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Now that it was happening, it felt unreal, like a dream.


He had been outside before, of course. At the open prison where he had finished his sentence he had undergone a carefully planned resettlement programme, beginning with escorted expeditions into the nearby town. For the last six months, after completing a course in computer studies, he had worked there, travelling daily on the bus.


Stephen Dawes had served ten years of a life sentence, and today he had been released on licence, for authority was sure he would not kill again. He had carried no gun; his was a domestic murder.


This morning he had been apprehensive, as well as eager, for this was real freedom, though he was on parole and must report regularly to his probation officer. He sat in the train gazing out of the window at the passing scene – first houses backing the railway line, then open countryside with the autumn leaves turning to copper, and sombre, blackened fields where stubble fires had burned. He had seen the plumes of black smoke and the leaping flames from the prison, a cluster of wartime buildings set in tranquil rural isolation.


Because he had no family, and there were tenants still in his house, he had spent his terminal leave in approved lodgings. He was going there now, for the lease was not up until Monday.


In a way, it was a relief to postpone the moment of true independence. Prison had been home, and he understood the recidivists who committed fresh offences in order to return to a life where the regime was preordained and where they were sure to find, if not friends, at least acquaintances, and where they would have no struggle for physical survival.


Stephen held a newspaper on his knee. He glanced at the headlines. There was trouble in Ireland and the Middle East, just as there had been at the time of his arrest. After the first stunned months of his imprisonment, he had followed home and world news with concentration. One day he would be released, and he must keep in touch with what was going on.


The train stopped at a small station and two brisk-looking middle-aged women got into the carriage. They moved past Stephen and settled down across the aisle. He wondered how they would react if they knew who he was. Women like them had screamed, jeered, and cursed obscenely when he was bundled out of court and taken off to begin his long sentence.


He sighed, picking up the paper again and turning to the sporting page. There was a report of a golf tournament. It would be pleasant to play golf again, he thought. On a golf course there would be space, acres of ground unimpeded by humans, and no watching eyes, just the pairs and foursomes walking over the turf in the damp, autumnal weather. He rehearsed in his mind how it would feel: the air moist against one’s face; the ground springy under one’s feet.


He would never again take for granted the freedom to breathe fresh air.


Stephen’s train was not very full. The two women who had just got on were talking about the daughter of one of them who was soon to be married. Stephen could pick out only a part of their conversation above the noise of the train. The daughter of the second woman had just had a baby. It went on: life, marriage, birth – and death. People in prison had died – not many; a few inmates, and one warder from a heart attack. His own life must continue, and he must direct it, take over responsibility for himself.


Odd, now, to think how he had dreaded going to the open prison, although it was a necessary step to his ultimate release. Until then, in each of the different prisons where he had been held, he had had a cell to himself and so a degree of privacy. He had known that at the open prison he would have to sleep in a dormitory until it was his turn to be given a room. The experience had been a real shock, the long months of waiting a further test of endurance. But gradually the rest of the programme had begun to take effect; he had responded to the new routine and to the environment; slowly, the man buried inside the docile prisoner had begun to come alive.


And next week he would have a home.


Ivy Lodge, at Fairbridge, had been his widowed mother’s house. When, more than seven years ago, she was killed in a car accident after visiting Stephen in Wormwood Scrubs, he had wanted Frank Jeffries, his solicitor and friend, to sell it. At that time, Stephen had felt that he would never again live anywhere but in a cell.


‘We can’t tell how long you’ll be inside,’ Frank had said. So much would depend on reports and assessments, on how Stephen weathered his incarceration, and ultimately on the opinions of review boards. ‘Property will appreciate. Eventually, you’ll want somewhere to live and that will be the time to sell it, when you’ve decided where you want to go, and what you’re going to do. Meanwhile, you’ll be getting the rent and your capital will be protected.’


Frank had been proved right. While Stephen was detained at Her Majesty’s pleasure, house prices soared, and now he had no immediate financial worries. His probation officer had accepted his wish to spend the first weeks attending to what must be done to put the house straight after its years of occupation by tenants. Then he intended to set up on his own, he had said. Before his arrest, Stephen had been a management consultant, and he had used a lot of his time in prison to study. He had improved his French and learned German, and had added a degree from the Open University to his other qualifications. He might start an export business, he thought, or go in for computer systems. But he need not decide just yet. There was something else he had to do first.


Frank had not approved of his plan to live in Ivy Lodge as soon as it was empty.


‘You could have a hard time,’ Frank had warned, recommending selling it at once. It needed only one chance word to bring the case to mind. He imagined broken windows, obscene telephone calls, anonymous letters – all the things that had happened after Marcia’s disappearance and before Stephen’s arrest. Society had grown more violent since then; Stephen might be physically attacked.


‘I’ve learned to live without friends,’ Stephen had said. ‘I’ll manage.’


The tenants would be out on Monday at midday. Then, using it as a base, Stephen could begin his search for Ruth and the child.


Frank had visited Stephen regularly over the years, the only person to do so after the death of his mother. On his earlier leave, Frank had driven him to Rawhampton, where Mr and Mrs Collins, his hosts, lived in a semi-detached house in a pleasant suburb. Frank had been unhappy because Stephen was not spending his leave with him and his wife.


‘I understand,’ Stephen had said, aware that Frank’s wife, Val, whom he had met and married after the trial, would not wish a convicted murderer to cross her threshold.


Frank had wanted to pick him up today and drive him over, but Stephen had refused to let him.


‘I’m quite used to things, now,’ he had said. ‘I must stand on my own feet.’


There was still a great deal he must adjust to in the everyday world, Stephen knew, and he had better begin at once.


He caught the bus from the station, uncertain of the exact fare and holding several coins in his hand. You dealt only in very small sums in prison, and he knew he would have some shocks at the actual cost of living; he had seen that when, escorted by a prison officer, he had shopped for some clothes for his job. A worse shock had been the green hair and shaved heads of the first punks he had seen, much more vivid in the flesh than in newspaper shots or on television.


As he sat in the bus, Stephen thought about Ruth. She would certainly not have told the child who her father was. She would want to protect her; that was why he had never heard from her since it had happened. A cheque he had sent her before his arrest had not been presented, and after the trial, when, through Frank, he had attempted, again, to send her money, she had moved. He had left it then. In reports of the case, she was referred to as ‘the Unknown Mistress’ and cited as the motive for the murder. Naturally, she wanted to have nothing more to do with him.


He meant to find her.


Mrs Collins must have been watching for him, for as he walked up the short path between bright dahlias and dwarf Michaelmas daisies, the front door opened.


‘Ah, there you are, Stephen,’ she said, plump and smiling, but brawny too, and, he knew, trained in the art of self-defence; Mr Collins had taken care to tell him that on his first visit. To Stephen, it seemed a wise precaution, since their guests had led chequered lives. When they were younger, the Collinses had fostered a number of children sent into care. Now, they hoped to rehabilitate some of those considered not too far gone for redemption, and were sometimes successful. ‘Come along in – the kettle’s on and you’d like some tea,’ Mrs Collins told him.


She took Stephen into the kitchen and asked him about the journey while he drank his tea. He wished that she had thought of coffee.


Stephen mentioned the golf course.


‘You should have a game,’ said Mrs Collins. ‘But who with? Reg doesn’t play’


‘I could play alone,’ said Stephen. ‘You don’t need a partner. But it’ll have to wait until I can get at my clubs.’


Mrs Collins frowned.


‘Surely it’s better with a friend?’ she said. That was part of the problem for these people whom she tried to help: their isolation.


‘Maybe,’ said Stephen, already losing interest in the subject.


‘Well, there’s a letter for you in your room,’ Mrs Collins said. ‘You’ll want to read it and get settled in. Lunch will be ready at one. It’s steak and kidney pie.’ She smiled encouragingly at him. He’d enjoyed her cooking on his other visit.


The last released murderer to stay at 33 The Grove had also been a refined sort of man; he had eased his aged mother on her way with sleeping pills: a mercy killing, the newspapers had called it, and his sentence had been a light one. In between, Mrs Collins had housed boys guilty of breaking and entering, and several older thieves whom she’d tried to set on the right path. It was always worth the effort, and launching Stephen Dawes back into society would be worthwhile, too. His had been one of those crimes passionnels that the French were so lenient about; no doubt, in his case, there had been provocation, though that was no excuse for murder.


Accepting her gentle dismissal, Stephen went upstairs. His room overlooked the churchyard, and on his previous visit the sound of the clock on the belfry tower tolling the hours had been comforting when, disoriented and apprehensive, he had lain wakeful in the night. He had known, then, that adjustment to release would not be easy.


Frank had kept hoping that Val would relent and let him invite Stephen to Dove House, but as the time came nearer he evaded the subject, and Stephen had let him off the hook.


‘You can’t blame her, Frank,’ he’d said, and remembered his mother’s funeral, to which he had been allowed to go. He had no brothers or sisters to be embarrassed by his presence, but his aunt and uncle had not seemed eager to speak to him after the service. He’d been almost glad to return to prison with his escort, who had been quite sympathetic.


There was a glass vase holding three late roses on the table in his room. That was unexpected. It was something his mother would have thought of, and Stephen cleared his throat, swallowing. He had shed no tears since his arrest, not even at her death; in order to survive his time in gaol, he had tried to drain himself of all emotion.


The letter Mrs Collins had mentioned was propped up beside the vase. It contained a short note from Frank wishing him luck and promising to get in touch as soon as he could. In other words, thought Stephen without rancour, as soon as he can slip the leash. Enclosed with Frank’s note was another envelope addressed to Stephen; on the back was the address of his mother’s solicitors.


Stephen turned the envelope around in his hand. His mother had left him everything she owned. Apart from the house, he had expected very little; his father had been killed during the war, and she had worked as a physiotherapist to support them both. It had turned out, after his mother’s death, that she had taken out a life insurance policy which she had increased after he was sentenced. The premiums were high and must have made things very hard for her.


He slit open the solicitor’s envelope. Inside was a smaller one, the Basildon Bond Azure that his mother always used, addressed to him in her rounded, rather girlish hand.


A surge of emotion filled Stephen. He turned the envelope over, running his fingers along it where the flap was gummed. She had been dead for so long. It took him several minutes to calm down enough to slit it open.


The letter was written on two sheets of paper and was dated six months after he had been sentenced.


My dear son, Stephen read,


You will read this only if I should die or be rendered senseless through illness or accident before your release. My solicitor has been instructed to see that you receive it, in those circumstances, when you are free.


Looking backward is not always helpful. Looking forward is a wiser, positive course, and now you must try to put the past behind you, but I am sure you will be concerned about the child and her mother. Forgive me, Stephen, if I say that it seems to me that Ruth would have stood by you if she had truly loved you. Had that happened, I would have met her and we would have supported one another. I would have known my grandchild.


Susannah is my granddaughter, my only grandchild, and I, too, am concerned for her. I am sure that when you are free, you will wish to find her to make sure that she is not in want, and because I think you may find it difficult, after the passage of years, to trace Ruth Watson, I have done it for you. My plan is to check, from time to time, that she is still where last heard of, and if I find she is in need, I will, in the meantime, help her. Then this letter will be updated or rewritten. I have employed a reliable private detective, a man recommended by my solicitor.


After your arrest, Ruth Watson took a job in Cumbria as a housekeeper. She was able to have Susannah there, but she left after a year and went to Oxford. She lives there now, at 79 Blossom Road, and works in the health department. Susannah goes to a day nursery and at other times is cared for by another mother. Ruth has a good job with a regularly rising salary and has made adequate arrangements for the care of Susannah while she is at work. There seems no cause for worry about either of them.


By the terms of my will, if you should predecease me, Susannah will inherit what I leave. I tell you this in case I become senile and you read it while I am in a geriatric ward.


Stephen looked up from the letter. He had known about that, of course; he had seen a copy of his mother’s will. They treated you humanely over matters such as that, in HM Prisons; you were allowed to conduct your personal affairs if you applied in the proper manner.


He read on.


You will be curious about Susannah. You may seek her out. But I beg you, when you have satisfied yourself as to her welfare, let the past bury itself. Lay your ghosts and then go forward.


The letter was signed simply, Your loving mother.


Still holding it, Stephen stood up and crossed to the window, his vision of the churchyard below misted by tears.


His mother had given him the lead he needed.
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On that first day of his freedom, Stephen went out after lunch. At the bank, using his new card, he cashed a cheque. He felt anxious, passing the cheque and the card across the counter under the defensive glass partition which made communication distant but was such a vital safeguard: he had met perpetrators of violent bank robberies during the past decade. The teller seemed to find him no different from any other customer; giving him only a cursory glance, she stamped the chequebook, handing over twenty pounds. He fought down a wild impulse to tell her that he had been released from prison that morning. What would she do? Yell for help?


But all the teller saw was a man who looked, to her, rather old, with thick grey hair cut short, a neatly trimmed grey beard and a soft moustache. The only thing she might have remarked about him was that he wanted his money in single notes, not fives or tens. A pound went nowhere today.


Stephen had been cleanshaven at the time of Marcia’s death. He had grown the beard and moustache in the last months when his release looked probable. To disguise himself properly while he looked for Ruth and the child would be foolish and theatrical, but small differences might help him avoid recognition until he was ready for it. Eleven years ago Stephen had been thirty-seven years old, with dark hair that perpetually flopped across his forehead. He was already making a good income, and he and Marcia had lived in a large white house with a mellow tiled roof, set in over an acre of land and approached by a private road on the edge of Hagbourne Green. The prosecution had made much of the house’s position. Four others shared the unmade approach road, but the Dawes’s house was the last. All were screened from each other by trees; you could come and go unseen, and often unheard, as Stephen, it was alleged, had done that Wednesday night when he used his car to dispose of Marcia’s body.


Some days after her disappearance, her handbag had been found by a woman exercising her dog along the beach at Birling Gap, near Beachy Head. It was an expensive bag, and the woman took it to the police, who, from sodden papers found inside, established ownership. They expected Marcia’s body to come ashore too, but it didn’t. Now, however, they knew what to ask the forensic scientists to look for, and the laboratory produced evidence from Stephen’s car which was enough to convict him. The winds were strong at the time of Marcia’s disappearance; bodies known to be in the water had been washed out to sea before and never seen again. A formidable circumstantial case existed and there were precedents where murder had been proved in the absence of a body. The prosecution’s case was that Stephen had killed his wife because she would not agree to a divorce; an added motive was her money. He had rigged the evidence to make it look as though their house had been broken into and she had been abducted by an intruder.


Men in prison talked incessantly about their crimes and sentences, but not Stephen, except when forced to by psychologists and prison officers, all wanting him to acknowledge guilt. He was responsible for Marcia’s death; he had accepted that; without doing so, there would have been no parole; but he did not want to talk about it. He thought about the past, however, and about his life with Marcia, which, at first, had seemed to be so good. Certainly, he had worshipped her, uncritically, for years. Then he had begun to realize that their bond was hollow. For relief, when Stephen’s memories grew too painful to be borne, he had turned his mind towards Susannah, the infant he had seen only once.


Now she was eleven. What would she be like?


Restlessly pacing the streets that afternoon, Stephen knew he must begin his search for her.


Tomorrow he would hire a car; buying one would be too much of an undertaking at the moment, but he bought some motor magazines to modernize his knowledge, and a small notebook. He also bought a paperback about a recent natural-history television series. Then he went to Boots and bought a new toothbrush. This burst of initiative exhausted him; he felt as though eyes bored into his back as people watched his actions. On his leave he had experienced the same sense of being always under observation. He went back to the haven of his lodgings, where Mrs Collins was watching television. She invited Stephen to join her, and he sat there till her husband came home from his work as janitor at a local school. Whilst the set was on, there was no need for conversation.


After the evening meal, taken at much the same time as he was used to eating in the prison, but very early by the standards of Hagbourne Green, Stephen went up to his room. He spent a long time lying on his bed. Prisoners did that, too.


But he was not a prisoner now.


He went downstairs and asked Mrs Collins if he might have a bath.


‘Yes,’ she said at once, and added that he could have another in the morning if he wanted. She’d remembered what he’d most enjoyed about his leave.


He woke as the clock in the church tower struck four. It was cold in the room, but his bed was comfortable and he pulled the covers round his shoulders. Would he ever sleep with a woman again? Stephen thrust the thought from his mind. Staring into the darkness, he resolved to move his life onwards that very day.


After breakfast, he went to a hire-car firm in the town and rented a Mini. Marcia had had a Mini; it was familiar, small, and economical. He gave his address as Ivy Lodge, Fairbridge, and arranged that he could return the car to another branch of the hirers if he wished. Then, saying he would pick it up later, he went to the public library, where he looked up hotels in Oxford. That was where Ruth had last been heard of; that was where his search must start. With a list of hotels, he went to the post office and telephoned to one of them. It had a room free, and he booked in, saying he would arrive the following afternoon. Then, finding that stamped postcards were no longer available, he bought two stamped envelopes and looked about in vain for somewhere to sit and write. Post offices used to have tables where you might write out telegrams, but now there weren’t any telegrams either.


Stephen stood at the counter and, using paper from his new notebook, wrote two letters, one to Frank and one to his probation officer, giving each of them the address of the hotel and saying he would be there until he moved to Ivy Lodge on Monday. He might be being over-zealous, but it was the sort of zeal he was determined to employ, for he was not going to risk further loss of liberty through any bureaucratic offence. Besides, he was used to obeying orders.


He had lunch in a pub, beer and cottage pie, sitting in a corner, and then he collected the car. There was space to park it outside 33 The Grove.


Stephen had a great sense of something accomplished when he told Mrs Collins that he would be leaving the next day. He had brought her a plant in a pot, and a bottle of whisky for her husband, and he paid his rent to the end of the week. That evening, after the meal, he recorded in his notebook all that he had done since his release. The list was quite long.


He left for Oxford as soon as the worst of the morning’s rush hour was over, accepting Mrs Collins’s advice not to drive in such heavy traffic. He set off carefully, made uneasy by huge freight lorries that bore down on him. Tensely, Stephen sat behind the wheel, sweating slightly. He hadn’t driven Frank’s BMW on his leave, though Frank had suggested that he should. He’d felt unequal to the challenge.


North Oxford, when he drove through it, looked little altered, but there were large white lines painted on the road: a bus lane. Stephen realized what it was and moved out of it; there was so much that was new and he must learn it fast, before he made an error.


As he went slowly down St Giles’, he saw a parking space and thankfully slid into it. He noticed that there was now a charge, and watched other people to see how the system worked. Fifty pence for a two-hour stay, he read. That should give him time to consult a street directory and find out the whereabouts of Blossom Road.


Well before his time was up, Stephen was sitting in the car outside a terraced house in a side street below Folly Bridge.


Susannah wouldn’t be there now; she would be at school. And Ruth would be at work. He could postpone the moment when he would ring the bell and have to think of what to say.


He drove off again, found a long-stay park and left the car, thankful he had chosen one so small and easy to manoeuvre. He had lunch at a pub, sitting quietly reading the paper, his back against the wall so that he would know if anyone was looking at him. Then he walked round the altered town. The busy large new Central Library had, at first, alarmed him when he went there to find out the whereabouts of Blossom Road, but he had soon calmed down, realizing that all the other readers were intent upon their own affairs. He went into Marks and Spencer’s – that had moved, too – and bought himself some pale green pyjamas with a dark green collar. The crowds of shoppers on the pavements and the office workers hurrying back from lunch bothered him, making him feel claustrophobic, and he wandered down St Aldate’s, into Christ Church Memorial Gardens.


Here, he felt soothed. There were only a few people about, and he strolled through the meadows to the river, where he saw several boats, propelled by husky young men, slicing through the water. The sight made him feel old. He shoved his cold hands into his jacket pockets and turned back.


He would return to Blossom Road and wait there until Ruth came home from work. Perhaps Susannah would arrive back first, from school. At eleven, she might have her own key and let herself in before her mother was due.


The thought worried him.


As he drew up outside the house, two young men in jeans and anoraks entered it. Were they undergraduates? Did Ruth take in lodgers? He got out of the car and walked slowly up the steps to the front door, where he saw a row of bells. The house had been converted into flats, he realized, and read the list of names. He saw no Watson there.


It took Stephen nearly half an hour, spent walking round the nearby streets, to summon enough courage to ring one of the bells and ask the pretty Indian woman who answered it if she knew where Ruth Watson lived now.


She didn’t. There had been no Ruth Watson living there in her time, and she’d been a tenant for six years. Sorry.


Of course she’d moved. It was more than nine years since she’d first gone to Oxford. What now?


The telephone directory, he thought. Surely she’d be listed? But she wasn’t; none of the Watsons had the right initials.


He told himself that this was only a minor setback. He would check in at the hotel and begin a proper search tomorrow.


Stephen’s new room lacked the personal touches with which Mrs Collins had tried to make him feel at home; now he was really on his own, but he had no social obligations. Here, beyond paying his bill, he need make no effort.


He had dinner at a corner table in the hotel restaurant. Several of the other guests were alone; some were business representatives who were tired after a day on the road and all they wanted was a comfortable bed, their own bathroom, a few drinks and television. To Stephen the place seemed like the Ritz as he lay in a deep bath, topping it up with hot water as it cooled.


There would be ways of tracing Ruth. The landlord might know where she was, for instance, or the health department, where she had worked. She might still be employed there.


He tried it the next morning.


References to Health, in the telephone directory, were mostly concerned also with Social Security, Stephen saw. He decided to ring them all in turn and ask for Ruth. If he found her, he need say nothing: just hang up and then decide what to do. If, improbably, she recognized his voice, or if he told her who he was, she might be the one to do the hanging up, but he would have traced her. He could write to her, tell her he only wanted to make sure that all was well with her and with Susannah.


Their romance had begun slowly. Ruth was receptionist to a group of dentists in Guildford. She had been there for some years, and Stephen had grown used to seeing her behind the desk and appointment book. One evening, he noticed her waiting at a bus stop after he had fetched his car from a parking lot, having had the last appointment of the day with Mr Fowler, the senior partner. It was raining, and Stephen stopped to offer Ruth a lift.


Mr Fowler was crowning a tooth for Stephen, and he had to return a few weeks later. He deliberately looked for her this time. Six months after this she had a large parcel to carry; she had been to the sales in her lunch hour and bought a set of saucepans. He carried them up to her attic flat. After that, he began to go round by the bus stop where he had first seen her whenever he left the office at about the right time. Taking her home meant only a minor detour for him.


Marcia was not one of Mr Fowler’s patients; she went to a dentist in London.


A whole year passed before Ruth and Stephen began sleeping together. Both were lonely, and the opportunity existed. It had been as simple as that.


Stephen went to a call-box not far from his hotel and lined up a row of tenpence coins. He drew blank at all the numbers he tried. No one had heard of Ruth Watson.


Hospitals, he thought. They belonged to the health authority, surely?


He needed some more coins. He got into his car and drove into the city. This time parking was not easy, and he had to circle round before a space became vacant in St Giles’. Two hours, he thought: he mustn’t forget.


He cashed another cheque, this time more confidently. His money was disappearing fast.


The hospitals did not care for his vague inquiry, but, at one, his call was transferred to the medical social workers’ office, and at last someone thought she remembered a Ruth Watson who had worked in the records office of another hospital. He was given a number to ring.


Stephen tried to control his increasing sense of frustration. It could take weeks to find her, and in the end he might be compelled to follow his mother’s example and employ a private detective, a thought that filled him with distaste.


But now a female voice was telling him that yes, Ruth had worked in this hospital. She had, however, left years ago.


‘Who is it wants her?’ the voice inquired.


‘A cousin,’ said Stephen glibly. ‘I’ve been out of the country and lost touch. The last address I had was Blossom Road.’


‘She got married,’ said the voice. ‘Surely you knew? She’s Ruth Mansfield now. Has been for some time. Let’s see, Tommy must be six or seven.’


‘Tommy?’


‘She has another family. Nice, isn’t it, after her being widowed like that? They went to live in Winchester.’


Widowed! Of course, that would have been her explanation. But Tommy! Another family! Why had he never thought of that?


‘Do you know her address?’ Stephen asked faintly.


‘No – sorry. Like you, I’ve lost touch – you know how it is,’ said the voice. ‘Sorry not to be more help.’


She was busy; she was going to hang up. Stephen spoke quickly.


‘Her husband – what do you know about him?’ he asked. ‘Mansfield, you said. Do you know his first name? Where did he work?’


‘I’m not sure,’ said the voice. ‘William, was it? Or George? Maybe Charles. Something like that. A king, anyway. He worked in a bank.’


She could tell him no more. Stephen thanked her and hung up.


He turned away from the telephone box and slouched off down the road. Why had he never realized that she might marry? He’d supposed that her life would centre on Susannah, but surely it was much better for the child to have a stepfather and a brother than just one parent, as long as the man – this Mansfield – was kind to her? If he worked in a bank, he would have a secure occupation, and Ruth and Susannah would be safe.


Stephen went back to the car, started it up and drove away from the city, not caring which way he went.


They didn’t need him, that was certain. But he needed them – or something. He had not anticipated Ruth’s marriage because to do so would upset his fantasies.


He drove on, turning away from the town into the country which, after some miles, had its customary soothing effect upon him. The trees still bore clusters of faded leaves; neatly trimmed hedges bordered fields of ploughland and meadows where sheep and cattle grazed.


Stephen had no map, and was not at all sure where he was, but the next signpost indicated Newbury. You went through there to get to Winchester from Oxford.


He turned off.
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Ruth Mansfield turned in at the gate of Merrydown House, walked round the side of the house, took the key from her pocket and unlocked the back door. She wore smart boots with small heels, and a maroon suede jacket. Round her hopped her two sons, Tommy, aged almost seven, and Bill, aged five, whom she had just collected from the primary school in Melton St Lucy, where they lived.


Today, the boys both carried conkers on strings, and Bill had a further collection in his pockets. They both talked at once, telling her all about their day. Melton St Lucy was an expanding village between Newbury and Winchester, and Merrydown House was one of seven in an exclusive close built on what had once been allotments. The Mansfields had moved in as the builders left, just over three years ago, after spending the first years of their marriage in a much smaller house on a large estate on the edge of Winchester.


Ruth loved her new house. How lucky she was, how well things had turned out for her, she often thought, and would startle Edward, a quiet man, by suddenly hugging him warmly for no apparent reason, or making a favourite pudding of his and saying they were celebrating.


‘Celebrating what?’ he would ask.


‘Just life,’ Ruth would reply, and would add, ‘I know you think I’m silly.’


He didn’t. He was amazed and thrilled by the increasing success of their marriage, which seemed to be developing with no conscious effort from him. The knowledge that Ruth was happy gave him joy. He was grateful because she did not, like so many women, feel irked by the restrictions of family life; she did not resent the demands made by him and the children and showed no wish, herself, to return to work. They did not need a second salary, but he would never oppose her if, later, she wanted to resume her own career.


They both still hoped for another child, although Ruth was nearly forty-two. Plenty of women had late children these days, and Edward would like a daughter of his own. Susannah had taken his name – Ruth’s idea, something he would not have dared to suggest himself. She never mentioned the child’s natural father, and Edward thought that the blow of his death still haunted her, for occasionally she would sit silent and pensive, seeming to withdraw herself from her surroundings. He wondered if Susannah looked like her father; she was not like Ruth, except about the eyes.


Edward had been married before, but his wife had left him because he was dull. They had had no children. His first wife had later married a property developer, and now had a villa in Portugal as well as a large house with a swimming pool in Beaconsfield. Because of this earlier rejection, Edward knew himself all the more fortunate now.


Ruth loved the accelerating tempo at the end of the day. This afternoon, the boys clamoured for biscuits and a drink, then ran into the garden to play in the last of the daylight. Ruth could hear their high, happy voices as she set out tea on the kitchen table. Susannah would soon be home, delivered to the village by the coach in which she travelled to the comprehensive school in Anderton with the other older children from the district. She was happy at school, showed a talent for mathematics and science, was a good swimmer and was learning the flute. The boys always welcomed her with noisy hugs when she came home and she was devoted to them and to Edward.


Some time later, Edward’s key would be heard in the door, and the family would be complete. At this moment, Ruth’s heart always lifted.


She had lied to Edward mainly by evasion. When they met, he thought she was a widow for she posed as one. She had intended to maintain this pretence, but, when he wanted to marry her, she saw that she would be unable to keep secret the fact of Susannah’s illegitimate birth. Her birth certificate would one day be needed – for a passport, if for no other reason – and no father was named on it. Ruth was terrified of losing Edward and the security he offered, so she told him that her daughter’s father had been killed just before their wedding.


Ruth had been so certain that starting a baby would tip Stephen into leaving his wife.


How could she have known what would happen? They must have had some terrible row, and perhaps it was an accident, but Susannah must never learn that her father was a murderer.


They were safe now. Stephen would be in prison for a very long time and when he came out he wouldn’t know where they were. During the trial, she had been terrified that someone would discover that she was his mistress. He, at least, had not disclosed her identity, but revealing it would not have helped him at all.


She had fled from the district and severed all links with her former friends. She had not even cashed the cheque Stephen had sent her, though the money would have been useful. She owed him nothing and would accept nothing from him.


The secret must never come out.


Stephen stood in a Winchester call-box with still another pile of tenpence coins in front of him. The box smelled of sweat, tobacco and urine. It was not unlike the odour of prison, he thought, propping the door slightly open while he consulted the tattered telephone directory.


In a way, this curious mission he had embarked on was therapeutic. He was perforce coming to grips with practical aspects of life and he was beginning to shed the defensive tone he had detected in himself when, for instance, he had inquired for Ruth in Blossom Road.


He’d written down the questions he needed to ask now, in case, under pressure, they flew out of his head.


When each bank replied, he asked for Mr Mansfield.


‘Mr Mansfield?’ Every bank answered in the same questioning manner.


‘Yes. Mr George Mansfield,’ Stephen said firmly. ‘I’m sure he’s with your branch.’


‘I’m afraid there’s been a mistake,’ came the response. ‘There’s no Mr Mansfield here.’


‘Ah well – I’ll try –’ and Stephen would name the next bank on his list.


A king’s Christian name, his informant had said. If the name was not George, the bank would answer, ‘We’ve no Mr George Mansfield here. Do you mean Mr Henry Mansfield?’ Or whatever his name was. Wouldn’t they?


What would he say when he was connected with Ruth’s husband?


‘How’s your stepdaughter? This is her father speaking,’ he said aloud as the telephone rang at one branch of the Midland.


On his fifth call, something happened.


‘Mr Mansfield’s not with us any longer,’ he heard. ‘He’s moved to our branch in Anderton. Can someone else help you?’
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