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  A few old men, called watchmen . . . and a few magistrates and police officers are the only persons whose employment is to detect

         and punish depredators; yet no city . . . is more free from danger . . .

      




  The Picture of London for 1818




  A man who saunters about London . . . or who mixes in great crowds . . . without especial care . . . deserves no pity on account of the
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  CHELSEA, a village in Middlesex . . . two miles West from London . . .
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  Chapter One




  ‘YOU’LL HAVE to walk the dogs today, Nevil!’ proclaimed Mrs James. ‘I’ve got to drive into Chippy and collect the dog meal and the cat

         litter.’

      




  Her son looked up from a table covered with papers. He took off his spectacles and blinked at her, his pale blue eyes focusing

         with difficulty on a blurred shape, gradually transforming it into a clear-cut image.

      




  Mrs James watched this process, thinking, as she frequently did, that if it weren’t for his glasses, Nevil would be passably

         good looking. Whenever she made this judgement she felt a mixture of maternal pride and savage satisfaction. As long as no

         girl got her hooks into Nevil, he’d stay here and help out. Despite a deep-seated scorn for the male sex in general, Mrs James

         acknowledged that one needed a man about the place, even if it was only Nevil.

      




  ‘I’ve started on the monthly accounts,’ Nevil said. ‘Can’t Gillian do it?’




  ‘Of course she can’t. She’s got all the cats’ cages to clean out. In fact, you could give her a hand doing that once you’ve

         walked the dogs. There are only four of them at present. Look here, you can do the accounts tonight.’

      




  At this schedule, which took care of his entire day, Nevil was moved to protest rather more firmly. ‘I have got things of my own to do, you know!’

      




  ‘Like what?’




  Mrs James was pulling on a quilted sleeveless body-warmer, her best – or rather her better one – because she was going into

         town. It was her sole attempt to smarten up. She wore brown cord trousers with a khaki cotton shirt and heavy lace-up shoes.

         The bulge of the shirt over her large and unsupported bosom was the only indication of her sex. Her hair, cut very short in

         a mannish style, was steel-grey and wiry, like a scouring pad. Her face was weather-beaten and lined and devoid of make-up.

         She was only forty-nine years old, but the impression was that she’d been carved out of teak and left out in the rain and

         wind so that she was now a permanent part of the landscape. As always, the suggestion that Nevil had any interests which didn’t

         directly concern the kennels and cattery stoked the fires of suspicion and resentment in her battle-scarred heart.

      




  ‘I promised Rachel I’d go over to Malefis. She wants another chess lesson and it has to be today, because tomorrow she and

         Alex are going up to London, to the Chelsea Flower Show.’

      




  ‘For heaven’s sake!’ Mrs James’s tanned face turned a dull, unattractive magenta. ‘Can’t that useless woman even keep herself

         entertained for one day in the country?’

      




  ‘She isn’t useless,’ said Nevil, flushing slightly. ‘She just isn’t like you, Ma.’ In the nick of time he added, ‘Capable.’




  His mother squinted at him. ‘I’m capable because I’ve bloody had to be. I’ve worked hard to keep a roof over our heads, Nevil!’




  ‘I know, Ma.’ He replaced his spectacles and picked up his pen. He sounded bored. She knew it was because she’d played this tune so many times his ear was dulled to it, but she couldn’t help it. She felt angry, with a sullen rage which

         burned away inside her, because she wouldn’t be able to stop Nevil walking away from her one day, just as his father had done.

         Nevil was twenty-seven years old and like his father in looks.

      




  ‘Dammit!’ said Mrs James fiercely.




  Nevil carried on writing. He was used to incoherent muttering from his mother.




  ‘Don’t suppose she’s got the brains to play chess!’ His mother was still running on their former topic of conversation. ‘Try

         her with Snakes and Ladders. She ought to be good at that!’

      




  ‘Actually, she’s rather good at chess. She’s got a natural aptitude for the game.’




  Mrs James had her own idea as to what Rachel Constantine’s natural aptitude was, but she suppressed it.




  ‘Don’t forget the dogs!’ she almost shouted.




  ‘When I’ve done this, Ma.’




  She stomped out crossly. He was getting increasingly obstinate – and rebellious. All because of that wretched woman, that

         tarted-up piece of goods who flitted around Lynstone dressed like a model and had any man who crossed her path panting to

         do her slightest bidding.

      




  ‘Like a bitch on heat!’ snarled Mrs James, glaring through the trees at a distant chimney pot. God rot Malefis Abbey and Rachel

         Constantine in particular! Nevil, poor sod, hadn’t the wit to see she was playing fast and loose with him, that was the worst

         of it. A woman like that wasn’t going to risk her marriage by seriously playing away from home, certainly not with someone

         like Nevil, who hadn’t any money. The minute the husband got restive, Rachel would show Nevil the door. Then there’d be hell to pay. He might even want to leave Lynstone and go away to forget or some

         such maudlin rubbish.

      




  ‘Dammit!’ yelled Mrs James again to the trees.




  A voice replied, ‘What was that, Molly?’




  A large, ungainly girl in jeans, gumboots and an aged sweater appeared holding a brush and a bucket.




  ‘Nothing!’ snapped Mrs James. ‘Have you finished with those cats yet?’




  ‘Nearly. That ginger one scratched me again. When’s the owner coming for it?’




  ‘Next week.’ Mrs James scowled at Gillian, but it wasn’t in antipathy. The girl was a good worker, and no threat as far as

         Nevil was concerned. Men were never going to bother with Gillian. In Mrs James’s mind, that was a plus in more ways than one.

         Gillian wouldn’t up and leave. She liked the animals and she was shy around people. And if the girl only realised it, she

         was lucky in being so plain. Because men, if you let them into your life, messed you and the said life up completely.

      




  Grudgingly Mrs James was forced to admit, in the light of recent experience, that women could do a pretty good job on men’s

         lives too. The fact was that any human contact was fraught with deceit, danger and heartbreak.

      




  ‘Give me a decent working gun-dog any day!’ muttered Mrs James as she climbed up into a Japanese four-wheel-drive vehicle

         parked beside a battered old Escort. She roared away down the drive, turning into the lane with a screech of tyres and mini-sandstorm

         of grit.

      




  A cyclist was pedalling unwarily along the narrow thoroughfare. He wobbled as Mrs James came up behind him, and looked fearfully

         over his shoulder.

      




  ‘Get out of the way!’ yelled Mrs James, gesticulating through the windscreen.

      




  He chose safety and leapt off his bike. He was picking himself up out of the ditch as she vanished around the corner.




  Mrs James charged on, hands gripping the wheel, shoulders hunched, face furious. She was going to have to do something about

         Nevil and Rachel Constantine. If necessary, she would have to get rid of Rachel in some fairly drastic way. She wasn’t yet

         sure how. She’d think of something.

      




  The kennelmaid, Gillian Hardy, finished her task and put away her bucket, shovel and broom with a sigh of relief. She began

         to make her way towards the house. Behind her, the dogs were all barking because it was about this time of the morning that

         someone walked them. She removed her boots at the back porch door with the aid of a wooden bootjack there for the purpose

         and entered on stockinged feet. The kitchen was empty.

      




  Gillian padded across the stone-flagged floor and into the large adjacent cloakroom which held the usual offices and washbasin.

         She washed and dried her hands carefully, while staring at a row of outdoor garments suspended there from hooks. One of them,

         a woman’s tweed jacket of ancient but distinguished vintage, the sort of thing which turned up at country jumble sales, seemed

         to hold a particular fascination for her. She swallowed audibly, her throat dry partly from inhaling animal bedding, and partly

         because of the excitement which made her skin crawl. Her stomach had become a pulsating jelly lodged uncomfortably beneath

         her midriff.

      




  At last Gillian moved jerkily past the jacket, as if it might suddenly reach out its rough woollen arms and grab her. Back

         in the kitchen, she switched on the coffee-maker, put two digestive biscuits on a plate, took down two mugs and fetched the

         milk from the fridge. All the time she was listening with her head tilted – rather like one of her canine charges – for any

         noise from the further room, where she knew Nevil sat over the accounts.

      




  Eventually she took the plate of biscuits and a mug of coffee, and made her way to where he scribbled industriously.




  ‘Thanks!’ he muttered without looking up as she put her offering beside him.




  She hesitated and began to turn away. Suddenly he asked, ‘That woman who inquired about boarding a corgi for two weeks. Did

         she ever phone back and confirm?’

      




  ‘Don’t think so. Molly didn’t say.’




  ‘Ruddy woman will probably just turn up and expect everything to be ready. You’d better get a kennel organised, Gill.’




  ‘OK. I’ll do it before I go off.’




  ‘No, do it tomorrow morning. There’s no rush.’




  His tone dismissed her. She went back to the kitchen and set her own coffee mug on the table, adding a biscuit from the tin.

         But try though she might, she couldn’t keep her gaze from drifting to the door of the cloakroom. She sat down facing it, dunking

         her biscuit and gulping down the now-tepid brew.

      




  Nevil, when she went back to see if he’d finished, was still working. He didn’t look up.




  Gillian said awkwardly, ‘I know you’re busy, so would you like me to walk the dogs before I go?’




  He paused and she was rewarded with a glance. More pleasantly he said, ‘It’s OK, Gill. I’ll do it when I’ve finished this

         lot.’

      




  ‘It’s no trouble!’ Eagerness touched her voice.




  ‘Appreciate it, Gillie. But you get off home. It’s your half day. Pity you couldn’t have gone into town with Ma.’




  She washed the mugs and plate, her earlier exhilaration doused with a temporary depression. But back in the cloakroom to fetch

         her going-home things, she experienced a return of the nervous thrill. Now she and the jacket were to be reunited or, more

         specifically, she and what the jacket contained . . . She pulled it on hurriedly, its rough weave rubbing at her fingers, and

         crouched to tie up the pair of shoes which had been standing tidily in one corner.

      




  ‘I’m leaving now!’ she called.




  From Nevil came a barely audible grunt.




  Despite this lack of encouragement she called, ‘Goodbye! Don’t overwork!’




  She left her gumboots just inside the back porch to await the next day, and drove home in the elderly Escort. Whenever she

         moved her left arm, something crackled in the patch-pocket of the jacket. It was as though her pocket were on fire, and her

         nerves were so strung that when her foot touched the accelerator, the old car leapt forward like a Formula One racing machine.

      




  Her mother was waiting with her coat on and her scuffed leather handbag on the table. The kitchen smelled of tinned tomato

         and washing-up water.

      




  ‘Oh, Gillian,’ said Mrs Hardy. ‘I’m glad you’re not late today. You will be staying in this afternoon, won’t you? I know it’s

         your afternoon off, but I would like to go over and see Mrs Freeman, and you know I don’t like to leave Dad alone.’

      




  This ought to have been phrased, ‘Dad doesn’t like being left alone’ but, although the cottage was run in every way to take

         account of Mr Hardy, there was a sort of conspiracy to obscure this fact. Gillian and her mother between them took responsibility

         for any decision, while Mr Hardy did the actual deciding.

      




  ‘OK,’ said Gillian. ‘Perhaps I’ll tidy up the garden.’




  ‘Dad and I shared a tin of soup for lunch. If you want something, there’s cheese—’




  ‘I ate at the kennels.’ This wasn’t true. All she’d had was the coffee and biscuit, but Mrs Hardy didn’t know this.




  ‘I’ve got sausages for tea,’ she said, picking up her handbag. ‘Dad’s settled down with his library book. The picture’s drying

         off or something, so I don’t think he’ll be going out to his studio. He shouldn’t be any . . . he shouldn’t need anything.’

      




  When she’d scurried away, Gillian went into the tiny living room with its low, oak-beamed ceiling. Her father was sitting

         in his invalid chair by the window, from which he could see the road and The Fox pub opposite. He was reading a thriller,

         scowling disbelievingly at the text. As his daughter entered he looked up and addressed her without the preliminary of a greeting.

      




  ‘It’s late-night opening at the library tonight in Chippy. After tea, you jump in that car of yours and nip in and change

         my books. I’ve read this one before. Look –’ he held it out – ‘there’s my pencil-mark, on the back page! I’ve told your mother

         a dozen times, always look for my mark! But she never remembers.’

      




  ‘OK. I’m going up to my room to change.’




  He was already scowling over his book again and didn’t reply. Gillian went up to her tiny bedroom under the eaves and pulled

         off her working clothes. She put on another pair of jeans and a clean sweater, picked up the tweed jacket and took it over

         to her bed.

      




  Seated cross-legged on the coverlet, she thrust her hand into a pocket of the jacket and took out a crumpled manila envelope.

         It was chilly in this little room, never heated, but she was sweating.

      




  Her fingers scrabbled at the envelope. The collywobbles had returned and were getting even worse as she took out two creased

         photographs which she carefully placed flat, side by side, on the patchwork counterpane.

      




  The pictures were black and white and quite large, about six inches by four. One showed Mrs James with a cat, and the other

         Mrs James with a dog. The dog was panting happily and the cat, brushed into a puffball of fur, was giving the camera a look

         which spoke volumes. Both pictures had been taken the year before to illustrate a brochure on the kennels intended to drum

         up trade. The glossy originals had obviously had some rough treatment since then. But the principal damage to them wasn’t

         the result of much handling.

      




  In both, the face of Mrs James had been deliberately and savagely scored with a razor-blade so that it was no longer recognisable.

         The perky grin of the dog and groomed head of the cat remained untouched, which only served to underline the destruction to

         the human face. There was method in the mutilation. A line had been cut across the eyes, another down the nose. Both ears

         had been sliced through at the head. The mouth was scored with a cross like a multiplication sign and the throat was cut.

      




  Gillian chewed on her lower lip, but otherwise showed no sign of emotion. The fluttering of her stomach had subsided now that

         she actually had her eyes on the photos.

      




  After a while, she slipped the grisly images back in their envelope and, getting off the bed, went to a narrow, built-in cupboard

         in the corner which served as her wardrobe. Nothing about this ancient cottage was regular; there wasn’t a right-angle in

         the place. Between the side of wardrobe and the undulating plaster of the wall there was sufficient gap to slide the envelope

         in. She had to leave just a little showing, to be sure of getting it back out again. But Mrs Hardy, in the unlikely event

         she came into Gillian’s room, wouldn’t notice that. Mrs Hardy was entirely taken up with looking after Mr Hardy. She left

         Gillian to clean her own room and see to her own laundry.

      




  So the photographs were safe while she worked out just what she was going to do with them. Gillian was a careful girl. She

         liked to plan things.

      




  Chapter Two




  AS BAD luck would have it, Meredith Mitchell saw her first. Had Alan Markby done so, as he freely admitted later, he would have

         taken steps to avoid her. They wouldn’t have been drawn into it. They’d have read about it in the papers and expressed a decent

         shock and that would have been that. Fate had decreed otherwise.

      




  It was difficult enough in the crowded Grand Marquee on the penultimate day of the Chelsea Flower Show to pick out any one

         individual in the seething mass. It was getting late in the afternoon. Tiredness was taking its toll. It was very hot and,

         despite the bright smiles and undimmed enthusiasm, a certain lack of good humour was beginning to invade the atmosphere.

      




  Gardeners are on the whole placid souls. But they had all plodded round the many exhibits, the model gardens, the various

         stands, the garden furniture displays and vendors of gardening aids of every conceivable kind. They had inspected the bookstalls

         and those selling little packs of dried herbs. They’d sat on the grass under the trees and listened to the band of the Grenadier

         Guards, as they’d eaten their sandwiches; they’d queued for and drunk warm Pimms. No wonder tempers all round were slightly

         strained by the time Meredith and Alan at last plunged into the Grand Marquee.

      




  In there it was, said Meredith gloomily, rather as she fancied the Battle of Waterloo might have been. Many of the visitors

         were elderly and several of those infirm, but their determination was in no way impaired. She had been jostled on all sides.

         Attempts to stop and view any particular stand were impeded by others anxious to do likewise. That was if, of course, one

         were able to get near the stand in the first place. The ones with the walking sticks were the worst. They used them like bayonets.

      




  Despite all this, she had to admit it was a magnificent display and, although it was Alan, rather than she, who was the gardener,

         she didn’t regret having agreed to accompany him to this most famous of all flower shows. But she would, all the same, be

         quite glad to get out of here.

      




  ‘I want,’ Markby said, ‘to take a picture of those roses.’ He was fumbling with his camera case.




  ‘Do you want me in it?’ Stupid question.




  ‘No. No, thanks. I want to get as much of the roses in as possible. Can you stand over there out of the way?’




  Meredith moved to one side and stood, idly contemplating the crowd as it surged happily around her. Alan was fiddling about

         trying to get the right angle, or whatever. She wandered away a little and studied a cottage garden stall. It had been awarded

         a silver-gilt medal. The irony of it all, she reflected, was that neither she nor Alan possessed a proper garden. Her little

         terraced cottage in Bamford had a tiny paved yard containing a dustbin and a pot of fuchsia. Alan’s patio garden and greenhouse,

         behind his Victorian villa, allowed a little more scope. The lack didn’t matter to her, but Alan longed for a proper garden.

         Although, if he’d had one, he’d have had no time for it. Police work was like that. It swallowed up one’s life.

      




  Meredith sighed. Then, coming towards her, she saw the woman.




  In this crowd, she moved freely, her hand holding that of her companion. Possibly this was what had caught Meredith’s eye

         first. A couple, not teenagers or early twenties, holding hands. She and Alan hardly ever held hands, not in public and seldom

         in private. So perhaps her original reaction was a wistfulness which she at once rejected. Then, of course, there was the

         ease with which the couple proceeded through the crowd. People stepped back to allow them through and, despite so much else

         to look at, heads turned. The woman knew it. She expected it. Yet she ignored the glances and only smiled up at the man, or

         pointed like a surprised child at some colourful bloom.

      




  She struck Meredith as vaguely familiar. She was of middle height and about Meredith’s age, early thirties. She was, however,

         considerably better dressed, coiffed and generally turned out than Meredith.

      




  Meredith had dressed practically for the occasion, in a plain dress and flat shoes. Her thick brown hair was cut in a bob,

         and her face was adorned with the minimum make-up. Being tall – she was five-ten – she was always disinclined to make herself

         look, as she described it, like a maypole decorated out in too many bright ribbons. Her instinct was to dress down.

      




  Not so the woman approaching her. Her face had that sort of alabaster prettiness set fast by layers of expensive make-up on

         a skin which was regularly attended to by professional beauticians. She wore a simple but expensive casual skirt in a pale

         pattern of pink-grey flowers, and a matching sleeveless jacket over a nile-green silk blouse. Her hair was long, curling, honey-coloured, brushing her shoulders.

         The man was tall, heavily built and florid, faintly Levantine in appearance. She looked an expensive young woman, and he looked

         like the sort of man who could afford to indulge her. The couple appeared, in fact, well-matched and happy.

      




  And then Meredith identified her. Something in her brain clicked. A picture was thrown up, as if from a projector on to a

         screen. Not a picture of an elegant and poised woman, but of a sixteen-year-old schoolgirl in a short netball skirt, her honey-coloured

         hair braided into a single long plait. Gripping the ball to her chest and purple-faced with effort, the schoolgirl netball

         player of memory sought out the nearest, and tallest, team member.

      




  ‘Merry!’ yelled a voice down the passage of the years.




  ‘Ray!’ yelled Meredith now. ‘Ray Hunter!’




  She dashed forward so impulsively that she almost collided with another show visitor, a woman. She wore one of the soft-brimmed,

         head-hugging velour hats which had become so popular, pulled down over her long, curling brown hair. She threw up her programme

         in some alarm as she dodged aside. Meredith gabbled a hasty word of apology. As for the pretty blonde, she was staring at

         Meredith, recognition dawning in her eyes.

      




  ‘I don’t believe it! It’s Merry! Meredith Mitchell!’




  They beamed at one another. ‘Gosh, Ray,’ said Meredith, ‘you’re looking well!’ It was an understatement.




  The blonde indicated the man beside her. ‘I’m not Hunter now, I’m Constantine. This is my husband, Alex.’




  The man beside her moved forward and smiled. His mouth and nose were well formed but fleshy, his chin beginning to fill out and lose its line. His hair must once have been jet black, and although it had turned iron grey, it

         remained thick and wavy. He must have been, and still was, a very handsome man.

      




  Meredith shook hands with him. ‘Your wife and I were at school together, a – a long time ago!’




  ‘Not that long!’ said Mrs Constantine quickly.




  Alex said, ‘This is very nice. I’m pleased to meet you, er, Meredith? May I?’




  ‘Yes, of course!’ He was the courteous kind. He was, Meredith reflected, a dying breed.




  The woman in the velour hat edged past them with a sideways glance, her hand holding out her catalogue at arm’s length, as

         if to ward off any further unexpected moves on Meredith’s part. Meredith smiled apologetically at her again and noted, with

         fleeting amusement, that although the woman was smartly dressed, her hand was roughened and her carmine-painted nails were

         trimmed to a practical short length. Good grooming could be a problem to true gardening aficionados who spent their days scrabbling recalcitrant weeds from their carefully tended flowerbeds.

      




  ‘Are you here alone?’ Ray Hunter Constantine asked. Her appearance, and the smooth-skinned hand with polished oval nails which

         pressed Meredith’s, clearly announced that she never lifted a trowel. Her gardening, if any, of the supervisory kind.

      




  ‘No – my friend’s taking a photo of the roses. Hang on, I’ll go and get him! Don’t move!’




  Meredith retreated and sought out Markby who was putting his camera back in its case.




  ‘Alan! The most amazing thing! I’ve just bumped into someone I was at school with for a couple of years and her husband! Well,’ she frowned, ‘she wasn’t exactly a bosom chum,

         but we were contemporaries at Winstone House and played for the netball team together.’ She grabbed his arm.

      




  ‘Thought you were a convent girl!’ he protested in startled tones as he was hauled forward. ‘Do you say Winstone House? I

         never knew you were a pupil there! That’s—’

      




  She interrupted him impatiently. ‘I was at the convent until I got rather religious at fourteen and my father became worried

         I might choose the veil! He moved me to Winstone House for my two last school years! Come on, you must meet her. She’s called

         Ray Constantine now, but she was Ray Hunter.’

      




  ‘What?’ Markby asked urgently. ‘What Hunter? Wait, hang on a minute, Meredith . . .’




  Meredith dismissed his incoherent protests, which came, in any case, too late. They already faced the other couple.




  ‘This is Alan Markby!’ she announced.




  ‘How do you do, Markby?’ said Constantine, holding out his hand.




  But Markby and Mrs Constantine were staring at one another, Alan red-faced and annoyed and the lady amused.




  ‘Hullo, Alan!’ she said.




  ‘Hullo, Rachel,’ said Markby.




  ‘Darling,’ said Mrs Constantine to her husband, ‘what a coincidence! It’s Alan, my ex!’




  ‘It’s Rachel,’ said Markby crossly to Meredith. ‘My former wife!’




  ‘I’m extremely pleased to meet you, anyway!’ said Constantine smoothly. Nothing about him suggested a man easily thrown off his stride, and he wasn’t now. The appearance of

         his wife’s first husband was no more than one of those social crossing of paths such as happened at any cocktail party.

      




  ‘What fun!’ said Rachel, her green eyes sparkling maliciously. ‘And now you’re together with Merry!’ She raised a finely drawn

         eyebrow.

      




  ‘In a manner of speaking,’ Markby said. ‘Are you enjoying the show? I didn’t realise you’d taken up horticulture, Rachel!’




  ‘Don’t be silly, Alan. I haven’t. But we’ve got such a big garden at Malefis Abbey, and we came up looking for suitable new

         plants. Martin takes care of the garden. We brought him with us today. He’s our chauffeur as well as our gardener and he’s

         around somewhere. He’s been told to pick out the right plants and let us know. I told him to write all the names down, because

         Alex and I wouldn’t know one flower from another, and nothing about soil type and acidity and all the rest of it! Would we,

         darling?’ She squeezed his arm, and added airily, ‘But everyone comes to the Chelsea Flower Show, don’t they?’

      




  She had emphasised the word ‘everyone’ slightly, and Markby gave a small, dry smile.




  The excruciating embarrassment of the situation was not lost on Meredith. But, like Constantine, she knew there was nothing

         to do now but simply carry on as if all this were normal. She restricted her surprise to asking Rachel, ‘You drove here? We

         came by train. Where on earth did you park?’

      




  ‘Oh, a friend of ours lives nearby but she’s away, so we used her parking space. Handy. Are you still a policeman, Alan?’ The tip of her tongue, like a sliver of coral, touched her

         full top lip.

      




  ‘Still a policeman.’




  Constantine looked interested. ‘Really? Which branch?’




  ‘CID.’ Markby was sounding as wooden as any stage constable.




  ‘Cops and robbers!’ said Rachel with a little throaty gurgle. ‘You always did love it, Alan! How about you, Merry?’




  ‘I joined the foreign service, but I’m based in London now. I commute from Bamford every day.’




  Rather late, Meredith was beginning to remember how annoying she’d always found Rachel Hunter. She cursed the impulsive way

         she’d dragged Alan to meet the Constantines. It wasn’t as though she and Rachel had ever been very close. The only time they’d

         spent together had been at netball practices and matches. Otherwise each had frequented a quite different circle of friends.

         It would have been quite sufficient merely to have exchanged a brief, surprised greeting.

      




  ‘Bamford? Good Lord, are you still there, Alan? I’d have thought you’d’ve moved on long ago! We haven’t been so very far away

         from one another, then, all these years. Malefis Abbey isn’t far from Chipping Norton. It’s at a place called Lynstone, an

         hour’s drive from Bamford, if that.’

      




  ‘This calls for a drink,’ Constantine said. ‘I suggest the champagne bar. It would be nice, I think, to get out of this crush.’




  This was pushing sang-froid to its absolute limits! thought Meredith. Even Rachel looked surprised and stared at her husband. Constantine gave her a slightly anxious smile and raised his eyebrows, seeking her approval.

      




  ‘Yes, why not? Actually, what a good idea!’ Rachel said brightly. ‘Only do take a photo of Merry and me reunited first, Alan!

         No chaps, just the two of us girls, posed against the flowers!’ She moved effortlessly into place. ‘Come on, Merry!’ she ordered.

         ‘Stand here by me!’

      




  This was the netball team captain speaking. Meredith remembered that Ray Hunter had always been the one in charge. They all

         moved to obey her commands without a murmur of protest, though Alan, she noticed, was beginning to look harassed. Meredith

         joined Rachel by the flower display and wished she’d worn something smarter. Constantine obligingly moved well away, right

         out of the frame.

      




  ‘All right there?’ Markby was unwillingly unslinging the camera from round his neck. He raised the viewfinder to his eye.

         ‘Say cheese, or whatever!’

      




  Meredith disliked having her photo taken. It was worse when aware that beside her Rachel, a natural at this sort of thing,

         had struck an attractive pose and was giving the lens a dazzling smile. The crowd was jostling around them, bumping into Markby

         and making it difficult for him to hold the camera steady. Meredith fixed her mouth into a strained grin and muttered, ‘Hurry

         up, Alan, do!’

      




  The camera clicked. The crowd pushed forward, including those few who had hung back seeing that someone was trying to take

         a photograph. There was a swirl of bodies. Constantine gave a loud gasp and an exclamation of surprise and, it seemed, some

         pain. Meredith heard it and looked across at him. He was standing by himself, the crowd streaming past him, and frowning as if puzzled or angry.

      




  ‘Fine!’ said Markby, ‘Or I think it should be all right. Might’ve chopped your feet off.’




  The subjects moved away from the flower stand.




  ‘Rachel,’ Meredith whispered, ‘is Alex all right?’




  Rachel stared at her, then swung on her heel. ‘Alex?’ Her voice rose sharply.




  Constantine looked up and made a gesture of apology. ‘I think something stung me! Some insect or other must have been brought

         in on the flowers. Really, it was quite painful . . .’ His hand moved awkwardly to fumble at his spine.

      




  ‘Perhaps it’s something off the tropical plants?’ Meredith offered.




  ‘They ought to make sure those plants are quite insect-free!’ Rachel said crossly. ‘We’ll go outside, Alex! The air will be

         fresher.’ To the others she explained in a low voice, ‘Alex did have a heart attack last year, and we have to be careful of

         twinges of pain. It’s very hot in here and it’s been rather a long day. We left Lynstone very early. I think we ought to start

         home, straight away.’

      




  ‘There’s bound to be a first-aid place,’ Markby said, eyeing Constantine. ‘Without wishing to be alarmist, some insect stings

         can produce nasty reactions. We’ll skip the champagne, I think!’ He was plainly glad of the excuse to do that, but the look

         he was giving Alex was a concerned one.

      




  ‘It’s over on the Western Avenue,’ Meredith said. ‘I noticed the first-aid station after we came out of the Floral Displays’

         tent.’

      




  But Constantine, who had been contorting himself to reach the middle of his back, now straightened and gave a little laugh. He held out his hand. Lying on the palm was a thin,

         needle-like spike. ‘It was this! A cactus spine, I think, of some kind. I must have brushed against the stand and broken it

         off. The organiser of the display will be very annoyed with me! It must have been caught in my jacket. When the crowd became

         so agitated just now, someone did bump against me. This cactus spine must have been pushed through.’

      




  ‘Let me see.’ Markby held out his hand. ‘I don’t remember seeing any plant bearing spines of that sort—’




  Rachel peered at the cactus spine dubiously. ‘I still think it would be better if we set off home. Going to this first-aid

         station will only delay us, and I don’t suppose they’ll do anything. It’s been an awfully tiring day for poor Alex. Let’s

         go back to the car, darling.’ She took her husband’s arm in an impatient grip. ‘It is only just round the corner from here. I think if you sit in it while I come back and find Martin, he can drive us back to

         Malefis. Then tomorrow we’ll ask Dr Staunton to call and give you a once-over. You’ll say I’m just fussing, but I’m sure I’m

         right.’

      




  ‘Ah, I’ve dropped it!’ Constantine apologised to Markby. ‘Never mind. It’s not important, after all.’




  ‘We’re just about to leave,’ Markby told him. ‘Aren’t we, Meredith? We can walk with you to your car.’




  ‘Perhaps it might be best for us to leave, as my wife says.’ Constantine cast his spouse a wry grimace. ‘But please!’ He put

         out a hand towards the other two. ‘I don’t want to drag you both away.’

      




  ‘Good Lord, you’re not doing that! We’ll all be better out of this crush!’ Markby took out his handkerchief and wiped his

         face. ‘It’s far too warm for me!’

      




  They made their way slowly out of the tent and the grounds into Royal Hospital Road, and thence to a nearby court of dark

         red-brick houses.

      




  Along the way, Constantine had begun to show signs of unsteadiness, his breathing laboured. Rachel was obviously concerned,

         but she was also, Meredith fancied, finding her husband’s indisposition something of a nuisance. This was not how she would

         have planned the day to end and whatever plans she’d had were now clearly scuppered.

      




  The car was a dull, gold-coloured Mercedes. The Constantines, in their own way an opulent-looking pair, complemented it perfectly,

         but Meredith reflected that neither she nor Alan would have managed to look right in such a car, not in a thousand years.

      




  They helped Constantine into the back seat.




  ‘We’ll wait with you,’ Meredith said, worried.




  He was sweating now, perhaps because of the heat and the effort of the short walk from the showground. He pulled a handkerchief

         from his breast pocket and mopped at his forehead and mouth.

      




  ‘No, please, don’t trouble yourselves . . .’




  ‘Rachel!’ Meredith whispered urgently. ‘Can’t you go and find your driver? We’ll wait here.’




  ‘Perhaps I ought to stay with him?’ Rachel objected, gesturing agitatedly. ‘He likes me nearby when he’s ill.’




  Constantine’s voice rose. ‘It can’t be anything serious!’ There was a note of bewilderment in his voice.




  One or two people, hurrying past, glanced curiously at the group. Meredith turned to Rachel. ‘Try and find this driver of

         yours! You may have a job getting back into the grounds.’

      




  ‘They’ll have to let me!’ Rachel bit her lip. Despite the confident assumption that the turnstile rules wouldn’t apply to her, her poise and confidence had slipped away. She turned

         and almost ran away down the pavement.

      




  ‘I wonder if we can get him a drink of water!’ Markby muttered, moving back from the car door. ‘There’s no question of leaving

         him alone. I don’t like the look of him at all! Blast Rachel, we should have gone to the first-aid tent. They could’ve called

         up an ambulance! Actually, I noticed a car phone in there. Perhaps we ought to use it to call up some help now.’

      




  ‘He does look very pale.’ Meredith glanced at the nearest housefront. ‘I’ll ring the bell and see if I can get the water.’




  She hurried up the steps to the door. It was opened by a young woman of exotic and bored appearance who spoke with a heavy

         accent, presumably an au pair.

      




  ‘Madame is not at ’ome!’ she chanted with a disparaging glance at Meredith’s modest appearance.




  ‘I don’t want to see – er – madame. There is a gentleman here who has been taken rather poorly, ill, sick, unwell . . .’ Meredith

         pointed at the car and the huddled form of Constantine within it. ‘Do you understand?’

      




  The girl peered past her. Obviously the gold Mercedes made the right impression. Her initial dubious expression cleared. She

         positively cheered up. ‘You want telephone?’ She made dialling motions with her forefinger.

      




  Meredith hesitated.




  ‘Actually, a glass of water.’




  ‘Ah, I bring . . . You wait.’




  The door closed. Meredith descended the steps and rejoined Markby. ‘How’s he doing?’




  ‘Seems to be dozing off.’




  Constantine was slumped in the seat corner, his eyes closed.

      




  Markby opened the door and leaned in. Re-emerging and straightening up, he muttered, ‘Breathing’s fitful. I’m going to call

         for an ambulance. I don’t think he’s going to make it back to Whatnot Abbey!’

      




  The door of the house had reopened and the girl was carefully descending the steps with a glass of water on a small silver

         tray.

      




  ‘Please.’ She handed it over and, obviously curious, peered into the car. ‘He is asleep?’




  ‘I don’t know.’ Markby leaned into the car again and plucked at Alex’s sleeve.




  ‘Glass of water! Constantine, can you hear me?’ He reached in and took the man’s wrist, pushing up the sleeve and pressing

         his fingers to the pulse.

      




  Suddenly Constantine opened his eyes. They focused with difficulty on the three anxious faces peering in at him. ‘W-where

         is she?’ He seemed to have some difficulty in forming the words, slurring them badly.

      




  ‘Rachel has gone to find your driver!’ Markby said loudly. ‘Don’t worry, she won’t be long!’




  Constantine raised a shaking hand to touch his own face which now appeared to be overcome by some form of rictus. He made

         an awkward beckoning gesture, and Markby leaned forward, the better to hear him. Constantine made an effort to rally his almost

         inaudible voice and force his stiff lips into the shape of words. ‘You said – you – police?’

      




  ‘Yes, but don’t try and speak now, old chap. Just take it easy!’ Markby urged him.




  Constantine rolled his head from side to side in distress, sweating profusely. ‘No, no!’ A trickle of saliva ran from the corner of his mouth. ‘L-Listen! My – my name . . .’ As if realising

         that he couldn’t finish the sentence he gasped, ‘Ask her!’

      




  His face became horridly distorted. His mouth jerked open and his jaw dropped like that of a ventriloquist’s doll. From the

         depths of his throat came a horrid gurgle and his eyes bulged. He raised both hands, fingers spread out, and stretched them

         towards the open door.

      




  The au pair screamed. The silver tray fell to the pavement with a crash, the glass shattering, water and glass shards covering the flags

         and the dented tray bouncing away to land in the gutter.

      




  Constantine collapsed forward, his head resting on the back of the driver’s seat.




  ‘Is he having a heart attack?’ Meredith gasped.




  Markby gripped the slumped form and gently eased Constantine upright so that he was propped against the back seat. The bulging

         eyes were still fixed and staring, the mouth open. Markby touched the side of the man’s neck and then hastily fumbled in the

         sleeve of the collapsed man’s jacket to find the pulse at the wrist again.

      




  After a moment, he let Constantine’s arm fall. ‘Help me get him out of the car! If we lie him on the pavement I can try to

         get the heart started!’

      




  Constantine was a big man, and even with the unwilling help of the hysterical au pair, it took the three of them some minutes to manhandle him free of the car. It was in vain. All resuscitation attempts proved

         useless. As the ambulance summoned by Meredith on the car phone announced its approach with shrill siren, Markby straightened

         up.

      




  His expression grim, he announced briefly, ‘He’s dead!’




  Chapter Three




  ‘I STILL can’t take it all in!’ said Meredith.

      




  The train rocked slowly out of Paddington Station. They had been lucky to catch it. It was the last train of the day and only

         a quick sprint through the scaffolding, which currently made negotiating the platforms at Paddington akin to an obstacle course,

         had enabled them to make it. They shared the compartment with only a few home-going theatre visitors, who huddled in a group

         at the far end, discussing the show. The city was dark, sprinkled with winding avenues of street-lamps. Solid apartment blocks

         were peppered with uncurtained windows, affording sudden visions of domestic interiors. Those glimpses of ordinary existence

         – a table set for dinner, the flickering screen of a television set – struck Meredith as unnerving images of life itself.

         Here today and gone tomorrow.

      




  To witness someone struck down without warning in a city street or, as Alex had been, in the back seat of his own powerful

         and expensive car, affronted an innate sense of decency, she felt. It seemed as though it couldn’t be right; that Death hadn’t

         played fair. How could a man like Alex, secure in his wealth and social position, be removed almost in a split-second from

         this world’s scene? Why had he no say in it? What game was Fate playing? Or was reality even more frightening than the idea of a malicious Fate? Were we just poor little creatures of clay, bounced around like a ball

         on a spinning roulette wheel, to finish where luck deposited us?

      




  She leaned back and closed her eyes. It had been a long day.




  Rachel had returned with the chauffeur, Martin, in tow, just as Alex’s stretcher-borne body was being loaded into the ambulance.




  Understandably, her self-possession had given way to hysteria. Supported by Meredith’s arm, she was soon surrounded by a small

         crowd of concerned passers-by. The au pair, who had been sobbing and wailing with a full gamut of Mediterranean gestures, saw that no one was interested in her. She

         gathered up the dented silver tray and retired sulkily indoors. From time to time a beaded curtain at the window shimmered

         as observation was kept discreetly from within. No doubt ‘madame’, when she returned, would get a lurid account of it all.

      




  ‘Alex!’ Rachel screamed. ‘Darling, speak to me!’




  ‘He can’t!’ exclaimed Meredith. She felt cruel but the hysterics, undeniably genuine in essence, were gaining a touch of the

         theatrical. Just as only a short time earlier, Meredith had seen Rachel move through the crowd in the Grand Marquee as if

         making some kind of royal progress, so now in her distress, Rachel still seemed aware of onlookers and the necessity of putting

         on a performance.

      




  No one could blame her, but then no one could console her either. It also seemed to Meredith that, mixed in with Mrs Constantine’s

         despair, was a fair amount of anger. This shouldn’t have happened to her and in such a public place. One could almost feel she blamed the unfortunate Constantine for

         not having waited till they were out of London before he expired in the back of the car.

      




  Eventually she collapsed completely. After having been ministered to by a doctor, she was able to whisper details of her husband’s

         date of birth and full name, Alexis George Constantine, together with the telephone number of friends in London. These were

         contacted, and duly arrived expressing anxious sympathy. They gathered up Rachel and took her away for care and comfort. The

         chauffeur, a nervous, dark-haired young man, was instructed to drive the Mercedes back to Lynstone, leaving Mrs Constantine

         in Town until further notice, and Markby and Meredith at last free to make their own way home and rehash the day’s events

         at their leisure.

      




  ‘Meeting with Rachel? Just one of life’s bad jokes.’




  Markby, in replying to the remark she had made aloud, also contributed to the inner debate with which Meredith was wrestling.

         She opened her eyes again. He was glaring down the compartment at the cheerful theatre-goers, as if they, for some obscure

         reason, were the cause of the day’s upset.

      




  ‘If I’d seen her first,’ he went on aggressively, ‘I’d have got out of there as fast as I could before she saw me!’




  ‘There was no earthly way I could know she was your ex-wife!’ Meredith retorted, stung. ‘You don’t talk about her! Oh, the

         brief reference to her name, perhaps, but nothing in detail. I’ve never asked you anything because I’ve always considered

         your marriage was your own business! I realise the divorce left you very bitter—’

      




  ‘Is it that obvious?’ He sounded genuinely surprised, his blue eyes filled with amazement and a hint of affront.

      




  ‘Yes, I mean, no – I mean, naturally it did! Look, mention of Rachel was clearly a no-go area. I respected that. You had certainly

         never told me her maiden name! Rachel’s not an uncommon first name and, anyway, schoolchildren mangle one another’s names.

         I was always “Merry”, for my sins; she was always “Ray”. It was embarrassing for me too, you know! I was only at Winstone

         House for a couple of years and she wasn’t my bosom-chum there, as I told you! Just a member of the netball team! If I’d had

         the slightest inkling that she might be connected with you, of course I’d have avoided her too!’

      




  He glanced at her and then reached out and squeezed her hand. ‘Yes, of course. I’m sorry. It was hardly your fault. I’m not

         blaming you, but it did knock me for six, even before poor Constantine . . . And to think that all this time Rachel’s been living

         an hour away from Bamford!’ There was a kind of wonder in his voice that he could have escaped an encounter for so long.

      




  He released her hand. Even now, thought Meredith, even now we don’t touch, not in public, not in a railway compartment.




  ‘Did you know she’d remarried?’ she asked.




  ‘I had heard. I was pretty sure he must be wealthy. She wouldn’t make the same mistake twice! I didn’t know his name or, if

         I was told, it didn’t register.’ He frowned. ‘He wanted to tell me something about it. He urged me to ask Rachel but I didn’t

         get the chance.’

      




  Meredith began slowly, ‘Actually, when we were introduced, it did strike me that his name sounded, well, contrived, even if he was of Greek origin – or indeed any other! Was he Greek? He didn’t somehow look it.’

      




  ‘I’ve been thinking it over too. I don’t know where he hailed from, but the name was rather artificial, that’s how it seemed to me. Such a nicely composite Byzantine one! It’s almost as if he opened some heavyweight

         history of the Eastern Empire and ran his finger over one of those tables of genealogy. I wonder how long he’d had it and

         what his name was before.’

      




  ‘You definitely think it was an alias, or he’d changed it, then?’




  ‘Don’t you? Yes, I’m pretty sure of it and, what’s more, he wanted to tell me so. Why should he want to do that?’




  The train drew in to a station and halted. A few people got off on to the deserted platform. No one got on. They set off again.




  ‘He knew you were a policeman. There might be something irregular about his residence in this country? Perhaps he was an illegal

         alien? He realised he was dying and wanted to make things easier for Rachel. So, as you’re a policeman, he thought he’d tell

         you and you’d help.’

      




  Markby was shaking his head. ‘A man like that? Even if he were here illegally at some time, by now he’d have got all that

         sorted out! He was married to an Englishwoman, after all. He must have lived here for years. His business is here. No, he’d

         have got himself a British passport ages ago, surely?’ He sighed. ‘At first he didn’t think he was dying but then realised

         it. It suddenly became very important that something to do with his original name be known. Pah! I wish those friends of Rachel’s

         hadn’t whisked her away like that! I could’ve asked her!’

      




  ‘She probably wouldn’t have been able to tell you now. She was distraught. It was a good thing she had friends to call on. Otherwise, we’d have been stuck with her!’ That sounded

         callous. Meredith added immediately, ‘I didn’t mean—’

      




  ‘I know what you meant. Stuck with her is the phrase. It sounds unchivalrous, and I certainly wouldn’t have left her high

         and dry in London in the circumstances. But I’m glad someone else turned up.’
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