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Her heart sat silent through the noise


And concourse of the street;


There was no hurry in her hands,


No hurry in her feet.


Christina Rossetti




Prologue


The man in the tweed jacket knelt down and pulled back one corner of the bedroom rug, a large, expensive thing, handmade in the uplands of Kashmir and sold by a connoisseur of elegant home furnishings from a tiny shop in a back street of Cambridge. The pile was bright red, with an involved gold and blue design, its twists and turns suggesting an obscure meaning known only to Gurus not quite of this world. There were countless animals beneath arching branches. It was called ‘The Tree of Life’.


The man’s scrubbed fingernails settled into a groove of planking. He pulled, gently, and the floorboard lifted like a lid onto a box of old tools. His hand entered the dark space, feeling for the Billingham camera bag that hid a small seventies tape recorder and the Browning Hi-Power 9mm automatic pistol with silencer. The magazine capacity was fourteen rounds. Four had been fired in quick succession thirty years earlier: BAM-BAM, BAM-BAM. Ten remained: one up the spout with nine ready to go. The safety catch was on. The silencer was detached, wrapped in a yellow cotton duster.


‘You can’t hesitate,’ came the low West Belfast voice down the years, dark like the damp sitting room in Ballymurphy where Army handler and informer had met for the last time. ‘You move quickly. He has to go down. You do the job.’


The man in the tweed jacket stared at the complicated pattern in the carpet. He’d once been a captain in the British Army, dressed in jeans and a bomber jacket. He’d shaved infrequently and he’d worn his hair long.


‘There’s no other way,’ said the informer, holding out the gun. Liam knew what he was talking about. ‘All the thinking’s been done, hasn’t it? If you want peace, you’ll have to pull the trigger.’


The man blinked and swallowed. Liam’s voice faded and with it the dim light of that tenement house in Northern Ireland. The Troubles were over. Birdsong came from the trees in the quiet Suffolk garden. Autumn sunshine lit the panes of polished mullioned glass. Shadows drifted across the neat lawn towards the trimmed garden hedge. Beyond, a red tractor rumbled along a quiet lane.


Resolved, Michael Goodwin (clean-shaven now, with short, neatly parted hair) replaced the plank and smoothed the rug home with his foot. Opening a drawer on a dressing table, he took out his two passports, one British the other Canadian, and slipped them into the opposing inside pockets of his jacket. Sliding the drawer shut, he picked up the three framed photographs of Jenny and laid them in the small suitcase packed that morning by his wife. She was downstairs, waiting; edgy, like the informer in Ballymurphy; sure and convinced, like the man he once was, the man who could pull a trigger when it was necessary.


‘I’m ready,’ said Michael entering the kitchen.


Emma turned around. Her right hand moved a stray hair above one eyebrow. Smoke from a cigarette lodged between two long fingers made her wince as if she couldn’t see properly. She stubbed it out, breaking the unburned length.


‘Don’t know why I bother,’ she said, languidly. ‘I thought these things were meant to calm the nerves’ – she nodded towards the open pack by the Sunday Times on the table – ‘all I feel is seasick. Waste of time and money. Should’ve had a stiff drink but I thought it’s far too early for a slug of gin. Didn’t want the headache. Damn thing always comes when I booze before lunchtime.’


She paused to watch him shrug on his Crombie overcoat. His movements were slow and deliberate; irrevocable. One after the other he pushed the buttons through the eyes.


‘Actually, there’s no gin left,’ she said. ‘Finished the bottle last night.’ 


Her matey fretting was just a performance – they both knew it. She wasn’t worried about the job, not as such. Her only concern was that her husband’s nerve might fail. That he might hesitate. The banter was just a kind of loving shove towards the door, urging him to get the necessary over and done with. For everyone’s sake.


‘Don’t worry,’ he said, pocketing his trembling hands. ‘I’m ready.’


Their eyes met across the long breakfast table. Emma’s outline was dark against the windows above the sink, but Michael knew well the shades of feeling in that fine-boned face, the deep hollows that held her tortured gaze, the wide half-open mouth. He’d watched the changes for thirty-five years. She’d been happy, once; like him.


‘Just think of Jenny,’ she blurted out.


‘I will.’


‘Keep her face in mind.’


Michael nodded.


‘She deserved a better life.’


Emma reached for the cigarettes, stamped on the pedal bin and dropped the packet in the hole as the lid opened. They were silent. Husband with his hands in his pockets, wife with her back to him, her shoulders juddering, her breathing like a kind of suppressed insane laughter. She snatched some kitchen towel to wipe her face. When she’d mopped up the spilled emotion, her voice was quiet and assured.


‘People bring dogs to the surgery. They’ve bitten someone … I mean the dog, not the owner … and I put it down, quickly and painlessly. I have to. Because it might bite again. You can’t talk to a cross-breed. You can’t bring a pit bull round with a warning. There’s something wrong with their minds. The thing has to go down. And, you know, when it’s lying there on the table, no longer dangerous, it looks peaceful; simply asleep. Grateful that it’s all over. No more chains around the neck. No more bloody postmen to ruin its life.’


Emma turned from the window and walked the length of the beamed room to Michael. They faced each other, staring hard. Their hands locked.


‘Peter is not a good man, Michael.’


‘I know.’


‘Before they locked him up he was mouthing off on the radio about morality.’


‘Darling, I remember.’


‘He went to prison for the wrong reason.’


‘Yes, darling.’


Michael seemed to stumble out of the kitchen into a memory. He saw Jenny after the accident, lying on her back in the orchestra pit. He saw again the splayed feet of his fallen angel, the failed ballerina. Don’t move her. Just wait for the ambulance. Bright stage lights flashed off the brass instruments as the players in rumpled black grouped to stare at the crippled swan.


‘He never cared for her.’ Emma was angling her head, coming closer to Michael, drawing him back to the matter in hand. ‘And yet he got all the sympathy and praise.’


‘Emma, darling, I don’t need reminding.’


‘You do, over and again.’ She kissed him violently, as if she might suck the pain once and for all out of his life. ‘You do, because you’re a good man who’d never harm a fly.’ She reached for the table and picked up a book off the breakfast table. ‘Here’s Peter’s present. It’ll keep him in his chair for hours.’


Michael read the title to himself, feeling Emma’s angry satisfaction.


‘Well chosen,’ he said, without smiling. ‘He won’t be able to put it down.’


They walked arm in arm outside into the warm sunshine, Emma shouldering the camera bag, Michael carrying the suitcase and the book. It was like their wedding day, only there was no guard of honour from the regiment, no cheery guests; they were starting this particular adventure on their own. On reaching the blue Volvo hatchback Michael said, ‘I’ll call tonight.’


‘Okay.’


‘After that, it’s lights out. No contact. I need to be completely alone.’


‘I understand, Michael. I’m ready, too.’


‘You only ring to confirm he’s out of prison and back home.’


‘I remember.’


‘Use a coin box. Become someone else to make the call and then leave that someone else behind, in the phone box. Go home as if you’d done nothing.’


‘I will.’


Michael put the bags in the boot and then examined his hands. The tremors and shakes had gone for the moment.


‘They’re good, clean hands, Michael,’ said Emma. Like the informer, she had the impatient energy of the person who had to stay behind and wait; the fussy authority of the accomplice who’d planned but wouldn’t act. ‘I know I’m angry … that I’ll always be angry, but this is not about vengeance, Michael. Our feelings about Peter are irrelevant. We’re doing this for Timothy, Jenny’s boy … our grandson. To give him a better future. We can’t leave him with Peter, not after what he’s done.’


Michael drew her close and pressed his lips against her forehead. He left them there and closed his eyes.


‘Everything’s going to be just fine,’ he said, quietly. ‘Just go back to work and heal some cats and dogs.’


He opened the car door, seated himself and wound down the window. Emma was holding out some letters. She’d been clutching them in her free hand during their slow walk from the kitchen to the driveway. 


‘You forgot these,’ she said, affectionate and scolding. ‘There are some of mine, too. Remember to pop them in the post, will you? They’re urgent. Should have done it myself when I bought those awful cigarettes, but I had other things on my mind.’


It was a desperate gesture to be normal. Doing what ordinary people do when their other half heads off to work. Michael glanced at her in the rear-view mirror as he turned into the empty lane. She was standing tall and remote, just like on the day Jenny was lowered into the ground. One hand was covering her mouth.


Michael drove to the post office, bought some tulips from a florist and then made for ‘Morning Light’, a thatched cottage in Polstead. Jenny had found it shortly after she’d moved in with Peter. She’d been captivated by the lemon colour-wash. She’d said, ‘Dad, I want to live and die here.’ It stood empty now, waiting for the surviving owner to finish his custodial sentence. Michael went through the usual motions: he opened some windows; he raked up the leaves; he shut the windows again. For the umpteenth time he counted the number of steps from the fuse box by the back door to the sitting room, halting two yards before Peter’s chair by the fire. Twelve quick, silent paces. These tasks done, he then departed from the established routine. First, he placed the captivating book on the armrest; second, he put the wheelbarrow by the back door. After one last look at the chair by the fire, imprinting the image in his mind, he locked up.


Feeling strangely weightless, Michael walked to the graveyard and laid the tulips on Jenny’s grave in Saint Mary’s. He then motored to the Slaughden Sailing Club, just south of Aldeburgh, where he kept Margot, his small yacht. He put the Billingham bag in the cabin and then drove south to Harwich, using his British passport for a crossing to Holland. On reaching the Hoek, he went to Harlingen and the holiday home bought with Emma’s inheritance. It was from here that the family had sailed around the Frisian Islands, mooring here and there to hire bikes and cycle along the long, deserted lanes. After the quick promised phone call to Emma, he went to bed but didn’t sleep. After breakfast he hired a Citroën with a spacious boot, purchased a large tarpaulin and then took the road back to the Hoek, where a customs official barely glanced at the proffered Canadian passport. Heading north, he retrieved the camera bag from Margot and drove the remaining few miles to his final destination: the Southcliff Guest House, a charming Victorian property on the promenade at Southwold. He was a single man on holiday, exploring the windswept coast of north-east Suffolk. Jenny had loved it as a child.
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‘There is no God,’ murmured Anselm.


‘You’re going a bit far, there,’ replied Bede, Larkwood Priory’s tubby archivist.


‘No, I’m not. This is one of those moments of insight that sent Nietzsche over the edge.’


Anselm stared in horror at the open pages of the Sunday Times, laid out for all to see, on a table in the monastery’s library. The title ran: ‘The Monk who Left it All for a Life of Crime’.


‘Bin it.’


‘I can’t and won’t.’


‘Why?’


‘The Prior said not to.’


‘But it’s … embarrassing.’


‘It’s about you. The Superman. It’s about Larkwood. It goes into one of my binders.’


Several brother monks had already read the article. Only ‘article’ didn’t do justice to the author’s exertions. It was more of a biopic. A careful examination of the unusual twists and turns in a strange man’s life. Anselm had come running to the library after hearing a few loud guffaws in the calefactory.


‘Bede, everything’s out of proportion.’


‘You can make annotations, giving the right dimensions.’


‘Get stuffed.’


Anselm leaned over the table, his wide eyes skimming down the columns of print, culling facts and quotations. French mother, English father. Quirky at school. According to John Wexford, headmaster of the day, Charming fellow, but he could never see the wood for les arbres. Graduate in law from Durham University. Called to the Bar at Gray’s Inn. No academic distinctions to speak of. A barrister for ten years in the chambers of Roderick Kemble QC.


Bede’s chubby finger appeared.


‘This is my favourite,’ he purred, stroking a paragraph. ‘Let’s read it quietly together.’


They did:


‘A rare breed of man’, argues Kemble, one of London’s most distinguished criminal lawyers. ‘A loss to the Bar when he became a monk. I’ve rarely come across such a remarkable combination of brilliance, sound judgement and disarming humility. The top corridor of justice is a colder place for his absence.’ Great men have great flaws, I suggest. Kemble frowns, obliged to acknowledge a certain kink in the character of his former protégé. ‘Well, as the Good Book says of King Solomon – another fine jurist – he loved many strange women.’


‘I’ll never forgive you,’ breathed Anselm and, addressing Bede, ‘He’s joking.’


‘Manifestly.’


With an oath, uttered in French, Anselm moved onto ‘the hidden Larkwood years’ and the ‘quiet eruption of unreported forensic activity’. Each investigation was explored in some detail, culminating in a hymn of admiration. To give it prominence Bede cleared his voice: 


‘“After the closure of each case, this reticent sleuth returned to Larkwood, refusing interviews, disdaining praise. But justice had been done in places beyond the reach of the law. He resumes a quiet life tending bees. To this day he repudiates any—”’


‘That’ll do.’


‘It only gets better. Try this—’


‘Belt up.’


They were quiet for a moment while Anselm chewed his lip. The call from the Sunday Times had come without warning. Having pieced together some old and scattered headlines, a journalist with an eye for the unusual had glimpsed the larger canvas. He’d called wanting an interview. In the nicest possible way, Anselm had declined to oblige, following which he’d assumed the matter had died a quiet death. He hadn’t imagined that the journalist might contact key witnesses, let alone examine his life prior to Larkwood. There was one small mercy.


‘Thank God he didn’t speak to one of my old clients.’


‘On reflection, perhaps you were right,’ came Bede, purring once more.


‘What about?’


‘Nietzsche.’


Bede turned the page ceremonially as if it were a revered text. The chubby finger tapped a name in the article’s concluding paragraph.


‘Mitch Robson.’ Anselm murmured the name.


The insurance man who’d run a jazz club. The trumpet player who’d tweaked the rules of harmony. His two acquittals at the Old Bailey on charges of theft were memorable high points in Anselm’s career. A man of good character had been scandalously blamed for the slipshod accounting system of a ruthless employer. The lambent phrases (used twice) returned to Anselm’s mind. In a fancy, he glimpsed the jury’s indignation. He’d passed it on like an infection.


‘Don’t be churlish,’ scolded Bede in reply. ‘He speaks movingly of your gifts … your high character.’ The archivist paused to salt the wound. ‘You were close once, it seems.’


Anselm snatched the paper. He couldn’t bear the commentary any longer. He read on, with growing dismay:


Despite this double vindication, Mr Robson remains aggrieved. ‘The law doesn’t always mesh with reality,’ he explains at home, an old pleasure wherry moored on the Lark. ‘One moment you’re driving on the right side of the road, and the next you’re in court battling to put your life back together. Thankfully, I knew Anselm. He winkled some justice out of the system.’ Mr Robson is not surprised that his one-time advocate became a monk, or that the monk then returned to the quest for justice. ‘He’s somewhere between this world and the next. That’s why he sees a little bit further than everyone else. That’s why anyone in a hopeless situation should give him a call. There’s no one quite like him.’ Mr Robson is right. And surely that makes this reclusive monk one of the more unusual detectives in England.


Give him a call? thought Anselm in disbelief. I’m not free to do anything. He appraised his brother monk, seeking sympathy and a recognition that things had got out of hand. 


‘C’mon, Bede, this makes me into something I’m not.’


‘Undeniably.’


‘Let’s put it where it belongs.’


‘Okay.’


‘In the bin.’


‘Nope.’ Bede rose and carefully folded up the paper. ‘No can do,’ he said, locking it beneath one chunky arm. ‘This is history. My job is to preserve it for the instruction of future generations. A cautionary tale, perhaps.’


‘I’m not sure I like you, frankly,’ whispered Anselm. ‘I do my best, you know, for the sake of the Kingdom, but I’ve always thought there’s something … Vichy about you. You’re an ally of dark powers. Just wait till your name appears in print.’


‘That day will never dawn.’ The archivist had reached the door. He turned and gave the newspaper a reproving slap with the back of his hand. ‘Like most of us at Larkwood, I keep out of the public eye. It’s called being a monk.’


Anselm stared out of the window. He could see fresh green treetops behind the blue slate of Saint Hildegard’s where the apples were pressed and the mash recycled into a hideous chutney reserved for communal consumption. Bells rang, punctuating moments of importance, but Anselm didn’t move. His mind meandered through remembered conversations. He picked his way over the rubble of another life, listening intently to guarded disclosures. At one point he groaned out loud, wryly noting the curious symmetry between his former life as a barrister and his present existence as a monk: so much of what he’d been told lay protected by a solemn promise of confidentiality. He could never repeat anything he’d heard until it was already public knowledge; he couldn’t voice any previous suspicions until they’d been openly confirmed. His role as a listener was a kind of prison, shared with the person who’d sought his counsel. After an hour or so, he left the library and went to his cell. He had letters to write, beginning with a few ill-chosen words for Roddy Kemble and ending up with a salvo to the editor of the Sunday Times to the effect that the hidden life is best left hidden.
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The first letter arrived for Anselm’s attention on Tuesday morning. Three more came on Wednesday. Eight on Thursday. Twenty-six on Friday. By the following Monday, Sylvester – Larkwood’s frail Doorkeeper – had been obliged to fill an old shoebox, obtained for that purpose and stored in the nearby mail room. He glowered at Anselm when he appeared, all sheepish, to collect the morning’s intake.


‘I’ve got better things to do than heave that lot around.’


‘I didn’t write them, Lantern Bearer; I merely receive them.’


‘I can’t hold the fort and fool around in reserve. There are external lines, internal lines, buttons and switches. What am I to do if one of the phones rings?’


‘What you normally do, with that same, touching patience.’


Sylvester sniffed, nodding at a vacant chair. Larkwood’s receptionist was one of the community’s founding fathers, a thatcher who’d helped restore the ruin donated to a group of winsome ascetics after the Great War. The oral tradition regarding his contribution to the English Gilbertine revival was unequivocal: he’d talked twice as much as he’d thatched. The written account was mercifully threadbare, largely because Bede hadn’t yet turned up with his files and folders.


‘No one writes to me any more,’ he mooned.


‘Why’s that?’


‘Pushing daisies, the lot of ’em.’


‘Too busy, I suppose.’


‘Mmmm.’


Anselm took the shoebox.


‘You’re the last of your kind,’ he said, sincerely. ‘A scout among cubs.’


Like Merlin, Sylvester youthened with age. It was impossible to judge his years. His flimsy hair was gossamer white, his bones protruding and somehow soft.


‘What do they all want, anyway?’ The old man peered at the sealed envelopes with the same curiosity that sent him on tiptoe to any closed door.


‘Help I can’t give,’ replied Anselm, wondering if today’s requests would be any different. ‘So far, I’ve been asked to find a cat, contact the dead, tackle the Chinese on Tibet … you wouldn’t believe the range of things that blight peoples’ lives. Thanks to a throwaway line in that article, the friendless and cornered think I’m some kind of magician. A link between earth and heaven. What can I do?’


‘Go to the Prior.’


‘Why?’


‘I just remembered. He wants to see you. And don’t forget Baden-Powell: “Be prepared.” He’s got the Moses-eye.’


Which was Sylvester’s way of saying the Prior had that sharp look of vigilance that appeared when he feared someone might go astray: in the instant case – Anselm surmised – through a venture into self-engendered public acclaim.


‘I’ve been waiting for this,’ muttered Anselm, rising. ‘He thinks I’ve had a hand in that blasted article. He thinks I might take it seriously … that I might even dance around my own image and likeness. I’d better explain.’


Anselm set off for the Prior’s study. When he reached the arched door to the cloister, he swung around to face the old scout: ‘If I’m not back in half an hour send out Peewee Patrol.’ 


During a moment of shared reflection the Prior had once declared that Anselm would always be freed from his monastic routine to help people who’d fallen between the cracks on the pavement to justice. The promise was, however, grounded upon three unspoken principles. First, an element of secrecy, in that Anselm was expected to work behind the scenes and without public acknowledgement; second, any such release would be the exception rather than the rule; and third, the kind of case he’d be allowed to accept belonged to a limited class: grave matters that touched upon the community or, by extension, people known to it. Such conditions kept Anselm firmly lodged in the cloister rather than the world. It did not take a Desert Father to recognise that the Sunday Times article had offended the first of these principles. Anselm had become a household name, if only for Sunday morning, but that was bad enough. The Moses-eye had grown increasingly troubled throughout the week following publication and Anselm, drawing up a chair, knew exactly what the Prior was going to say.


‘I tried to put him off,’ began Anselm. ‘It’s the last thing I expected to happen, but you can’t stop these people. They’ve got to find something to fill out the paper. They chose my past.’


The Prior, lodged behind his desk, adjusted round, cheap glasses. They were almost alone. To one side stood a headless statue that had been unearthed by a plough in Saint Leonard’s Field. Old parts of monastic history were forever turning up like this – smashed decoration, sections of pillars, capitals: the waste of a once violent, reforming zeal. The figure seemed to watch with a patience acquired over centuries.


‘And now I’m receiving letters from people who need a solicitor, the police or a doctor,’ continued Anselm. ‘They’re from decent folk who think I can do something these others can’t. And, of course, it’s just not possible. I appreciate that. It’s not my place in life. It’s not Larkwood’s, either. I’ll be telling them all that they need to understand the limits of—’ 


‘A letter came for me, too,’ interjected the Prior, the Glasgow grain shining through the Suffolk sheen. He held up an envelope. ‘They can’t go to a solicitor. They can’t call the police. It’s too late for a doctor. They think you can help them. I understand why. I’m minded to agree.’


Anselm took a mental step backwards.


‘You’re not vexed about the article?’


‘No.’


‘The attention it’s attracted?’


‘No.’


Anselm lifted the shoebox into view. ‘The requests for help?’


‘No, though Tibet will have to wait.’


The Prior pushed back his chair and walked to a window overlooking the cloister Garth. His voice was uncharacteristically ponderous, as if he were speaking to the generations of monks who’d come and gone, shuffling beneath the arches down below. Anselm listened, like Sylvester at a door.


‘I’ve been brooding on something I’d never thought possible,’ said the Prior. ‘It’s about the very identity of this monastery. Larkwood doesn’t exist for itself or any number of pilgrims. We provide a place where anyone at all can look clearly – at themselves and the circumstances they’ve left behind. They discover a kind of flickering light.’ He paused significantly. ‘There are many who might never come here. I’d like you to take that flame beyond the enclosure wall.’ 


Anselm sensed the Prior had much more to say; that he’d been turning over the mulch in his mind and come to a decision with implications beyond the request in the letter on his desk. Anselm listened with subdued anticipation.


‘There comes a time in a monk’s life, Anselm, when he can go back to the world he left while somehow remaining apart and different. He’s travelled that most difficult of journeys. He’s become something of a recollected man, a sort of birdwatcher attuned to the mysterious forest of the human heart. He returns to the familiar as a kind of stranger; an outsider within the ordinary. He can enter deeply into what he once knew, only deeper than before. He can see things to which he was once blind. He can hear things to which he was once deaf. And, most importantly of all, he hasn’t the faintest idea that he hears or sees anything in a way different to before. He just finds himself bemused in a place he once recognised without complication. But it’s that … being puzzled which permits him to probe the hearts of men and women, seeing what they would hide, even from themselves. He has an eye for the bright and the dark, for he has seen the light and shadows in himself, and not turned away.’


This was considerably worse than the Sunday Times. Anselm shifted uncomfortably. Something didn’t feel quite right.


‘Of course,’ continued the Prior, ‘this is a journey you have yet to travel.’


Anselm made a thin smile.


‘You’ve only just taken to the road. But I’ve been persuaded that in certain circumstances, it is right to learn en route.’ The Prior turned from the window, smiling indulgence and the natural worry of a father. ‘You’ve always been a lawyer in a habit; a man of two worlds. It’s only right that you should serve them both, and sooner rather than later. So I’ve decided to formalise things, for the benefit of people who’d never come to Larkwood but would turn to you when all other doors are closed. Henceforth you are at liberty to accept cases from anyone who contacts you, subject, of course, to the exercise of sound judgement. I’ll try and help in that regard. You must always give priority to those on the margins of hope.’


Anselm didn’t know what to say. For a man bound to monastic life the decision was momentous with significant repercussions. The exception had just become the rule.


The Prior returned to his desk and took the letter out of its envelope. ‘Do you need time to reflect upon what I’m asking or a shove to get on with it?’


‘Is there a middle road? Something vague and indecisive?’


‘No.’


‘Fair enough. I’ll take the shove.’
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Without further ceremony, the Prior handed the letter to Anselm. There was no address, no name and no date. The author had used a typewriter. Anselm angled the page to the light, reading under his breath.


Father Prior,


I read with interest the article about Father Anselm. As it happens, I’ve followed his career wondering, on occasion, why his services were not more widely available and why his clients were only friends or those with a special connection to his past. What of those who are strangers to your world? People on the margins of hope? People with nowhere to turn because no one would believe them? Are they to be forgotten? 


‘That’s an interesting point,’ observed Anselm. He’d also noted that phrase about hope; it had burned Larkwood’s protector.


‘I know,’ replied the Prior, still feeling the heat.


Anselm continued to read:


I write on behalf of Jennifer Henderson. When she was alive she made no cry for help because she didn’t see the danger. Neither did I. Nor did anyone else. We didn’t read the signs properly. Now it’s too late. She’s dead. There’s no point in going to the police because there’s no evidence, and without evidence there’s no suspect and no crime. So I come to you speaking for her. Find out what really happened on the day she died. Her husband knows only too well. That’s why he snapped in Manchester and ended up in prison. You’ve got two weeks before he’s released. What does the future hold? It’s obvious: he’ll snap again. Only this time he might just take his own life. Why not help him, for the sake of the living and the dead? Why not extend Larkwood’s reach?


That was the end of the letter. Anselm turned the page, looking in vain for some stray clue to the writer’s identity.


‘You know who the husband is, don’t you?’ he asked. ‘It’s Peter Henderson, the philosopher from Cambridge, the celebrity commentator. Always on television and the radio. Question Time and the Moral Maze. Did you follow the case?’


‘No more than anyone else.’


Anselm thought for a while.


‘I met her once … years back. She was in hospital having some routine tests. I was filling in for the chaplain. I told you when I got back … don’t you remember?’


The Prior didn’t. But that was no great surprise. His memory was strangely selective, favouring the details that everyone else tended to forget. Anselm made a forgiving sigh and then read the letter once more. Looking up, he said:


‘Is this why you’ve extended my mandate? This plea on behalf of the forgotten?’


‘Yes.’ The Prior gave a self-reproving laugh. ‘It was Mr Robson who first set me thinking, when he spoke out for the hopeless. And then I received the letter … from someone I’ve never met and who, like Mr Robson, doesn’t know our ways. But from that place of unknowing they raised the most important question of all: the scope and nature of Larkwood’s reach. Isn’t it strange: if you’d asked me yourself to be released without restriction, I’d have said, “No”. It took a vindicated man and a stranger to show me that the time for change was upon us both.’


There was nothing more to be said. The decision had been made. Anselm had already embarked upon a changed life. As if nudged to start work, he examined the author’s phrasing.


‘This is an allegation of murder.’


‘It is.’


‘Only the word itself isn’t used.’


‘It isn’t.’


‘Which means they’re not sure.’


‘Yet sure enough to write in the first place.’


‘They suspect Peter Henderson but they don’t accuse him. Which means they’re not sure of that either. They’re a disturbed bystander who can’t make sense of a woman’s dying. They can’t accept that no one’s to blame.’


They were quiet, watching each other, and then the Prior leaned on his desk, fingers knitted.


‘Normally, when it comes to legal exegesis, I’d defer to your better judgement.’


‘I make no lofty claims—’


‘But on this occasion I sense you’ve latched onto what is important, while missing the importance of it, do you get my meaning?’


The Prior made it sound like a surprising achievement.


‘Not really.’


‘Look at the wording again,’ said the Prior. ‘They may well be a confused bystander, they’re also a sure voice, inhibited by an understanding and respect for the law. They don’t accuse anyone, because they don’t have the evidence. They don’t allege murder, because they know it can’t be proved. The importance of the matter is this: they still know that Peter Henderson killed his wife. They want that rare justice which lies “beyond the reach of the law”. This is why they’ve come to you. No one else would even try to help them. Perhaps no one else could.’


Anselm wasn’t so sure the Prior’s reading of the text was entirely different from his own. The Prior had identified a note of certainty, Anselm an agonised hesitation. They were separated by a hair. On either understanding the author wanted Anselm to prove that Jennifer Henderson had been murdered: whether that end was achieved by confirming a belief or dispelling a doubt hardly mattered. Anselm’s mind began to wander:


‘They’re holding something back.’


‘What?’


Anselm had seen the lie. ‘They knew Jennifer Henderson was in danger but they didn’t take it seriously. They failed to act. And now they live with a secret guilt. They want it purged.’


Anselm thought of his shoebox and the little heap of despair, mischief and last-ditch pleading. Only someone with nothing to lose would write to a Monk who’d Left it All for a Life of Crime. In there, folded neatly, were serious attempts to hit back at the sadness and tragedy of life; attempts to bring someone on side who might make a difference. Anselm felt curiously light-headed. Through an anonymous letter, Larkwood’s Prior had heard those joined voices.


‘There’s more than guilt here,’ corrected the Prior. ‘There’s pity, too. They might speak for Jennifer but they also care for Peter. They’ve seen the signs, and understood them. Now he’s a danger to himself.’


‘And this time they’ve decided to act,’ agreed Anselm.


‘Exactly. So get started immediately. On their behalf. You might want to thank Mr Robson first. He helped me to understand how I might best direct your talents.’


Anselm said he would, colouring slightly – for praise and indebtedness made him restive – and then, with a tentative exploratory voice he ventured a novel idea:


‘Normally I operate alone, but on this one occasion do you mind if I bring Mr Robson on board as an assistant … if he’s willing? In the circumstances, I think it would be more than fitting.’


The Prior approved, but when Anselm had reached the door on his way out, he called him back.


‘Bring Larkwood’s flame into this family’s hidden tragedy … only be careful.’ He’d been arrested by an afterthought of great importance, something he should have seen earlier and mentioned at the outset, only, being a Gilbertine, he’d come to it by accident and at the last moment. ‘Bring the flame but take care not to burn yourself or anyone else. We view this troubled world by a wavering light. Don’t impose the truths you think you see.’ 


Bemused by this obscure warning, Anselm straddled his scooter thinking of Peter Fonda in Easy Rider, the outlaw who joined up with another fugitive to discover the taste of freedom. On reaching the public library in Sudbury he consulted the newspaper archives and did some adroit Googling, research that generated a handful of photocopies and print-outs that he placed in his leather satchel, a childhood relic more proper, now, to the discerning bohemian than a monk who wrestled with crime. Wanting an appreciation of the wider issues, he glanced at an entry in the Encyclopaedia Britannica, only to confirm his initial expectations: the ancient Greeks had thought of everything (though – and this was new to Anselm – the first suggestion of a code of conduct for health professionals was to be found in Egyptian papyri of the second millennium BC).


Back at Larkwood, brooding on the healing craft, Anselm mumbled his way through Vespers, afterwards pushing food around his plate in the refectory while Father Jerome read out some twelfth-century text entitled ‘Awareness in the Heart’. Unfortunately, Anselm was so taken by the title that he couldn’t follow the reading itself. The very notion intrigued him, suggesting as it did a kind of insight parallel to scientific enquiry. The heart as the seat of conscience. He was still turning over the phrase throughout Compline, during Lauds the next morning, and while he walked along the west bank of the Lark, his feet wet with dew. Two miles upstream he saw the pleasure wherry and slowed, wondering how best to express himself. If Anselm was going to start a new life, he wanted a clean slate.
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The Jelly Roll was moored to a wooden landing stage. A black canvas sail hung lowered, leaving the stout single mast among taut cables, their clean lines sharp against the morning sky. The hull was black with a white nose, the long cabin section a rich cedar brown. Anselm came on board by a companionway that divided the living quarters in two, descending the few steps to a door that had been left ajar. He pushed it gingerly and entered.


The interior was beamed and low. Drawers and lockers separated cushioned benches, all built into the surrounding wood panelling. Brass instruments of navigation, almost certainly of no use on the Lark, adorned one wall. At the far end a row of copper pans hung above a devastated kitchen. Sunlight broke through small round windows, igniting months of dust.


‘Good morning, Mitch,’ said Anselm, when he’d reached the middle of the cabin. ‘It’s been a long time since we talked about right and wrong. In those days it was about notes. And bending old rules. Bop and be-bop. You favoured them. I didn’t. Shall we delve a little deeper, now?’


He was talking to the figure slumped in an armchair. A silver trumpet lay on a nearby table, along with a bottle of water and a torn packet of aspirin. Mitch had come back late from his club, it seemed. Too tired to get undressed, he’d blown himself to sleep. Anselm looked around. There were no signs of wealth. No hint of ill-gotten gains. The room glowed with old wood, crafted when people still went to work by foot; when shire horses nodded along the churned-up Suffolk lanes; that simpler, ruder time.


‘C’mon Mitch,’ said Anselm, loudly. He gave the sleeping man a nudge with his foot. ‘It’s time to wake up and face the day.’


The two men eyed one another across the years.


‘I never thought I’d see you again,’ said Mitch, with his soft Northumberland lilt.


He’d showered while Anselm made strong coffee. Seated now at a table, they found themselves evoking other, less fraught meetings, held long ago in Anselm’s chambers. They’d talked about Earl Hines over damning evidence: heaps of paper demonstrating slow but sure enrichment. The first time around, forensic accountants had calculated that £113,268.32 had disappeared in settlement of small, bogus claims. No one had signed them off. Though one of a team, only Mitch Robson had worked on each of the cases in question.


‘I read about you in the Sunday Times,’ replied Anselm. ‘I thought we might tie up a few loose ends.’


After the second trial, concerning the alleged theft of £174,189.84 from a previous employer (by identical means), Anselm had never set foot in Mitch’s club again. He’d let their friendship whither without saying why. Professional etiquette had prevented him from speaking plainly, as friends must. He couldn’t say that he’d blushed at the improbability of his closing speech, when he’d twice blamed missing secretaries and the honourable dead (juries like to think the upright had merely concealed their corruption). He couldn’t say that he’d never accepted either of the rogue verdicts.


‘Where do you want to start?’ teased Mitch. ‘Where we left off?’


‘No. To put our parting in context, I need to go back to the beginning … to when I first came to the bar. Will you bear with me?’ 


Mitch gave a willing nod. He had the worn look of a man who lives by nights, not altogether caring what happens during the day. His hair was silvered, cropped close to the scalp. He was dressed in black: a rumpled T-shirt and faded jeans: the uniform of musicians and vendors of Socialist Worker, devoted acolytes of art and protest. His face was lined from too much frowning. All those high notes, fancied Anselm. Or maybe it was the worry. He was pale, too, from only working when the sun went down. Brown eyes flickered with curiosity. Anselm said:


‘When I first entered a courtroom, I thought that winning a case was all that mattered. If I lost, well, it was just hard luck; or maybe I just needed to learn a few clever moves … you know, the tricks of the trade. It took me years to realise that winning had nothing to do with finding the truth. More often than not I went home pretty sure the jury had got it right. But sometimes, especially during a winning streak – like with you – I was convinced they’d got it wrong. And these were golden moments, because I’d pulled off the impossible. I’d persuaded twelve decent people that in the exceptional circumstances of this most difficult case, two and two make five. I’d done nothing wrong. I’d followed the rules. But I’d ended up as part of the crime. I went home with a taste of ash in the mouth. This wasn’t why I’d come to the Bar. Not to win a game. Do you understand what I’m trying to say?’


Mitch gave the matter careful consideration. Then he reached for his trumpet and played an Ellington refrain, forte: ‘I’m Beginning to See the Light’. He was a cautious man. Even now he wasn’t going to incriminate himself.


Anselm continued:


‘You, Mitch, belong to the ash. That’s why our friendship ended. But I’ve come back because I’ve selected you for a special role. On the scale of criminals I helped along the way, you are roughly in the middle. You’re an average player. And that makes you a fitting symbol for the rest … for all the people who walked free but should have been sent to Wormwood Scrubs.’


Mitch couldn’t think of a rejoinder so he just worked the valves. In a way, it was a gesture of appreciation; and sarcasm.


‘I’ve got a proposal for you,’ said Anselm. ‘But first I need to ask a few questions, starting with the obvious. Why steal the money? You needed nothing.’


‘There Was Nobody Looking’. Mitch had blown another Ellington line, pianissimo this time.


Anselm persevered: ‘The police couldn’t trace a penny. Will you tell me where it all went?’


Mitch gave a shrug and played ‘Undecided’, a Dixieland standard, but Anselm cut the tune short: ‘Have you gone clean? I need to know for sure. No fooling around this time.’


Mitch thought about the question long enough to persuade Anselm that he was being serious, and then he began ‘Keepin’ Out of Mischief Now’.


It was one of Fats Waller’s funny promises. And an appropriate note to end on.


Broadly speaking, these guarded ‘replies’ had completely exceeded Anselm’s expectations. He’d foreseen a spat and some trading of insults. But instead, Mitch had cut to the chase with a candid confession making sure, however, that it could never be used to initiate a fresh prosecution. He’d been honest, retracting with the Gilbertine the lies he’d told the lawyer. As if acknowledging that the first half of this peculiar conference was over, Mitch put his trumpet down and said:


‘You mentioned a proposal.’


The sun had climbed high, moving shadows round the boat as if to rearrange the furniture of light and dark. Something important had changed. Nothing looked the same. Mitch swallowed a couple of aspirin and finished off the bottled water. He was smiling faintly. A kind of forgiveness had come to his pleasure wherry. And he was important now. He was a symbol.


‘Up until this morning I was a beekeeper,’ explained Anselm. ‘I also picked apples, washed bottles, and waxed floors. On occasion, I was released to help those who’d come unstuck with the law. This arrangement has come to an end. You are partly responsible.’


‘Me?’


‘Yes. You invited readers of the Sunday Times to contact me should they find themselves in a hopeless situation. That’s a large category of people and a surprising number took up the offer. My Prior thanks you. He’s also asked me to respond in the name of the community. For me, it’s a new beginning. And like everyone who starts a new venture, I want to clean up the past. I’d like you to help me.’


‘Me?’


‘Yes.’


‘As a symbol?’ Mitch was amused, failing to appreciate that Anselm wasn’t even remotely smiling.


‘At Larkwood we use lots of symbols and rituals to express things that can’t be put into words. We also use them to enact important changes in direction.’


‘You have something in mind?’


‘I do.’


‘And?’


‘I want you to help me solve a case, just one example of the need for justice. I’d like you to contribute something to the system you flouted. Because whether you like it or not – remorse and forgiveness aside – the law is our only means of restoring order to a disordered world.’


Mitch was no longer flippant. The creases in his pale face, the lines of worry or concentration, had deepened.


‘There’s an element of reparation, too,’ persisted Anselm. ‘Call it a fine, but I want you to meet any expenses. And since you twice before took me for a ride, I’d like you to provide the transport. We’ll use the boat as our office. That’s everything. If you think about it, I’m not asking much.’


‘And what’s in it for you?’


‘Like I said, you represent all the others, from the greatest to the least. All the liars, thieves and killers. Back then, I could only offer a route off the charge, not knowing whether it should stick or not. Now, with your help I want to uncover the truth regardless of what anyone says and whatever the cost or implications. Working with a former client who should have been convicted will be my one small act of reparation. It’s not much either, but it’s something. That’s what symbols are for.’


When the silence grew heavy, Mitch went to the kitchen and made more coffee. He was quiet and absorbed, mulling over Anselm’s outlandish proposal; reviewing their friendship, the sudden break, and now this surprising offer of reconciliation. Before each jury the greater part of Anselm’s speeches had dwelled upon good things, things known to be true: Mitch’s blameless past, a jazz club that raised thousands for charity, the history of glowing commendations from his bewildered employers. All that good faith had survived. It was still there. The only shadows – back then and now – had fallen from the two indictments. When Mitch came back to the table Anselm spoke again. There was a need for absolute candour:


‘I’ll be honest, Mitch, I’m hoping that once you become involved in the search for justice, once you’ve seen how we need rules to protect and save, you’ll answer for yourself without hiding behind a trumpet. I’m hoping you’ll tell me why you stole the money and what you did with it. I’m hoping you’ll hand yourself in and face the consequences.’


‘As a symbol for all the others?’


‘No. For your own good.’


The grooves along Mitch’s forehead buckled and Anselm wondered if there wasn’t an element of bitterness in those crooked shadows; a deep and abiding disillusionment. Mitch’s brown eyes rose inexorably, settling onto Anselm with a kind of livid pity. Or was it frustration? An exasperation with do-gooders who don’t understand their own rhetoric? He seemed to accept a challenge: there was tension in his voice, born of the longing to be proved right:


‘Maybe at the end of this expedition into joint atonement, you, too, will learn something about law and the complexity of life, and how rules don’t always protect or save.’


Anselm held Mitch’s gaze: there was fire in there, and resistance. The spat and the insults weren’t that far away after all. Anselm said, lightly:


‘I take it you accept my offer?’


Mitch’s anger subsided. He slumped back in his chair, regarding Anselm with an old familiarity. They’d spoken like this about bop and be-bop. They’d said hard things to one another; unforgivable things. And then Mitch had got charged. They’d spoken politely about the evidence, never once exchanging a cross word. Everything had gone smoothly. Smiling mischievously, he reached for his trumpet. Assenting to Anselm’s proposal – and looking forward to the rewards of conversion – he closed his eyes and belted out ‘Oh When the Saints’.


Anselm was jealous. He coveted the wherry and its place on the Lark. He’d always been drawn to rivers and the sea and their shared element, water. It was cleansing but dangerous, sure but unpredictable. At night, listening to ‘Sailing By’, he rode imagined waves, feeling the swell of the deep, wondering what tomorrow might hold. Humming the tune, he followed Mitch on deck to a bench on the prow. The morning glow had vanished off the fields. Cattle tugged at the grass. Fish snapped into the air.


‘I have a case already,’ said Anselm, watching ringlets spread and vanish. ‘There’s no evidence of any crime. Finding out what happened will require both grit and imagination.’


‘What do you expect from me?’ said Mitch, uncertainly. ‘I’m just a musician.’


‘And I’m just a monk. Perhaps you could improvise with the facts.’


They watched the cows slowly eating, sticking close together as if they might get lost.


‘But you’re not just a monk, are you?’ qualified Mitch, to distinguish the conductor from the player. ‘You’re a detective.’


This time Anselm was the one with a lined brow, shadows cut into skin that had once been smooth and free from cares. He almost felt the Lark lift with anticipation.


‘I’m not sure the term meets the demands of the moment,’ he said, rather quietly. ‘Think more a solver of puzzles. A troubled explorer in a wilderness of moral problems.’
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Michael moved resolutely down the stairs of the guesthouse, past the dining room and out through the front door. A cold wind struck his face like a wave on a desolate beach. Orange-rimmed cloud, violet to black, smeared the vast expanse above the complaining sea. Michael didn’t linger. He had a job to do. He’d picked his target during the previous days’ dawdling, after confirming that the corner shop was still there, flanked by a pub and lighthouse. He’d checked the opening and closing times. He’d found out when the streets were deserted. The informer had told Michael to practise.


Look into the eyes of someone you love. Turn out the light with a flick of a switch.


Someone you love. There was no one to hand. But Michael had a loved memory of a loved place. A tiny shop two hundred yards from the shore. He’d first gone there with Jenny when she was a child … after he’d come back from Northern Ireland. A sign on the window had warned customers that the proprietor used the old imperial weights and measures. Pounds and ounces. A Union Jack had been drawn on the bottom as if it were the seal of Her Majesty. There’d been two counters inside, one for children, the other for adults. To the left, jars of sweets containing Liquorice Allsorts, sherbet lemons, wine gums and sticks of bright pink rock. To the right, carved pipes, pouches of tobacco, cigars, cigarettes and matches. In the middle, a kindly man with a wide smile, always wondering which way to go. Michael had smoked in those days. A pipe. To give age to his permanently young appearance. Jenny would drag him along the pavement, one step ahead, her mind on the large jars of many colours. Even in those days she’d held his hand very tight, as though fearful something bad might happen if she let go. They’d enter the shop, Jenny facing the tobacco, Michael facing the sweets. The kindly man, hair short, sleeves rolled up, all homely in his long brown apron, would hesitate, not knowing who’d speak first. He seemed to be teetering, his face alight with expectation.


‘A box of matches, please,’ Jenny would say.


Followed by Michael: ‘And two ounces of jelly babies.’


He’d expected crossfire … Jenny right to left, Michael left to right, but they’d tricked him. When he got used to the pattern, they’d swap it round, just to knock him off balance. Just when he was sure the child at the tobacco counter wanted matches for her father, she’d ask for bon bons, sending him the other way, like a goalkeeper wrong-footed in a penalty shoot-out.


‘Don’t let go, Daddy,’ she’d say, as they stepped into the street, failing to appreciate that she, now, was trapped by a choice between two directions: the security of her father’s touch or having a free hand to dip into the paper bag. Back then, the choices had been so much simpler. It hadn’t mattered if you got it wrong.


The shop was still there. The kindly man was now a kindly old man. He stood in the doorway watching life go by. There were trestles on either side of the entrance holding crates of fruit and vegetables. The windows were clean, the frames painted white. Inside – Michael had only glanced while scouting from the other side of the road – there was only one counter. The tobacco side had gone. It was all sweets now … but still in those big jars. The shelves along the sides and the back were crammed with them. Jenny would have loved it.


You have to be calm.


Michael rounded the corner. The sea lay behind him, restive, advancing, withdrawing, endlessly rolling forward and sweeping back. Ahead were the lighthouse and the pub. Dwarfed and open for business stood Number Nine St George’s Green. The locals had bought their fruit and veg for lunch. The kids were now at school. The streets were empty. The old man had just stepped back inside, limping slightly, an empty crate between his hands. He was still wearing a brown apron.


His eyes are full of surprise … you can see it, just before you kill him. It’s the look of a newborn … and you can’t hesitate. You turn out his light.


The gun chafed against Michael’s spine. The flush of sweat on his brow had dried in the cold morning air. His heart was beating hard, hitting out at the ribs, wanting to escape and pump life into another less tortured body. Michael crossed the road, looking right and left. The old man was bending down, placing the crate beside the wall. In seconds he’d stand upright, place a hand on his back and slowly turn around – Michael had watched him, he knew the man’s routine – and Michael had to get there at the moment he turned. Moving with determination – not speed or nervous haste but with a cold purpose – he stepped onto the pavement, one hand slipping through his open overcoat and reaching behind his jacket. His fingers slid into position just as the old man looked over his shoulder. He didn’t show a hint of recognition. Just a faint glow of surprise.
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‘Does the name Peter Henderson mean anything to you?’ asked Anselm, documents in hand. ‘Philosopher. A regular on the Moral Maze. Radio 4.’


‘Nope.’


‘He was once billed as a new voice in search of a new morality: someone trying to find a modern classification of right and wrong that doesn’t appeal to the failed systems of the past. That’s what he said in the Radio Times, anyway.’
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