accelerator and moved on again.

  




  

    Meredith heaved a sigh of relief and he glanced at her.

  




  

    ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘It’s the policeman in me. Can’t leave a possible trouble scene until I’m sure everything is under control.’

  




  

    ‘I was afraid,’ she said with same asperity, ‘you were proposing to deal with it yourself.’

  




  

    ‘If necessary. A police officer is obliged to do something if he sees an offence being committed, whether he’s on duty or not.’

  




  

    ‘So call up help. You don’t have to rush in like Superman and take them all on single-handed.’

  




  

    He was silent and she knew her criticism had angered him. But she was entitled to a viewpoint and, for goodness sake, as she was with him there had been a likelihood she might have been drawn in too. The yobs could have set about the car.

  




  

    All the same, after the silence threatened to become the obstinate kind which neither wanted to break, she took the step of saying, ‘I was scared, that’s all. I don’t want to squabble over it.’

  




  

    She sensed that he relaxed. ‘I wouldn’t have let you come to any harm.’

  




  

    How would you have protected me? she wanted to ask. Against a drunken mob? She didn’t ask. Instead she thought, I’m used to looking after myself, that’s the trouble. If I’d been alone, I’d have assessed the situation and avoided it. Put my foot down, if I’d been driving, and raced straight  past. But I’m not alone these days, not since I moved in with Alan. I can’t get used to it. We’re starting to squabble. We didn’t do that before. We argued, yes, but we didn’t snipe at one another. And he didn’t talk about protecting me, for crying out loud! What am I – a half-wit?

  




  

    As a lateral extension of this thought, she heard herself saying, ‘Geoff and his sister squabble – have you noticed? He’s in his forties, like you. She’s in her thirties, like me. Put them together and they seem to regress to a pair of four-year-olds.’

  




  

    ‘So what? It’s not serious,’ he said aggravatingly. ‘Laura is my sister and we wrangle.’

  




  

    They had reached the house as he spoke and the car rolled to a halt.
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