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Aske nodded at the road. ‘To be spotted by the French – that’s just bad luck … But to be picked up by the KGB …’ He shook his head sadly ‘… that’s both good and bad, I suppose.’


Elizabeth couldn’t for the life of her see how being pursued by the KGB could be good.


‘Shut up, Aske!’ snapped Paul.


‘She has a right to know, old boy. It’s bad, Miss Loftus, because it means our security is bad – or because theirs is too damn good, alternatively … But it’s also good, because it means that we’ve got the swine worried enough to take all this trouble – which means that Audley knows what he’s doing, however odd it may seem to us.’ He turned to Paul. ‘So do tell us what happened next in 1812, Dr Mitchell – do tell us more about the old Vengeful and All That.’
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Prologue


Loftus of the Vengeful





‘There’s nothing wrong with funerals,’ said Audley. ‘I met my wife at a funeral.’


Mitchell studied the picture again. In the original newspaper it had been a good sharp reproduction, but the photo-copier hadn’t improved it. ‘I hope the weather was better than it was for this one.’


‘It was bloody cold, as I recall – an east wind and an open churchyard.’ Audley peered over his shoulder. ‘Yes … they do seem a bit bedraggled, I must say. But that’s because it’s never been considered conducive to good order and military discipline to carry umbrellas into action – though I believe Sir Thomas Picton carried one at Waterloo, didn’t he?’


‘Or naval discipline, in this case.’ Mitchell ran his eye down the line of officers. ‘Two captains, three admirals, and a flag-lieutenant – and the two-striper’s the only dry one … or half-dry, anyway.’


Audley smiled evilly. ‘And that’s only because he’s holding an umbrella over the hero’s daughter. Smart fellow! And the C-in-C looks rather unhappy, I do agree. But then he never did like Loftus – they were at Dartmouth together, and Loftus pipped him for the Sword-of-Honour, or something … although, to be fair, I don’t think that was the whole reason.’


Mitchell went down the line again, and on to the civilians. They too were in the rain, and bare-headed as the bugler called them to attention, two bald as coots and three with their variously grey and white hair plastered to their scalps, but all wearing their medals proudly.


His eye was drawn to the other picture on the page, of the Vengeful burning furiously, with a list to port, but still spitting gunfire from her 4-inchers, and with a couple of mortally-wounded E-boats in foreground and background. It was a painting, and it had probably never been as dramatic as that, but the artist’s untruth conveyed the truth of the battle, which was that the elderly ship had died well and not alone.


‘Those old boys are the surviving Vengefuls, I take it?’


‘“Vengefuls”?’


‘That’s the term for the crew. Like “Hampshires” and “Norfolks” – and your “Wessexes”, David.’


‘Ah! We called our chaps “Wesdragons” actually – because of our cap badge … but I take your point. And – yes, they are. Plus two of the admirals, who were midshipmen at the time or one was a midshipman and the other a sublieutenant, to be exact.’


That exactness cooled Mitchell’s ardour somewhat: if there was anything the big man was, he was exact in his details; and if there was anything that he wasn’t, he wasn’t a fool.


All the same, facts were facts, so he had to gesture to the scatter of papers on the desk. ‘But I don’t see that there’s anything for us here – honestly, David.’


Audley adjusted his spectacles to study the papers.


‘THE LAST ROLL-CALL –


‘The Royal Navy remembered one of its war-time heroes yesterday: Loftus of the “Vengeful” – ’


And the bald, prosaic, low-key Times obituary cutting: ‘Commander Hugh Loftus, RN, VC, who died yesterday …’


There had been a gap between those two: the obituary was out of departmental records, filed and dated from three weeks ago; the pictures of the funeral and of the last fight of the Vengeful were from some other source – at a guess from the Daily Mirror, or some such. There was no clue on the photocopy, so it must be something of Audley’s own notoriously catholic culling, which ranged from The Sun to Pravda, or the Buffalo Courier-Express to the Bicester Advertiser – the only clue here was that there was no clue, which was in itself a tell-tale indication.


‘Why do you say that?’ Audley challenged him.


‘Well …’ He had to get this right, even if it was wrong. ‘Well, someone’s done the routine search on Loftus – and he was living way above his pension … But there’s nothing unusual about that, in this day and age – he was prematurely retired a long time ago, that’s why he never got beyond commander … War wounds and ill-health – quite straightforward, no black marks, although he was never a well-loved man among his equals … His wife left him a bit of money: she came of a well-to-do naval family. But that was also a long time ago – she’s been dead nearly thirty years. They weren’t married very long.’


‘He wrote books though. “Naval historian” is how The Times described him.’


‘That’s right. Naval histories. He probably made a bit from them. Not a lot, but some.’


‘What are they like?’


Mitchell shrugged. ‘Carefully researched … he took his time over them. He liked travelling around, staying at good hotels – he knew his food and drink. Drove a Daimler.’ He thought for a moment. ‘The books … they weren’t bad. Maybe they weren’t quite one thing or the other – detailed, but not quite scholarly, and not quite popular either.’


‘You don’t like them?’


‘There’s something about them … a certain irritability … a preference for blame above praise. I can’t quite put my finger on it.’


‘Perhaps he was embittered by that premature retirement.’ Audley tapped the picture. ‘Those two admirals were his junior officers, after all … But you don’t know?’


‘I don’t think I’d like to have served under him, hero or not, that’s all.’


Audley pointed again. ‘But they turned up to see him buried. “The last roll-call”.’


‘Yes. I may be doing him an injustice – I probably am.’ Mitchell looked at Audley. ‘The point is, for whatever it’s worth, he’s – he was – absolutely clean. No contacts. No hint of anything.’


‘But he’s dead.’


Mitchell shook his head. ‘Nothing there, either. I had Bannen check that out. He’d had a dickey heart condition for years – his doctor had told him to go easy, but he took not the slightest bit of notice. When his Daimler was boxed in on that car park he tried to manhandle a Ford Escort out of the way. It was a hot day, and he was angry … There are plenty of witnesses, and Bannen talked to the owners of both the cars that had boxed him.’ He shook his head again. ‘Pure as driven snow, both of them.’


‘No one is as pure as that.’


‘Then … pure enough for Bannen and me. David … the man was seventy-one years old – he had a heart attack. Short of digging him up again you’re going to have to accept that. He certainly spent a bit more money than we can readily account for – and he had a big car and a biggish house … But that doesn’t make him a traitor, or a security risk – and for Christ’s sake, the old boy’s dead now, anyway! And if he was up to anything he’d have been much more careful about the money angle – ’


‘I didn’t say he was a traitor – or anything else,’ said Audley mildly, bending over the picture again.


‘Then what the hell have I been doing this past week?’ Mitchell let his cool slip. ‘Damn it – you had me pulled off the Czech link with Dublin just when it was beginning to look good!’


‘Waste of time!’ murmured Audley, without looking up. ‘They’ll never let you go back to Dublin now your cover’s blown … Besides which, you were taking too many risks there latterly.’


‘I’m only doing research now. I like doing research.’


‘More waste of time … Is this the daughter?’


‘Yes.’ It was never worth arguing with Audley.


‘Not a good likeness … at least, I hope not for her sake!’


Mitchell fished among the documents on his left, and then slid the enlarged photograph in front of Audley.


Audley studied it for a moment. ‘Oh dear! A good likeness.’ He frowned at the daughter. ‘It looks like a prison picture … or maybe a “wanted” poster?’


‘It’s from a hockey group. We enlarged it.’


‘A hockey group … mmm … the nose is a problem, and so are the teeth – an orthodontic problem, left too late … I hope she plays hockey well, poor girl.’


‘She got a Blue at Oxford. And a First in History, at LMH.’ For no reason, except perhaps his exasperation with Audley, Mitchell felt defensive on the woman’s behalf.


‘That’s good to know.’ Audley nodded. ‘It’s always comforting when nature indemnifies in other ways – even though Miss Loftus herself may not look at the mirror so philosophically.’


‘I think she’s got an interesting face. Not beautiful, certainly, but …’ Mitchell searched for a word ‘… but interesting.’


‘Plain? “Homely”, the Americans would say … Equine is a word that springs to my mind. But no matter!’ Audley turned to Mitchell. ‘A good hockey player – “Take your girl”, they used to shout at Cambridge, as I remember, when I once watched our Blues thrash theirs … and ours did seem to take the game much more seriously than they did – when they came off at the end … I shall never forget it … one of them slapped her winger on the back and cried out “Well played, Anthea, well played – good man, good man!” And I must confess that I did wonder for a moment, when I looked at Anthea, whether we might not have put an unfair one over on the Dark Blues.’ He grinned at Mitchell. ‘But … a good hockey player and a good historian … So what does she do now?’


‘She teaches history part-time at the local high school.’


‘Only part-time? What does she do with the rest of her time?’


‘Nothing at the moment. She waited on her father hand and foot while he was alive, so they say – so Bannen says, anyway.’


‘She didn’t share in the good life, then? The wine and the food and the good hotels?’


‘Apparently not. But we didn’t inquire too deeply into her.’ Mitchell studied Audley’s face. ‘That wasn’t in the brief. Should it have been?’


‘Mmm … Maybe it should at that.’ Audley pursed his lips and held the picture up again. ‘Maybe it should …’


‘For God’s sake – why? She’s a plain, thirtyish spinster schoolmistress who’s never said “boo” to a goose since she scored the winning goal in the Parks at Oxford ten years ago!’ This time Mitchell’s cool snapped unplanned. ‘What the hell are you up to, David?’


Audley set the picture down carefully. ‘I’m not up to anything, Paul. But Colonel Butler is … and Oliver St John Latimer is too, I shouldn’t wonder … and the Prime Minister and the President of the United States and the Central Office of Intelligence certainly are.’ He looked up. ‘Will they do for a start?’


The cool came back together instantly, with the join hardly showing even though Mitchell was angry with himself for underrating both Audley and Audley’s summoning him from the safe and rather boring job he’d been doing while he put the finishing touches to his own new book, which had been the cover for his tour of duty in Dublin, and its by-product.


‘Yes, I’m sure they’ll do very well, for someone. But not for me.’


‘Why not for you?’


‘Because Jack Butler said this was a one-off, David.’


‘And so it is. But you haven’t finished yet.’


‘But I have.’ Mitchell selected the green folder from among the papers on the table and pushed it towards Audley. ‘You wanted Loftus of the Vengeful, and there he is – investigated, signed, sealed and delivered. And cleared. And dead.’


‘But you still haven’t finished, Paul.’


‘And I still think I have,’ said Mitchell obstinately. ‘You wanted a good quick job, and you’ve got it. I had Bannen doing the leg-work over here, and he’s a first-rate man. Smith in Paris covered his research trips there, and Frobisher handled his American jaunt – and they’re good men too … And I put the whole thing together.’


‘And you’re smart too, of course.’ Audley smiled to take the offence out of the statement.


‘I’m smart enough not to want to waste any more of my time and the country’s money.’ Mitchell decided not to take offence. ‘Look, David … if we were Inland Revenue, or maybe Fraud Squad, I’d maybe recommend our digging into his apparent excess of spending over income … though until his affairs have been sorted out even that’s a long shot. But for the rest, if there was the slightest smell I think we’d have picked up a whiff of it between us.’ He pushed at the folder again. ‘And my assessment of the man is that he was probably embittered – he was undoubtedly bad-tempered and quarrelsome and dogmatic … he always made more enemies than friends … and he treated his daughter like a servant. But he was also brave as a lion and utterly devoted to Queen and Country and the Royal Navy. In fact, he was the archetypal old-style naval officer, pickled in aspic … or brandy, more like – like someone out of his own history books. And I’d stake my job on that.’


Audley nodded approvingly. ‘That’s good, Paul – I accept that – all of it. But now we need more field work.’


‘More field work – ?’ That approval and acceptance, and then more field work could mean only one thing. ‘So you know something that I don’t know – that I couldn’t know – ?’


‘Of course! I’ve no wish to waste time and money either, Paul.’


For a second Mitchell was tempted, but only for that one second. ‘Well … I’m not a field man now – you know that, David. The Dublin tour was my swan-song – you know that, too.’


‘Yes.’ They both knew that, and Mitchell was pretty sure that Audley had always known why, after Frances Fitzgibbon’s death, he had taken the job. And, when he thought about that, it was a strike to Audley, and an unpaid debt too, that the big man hadn’t vetoed his private war with the KGB in Dublin. Vendettas were usually grounds for disqualification, not promotion.


‘Yes.’ The fleeting look of remembrance, of that shared sadness, confirmed Mitchell’s suspicion. ‘But this time you’re the square peg for the square hole, Paul. I wouldn’t have asked for you otherwise.’


‘Bannen would do as well – I like him, David.’ It was odd how liking a man could be a reason for endangering him. ‘James Cable would be even better – he’s Navy … and I can’t even swim very well!’ Mitchell grinned. ‘And I’d guess you need a naval man for this one.’


‘Cable’s busy …’ Audley cocked his head ‘… and aren’t you into naval matters, in your next book?’


As always, Audley was disconcertingly well-informed. ‘First World War naval matters. I hardly think – ’


‘That will do very well! There was a Vengeful at Jutland – sunk, of course … but then Vengefuls tended to have a submarine tradition – the last of them was actually a submarine, I believe. But fortunately it was transferred to the Greek navy before anyone could submerge it permanently … But the First World War will do well enough, for a start.’


Mitchell sensed the job closing in on him, like the infantry subaltern who had volunteered for the safety of the RASC in 1915, because he knew how the internal combustion engine worked, and found himself commanding one of the first tanks on the Somme.


‘What is it that you know, that I don’t know, David?’ That was the crucial question – the tank question!


‘Some of it you do know: the PM went to Washington a fortnight ago.’


Mitchell knew that: the Marine band had played on the lawn outside the White House, and the BBC had transmitted the sound of the music and the platitudes.


‘They got on rather well – they exchanged gifts – the special relationship was renewed.’ Audley closed his eyes for a moment. ‘The PM gave him cruise missile promise, and the okay on Poland … And the President gave us a top secret – an ultra-secret – from the CIA’s inside man in the Kremlin, whom they’ve just pulled out one jump ahead of the chop – a Politburo-KGB liaison officer, no less.’


That was more like it: now they were into the real business of the Research and Development Section, which had nothing to do with routine security checks on long-retired and palpably innocent naval heroes and everything to do with hot potatoes which no one else wanted to touch.


‘It seems that some time back their man got a sight of a list of KGB projects to which the Kremlin was giving operational approval.’


‘Projects?’


Audley nodded. ‘Just the names – no details. But of course project names are the real thing. And we know these are the real McCoy because there were six of them, and the Americans have confirmed their five as being in progress.’


‘And the sixth was British?’


‘The sixth was British.’


Mitchell thought for a moment. ‘How long ago is “some time back”?’


‘You can assume that ours is in progress too.’


He thought again. ‘But if the Americans have identified theirs … and pulled their man out since … everything he ever handled will be compromised by now, I’ll bet. In which case won’t they abort?’


Audley shook his head slowly. ‘The received wisdom is that they won’t. They always accept higher risks than we do … besides which they may not have twigged yet – the man hasn’t been out long, and the Americans did try to cover his departure in confusion. So we may have a little time in hand.’


More thought. It was certainly true that the Russians took greater risks, partly because their resources were so much greater and they could afford to squander them, and partly because of the dominance of military men among the planners, who subscribed to the Red Army’s belief that no defensive position could be held against attackers who were ready to pay the price for taking it.


‘What was our project name?’ The jackpot question was overdue.


‘I’ll come to that in a jiffy.’ Audley smiled at him, and the smile hinted at an odd mixture of satisfaction and apology. ‘There are some complications to this one, Paul.’


First the bad news, thought Mitchell. And then the worse news. ‘I can see that. If the President gave this to the Prime Minister as a gift, then she’ll want results – she won’t want egg on her face. No wonder no one else wanted it!’ That last was a guess – but no guess really: this was what R & D was for, and Audley himself was notoriously attracted to eccentric and dirty jobs – they were what he got his kicks from.


‘Oh – of course that …’ Audley waved a hand vaguely ‘… that goes without saying. But there’s an internal political angle to this one. Which I ought to explain to you since it will affect you, Paul.’


‘Oh, yes?’ The reason for that apologetic cast was on its way.


‘Master Oliver St John Latimer wanted this job, you see – ’ Audley’s unlovely features became unlovelier ‘… he’s consumed by this strange compulsion to shine for our masters … or our mistress, in this instance … to shine and he has a strong competitive instinct.’ What Oliver St John Latimer had was ambition: with the noble, honest and decent Colonel Butler as acting-Director of Research and Development, the Director’s job was up for grabs, and Oliver St John Latimer wanted it.


‘And you don’t want to shine, of course?’ said Mitchell nastily. ‘You don’t want to be the next Director?’


‘I don’t give a stuff, either way – no.’ Audley was impervious to nastiness. ‘I don’t want to be the next Director, or the Duke of Plaza-Toro, or the Kabaka of Buganda, or the Akond of Swat – Jack Butler is a perfectly good Director – his overwhelming qualification for the title is that he doesn’t want it, if you ask me.’


The irony about that, thought Mitchell, was that it was probably true. And the other and greater irony was that Jack Butler favoured Audley for the very same reason, so rumour had it.


‘But, as it happens, Latimer would have made a dog’s breakfast of this one – Butler’s quite right, as usual – Latimer’s a high IQ plodder: he can set up an operation much better than I can, but he’s no good at this sort of thing – this is something else, I suspect.’


So Audley had won … if this particular prize could be called winning! ‘So where are the complications, for God’s sake, David?’


‘Season your impatience for a moment – the complication is that you can’t take this one single-handed, and Master Latimer is as artful as a cartload of monkeys – ’


‘I’ve not got a partner?’ Mitchell’s chest expanded: Frances had been his partner, and Frances slept in a little country churchyard now – now and forever. ‘I don’t want a bloody partner – ’


‘Not a partner. More … a bodyguard – a driver … someone to watch your back and do the chores, Paul. And he’ll be good at all those things, I assure you.’


He – ?


‘No!’


‘Yes. Do you know a man named Aske? Humphrey Aske?’


‘Aske?’ Mitchell ran the tapes. There was a new Special Branch man taking over from Cox – Andrews – Andrew … and an Agnew, who was half-French and a Hull University Law graduate … Aske – Christ! – Aske!


‘He’s a – he’s a – oh, shit – ’ Mitchell ran out of words, into outrage.


‘Odd? Queer? Gay?’ Audley raised an eyebrow. ‘A cupcake? I heard that word recently, from one of our newer recruits – you know of Humphrey Aske, then?’


‘David – no, for God’s sake – ’


‘I might have known you’d know him. You always know too much, Paul.’


‘I’ve only seen him a couple of times – I’ve talked to him once – ’


‘But once was enough? Tchk, tchk!’ Audley tutted at him. ‘Prejudice is a terrible thing! And since it takes all sorts to make a world – and particularly our world – has it never occurred to you how useful the Askes of this world can be, once we’ve stopped trying to sweep them under the carpet?’ He gazed at Mitchell. ‘What was he doing, when you encountered him?’


‘He was poncing around in records.’ Mitchell recalled his incredulity from that encounter.


‘In the Balkan Section? He has been covering one of their embassies – probably the Bulgarian … the old Bulgarian heresy?’ Audley was at his most maddening. ‘That’s one of Master Latimer’s areas of activity, and he’s one of Latimer’s creatures. That’s why we’ve got him now – or you have.’


More incredulity. ‘Latimer isn’t – ?’


‘No. Latimer isn’t. Latimer is neither homo nor hetero, so far as I can observe. He is merely and unfortunately very smart, in this instance. So I’m afraid you have Aske as your back-up.’


‘Why not Bannen? I like him.’


‘Because Bannen doesn’t have the right qualifications. Aske does – and Latimer has kindly made him available, because he wants to know what I’m up to … and Jack Butler is being obstinately fair-minded, because Aske needs more field experience at the sharp end, to qualify for promotion.’ Audley gave Mitchell a wicked look. ‘But you don’t need to be nice to him, or to let him into your confidence. He’s just there to hew wood and draw water for you, and to die for you if he has to.’


That was altogether too close to the bone: there was no answer to that, only another pang of remembrance.


‘Now … the project.’ Audley dismissed the complication of Aske as though the truth had exorcised it. ‘It was Project Vengeful – and the Vengeful was in English, not Cyrillic, so there are no semantic or etymological arguments about “avenger”, or “vengeance”, or “vindictive”, even though they were all Royal Navy ships in their time too.’


Loftus of the ‘Vengeful’, thought Mitchell automatically. But that was two-thirds of a lifetime ago –


‘There were twelve Vengefuls – the twelfth was a submarine in ’44, but that’s being attended to elsewhere, and you don’t need to worry about it. You’ve drawn the other eleven, and I want you to eliminate them … or not, as the case may be.’


Ridiculous, thought Mitchell.


‘And Loftus was the expert on all of them. So you will start with him,’ said Audley. ‘Or, seeing that he’s dead, you must start with his daughter – even if it means playing mixed hockey!’




The hero’s daughter




I


Elizabeth only became fully aware of the handsome young man after an intermediate sequence of more casual emotions.


There was a Victorian mirror on the bric-à-brac stall, opposite her own bookstall on the other side of the gangway – a big, ugly old thing, mahogany-framed, solid as an old battleship and as unsaleable – it had been on the same stall in the previous sale, and hadn’t sold that time either, and wasn’t going to sell this time at half the price. But now he was looking into it, and he was looking at her.


The first time, she had put it down to accident – to the accidental adjustment of the mirror; then, when she noticed that he was still looking at her, she put it down to brief curiosity – to the discovery that he could stare into it without being noticed, without knowing that she had observed his curiosity. But the third time, after she had moved down her stall and had then come back to her original position beside the cash-box … then he was still there, and she began to wonder what it was that held his attention.


It couldn’t be the cash-box, because his suit fitted too well for that – a nice summer suit that was never straight off the peg – that suit was too good for what there was in her cash-box, and so was his haircut; even the three young tearaways from Leigh Park, whom she haid observed casing the stalls earlier, had dismissed the box at a glance as containing too much silver and too few notes.


But then it couldn’t be her, either – that was equally unlikely, to the point of being ridiculous, even though she now represented a very great number of banknotes – because he couldn’t know that …


Or could he?


She began to day-dream pleasurably along the lines which dear old Mr Lovell at the solicitors’ had sketched obliquely, even though he was unaware of the half of her good fortune. It still amused her, the new deference – not plain Elizabeth any more, now that she was an esteemed client and not Father’s messenger; she was still plain Elizabeth herself, but in Lovell, Cole & Lovell she had become Miss Loftus; and dear old Mr Lovell, who had never been unkind to her, had tied himself into a Gordian Knot trying to warn her of the temptations and pitfalls waiting to ambuscade her, now that she was a woman of modest wealth and property, and all alone.


There were people, he said –


(He was still watching her: she was sure of that now!)


There were people – old Mr Lovell couldn’t bring himself to say men, just as he would not have dreamed of telling her that she was no oil painting even if she now had a golden frame – there were people who might come to her with … ideas … She must be careful of the company she kept, careful of new friends who might not be friends at all, careful …


Some hope! thought Elizabeth: it was she herself who had all the ideas – even silly ideas about impossibly good-looking young men who watched her surreptitiously in mirrors at church fêtes – mysterious young men like the hero in that Mills and Boon romance she’d confiscated from Angela McManners last term, when Angela should have been deep in Lockyer’s Habsburg and Bourbon Europe for her A-level.


And there, as a reminder of that episode, was huge Mrs McManners herself, just a few yards down the stall, browsing on the cheapest and tattiest paperbacks – it would never do to let her catch Miss Loftus ogling young men!


‘I’ll take these two,’ said Mrs McManners. ‘Both from the 10p box, dear.’


‘Thank you, Mrs McManners,’ said Elizabeth sweetly. ‘Purity’s Passion and The Sultan’s Concubine – shall I wrap them for you?’


‘They’re for my daughter – she’s very fond of history.’ Mrs McManners hastily stuffed her purchases into her basket. ‘I must fly, dear.’


The idea of fifteen stone flying diverted Elizabeth momentarily as she dropped the coins in the box. Then a hand came into the corner of her vision, its index finger running up the titles towards her.


‘And I’m very fond of history too.’ The finger came to rest on one of Elizabeth’s own contributions to her stall. ‘From Trafalgar to Navarino: The Lost Legacy – by Commander Hugh Loftus, VC, RN.’


But it didn’t say all that on the dark blue spine, thought Elizabeth. There was only From Trafalgar to Navarino and Hugh Loftus picked out in gold there.


They looked at each other directly for the first time, eye to eye, but whatever she let slip in her expression she could see no sign of any acknowledgement in his that they had already scrutinised each other in the mirror.


‘How much would that be, then?’ he inquired.


In second thoughts, now that he was right here in front of her, he not only looked ten years older, but Elizabeth had the strangest feeling that she had seen him before somewhere; not before during this same afternoon, in some unregistered fleeting glance in the crowd, but before somewhere else … On a television screen? In a newspaper?


He leaned forward slightly towards her. ‘How much?’


With an effort Elizabeth shook herself free of second thoughts. ‘I’m sorry – it’s £1.50,’ she said, fumbling the book out of the line.


‘£1.50?’ He smiled at her.


‘It’s a mint copy.’ It was one of Father’s author’s copies in fact. ‘And it’s in aid of the church tower restoration fund, so I don’t think it’s too expensive.’


‘I wasn’t questioning the price, Miss Loftus.’ He took the book from her and opened it at the fly-leaf. ‘I was just hoping that it would be signed – I see that it isn’t … but it’s cheap at the price, anyway. Only … it would have been even cheaper with a signature – at the price – wouldn’t it?’ He smiled again.


Elizabeth swallowed. ‘I’m sorry. I haven’t got a signed copy.’


‘No matter. Perhaps you could sign it instead?’ He produced a pen, and held the book open for her.


‘I don’t see …’ Elizabeth trailed off.


‘The next best thing, Miss Loftus. If not the hero himself, then the hero’s daughter. I would have preferred The Dover Patrol – more my period. But this will do very well.’


He was an academic, she ought to have guessed that even though she hadn’t started to try to guess what he was: the mixture of confidence and that slightly dégagé air, plus the Oxbridge voice, were clues enough. Yet, if he was an academic TV or newspaper personality, she still couldn’t place him. But there was an easy way of getting round that now.


She accepted the pen and the book. ‘To whom shall I inscribe it?’


‘Paul Mitchell – “Mitchell” with the usual “t”.’


That didn’t help matters, even though something still nagged at the back of her mind.


‘“To Paul Mitchell from Elizabeth Loftus” – there, for what it’s worth.’ She smiled back at him. ‘That’s the first time I’ve ever signed a book. But I don’t think I’ve added to its value.’


‘On the contrary.’ He studied the inscription for a moment, then looked at her appraisingly. ‘For such a unique collector’s item … shall we say £5?’


Elizabeth’s worst suspicions were pleasurably encouraged. Fortune hunters were out of date, and in any case the details of her official inheritance – let alone the rest of it all – couldn’t possibly be common knowledge. But he was up to something, that was certain.


‘The price is £1.50, Mr Mitchell. I couldn’t possibly accept more.’ She took his £5 note.


‘Mint condition?’ He raised the book between them. ‘The going price in Blackwell’s at Oxford for this is £9.95, you know.’


So he had done his homework, but if he was trying to pick her up that was to be expected.


‘It’s still £1.50.’ That ‘Blackwell’s at Oxford’ was a nice touch, well-calculated to arouse her happiest memories, if that was what was intended. Yet, once identified for what it was, it armoured her against him. ‘Do you mind taking your change mostly in silver?’


‘I don’t want any change.’ Her intransigence was beginning to unsettle him. ‘Keep it for the church tower.’


She began to count out the 10p pieces from her cash-box. ‘You can give them all to the Vicar’s wife, then – she’s sitting just down the end there, and she’ll give you raffle tickets in exchange. You might win a bottle of whisky or an LP. And even if you don’t win anything, she’ll give you a pamphlet on the history of the church for free … seeing as you’re interested in history, Mr Mitchell.’


That, and £3.50 in 10p pieces, ought to damp down his ambitions, whatever they were. And besides, there was a customer waiting further up the table.


She pushed the piles of coins towards him. ‘Excuse me …’


But when she had completed the sale of One Hundred Great Lives and Civilisation on Trial, at 40p the pair, he was still there with his coins untouched, looking just a little forlorn.


‘Yes, Mr Mitchell?’ Elizabeth’s conscience tweaked her slightly. It was after all a church sale, and she had not given him the benefit of any doubt whatsoever, in all Christian charity.


He spread his hands. ‘Miss Loftus, I confess … I was also hoping to buy a little of your time.’


So at least they had come to the crunch on her terms, thought Elizabeth smugly. ‘My time?’


‘Just that. At least, to start with … I want to put a proposition to you.’


Elizabeth’s hackles rose. She looked up the table for more customers, but there were none, so she could hardly set any price on her time, which patently had no value here and now.


‘A proposition?’ She could hear the harshness in her voice which was normally reserved for scholarship girls who allowed their precocious sex lives to intrude into the work which had to be done, and who then attempted to fob her off with transparent excuses. ‘What proposition?’


At least he had picked up the danger signal: she could see that by the set of the jaw. ‘It’s about your father, Miss Loftus. It relates to him.’


As it invariably did, the direct mention of her father froze Elizabeth, activating her public face to assume its sorrowing-daughter expression.


‘I was very sorry to learn of his death.’


There was no earthly reason why he should be very sorry, if he was a stranger. And if he wasn’t a stranger – it occurred to Elizabeth that it was quite possible, if this young man was an academic of some sort, that he might have met Father somewhere, sometime. But then, if he had, it seemed to be unlikely that Father would have endeared himself sufficiently to make him ‘very sorry’. So, either way, it was merely a conventional insincerity preparing the way for the proposition.


‘I read the obituary in The Times.’


Everyone had done that –


… after a long illness bravely borne … although badly wounded, refused medical attention … continued to direct the engagement … successful conclusion of a brilliantly-handled operation …


Well, The Times always did its duty by VCs, and, with the original citation to go on, the panegyrist’s work had been largely done for him in advance, for all that it mattered now, which was no more than any other seawrack from those sunken E-boats of his.


But everyone had read it anyway, even Mr Paul Mitchell.


‘That’s why I’m here, really … Perhaps … perhaps I’m rather rushing in – so soon after … But I’m hoping that you won’t think so.’


What Elizabeth was thinking was that her silence was getting to him. And that, if it had merely been a matter of small talk about her irreplaceable loss, would have been fine with her. But with his proposition as yet unproposed it called for a bit of encouragement.


She indicated the stacks of 10p pieces. ‘You’ve purchased some of my time, Mr Mitchell – remember?’


He gave her a curious look, almost as though she had given him an inkling of the true face behind the mask.


‘Yes, of course … Well, the obituary stated that at the time of his death he was engaged in writing a history of HMS Vengeful, the destroyer he commanded in the Channel fight in ’42. Is that what he was doing?’


The question was delivered with a slight frown, indicating doubt if not actual disbelief. And that was interesting because of all the facts recorded in the obituary, other than the long illness bravely borne, this was the one The Times had got wrong. And – not doubt, but certainty – Mr Paul Mitchell knew as much. But how?


‘Why d’you want to know, Mr Mitchell? Does it matter what he was writing?’


He shook his head vaguely. ‘I seem to remember … about two or three years ago … he wrote a letter to The Times trying to get in touch with anyone who served on the previous HMS Vengeful – the one which fought at Jutland in 1916, or any next-of-kin with letters and suchlike … And he also explained then that he was writing a book about all the ships of that name which had ever served with the navy – am I right?’


‘Yes, Mr Mitchell.’ She had typed the letter herself, as always, from that scrawl which only she could read. And there was no point in denying it because there was nothing vague about his memory, it was exactly right.


‘So The Times was wrong?’


Elizabeth nodded. But she had asked why and he had answered how, she realised.


‘All the Vengefuls.’ He nodded back. ‘And there were twelve of them, I believe? Or nearly thirteen, but the Admiralty changed its mind about the last one, and finally called it something else – Shannon, it is now … so that doesn’t qualify. And your father commanded the penultimate Vengeful, then.’


Elizabeth nodded again. ‘You’re very well informed, Mr Mitchell.’


‘Not really. I just read the newspapers, that’s all.’


‘Then you have a good memory.’


He grinned at her. ‘Especially for letters in The Times. Because that wasn’t the only one your father wrote, was it!’ The grin started to broaden, then disappeared instantly as he remembered also that such levity was inappropriate to the occasion. ‘I’m sorry …’


‘There’s no need to be.’ It didn’t suit Elizabeth for him to become inhibited by her bereavement, not now that she understood exactly how he had become so knowledgeable. ‘You mean the Vengeful–Shannon correspondence, I take it?’


He nodded cautiously, still doubtful about her reaction to the memory of that long, acrimonious and ultimately hilarious battle of the letter-writers in the columns of The Times.


‘You found it amusing?’ Elizabeth fabricated the ghost of a smile to take the sting out of her question. She could well believe that outsiders might have considered it so, that passionate and useless controversy about the naming of a warship which the letters editor had headlined variously, tongue-in-cheek, as ‘The last fight of the Vengeful’ and ‘A hard-fought engagement’.


He took encouragement from the ghost-smile. ‘To be honest … I thought it was the jolliest Times correspondence since those dons got to arguing about how fast and how far the ancient Greeks could row their triremes.’


Of course, he couldn’t know how she had suffered through it all, with Father tearing into each morning’s newspaper and his alternate bouts of rage and triumph as the argument swung this way and that.


They had shamed her, those letters, for the contempt the recipients must have felt for him; and doubly shamed her, as he made it so very clear that in some twisted way he had come to regard his immortality as descending somehow through the renewed name of his beloved ship, rather than through his unloved daughter, who was plainly useless – very plainly – for such a purpose, and fit only to type his letters and his books, and cook his meals, and wash and fetch and carry and clean for him.


Well – so much for that! It was all flotsam now that time and events had revenged her on the last captain of the penultimate Vengeful – time and events and the Admiralty!


‘My father didn’t find it so funny.’ This time she didn’t pretend to smile.


‘No, I rather gathered that.’ He took his cue from her. ‘But to a landlubber like me ships’ names really don’t have much significance. In fact, they often seem to me to be rather idiotic – like the names people give to racehorses.’


‘Oh, I wouldn’t say that.’ Elizabeth found the mention of racehorses slightly unsettling, however accidental it might be, as a reminder of Father’s weakness. Except that, judging by the contents of the safe deposit boxes and the cash-box under her bed, it could hardly be called a weakness.


‘But didn’t they call one of the Flower class corvettes in the last war “Pansy”?’ countered Paul Mitchell. ‘I can’t imagine what the sailors made of that!’ He lifted From Trafalgar to Navarino. ‘And what was it Nelson’s sailors turned the Bellerophon into … because they couldn’t pronounce it, let alone spell it – “Billy Ruffian”, eh?’ The grin came back. ‘God knows what they made of the Euryalus!’


So the landlubber knew something about ships, Elizabeth noted. But if ships’ names drew him out towards his proposition, then so be it.


‘Ah, yet that merely illustrates the primacy of the classical education in those days, Mr Mitchell. It was just the same in the French navy – the French had an Hercule at the battle of the Saints in 1782, and a Hector, and a César, and a Scipion … and then after the Revolution you have new names like Frater-nité and Franklin, after Benjamin Franklin, creeping in – and the Droits de l’Homme, even.’


Paul Mitchell nodded. ‘I see what you mean. Like the Reds renaming the Tsar’s dreadnoughts October Revolution and Marat in 1919 – Marat to them being like Franklin to the French revolutionaries, of course.’


He nodded again. ‘Education, politics … and history too – naming your ships after the battles you’ve won, and the men who won them … yes – Midway and Coral Sea, and Rodney and Nelson, and that weird dreadnought we had at Jutland, the Agincourt – ’


Good heavens! thought Elizabeth. He even knew about Agincourt, which had started life as Rio de Janeiro, then had turned into Sultan Osman I, only to be taken over in the nick of time on Tyneside in 1914 by Churchill, to fire its ten salvoes of 12-inch shells – at Jutland. The very mention of HMS Agincourt had always made Father quite dreamy, with a mixture of envy and pride oiling the waves of his bitterness.


But she had never heard anyone else speak of it – she had never met anyone who had ever heard of it – until now, with this strange young man –


‘ – and religion too … Santissima Trinidad, and all the other Spanish saints we blew apart at Trafalgar.’ Paul Mitchell waved his bargain again. ‘Yes, I can see that there’s a lot more in ships’ names than has met my ill-informed eye until now! So I’d better be careful, with an expert like you around, in case I say something stupid.’


‘I’m not an expert.’ Elizabeth was resolved not to be caught again.


‘Not an expert?’ He tried to make his disbelief sound polite. ‘But a history degree at Lady Margaret Hall …’


The contrast between the qualification and the unpaid secretarial work flicked her on the raw. ‘I mean, I’m not an expert on naval history,’ she said stiffly. ‘Just what was it that you wanted to talk to me about, Mr Mitchell?’


‘Ah … well, about your father’s book, Miss Loftus – ’ he gave her back a direct look ‘ – am I right in thinking that he hadn’t finished it?’


He knew the answer. But, although there were plenty of ways he might know it, he knew more than that, and it was still the why which plagued her.


‘No, Mr Mitchell. As a matter of fact he hadn’t.’ To get more she still had to give more, she sensed that. ‘My father was a sick man – he’d been unwell for a long time … he behaved as though he wasn’t, but he was. And he had his good days, and his good weeks, and his bad ones, therefore. May I ask why you want to know this?’


‘How far had he got?’


It was on the tip of her tongue to repeat her question, but she sensed that it might be easier to let him reach the answer in his own way. ‘He was revising a chapter on one of the earlier Vengefuls. He hadn’t really got down to collating the material he had on the last three Vengefuls, if you must know.’


He brightened. ‘The twentieth century ones, those would be?’


‘The ninth Vengeful. That’s how far he’d got, Mr Mitchell.’


He thought for a moment, and then nodded as though she had confirmed information he already possessed. ‘The Jutland Vengeful. Improved Admiralty M Class – 975 tons, three 4-inch, four 21-inch torpedo tubes, 34.5 knots. Built by Hawthorne, Leslie and Company Limited on the Tyne at Hebburn, commissioned at Chatham – 1913–14 Estimates. Right?’


‘If you say so. There was one that fought at Jutland certainly.’ If she had not already been inclined towards caution his fingertip facts would have made her so. ‘But you obviously know all about it already. You wouldn’t be a naval historian by any chance, would you?’


He shook his head. ‘No, Miss Loftus, not a naval historian – a military one. Actually the 1914–18 War is my field – the war of the tenth Vengeful. Only it’s the Western Front that’s my speciality. The trenches … if you can call them a field.’ The corner of his mouth twitched. ‘I don’t suppose you can discern any connection?’


‘Is there one?’


‘It was the same war, Miss Loftus.’ He paused for a moment. ‘You see … a few years ago I was re-reading one of my favourite books, Charles Carrington’s Soldier from the Wars Returning … Charles Carrington being the “Charles Edmonds” who wrote the best and truest eye-witness memoir to come out of the trenches, Subaltern’s War – do you know it?’


‘No.’ But what she did know was that he was what he said he was, she could recognise the glint in his eye, and the dogmatic assertion of the obsessed specialist, from her own experience.


‘A pity. But no matter … At one point, just before he comes up to Third Ypres … Passchendaele … he lets slip that the British soldiers in the line didn’t know a thing about the French Army mutinies. But they did know about the troubles in Russia and the U-boat crisis. Now … I’d never really thought of the other two crises going on at the same time as Third Ypres – do you see what I mean?’


Elizabeth blinked. ‘I can’t say that I do, Mr Mitchell.’


Her obtuseness didn’t seem to worry him. ‘Contemporaneity, Miss Loftus, contemporaneity. That’s the point.’


‘Indeed?’ What she could still see was that glint. And that was the way it took some men – the pursuit of an idea and the thirst for knowledge. It was related to avarice, but it wasn’t the same thing; it was more about finding than keeping, like gold fever.


‘The same applies to 1916 – Verdun, Jutland, the Somme – to me they’d become isolated events because of my over-specialisation: I knew all about the first and the last, but virtually nothing about the middle one. Whereas in reality the good scholar must look at the whole spread of contemporaneous events, to find out how they interlock, if he’s ever to understand the truth about his smaller detail. ‘He paused for breath. ‘Did you know that the first convoy system – which was the answer to the U-boat – was developed to get coal from South Wales to France … because the German army was sitting on most of the French coal supply?’


She had to humour him. ‘No, Mr Mitchell, I didn’t know that.’


‘Yes – ’ He caught himself suddenly, as though he realised that he was about to lose his broad spread in detail ‘ – well, the fact is … I’ve been busy for some time familiarising myself with naval history. And when I read the obituary on your father, and I recalled his earlier letter … I’m used to handling research material and pulling it together – I did as much for Professor Emerson’s book on the Somme a few years back, when he died before he’d finished it … it occurred to me that I might be able to finish your father’s book for you, Miss Loftus.’


Good Lord! thought Elizabeth, frowning at him with a mixture of astonishment and irritation. He had indeed been after something – but it wasn’t her money, let alone she herself – it was Father’s research he wanted!


She opened her mouth, but he spoke again quickly before she could do so.


‘Miss Loftus – let me make myself plain, I beg you!’ He had clearly read the expression on her face. ‘I’m absolutely not interested in either making money or a name for myself – I don’t need to do either. The book would have your father’s name, and you can have the royalties – you can have your own solicitor draw up any agreement you like. You can even veto the whole thing at any time if you don’t like it – or me … providing I can do the same, of course. Because I’d have to see the work that’s already been done, naturally … My own contribution, apart from any necessary editing, would be to put together the twentieth-century chapters only, because I’m not an expert on the earlier periods … But otherwise, you can call the tune absolutely. So don’t say “no” out of hand, without thinking.’


That was exactly what Elizabeth was doing – she was thinking very hard indeed, trying to adjust her first reaction and her instinct and her prejudices with the apparent generosity of his offer. Because there must be a catch in it somewhere.


‘I don’t quite see why you want to do this … under those conditions, Mr Mitchell,’ she said tentatively, shying away from the direct rudeness of ‘What’s in it for you?’


He shrugged. ‘Let’s say … I’m not a naval historian – I’m not ready to write a whole book of my own on naval matters. But … I admire your father’s work – I think The Dover Patrol was a fine book … and I could do this.’ He paused. ‘Also … I’m between books myself at the moment, so I have several spare months.’


Well, there was an opening, even at the risk of emphasising her ignorance. ‘Forgive me for asking … but you must understand that I don’t read books about the World Wars …’ It was harder than she’d expected, and she felt the blood rising in her cheeks.


‘What books have I written?’ The laughter lines crinkled on his face as he came to her rescue, making it older again, where his recent embarrassment had made him seem younger. ‘Or were you going to ask whether I write under my own name?’
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