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PROLOGUE


It was a crisp autumn day on the cusp of winter, November 5th, 1971. In a village hidden in a fold of the Sussex Downs, preparations for Guy Fawkes Night were almost complete, watched by a stranger, a woman dressed in several layers of ill-assorted clothes – almost rags. She had walked to Bunting along the pilgrim way, across the hills.


The bonfire field was beside a lane that led up to an untidy failing farm. For an hour at least – she had no watch – the stranger observed the villagers stacking prunings from overgrown hedges and fallen trees. Then the publican arrived – a little unsteadily – with the ‘Guy’, a pair of old striped pyjamas crammed with straw. The village shopkeeper brought the head, an upturned paper bag stuffed with newspaper and decorated with black wool for his long stringy hair, the face drawn on with a thick felt-tip pen – dark eyes, heavy brows, an ugly mouth with blacked-out teeth. The stranger watched the ­shopkeeper sew the head to the pyjama collar with a darning needle. It lolled to one side, grinning foolishly in the failing sun.


Finally, a strongly built woman in a worn wax jacket drove up in a tired Land Rover with an enormous box of fireworks. Her labouring man began setting the rockets in the ground, the Catherine wheels on the fence.


Earlier, a little before ‘last orders’ for the lunchtime service, the stranger had gone to lurk at the back door of the pub, the Dancing Hare, begging for scraps. A kind young woman with wide-set eyes, clear skin and nervous hands had given her a piece of quiche left over from someone’s plate and told her she might come back at evening opening time, at five-thirty, for something else.


The gift had made the stranger feel warm inside. She had eaten it ‘out of her hand’, as the country people said, standing on the village green, watching a drab couple teaching two smallish boys – one English, one brown-skinned with dark brows – how to wash their tiny car, an off-white Hillman Imp with rust peeking through the paintwork round the wheel arches. Then, the four of them had gone back inside their ugly salmon-pink house, leaving their buckets and sponges and chamois leathers on the front step. The girl from the pub had turned up and was shouted at to ‘bring in the things’ and ‘not make another mess like this morning’.


The stranger’s cold feet were sore from her trudge over the hills, so she left the bonfire field and went to sit in the porch of the church, looking out at the gravestones. Then, after a while, looking at nothing at all.


Time passed. Day became dusk, dusk became almost night.


From a smart-looking converted worker’s cottage on the far side of the green, a red-faced overweight man, encased in a grey three-piece suit, picked his way through the puddles around the green, a sheaf of music in his hands. Seeing the stranger, he screwed up his piggy face in a sneer of contempt and went inside. Discreetly, she followed him, sitting quietly in a rear pew, almost out of sight beside a pillar, while he practised Christmas hymns at the organ.


Soon she heard footsteps and there was the girl from the pub again, looking reluctant and unhappy.


‘At last,’ said the red-faced man, heaving himself off the organ stool and lumbering towards her. ‘What’s this I hear about you not singing the solos at Christmas, Zoe?’


‘I’m sorry, Mr Kimmings, I don’t want to.’


‘Don’t want to?’ he spat. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


‘I’m very sorry,’ said the girl.


‘You need to learn that life isn’t about what you want to do,’ he told her. ‘It’s about doing your damn duty. That’s what young people don’t understand. I’m surprised you haven’t a better sense of your obligations. What are you? An orphan with no family, living off the kindness of Mr and Mrs Beck, off the kindness of the state.’


‘Yes, Mr Kimmings.’


‘I’ll thank you to give me my rank and call me “Commander”. Someone should take a slipper to you, you little minx.’


‘In school,’ said the girl, truculently, ‘they tell us it’s rude to call people names.’


Quick as a flash, he lurched forward and slapped the girl’s face with the flat of his meaty hand. The stranger stood up in her pew. The girl ran towards the door. Just then the vicar – a tall man with a bland unremarkable face – stepped inside, catching her in his arms, clutching her to his chest.


‘Now, what’s the matter?’ he asked, his eyes wide.


The girl pulled away, taking a couple of stumbling steps.


‘Stop it. I hate you. I hate you both.’


She sounded like a small, broken child. The stranger wanted to say something to comfort her, but she didn’t have time, because the girl ran away and the two men disappeared into the vestry.


The stranger shuffled outside. A hundred yards away, she could see the girl disappearing into the Dancing Hare. The church bell chimed and a car pulled in – a Triumph Herald. Its occupants came tumbling out, a happy family looking forward to the fireworks but keen to get into the pub nice and early for their quiche or ‘fish-in-a-basket’ beforehand.


The stranger made her way to the back door and stood in a corner, away from the lighted rear window, through which she could see children with parents who loved them, a wife who respected her husband, a husband devoted to his wife. At least, that was how it seemed.


She wondered if the girl would remember her promise, but soon the door opened and the pale face looked out.


‘Are you there?’


‘I’m here,’ said the stranger, her words only just louder than the breeze.


The girl stepped outside. The slice of quiche was warm in her hands, steam rising in the chilly air.


‘If you want, there’s room to sit down in the woodshed.’


‘No one will be coming out for logs, then?’


‘We’ll not be needing any more. We shut early to go up to the bonfire and the fireworks. You should stay for the display.’


The girl went back inside and the stranger did as she suggested, perching on a heap of cut beechwood in the log shelter, pulling her rags around her for warmth.


Maybe I will stop on, she thought. There’s no one who’ll miss me.


Once she had finished eating, wiping her oily fingers on her clothes, the stranger crossed the road and took the path through the woods towards the untidy gravel drive of Bunting Manor. From the shadow of the encroaching trees, she paused to peer in through tall leaded windows, seeing the firework woman in the worn wax jacket, opening a trapdoor in the floorboards. She descended to her basement, returning a few moments later with a dusty bottle of wine.


The stranger moved on. At the corner of the building, a cold moon revealed steps that led down to the outside door of the wine cellar, half concealed by overhanging leaves.


That might be useful, thought the stranger, when I come back.




I


JUSTICE




ONE


It was ten in the morning on a bright and blue-skied Saturday at the beginning of March, 1972. A week had gone by since Maisie Cooper had solved the puzzle of her brother Stephen’s murder. The grief and the loss were still raw. With distressing frequency, memories of all she had seen and learnt came unbidden into her mind, robbing her of sleep, unsettling her days. She was tormented by regret that she hadn’t been present enough in Stephen’s life to save him from his cruel fate. She felt sickened by all she had discovered about human depravity. She tried to hold on to her sense of satisfaction at having solved the puzzle – the idea that she had, at least, been an agent of justice.


Yes, she had solved the mystery of his murder at a cost of turning her own life upside down.


Feeling rather sluggish, Maisie dressed in the cold bathroom of Church Lodge, brushing her teeth with pink Eucryl tooth powder, running damp fingers through her short curly hair. Downstairs, in the kitchen, she found the Aga was still slightly warm from the previous evening. She had sat up late with Jack Wingard, a sergeant in the Chichester police, talking over old times and, at rather depressing length, the trials that she would soon be obliged to attend.


‘You’ll be a crucial witness,’ he had reminded her.


‘I know that,’ she had replied, more snappishly than she meant. ‘Do you think I’ll be criticised for interfering in the investigation?’


‘I wouldn’t be surprised,’ Jack had replied, sympathetically. ‘You may have “invited censure”.’


That had made Maisie cross and put a dampener on things, despite both of them trying not to let it. Maisie had tried to lighten the mood with memories of their shared school days. Finally, Jack had left, driving away in his white Zephyr police car, a look of frustrated regret in his lovely warm eyes.


I wonder, thought Maisie, if we’ll ever get past this.


Maisie stoked the fire box of the Aga with a good shake of coke from the scuttle, leaving the cast-iron door ajar to draw new flame. She felt conflicted, unable to accept Jack’s declarations of affection – of love? – but aware that she was deeply drawn to him as well.


She made herself a cup of double-strength instant Maxwell House coffee, improving it with gold-top milk and demerara sugar, and drank it sitting on a tea towel on the back step, looking out at the orchard garden.


She would soon have to leave her late brother’s rented home. She had been given a week’s dispensation to stay on by the owner, but that was now over. Her open return ticket for the boat train to Paris was in her handbag. If she left that very night, she could wake the next morning at the Gare du Nord and take the métro to her shabby apartment under the mansard roof of a building on the Place des Vosges. Then, back to work in her role as a high-class tour guide. Were it not for the preparations for the trial, she might already have left.


Were it not for Jack, too.


Maisie drained her cup and went back inside. The Aga had drawn up nicely and the room was beginning to warm up. On the table was a copy of the local newspaper. On the front page was a drawing of the celebrated Tudor prayer book, stolen from Chichester cathedral crypt and central to her investigation of Stephen’s death.


Maisie shut the firebox and set about the task she had allotted herself – cleaning and dusting the large cold house, determined to leave it better than she found it. She worked for almost two hours: Duraglit wadding on the brass door handles; Vim cleaning powder on the porcelain in the bathroom and kitchen; Vigor liquid on the chequerboard hallway floor. As the nearby church clock chimed twelve, still she hadn’t attacked the cobwebs high in the double-height ceiling.


She decided to give herself a break and opened the front door. The sky was a limpid blue. Birds were singing in the trees. Last year’s fallen leaves, blackened to mulch, smothered the untidy borders, but snowdrops and dwarf narcissi were poking through, like upright green swords. A rabbit came lolloping out from under the evergreen choisya, sniffed the air, looked left and right, then disappeared beneath the dark, waxy leaves of the rhododendron.


‘Well, Maisie,’ she told herself out loud. ‘I think it’s time.’


She put on an old quilted anorak she had found hanging in the hall and went outside, walking briskly, crossing the road to the small car park in front of the pub, the Fox-in-Flight. She paused to look in and was surprised to see Maurice Ryan, her late brother’s solicitor, sitting in the window with a young woman wearing a rather ratty Afghan coat. They seemed to be discussing something private. The girl kept glancing round the bar to make sure they weren’t overheard.


If that’s a client, thought Maisie, I wonder what sort of legal advice she can possibly be seeking.


She walked on, past the blacksmith’s forge then along a right turn leading to an uninspiring red-brick close, a small U-shaped council estate of eighteen cheap houses surrounding a tatty green. A girl of about fourteen years old was sitting on the solitary bench, her left hand gently moving a pram back and forth. Maisie made her way to the last house on the left, apparently identical to all the others but, for her, imbued with special memories.


For the two weeks she had been back in Framlington, Maisie had avoided even looking at her old family home. It was here that she and Stephen had been raised by loving parents. It was here that she had first tasted tobacco and found the taste disgusting and the after-effects depressing. It was here that she had first made herself sick with alcohol – a particularly ripe local apple scrumpy – and her father Eric had sat with her until she had managed to drink a pint of cold water, then let her sink into grateful sleep. It was also here that her mother Irene had taught her and Stephen their first useful words of French, kick-starting their love of languages.


But those loving parents had died a decade before, in a road-traffic accident in one of the last London pea-souper fogs. And now Stephen was gone, too, and she was alone.


What did looking at the house make her feel? Nothing much. It was just a rather mean council house where some unknown new people were pleased or disappointed to live.


A curtain twitched in an upper window and Maisie turned away, not wanting to have to explain herself, trying not to feel disappointed. There was one other place she couldn’t fail to find her parents. For the first time in ten years, she would look at Eric and Irene’s shared resting place – a memorial she had avoided for the grief it would undoubtedly cause her to feel.


For a minute or two, in the graveyard at the end of Church Lane, she was frustrated, unable to locate their stone. She felt a kind of panic that it had been removed for some reason, as a kind of punishment.


Why a ‘punishment’? Because she had paid it no attention and because the unconscious mind is a harsh judge.


Yes, she had been miles away in the West Country when they had been run over by a London bus. No, their deaths had been nothing but a stupid accident. But they were dead and she was alive. And, now, Stephen was dead as well, burnt to ashes at the dismal Chichester crematorium.


That was the problem. Stephen and Eric and Irene were gone while she still lived. And what was she going to do with her life, with all of its myriad possibilities? What did she want – the hustle and excitement of Paris or the reassurance of rural Sussex?


And Jack.


At last, she found the grave, beyond the yew tree on the southern edge of the graveyard, a modest upright stone in black basalt. She read the confident inscription, the words seeming hollow, though she knew they were well meant.


Eric and Irene Cooper, their love will endure.


It wasn’t fair. Why had they been taken? The world was full of people who didn’t deserve to live, but Eric and Irene were not among them.


She sighed.


‘It’s not fair,’ she said aloud.


She left the graveyard and trudged back up Church Lane, barely lifting her feet. She saw Maurice Ryan go past in his rather ostentatious bottle-green Rover car, driving back into town. When she turned in at the drive of Church Lodge, she was delighted to find Jack waiting for her, off duty, looking immensely handsome in jodhpurs and tweed hacking jacket. He smiled and she smiled back.


They didn’t kiss or even touch one another – there had been just one moment during the investigation into the murder at Church Lodge when he had taken her in his arms, relieved to know she was safe, angry that she had walked into danger – but the next two hours passed in a blur of laughter at the stables and up across the gallops on the Downs, by turns breathless and delighted. When, at last, their horses were tired, they walked them back to the yard and brushed them down in companionable silence, helped by Bert Close, the elderly stable lad.


Once they had finished, Jack asked Maisie what else she had to do, then added, with sadness in his lovely warm eyes: ‘Before you leave for Paris?’


‘I haven’t gone yet,’ she told him. ‘Oh, and Charity asked me to drop in.’


Charity Clement was wife and assistant to Maurice Ryan, Stephen’s solicitor.


‘I’ll give you a lift. I have a surprise for you, too.’


‘You do?’


‘It will give you a kind of resolution, I hope,’ he told her.


Maisie wondered what it could possibly be.


‘Are you sure I’ll like it?’ she asked.


‘I believe you might,’ said Jack, in his steady way.


‘Then, yes,’ said Maisie, lightly. ‘I accept your kind offer of a lift.’




TWO


Back at Church Lodge, Maisie felt a frisson of unaccustomed intimacy as she washed and changed upstairs in her bathroom, knowing that Jack was doing the same in the warm kitchen. When she came down, flushed and smiling, she felt embarrassed to find him waiting by the door, looking adoringly up at her.


‘So, what’s next?’ she asked.


‘You’ll see,’ he said with a wink. ‘And don’t forget, Grandma is expecting you for dinner this evening.’


That, too, would be a new level of entanglement of their lives. Would she welcome it? Yes, she would.


They drove into Chichester, across a stretch of arable land then through the woods. Everywhere Maisie saw evidence of quickening new life – buds beginning to open on the trees, early lambs in a field, daffodils on the verges.


Jack parked outside the cathedral and led her to the impressive west door. They went inside.


‘Why are we here?’ Maisie asked.


‘I hope this is the right thing to do,’ he told her, ­frowning. ‘I thought it might help to lay a few ghosts to rest.’


‘I don’t understand.’


Jack seemed unusually tentative.


‘I’m sorry if it turns out to be a mistake.’


Maisie wondered what it could be.


‘We’re here, now,’ she told him. ‘Why don’t you just tell me?’


At that moment, they were joined by a small man in a dusty shapeless suit, carrying a leather-bound ledger. ­Maisie had briefly met him once before. He was the ­cathedral’s curator of historic objects.


‘Er, good afternoon, Sergeant Wingard, Miss Cooper. All is ready. Would you follow me?’ The curator led them to a flight of narrow stone stairs in the north transept of the cathedral. They followed him down. ‘A modest ceremony of rededication,’ said the curator, ‘will be conducted tomorrow lunchtime after the sung eucharist, but Sergeant Wingard has prevailed upon me to grant a private preview. Here we are.’


The curator unlocked a heavy wooden door and led them into the crypt, a surprisingly roomy space comprising several chambers, each with its own vaulted ceiling. Jack was hanging back but Maisie was drawn to the centrepiece of the well-lit display – an ancient devotional book, resting on a velvet cushion, open at the illuminated page for Justice.


‘Would you put on these gloves, Miss Cooper?’ He offered her a pair in white cotton. ‘I will leave you for a few minutes. Will you excuse me?’


He bustled away to a far corner of the crypt as Maisie stepped up to the cushioned lectern, a flutter of anxiety in her chest. She reached out a gloved hand and touched the thick pages.


‘I thought you should be able to see it properly,’ said Jack quietly. ‘I hope I did the right thing.’


Maisie wondered if the fact that it was open at the page for Justice might have been deliberate. She turned the pages, finding the other virtues depicted with skill and respect: Patience, Temperance, Hope, Charity, Faith and Courage.


‘You were right,’ Maisie replied, matching Jack’s low voice. ‘I’m glad to see it back in its rightful place.’


Jack came close, standing just behind her. He reached out a hand and placed it gently over her own.


‘Please don’t go,’ he murmured.


‘I can’t . . .’ Maisie began.


She wasn’t sure what she wanted to say, how she wanted to finish her sentence. Time slowed and her mind became almost blank. All she knew was that she didn’t want this moment to end. But, at the same time, she felt an awful ache of loneliness and loss. Would Jack’s affection always be tainted by her grief?


‘I don’t know what to—’


‘Now, er, I am a little pressed for time,’ interrupted the dusty curator and Jack snatched his hand away. ‘Perhaps you would like to attend the rededication tomorrow?’


‘No, thank you,’ said Maisie quickly. ‘I’m very grateful for your time, today.’


She gave him a bright but, she felt, brittle smile and climbed back up the narrow flight of stone steps, emerging with relief into the huge nave of the cathedral. She led Jack out through the west door and turned her face up to the weak March sun, closing her eyes, breathing deeply.


‘It was a stupid thing to do,’ Jack told her, a deep frown creasing his regular features. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘No, it wasn’t,’ said Maisie. ‘I think it will help, you know.’


‘Do you really believe that?’


Maisie sighed. ‘I hope so, Jack. I honestly do.’


‘Good,’ he said with relief. ‘Now, when I say “dinner”, I mean tea. Grandma eats at five-thirty, like the farmer’s daughter she is.’


‘I’m looking forward to it.’


‘She’s a character. I do hope you get on. And she’s interesting, too. You know she was born at the beginning of the century, in 1903?’


‘I’ll be there, Jack. Don’t worry. You get on with catching criminals.’


‘All right.’


He smiled and turned away and Maisie knew that his presence was central to how warmly she felt towards this provincial market town with its overblown cathedral and carefully cultivated history. As she watched him go, she was grateful that he had the good manners not to look back and see her gazing after him.


Once Jack had gone, Maisie took out her purse and counted her money – a few pound notes and a handful of coins. If her Paris flatmate, Sophie, hadn’t been very kind and sent her some traveller’s cheques in the post, she would have been down to her last ha’penny.


She put the purse away, gave herself a shake and walked the short distance round the corner onto West Street to Maurice Ryan’s solicitor’s office. Both Maurice and Charity were there, despite the fact it was a Saturday, doing some decorating. Maisie felt a little guilty. It was she who had pointed out how scruffy the place looked when she had visited to go through her brother’s papers.


‘Don’t feel bad, Maisie,’ said Maurice, a delicate fitch brush in his hand for painting the narrow mullions of the sash windows. ‘If I’m going to sell the business, this can only help. You know my dream is to retire to the sun.’


‘You should go, Maurice,’ said Charity to her husband. ‘You’ll be late.’


‘God, yes, I will,’ said Maurice in his flamboyant way, leaving the fitch on a piece of newspaper and casting around for the keys to his Rover. ‘No peace for the wicked.’


The keys were on the corner of Charity’s desk. He snatched them up and left.


‘What’s Maurice up to?’ Maisie asked.


‘Nine holes of golf with a client.’ Charity smiled. ‘He will lose very gracefully.’


Maisie wondered whether she should ask her friend what Maurice had been doing at the Fox-in-Flight with the girl in the Afghan coat, but Charity continued, a look of concern in her eyes, speaking French, faintly accented from her childhood in Guadeloupe.


‘Tu as beaucoup encaissé, ces derniers temps. Tu dois prendre soin de toi.’


You’ve had a lot to put up with recently. You need to look after yourself.


‘You’re right,’ Maisie told her. ‘But I feel fine. And I’m very grateful to you and to Maurice for all you have done. Do we have a date for the trial?’


‘No, not yet. But I had a message for you, something quite unexpected. I sent it on to Church Lodge in the week and now the lady has rung to say she has had no reply.’


Maisie felt guilty. She had neglected to open her post for fear of finding more of Stephen’s bills that she couldn’t afford to pay.


‘What’s it about?’


‘I’m not exactly sure,’ said Charity, with a frown. ‘Her name is Phyllis Pascal. She wants to meet you so that you can conduct an investigation on her behalf.’


‘She does?’ asked Maisie, surprised.


‘She promises “generous remuneration”,’ said Charity, encouragingly.


‘Well, that wouldn’t go amiss. Do we know why she was in touch – a stranger, appealing out of the blue on the strength of . . . Well, on the strength of what, exactly?’


‘I suppose that will form part of your discussions,’ said Charity. ‘She is a powerful woman, in her way.’


‘Powerful how?’


‘How is any woman powerful? She has money. She is connected to several of Maurice’s most important clients. And your brother’s murder was widely reported, not just in the local papers but in the nationals, too. She says she read about it and learnt of the role that you played in uncovering the facts.’


Maisie felt pride in her achievement but was private enough to hate being ‘talked about’.


‘Jack and I agreed that we should play that down.’


‘Sergeant Wingard was not the source of the . . . What is the English word?’


‘The leak?’


‘That’s it, although you must remember, Maisie, these things are a matter of public record.’


‘All the same, someone must have spoken to a journalist.’ An idea came into her mind. ‘You remember Police Constable Goodbody? Barry Goodbody, the one who looks like a ferret?’


‘A ferret?’


‘Un furet.’


‘Oh, yes, he does.’ Charity laughed and the sound was a delightful counterpoint to Maisie’s rather sombre mood. ‘An angry ferret.’


‘He hated me from the very first,’ said Maisie.


‘Because you conducted your own freelance investigation in parallel to the police,’ said Charity, reasonably. ‘Anyway, it doesn’t matter. The point is, she read about you, this wealthy woman, and she also learnt of our connection – I mean to Maurice and to me, as Stephen’s solicitors. Don’t mistake me. Maurice was interviewed by the press and said almost nothing – he fears a connection with scandal as one would the plague – but he said his almost-nothing so beautifully that it was reported all the same.’


Maisie smiled. ‘I can imagine that.’


‘Do you want to meet Mrs Pascal?’


Maisie considered.


‘Could you invite her here, to your office? If she turns out simply to be a nosy gossip, it will be easier to get rid of her.’


‘On Monday, perhaps? You must soon leave Church Lodge, I believe?’ Charity reminded her.


‘Yes,’ said Maisie, feeling her heart sink. ‘Especially as I’m not paying any rent. I’m meant to find something for Monday and you say there’s no trial date yet and I’m running out of money.’


‘We’ve had another bill for your attention, by the way,’ said Charity. ‘For the coke for the Aga.’


Maisie sighed. Back at Church Lodge, she had seen the delivery truck and almost run into the coalman, hanging back so as not to give him the chance to present his account.


‘I’ll sort it out. But this Mrs Pascal, could you invite her in as soon as possible? First thing Monday, even?’


‘I will call her now.’


Charity put her paintbrush alongside Maurice’s narrow fitch on the sheet of newspaper protecting her desk and dialled, the rotary mechanism tinkling as it spun from her forefinger. Maisie heard the distant ring then a loud voice at the other end.


‘Two-nine-eight-nine.’


‘Mrs Pascal? Miss Clement, speaking, Mr Ryan’s assistant. I have spoken to Miss Cooper. Would it be convenient to come into the office on Monday at nine-thirty?’


‘It would,’ said the voice on the other end of the line. ‘Thank you.’


Maisie heard the click and the dial tone.


‘That was very abrupt.’


‘It was.’ Charity shrugged. ‘The other day, she wanted to know your address and phone number in Paris, in case you left. I refused on grounds of professional discretion. She is probably still angry.’


Maisie sighed. ‘Perhaps it’s a mistake to meet her.’


‘It’s done, now. Meet me in the café opposite beforehand to fortify ourselves? I’ll pay.’


‘Oh, that reminds me. Could I please use your phone? I must call Madame de Rosette.’


Stephen had allowed the phone at Church Lodge to be disconnected.


‘Go ahead.’


Charity went back to her painting, applying gloss white in long smooth strokes to the skirting board. Maisie sat at her friend’s desk, steeling herself for a difficult conversation. Her Paris boss was tricky.


She dialled and Madame de Rosette replied after two rings with a curt: ‘Allo.’


Maisie announced herself and got straight to the point.


‘I am very sorry,’ Maisie told her. ‘I cannot return to Paris quite yet. I have been called as a witness, as we both knew I would be.’


‘And the solicitor says you must present yourself in person.’


‘I am central to the case. My testimony will be cross-­examined.’


‘And what shall I do?’ complained Madame de Rosette. ‘Your calendar is full. Only this morning, I had two requests for you very particularly.’


Maisie knew this might well be true. She had an excellent reputation as a high-class Paris tour guide and could, of course, speak to clients in several languages.


‘I can only apologise,’ Maisie assured her. ‘I will return as soon as I am able.’


‘Your holiday entitlement is almost exhausted,’ Madame de Rosette replied brusquely. ‘After that . . .’ She left the thought hanging.


‘I understand,’ said Maisie.


They said goodbye to one another, then hung up.


So, on top of everything else, thought Maisie, Madame de Rosette is threatening to give me the sack.




THREE


Because it was still a lovely early spring day, Maisie spent the rest of the afternoon window shopping, then sat for nearly an hour over a pot of tea-for-one in the St Martin’s Tearooms, reading a rather sombre novel she had bought in the Paris branch of W H Smith’s on the Rue de Rivoli. It was by an important literary novelist and politician called André Malraux, entitled Les Chênes qu’on abat and had only recently come out. If the title was anything to go by, it would eventually have something to do with cutting down oak trees – a storyline that would chime quite well with her unexpected return to rural south-west Sussex.


Eventually, Maisie realised she had allowed the whole afternoon to drift away. She closed the book and put it away in her handbag, a vague smile on her lips.


Yes, despite her years of working abroad, her cosmopolitan outlook, her multilingual friends, she had never shaken the dust of her home town off her feet. This unremarkable place was still important. It was where, as Philip Larkin said in his poem ‘I remember, I remember’, she had her ‘roots’.


And it was where Jack lived and worked, too.


She paid for her tea and went outside into the narrow city-centre lane. She didn't dawdle because the early evening was chilly and because she didn’t want to be late.


She turned onto Parklands Road and found the pink bungalow just a hundred yards away on the right-hand side. She walked quickly up the path to the front door. It opened before she had time to knock and there was Jack Wingard’s grandma, small and rosy-cheeked, smiling and welcoming.


‘Well, I never did,’ said Grandma Wingard. ‘This is a lovely surprise.’


‘It’s a treat for me, too,’ said Maisie, beaming back.


‘Can it be sixteen years?’


‘I suppose it is,’ said Maisie, feeling a reassuring connection to her own childhood and a deeper intimacy with Jack’s life. Did she want that right now? She thought she did. ‘But we were never actually introduced?’


‘I noticed you when I came in to sports day, the year you and Jack left school.’


‘Why did you notice me?’


‘Jack pointed you out because you were so good at everything, dear. And you were very pretty. You still are.’


All this was said with such disarming candour that Maisie laughed. Grandma Wingard was speaking as if sixteen years ago was yesterday – but perhaps it really was nothing when you had been born early in the century and experienced two world wars.


‘Come in,’ she urged. ‘I’ve laid the table.’


Maisie went inside and found the bungalow rammed with things, the accumulation of fifty years’ occupation. The narrow corridor to the kitchen was lined with hooks, all of them groaning under the weight of hangers supporting suits and dresses and overcoats. Maisie recognised the bell-shaped winter cloak worn by girls at Westbrook College.


‘Jack told me you still do tailoring?’


‘I do. It’s mostly mending, buttons and zips, blemishes, torn linings and so on. I keep myself busy.’


‘I’m sure you do.’


They arrived in the kitchen, a small square room in which Jack Wingard seemed to Maisie to take up quite a lot of space, not just because of his wide shoulders. He opened his mouth to say something but his grandmother rattled on.


‘A nice man from Oxfam comes to get them,’ said Grandma Wingard, ‘and then he sells them in the charity shop to buy rice for Bangladesh, though why they had a civil war when they didn’t have enough to eat is beyond me.’


‘Not just Bangladesh, Grandma,’ said Jack, smiling, ‘and not just rice.’


‘Goats, then?’ she said, unconvinced. ‘Now, get out of the way. Let me see if it’s ready. I hope you’re both hungry.’


With surprising suppleness, Grandma Wingard bent down to open the oven and inspect an old-fashioned iron roasting dish. The aroma was intoxicating – rich and flavoursome.


‘It’s brisket, isn’t it?’ asked Maisie.


‘It is,’ said Grandma Wingard, straightening up, ‘and it’s ready. If you two go through, I’ll make the gravy, then Jack can come back for the dishes.’


‘Thank you, Mrs Wingard.’


‘How old are you now, Maisie?’


‘I’m thirty-four.’


‘Then you can call me Florence.’


‘Can I?’


‘I wish you would. It’s one of the small miseries of age that no one calls you by your first name any more.’


***


The traditional English meal was delicious and hearty and precisely what Maisie needed. She attacked it with gusto and, when she had finished, asked for seconds. Once their plates were empty, they stayed where they were, sitting up at the dining table in the crowded living room. Soon, more than an hour had passed in pleasant reminiscence of how life had been when Maisie and Jack were children, then the private secondary school where Maisie had been a weekly boarder and Jack had been a scholarship day student.


‘You must know, Maisie, that Jack is very clever?’ said Florence.


‘Oh, for heaven’s sake,’ said Jack lightly.


‘I do,’ said Maisie.


‘Don’t you think he should have been promoted by now? Fred Nairn joined up at the same time and he’s an inspector already.’


‘I agree,’ said Maisie, smiling. ‘Jack should definitely be in charge.’


‘He’s been offered more than once but he won’t take it.’


‘Because it would mean moving to another station in another town,’ Jack replied, ‘maybe as far away as Crawley or Southampton, and leaving you on your own.’


‘But I’m quite all right on my own.’


‘Are you?’ he asked, raising an eyebrow.


They discussed Florence’s social life, made up of church and Women’s Institute, a shared allotment and whist drives and cake sales and so on – and how she sometimes needed help getting about.


‘You have a busier social life than I do,’ said Maisie.


‘If I wasn’t here,’ said Jack, ‘or within easy reach, Grandma would miss out on three-quarters of all that and then—’


‘Yes,’ interrupted Florence with an ironic smile. ‘Then I’d be lonely and sad, a poor little old woman living isolated on the edge of town, looking out of her window over her sewing machine, wishing someone, anyone, might come to call.’


Jack laughed. It was a lovely warm sound.


‘Now you’re showing off for our guest. Sixty-eight is no age.’


‘Never mind my years,’ said Florence. ‘There’s a bit of cheese in the pantry if anyone wants it to finish.’


‘No, I couldn’t,’ said Maisie. ‘That was delicious.’


‘Then I’m going to my chair. I’ll let you two young things tidy up.’


Maisie helped Jack clear the table, leaving Florence to move to her easy chair by the fire, knitting. Together, they washed up at the large white sink, chipped here and there from years of use, stacking the plates in a chrome drying rack on the wooden draining board, leaving the roasting tray till last. Maisie felt comforted by the brief episode of domesticity.


After a while, the dishes and plates and cutlery were all put away in their proper places and the drying-up cloths draped over the backs of the kitchen chairs. Still, she and Jack discussed everything and nothing: the weather; ­Maisie’s Paris friends; the Rotary Club that Jack supported as his contribution to local charity. Then, as Maisie had feared, Jack grew serious.


‘I’m so pleased you came this evening, Maisie,’ he said, meaningfully. ‘I wish you wouldn’t go away again.’


‘Do you mean back home to Paris?’


‘I mean ever.’ He put his hand on hers and Maisie felt oddly coy, as if worried that Florence might come in and tell them off for ‘canoodling’. ‘Don’t you feel that, too?’


‘Don’t spoil it, Jack,’ she told him, quietly. ‘You know I can’t separate my feelings for you from all that’s happened. Just for this evening, can’t we keep things as they are?’


His face fell. He withdrew his hand and she felt unkind.


‘What does that mean, exactly, “things as they are”?’ he asked, unhappily.


‘I can’t make any big decisions until after the trial,’ said Maisie. ‘It’s all fine as long as nothing changes and we keep things on an even keel.’


‘Everything changes,’ said Jack, ‘but not how I feel about you.’


‘That’s exactly what I mean. How do you expect me to reply to that?’


He looked at the floor. ‘Would you prefer not to see me?’


‘Of course not. I’m grateful that you’re going to make time to prepare me for the witness stand. It’s just . . .’ Maisie hesitated. What did she want to say? That her emotions were simply too raw. ‘Just until it’s all over and done with, could we simply behave like old friends?’


‘Of course, we can,’ said Jack after a moment’s hesitation. He put his arms around her and, briefly, held her close. Maisie felt herself melt and was on the point of changing her mind, rejecting all her qualms, when he pulled away. ‘Let’s see what Grandma is up to. I expect she’ll want her bedtime sherry.’


Maisie followed him along the crowded corridor to the crowded living room. Florence was winding up her knitting and was on the point of going to bed.


‘I can fetch my own glass of sherry,’ she told them. ‘Jack says you’re going to come over again on Monday to talk through your evidence.’


‘That’s right,’ said Maisie.


‘Well, that will be nice. I’d say let’s have fish and chips but Monday’s not a good day for that. You always worry it won’t be fresh.’


‘You certainly don’t need to cook for me again,’ Maisie protested.


‘Well, we’ll see,’ said Florence. ‘Now you run along.’


Maisie said her goodbyes and she and Jack left. He drove her back to Framlington, keeping up a steady conversational rhythm with funny stories from his police work: a cat that refused to come down from its owner’s loft; a grown man who got stuck in the kids’ climbing frame in Priory Park; Constable Barry Goodbody’s comical inability to grasp the difference between ‘imply’ and ‘infer’.


‘What will you do tomorrow?’ he asked her.


‘First of all, I’ll finish cleaning the house. Stephen left it very grimy.’


‘I’d come and help but I’m on Sunday duty.’


‘I’ll do a bit of hand laundry, say goodbye to a few neighbours.’


‘Will you go to a hotel until the trial?’


‘I haven’t decided.’


They arrived at Church Lodge and Jack’s manner remained so brisk that Maisie found herself out of the car and waving him goodbye before she knew what had happened.


As his tail lights receded, she stood on the gravel drive in the moonlight, thinking to herself: What have I done?




FOUR


A few miles north of Framlington, tucked in a frost pocket in a fold in the Sussex Downs, the village of Bunting was a very desirable place to live for those with money, a dead end for those without. At its centre was a quartet of public spaces: the green through which a stream merrily trickled; a poorly stocked shop; a warmly welcoming pub; a Norman church whose roof seemed always to be in need of repair. It was surrounded by sweeping green hillsides whose grass was cropped by livestock, cows and sheep bred for the butcher’s knife. In the woods were flocks of pheasant and partridge, bred for the hunter’s gun. Apples and pears grew in damp orchards.


Phyllis Pascal was Bunting’s richest resident, an abrupt, self-important woman whose wealth was ­inherited through marriage to – then divorce from – an unloving husband. A country woman by birth and by inclination, Phyllis Pascal knew she looked as though she had everything. In ­reality, many years before, she had lost what Hollywood calls ‘her heart’s desire’ and behaved abominably as a consequence.


How long had she carried the burden? Thirty years? No, more than that. And no one knew. There was no longer anyone left alive who needed to know.


Except, perhaps, one other.


Phyllis’s mightily ancient manor house – in whose rustic kitchen she was currently sitting – was tucked away on rising ground in the trees, away from the floodable village green. It had been built during the lifetime of Shakespeare for the richest person for twenty-five miles in any direction. Phyllis’s elderly estate manager, Archie Close – brother of Maisie’s friend Bert who looked after the stables in Framlington – always referred to it as the ‘Big House’, which reminded Phyl of how gangsters in American films referred to prison. Over time, she had allowed the woods to encroach on her gardens, pushing the mansion further and further into shadow – a circumstance that she had done nothing to remedy.


It was Sunday. Phyllis had been to church, listened to Canon Dander’s half-hearted sermon, joined in the hymns in her loud alto voice, then stomped home along the woodland path. Her fridge and her vegetable basket were empty, but she couldn’t face the pub and more company, so she sat at the large scratched kitchen table covered with unanswered post, unread newspapers and unwashed crockery, eating salty Ritz crackers from the box.


Eventually, Phyllis picked up and skimmed a letter from a charity she supported. Being rich, she was courted for what her money could buy – social prestige, political or business advantage. In a sense, charity was a way to make amends, but she had reached a point where she wanted to do something bigger, something more . . . meaningful.


She picked up the local newspaper, the Chichester Observer, with its front-page article on the ‘Framlington murder’ and the priceless illuminated book of sins and virtues. The journalist suggested that, in the end, ‘justice had been done’.


She picked up a Roneo’d copy of the parish council newsletter, noticing its astringent odour. She was chairman, a rewarding but often difficult role. Bunting was a tight-knit community, but not always a happy one.


Though Bunting Manor was outside the heart of the village, Phyl had recently taken two unexpected decisions, surprising herself by weaving her life much more tightly into those of her neighbours. Both involved the acquisition of responsibility for another human being. Neither the girl nor the woman had any legitimate call upon her. They weren’t relations, close or distant. They hadn’t ever been dependants or employees. But each one’s desperate circumstances had broken down her defences.


Phyl abandoned the parish council newsletter. When she needed to think, she preferred standing to sitting, so she went outside to have a rummage through her walled kitchen garden, pulling up weeds and herbs with indiscriminate inattention.


Had she done the right thing, making an appointment for the next day, Monday, at nine-thirty in Maurice Ryan’s office?


She decided to take herself out for a trudge through the village. She emerged from her woods not far from the pub, the Dancing Hare, a nicely symmetrical building in flint and red brick, the roof and windows in good repair – as Phyl knew only too well because she owned the property. The trouble was, the publican was a soak.


That wasn’t to say that Ernest Sumner was an alcoholic in the sense that word is sometimes meant. He didn’t go out in the street, embarrassing himself by shouting at the moon. He didn’t climb the narrow stairs to his upstairs apartment at closing time and wet his bed. But, every day, without fail, he drank more than was good for him.


The Dancing Hare was a tied house, beholden to its brewery for a certain level of financial performance. Phyl had to believe that, somewhere, a clock was ticking on Ernest’s management. Would it end in an explosion, like a bomb, or would it be an anti-climax, a quiet whimper? Time would tell.


Next to the pub was an ill-maintained stretch of potholed gravel, ineffectually filled with bits of broken brick – the car park. Beyond that was the shop, a utilitarian prefabricated building from the late Forties, almost a definition of the term ‘Jerry-built’, derived from the post-war practice of using forced labour from German prisoners of war as part of the reconstruction effort. It resembled a converted car garage whose up-and-over door had been replaced by a large cold window of plate glass. Through the window, Phyl could see the unhappy shop owner, Jenny Brook, pottering about between the meagrely stocked shelves, using her ­Sunday to dust and clean.


Phyl wanted to support poor Jenny, but to shop there was to be transported into a fug of apathy and lost dreams: Jacob’s Cream Crackers soggy from sitting for too long on the shelf; Daz soap powder caked together in its cardboard packaging by incipient damp; bland ‘products of last resort’ from the cheapest shelves at the cash-and-carry in ­Chichester.


Because Jenny had seen her through the window, Phyl knocked and went in and – just to be kind – bought a bottle of bleach and left. She was aware that, in his moments of sober clarity, Ernest Sumner was courting Jenny Brook – or perhaps it was the other way around – but their schedules were incompatible. Jenny was always up with the lark, busy opening up, taking delivery of bread and eggs and milk and newspapers, while Ernest slept off the previous evening’s overindulgence. At the other end of the day, as Ernest became expansive – leaning lazily on the polished counter in the Dancing Hare while his young barmaid kept glasses full and tables tidy – Jenny was pulling on her bedsocks and mixing a milky, malted Ovaltine drink for bedtime.


Their only shared time was afternoons, when Jenny closed the shop and came into the pub to help bake pies and pastries and quiches and tarts. She had a lovely hand for pastry. Some local people, including Canon Dander, were in the habit of taking delivery of her wares to eat at home. That morning, Phyl had seen Jenny and Ernest sitting chastely alongside one another at the eleven o’clock service in a rear pew.


She walked on, the bottle of bleach heavy in the ­poacher’s pocket of her disreputable waxed coat, and came upon a drive, deeply rutted by farm vehicles. It led about a ­hundred yards uphill towards a charming but unkempt farmhouse, lodged comfortably in a cleft in the hills. ­Phyllis paused at the gatepost.


When its current owner, Gordon Stock, had taken over, it had been prosperous. Phyllis had known his parents, a skilful farming couple who ran it scientifically, rotating the arable fields, season on season, through wheat, barley, oats, peas, beans and brassicas, seeing the livestock into the barns when snow covered the ground, then back out in spring to enjoy the lush new grass.


But Gordon’s parents had retired to a bungalow on the beach at West Wittering and were said to be delighted with long days of blissful inactivity. Meanwhile, their son – only nineteen years old because his conception had been an unexpected ‘accident’ with his mother past forty – worked endless hours, trying to be attentive to the rhythms of his livestock and his fields but, inexorably, failing. To make ends meet, he was thinking of selling one or two parcels of his land to his neighbours, robbing his future to pay for the dilapidations of the present.
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