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Create her child of spleen, that it may live 


And be a thwart disnatur’d torment to her! 


Let it stamp wrinkles in her brow of youth; 


With cadent tears fret channels in her cheeks; 


Turn all her mother’s pains and benefits 


To laughter and contempt; that she may feel 


How sharper than a serpent’s tooth it is 


To have a thankless child!





Shakespeare, King Lear





‘Forty-two!’ yelled Loonquawl. ‘Is that all you’ve 

got to show for seven and a half million years’ 

work?’


‘I checked it very thoroughly,’ said the computer, 

‘and that quite definitely is the answer. I 

think the problem, to be quite honest with you, 

is that you’ve never really known the what the 

question is . . . Once you know what the question 

is, you’ll know what the answer means.’





Douglas Adams, 


The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy
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Scold skold, n. a rude clamorous woman or other.





Chambers English Dictionary





Branks brangks, (Scot.) n.pl., rarely in sing., a 

scold’s bridle; an instrument of punishment used 

in the case of scolds, etc., consisting of a kind of 

iron framework to enclose the head, having a sharp 

metal gag or bit which entered the mouth and 

restrained the tongue.





Oxford English Dictionary


































 





I wonder if I should keep these diaries under lock and 

key. Jenny Spede has disturbed them again and it’s 

annoying me. She must have opened a volume inadvertently 

while dusting, and reads them now out of some 

sort of prurient curiosity. What does she make, I wonder, 

of an old woman, deformed by arthritis, stripping naked 

for a young man? A vicarious lust, I am sure, for it 

beggars belief that anyone other than her brute of a 

husband has ever regarded her with anything but 

revulsion.


But, no, it can’t be Jenny. She’s too lazy to clean so 

thoroughly and too stupid to find anything I say or do 

either interesting or amusing. The later volumes seem 

to be attracting the most attention but, at the moment, 

I can’t see why. I am only interested in beginnings for 

there is so much hope at the beginning. The end has no 

merit except to demonstrate how badly that hope was 

misplaced.


‘In the dead vast and middle of the night . . . How 

weary, stale, flat, and unprofitable seem to me all the 

uses of this world.’


Who then? James? Or am I going senile and imagining 

things? Yesterday I found Howard’s offer open on 

my desk, but I could have sworn I put it back in the file. 

‘O judgement, thou art fled . . .’


The pills worry me more. Ten is such a round number 

to be missing. I fear Joanna is up to her wretched tricks 

again, worse, I wonder if Ruth is going the same way. 

Blood will always out . . .




 





One


DR SARAH BLAKENEY stood beside the bath and wondered 

how death could ever be described as a victory. There 

was no triumph here, no lingering sense that Mathilda had 

abandoned her earthly shell for something better, no hint 

even that she had found peace. The dead, unlike the 

sleeping, offered no hope of a re-awakening. ‘You want my 

honest opinion?’ she said slowly, in answer to the policeman’s 

question. ‘Then no, Mathilda Gillespie is the last 

person I’d have expected to kill herself.’


They stared at the grotesque figure, stiff and cold in the 

brackish water. Nettles and Michaelmas daisies sprouted 

from the awful contraption that caged the bloodless face, its 

rusted metal bit clamping the dead tongue still in the gaping 

mouth. A scattering of petals, curling and decayed, clung to 

the scraggy shoulders and the sides of the bath, while a 

brown sludge below the water’s surface suggested more 

petals, waterlogged and sunk. On the floor lay a bloodied 

Stanley knife, apparently dropped by the nerveless fingers 

that dangled above it. It was reminiscent of Marat in his 

bath, but so much uglier and so much sadder. Poor 

Mathilda, thought Sarah, how she would have hated this.


The police Sergeant gestured at the pitiful grey head. 

‘What in God’s name is that thing?’ His voice grated with 

repugnance.


Sarah waited a moment until she felt her own voice was 

under control. ‘It’s a scold’s bridle,’ she told him, ‘a 

primitive instrument of repression. They were used in the 

Middle Ages to curb the tongues of nagging women. It’s 

been in Mathilda’s family for years. I know it looks awful 

like that, but she kept it downstairs in the hall over a pot of 

geraniums. As a decoration it was rather effective.’ She 

raised a hand to her mouth in distress and the policeman 

patted her shoulder awkwardly. ‘They were white geraniums 

and they poked their heads through the iron framework. 

Her coronet weeds, she always called them.’ She cleared her 

throat. ‘She was rather fine, you know. Very proud, very 

snobbish, very intolerant and not overly friendly, but she 

had a brilliant mind for someone who had never been 

trained to do anything more than keep house and she had a 

wonderful sense of humour. Dry and incisive.’


‘Coronet weeds,’ echoed the pathologist thoughtfully. 

‘As in:





“There with fantastic garlands did she come,


Of crowflowers, nettles, daisies, and long purples,


That liberal shepherds give a grosser name,


But our cold maids do dead men’s fingers call them:


There, on the pendent boughs her coronet weeds – ”’





‘Hamlet,’ he explained apologetically to the policeman. 

‘Ophelia’s end. I had to learn it for O level. Amazing what 

you remember as you get older.’ He stared at the bath. ‘Did 

Mrs Gillespie know Hamlet?’


Sarah nodded unhappily. ‘She told me once that her 

entire education was based on learning chunks of Shakespeare 

by heart.’


‘Well, we’re not going to learn much by standing staring 

at the poor woman,’ said the policeman abruptly. ‘Unless 

Ophelia was murdered.’


Dr Cameron shook his head. ‘Death by drowning,’ he 

said thoughtfully, ‘while of unsound mind.’ He glanced at 

Sarah. ‘Was Mrs Gillespie depressed at all?’


‘If she was, she never gave any indication of it.’


The policeman, decidedly more uncomfortable in the 

presence of death than either of the two doctors, ushered 

Sarah on to the landing. ‘Many thanks for your time, Dr 

Blakeney. I’m sorry we had to subject you to that but as her 

GP you probably knew her better than most.’ It was his 

turn to sigh. ‘They’re always the worst. Old people, living 

alone. Society’s rejects. Sometimes it’s weeks before they’re 

found.’ His mouth turned down in a curve of distaste. ‘Very 

unpleasant. I suppose we’re lucky she was found so quickly. 

Less than forty hours according to Dr Cameron. Midnight 

Saturday, he estimates.’


Sarah leant her back against the wall and stared across 

the landing towards Mathilda’s bedroom where the open 

door showed the old oak bed piled high with pillows. There 

was a strange sense of ownership still, as if her possessions 

retained the presence that her flesh had lost. ‘She wasn’t 

that old,’ she protested mildly. ‘Sixty-five, no more. These 

days that’s nothing.’


‘She looks older,’ he said matter-of-factly, ‘but then she 

would, I suppose, with all the blood drained out of her.’ 

He consulted his notebook. ‘A daughter, you say, living in

London, and you think a granddaughter at boarding 

school.’


‘Don’t Mr and Mrs Spede know?’ She had caught a 

glimpse of them in the library as she came in, grey faces 

curiously blank from shock, hands clasped tightly together 

like petrified children. ‘They’ve been coming in twice a 

week for years. He looks after the garden and she cleans. 

They must know more about her than anyone.’


He nodded. ‘Unfortunately we’ve had nothing but hysterics 

out of them since Mrs Spede found the body. We’ll 

be asking round the village, anyway.’ He looked towards 

the bedroom. ‘There’s an empty bottle of barbiturates on 

her bedside table beside the remains of a glass of whisky. It 

looks like a belt and braces job. Whisky for courage, sleeping 

pills, then the Stanley knife in the bath. Do you still say you 

wouldn’t have expected her to kill herself?’


‘Oh, lord, I don’t know.’ Sarah ran a worried hand 

through her short dark hair. ‘I wouldn’t have prescribed 

barbiturates if I thought there was a chance she’d abuse 

them, but one can never be certain about these things. And 

anyway, Mathilda had been taking them for years, they 

were commonly prescribed once. So yes, I would rule 

out suicide from what I knew of her, but we had a 

doctor–patient relationship. She had severe pain with her 

arthritis and there were nights when she couldn’t sleep.’ 

She frowned. ‘In any case, there can’t have been many of 

the sleeping pills left. She was due for another prescription 

this week.’


‘Perhaps she was hoarding them,’ he said unemotionally. 

‘Did she ever open her heart to you?’


‘I doubt she opened her heart to anyone. She wasn’t the 

type. She was a very private person.’ She shrugged. ‘And 

I’ve only known her – what? – twelve months. I live in 

Long Upton, not here in Fontwell, so I haven’t come across 

her socially either.’ She shook her head. ‘There’s nothing in 

her records to suggest a depressive personality. But the 

trouble is—’ She fell silent.


‘The trouble is what, Dr Blakeney?’


‘The trouble is we talked about freedom the last time I 

saw her, and she said freedom is an illusion. There’s no such 

thing in modern society. She quoted Rousseau at me, the 

famous rebel-cry of students in the sixties: “Man was born 

free, and everywhere he is in chains.” There was only one 

freedom left, according to Mathilda, and that was the 

freedom to choose how and when to die.’ Her face looked 

bleak. ‘But we had conversations like that every time I saw 

her. There was no reason to assume that one was any 

different.’


‘When was this conversation?’


Sarah sighed heavily. ‘Three weeks ago during my last 

monthly visit. And the awful thing is, I laughed. Even that 

wasn’t a freedom any more, I said, because doctors are so 

damn scared of prosecution they wouldn’t dream of giving 

a patient the choice.’


The policeman, a large detective nearing retirement, 

placed a comforting hand on her arm. ‘There now, it’s 

nothing to fret about. It was slitting her wrists that killed 

her, not barbiturates. And the chances are we’re looking at 

murder anyway.’ He shook his head. ‘I’ve seen a few 

suicides one way and another, but I’ve yet to see an old

woman turn herself into a flower arrangement in her bath. 

It’ll be money that’s behind it. We all live too long and the 

young get desperate.’ He spoke with feeling, Sarah thought.





An hour later, Dr Cameron was more sceptical. ‘If she 

didn’t do it herself,’ he said, ‘you’ll have the devil’s own job 

proving it.’ They had removed the body from the bath and 

lain it, still with the scold’s bridle in place, on plastic 

sheeting on the floor. ‘Apart from the incisions in her wrists 

there’s not a mark on her, bar what one would expect, of 

course.’ He pointed to the lividity above and around the 

wrinkled buttocks. ‘Some post mortem hypostasis where the 

blood has settled but no bruising. Poor old thing. She 

didn’t put up any sort of a fight.’


Sergeant Cooper leaned against the bathroom doorjamb, 

drawn to look at the poor grey body, but deeply repulsed 

by it. ‘She couldn’t if she was drugged,’ he murmured.


Cameron peeled off his gloves. ‘I’ll see what I can find 

out for you back at the lab, but my advice is, don’t hold 

your breath. I can’t see your Chief Super wasting too much 

time and resources on this one. It’s about as neat as anything 

I’ve seen. Frankly, unless something pretty unusual shows 

up in the post mortem, I’ll be recommending a suicide 

verdict.’


‘But what does your gut tell you, Doctor? The nettles 

are telling mine it was murder. Why would she deliberately 

sting herself before she died?’


‘Self-reproach, probably. Good God, man, there’s no 

logic to this kind of thing. Suicides are hardly in their right 

mind when they top themselves. Still,’ he said thoughtfully,

‘I am surprised she didn’t leave a note. There’s so much of 

the theatre about this headdress that I’d have expected 

something by way of explanation.’ He began to tuck the 

plastic sheet about the body. ‘Read Hamlet,’ he suggested. 

‘The answer’s in there, I expect.’





Mr and Mrs Spede hovered in the library like two squat 

spectres, so unprepossessing and shifty in their appearance 

that Cooper wondered if they were quite normal. Neither 

seemed able to meet his gaze and every question required 

unspoken consultation between them before one would 

offer an answer. ‘Dr Blakeney tells me Mrs Gillespie has a 

daughter living in London and a granddaughter at boarding 

school,’ he said. ‘Can you give me their names and tell me 

where I can contact them?’


‘She kept her papers very neat,’ said Mrs Spede eventually, 

after receiving some sort of permission to speak from 

her husband. ‘It’ll all be in the papers.’ She nodded towards 

the desk and an oak filing cabinet. ‘In there some place. 

Very neat. Always very neat.’


‘Don’t you know her daughter’s name?’


‘Mrs Lascelles,’ said the man after a moment. ‘Joanna.’ 

He tugged at his lower lip which drooped oddly as if it had 

been tugged many times before. With a petulant frown his 

wife smacked him on the wrist and he tucked the offending 

hand into his pocket. They were very childlike, thought 

Cooper, and wondered if Mrs Gillespie had employed them 

out of compassion.


‘And the granddaughter’s name?’


‘Miss Lascelles,’ said Mrs Spede.


‘Do you know her Christian name?’


‘Ruth.’ She consulted with her husband behind lowered 

lids. ‘They’re not nice, either of them. The Mrs is rude to 

Mr Spede about his gardening and the Miss is rude to Jenny 

about her cleaning.’


‘Jenny?’ he queried. ‘Who’s Jenny?’


‘Jenny is Mrs Spede.’


‘I see,’ said Cooper kindly. ‘It must have been a terrible 

shock for you, Jenny, to find Mrs Gillespie in her bath.’


‘Oh, it was that,’ she howled, grabbing her husband’s 

arm. ‘A terrible, terrible shock.’ Her voice rose on a wail.


With some reluctance, because he feared an even louder 

outburst, Cooper took the polythene bag containing the 

Stanley knife from his pocket and laid it across his broad 

palm. ‘I don’t want to upset you any more, but do you 

recognize this? Is it a knife you’ve seen before?’


Her lips puckered tragically but she stopped the wailing 

to nudge her husband into speech. ‘The kitchen drawer,’ 

he said. ‘It’s the one from the kitchen drawer.’ He touched 

the handle through the bag. ‘I scratched an h’aitch on it for 

“house”. The one I keep in the shed has a gee on it for 

“garden”.’


Cooper examined the crude ‘h’ and nodded as he tucked 

the bag back out of sight into his pocket. ‘Thank you. I’ll 

need the one from the garden for comparison. I’ll ask an 

officer to go out with you when we’ve finished.’ He smiled 

in a friendly way. ‘Now, you presumably have keys to the 

house. May I see them?’


Mrs Spede drew a string from around her neck, revealing 

a key that had lain within the cleft of her bosom. ‘Only me,’ 

she said. ‘Jenny had the key. Mr Spede didn’t need one for

the garden.’ She gave it to Cooper and he felt the warmth 

of her body seeping into his hand. It repelled him because 

it was damp and oily with sweat, and this made him feel 

guilty because he found them both deeply unattractive and 

knew that, unlike Mrs Gillespie, he could not have tolerated 

them about his house for even half an hour.





Mathilda Gillespie’s nearest neighbours lived alongside her 

in a wing adjoining the house. At some stage Cedar House 

must have been one residence, but now a discreet sign 

indicated the door to Wing Cottage at the western end of 

the building. Before Cooper knocked on it, he walked along 

a gravel path to the rear corner and surveyed the patio at 

the back, neatly bordered by tubs of everlasting pansies, 

beyond which a clipped box hedge separated this garden 

from the expanse of lawn and distant trees that belonged to 

Cedar House. He felt a sudden envy for the occupants. 

How drear his own small box was by comparison, but then 

it was his wife who had chosen to live on a modern estate 

and not he. He would have been happy with crumbling 

plaster and a view; she was happy with all mod. cons and 

neighbours so close they rubbed shoulders every day. It was 

a policeman’s lot to give in to a wife he was fond of. His 

hours were too unpredictable to allow him to impose his 

own yearning for isolation on a woman who had tolerated 

his absences with stoical good humour for thirty years.


He heard the door open behind him and turned, producing 

his warrant card from his breast pocket, to greet the fat 

elderly man who approached. ‘DS Cooper, sir, Dorset 

police.’


‘Orloff, Duncan Orloff.’ He ran a worried hand across 

his wide, rather pleasant face. ‘We’ve been expecting you. 

Dear me, dear me. I don’t mind admitting Jenny Spede’s 

howling is a little difficult to take after a while. Poor woman. 

She’s a good soul as long as nothing upsets her. I can’t tell 

you what it was like when she found Mathilda. She came 

rushing out of the house screaming like a banshee and set 

her wretched husband off in sympathy. I realized something 

dreadful must have happened which is why I phoned your 

people and an ambulance. Thank God they came quickly 

and had the sense to bring a woman with them. She was 

really quite excellent, calmed the Spedes down in record 

time. Dear me, dear me,’ he said again, ‘we live such a quiet 

life. Not used to this sort of thing at all.’


‘No one is,’ said Cooper. ‘You’ve been told what’s 

happened, I suppose.’


He wrung his hands in distress. ‘Only that Mathilda’s 

dead. I kept the Spedes here until the police car arrived – 

thought it best, really, what with them collapsing in heaps 

about me – mind you, I wasn’t going to let my wife 

downstairs till it was safe – one can’t be certain about things 

– anyway the uniformed chaps told me to wait until 

someone came to ask questions. Look, you’d better come 

in. Violet’s in the drawing-room now, not feeling too well 

in the circumstances, and who can blame her? Frankly, not 

feeling a hundred per cent myself.’ He stood aside to let 

Cooper enter. ‘First door on the right,’ he said. He followed 

the policeman into a cosy, over-furnished room with a 

television on low volume in the corner, and bent over the 

prostrate figure of his wife on the sofa. ‘There’s a Sergeant 

to see us,’ he said, raising her gently to a sitting position

with one hand and using the other to swing her legs to the 

floor. He lowered his large bulk on to the sofa beside her 

and gestured Cooper towards an armchair. ‘Jenny kept 

screaming about blood,’ he confided unhappily. ‘Red water 

and blood. That’s all she said.’


Violet shivered. ‘And Jesus,’ she whispered. ‘I heard her. 

She said Mathilda was “like Jesus”.’ She raised a hand to 

her own bloodless lips. ‘Dead like Jesus in blood red water.’ 

Her eyes filled. ‘What’s happened to her? Is she really dead?’


‘I’m afraid she is, Mrs Orloff. It’s only approximate, but 

the pathologist estimates the time of death between nine 

o’clock and midnight on Saturday.’ He looked from one to 

the other. ‘Were you here during those three hours?’


‘We were here all night,’ said Duncan. He was clearly 

drawn between his own perceived good taste of not asking 

questions and an overwhelming need to satisfy a very natural 

curiosity. ‘You haven’t told us what’s happened,’ he blurted 

out. ‘It’s much, much worse if you don’t know what’s 

happened. We’ve been imagining terrible things.’


‘She hasn’t been crucified, has she?’ asked Violet tremulously. 

‘I said she’s probably been crucified, otherwise why 

would Jenny have said she looked like Jesus?’


‘I said someone had tried to clean up afterwards,’ said 

Duncan, ‘which is why there’s red water everywhere. You 

hear about it every day, old people being murdered for their 

money. They do terrible things to them, too, before they 

kill them.’


‘Oh, I do hope she wasn’t raped,’ said Violet. ‘I couldn’t 

bear it if they’d raped her.’


Cooper had time to feel regret for this elderly couple 

who, like so many of their peers, lived the end of their lives

in terror because the media persuaded them they were at 

risk. He knew better than anyone that statistics proved it 

was young men aged between fifteen and twenty-five who 

were the group most vulnerable to violent death. He had 

sorted out too many drunken brawls and picked too many 

stabbed and bludgeoned bodies from gutters outside pubs 

to be in any doubt of that. ‘She died in her bath,’ he said 

unemotionally. ‘Her wrists were slit. At the moment the 

pathologist is inclining towards suicide and we are only 

asking questions to satisfy ourselves that she did in fact take 

her own life.’


‘But Jesus didn’t die in his bath,’ said Violet in 

bewilderment.


‘She was wearing a scold’s bridle on her head with 

flowers in it. I think perhaps Mrs Spede thought it was a 

crown of thorns.’ It made no sense otherwise, he thought.


‘I hated that thing. Mathilda was always very peculiar 

about it.’ Violet had a habit, Cooper noticed, of emphasizing 

words she thought important. ‘It must have been 

suicide, then. She wore it when her arthritis was bad. It 

took her mind off the pain, you know. She always said 

she’d kill herself if it got so bad she couldn’t stand it.’ She 

turned tear-filled eyes to her husband. ‘Why didn’t she call 

out to us? I’m sure there’s something we could have done to 

help.’


‘Would you have heard her?’ asked Cooper.


‘Oh, yes, especially if she was in the bathroom. She could 

have rattled the pipes. We’d certainly have heard that.’


Cooper transferred his attention to Mr Orloff. ‘Did you 

hear anything at all that night?’


Duncan gave the question long and thoughtful consideration. ‘Our days are very uneventful,’ he said apologetically. 

‘All I can say is that if we had heard something, we’d have 

acted’ – he spread his hands in a gesture of surrender – ‘like 

this morning when Jenny started screaming. There was 

nothing like that on Saturday.’


‘Yet you both assumed she’d been murdered by a gang. 

You mentioned “they”.’


‘It’s difficult to think straight when people are screaming,’ 

he said, reproaching himself with a shake of the head. 

‘And to be perfectly honest, I wasn’t at all sure the Spedes 

themselves hadn’t done something. They’re not the brightest 

couple as you’ve probably discovered for yourself. Mind 

you, it wouldn’t have been intentional. They’re foolish, not 

dangerous. I assumed there’d been some sort of accident,’ 

he spread his palms on his fat knees, ‘I’ve been worrying 

that I should have gone in to do something, saved her 

perhaps, but if she died on Saturday . . . ?’ His voice tailed 

off on a query.


Cooper shook his head. ‘You couldn’t have done anything 

for her. What about during the daytime? Did you hear 

anything then?’


‘On Saturday, you mean?’ He shook his head. ‘Nothing 

that leaps to mind. Certainly nothing unsettling.’ He looked 

at Violet as if seeking inspiration. ‘We notice if the bell 

rings in Cedar House, because it’s very rare for Mathilda to 

have visitors, but otherwise’ – he shrugged helplessly – ‘so 

little happens here, Sergeant, and we do watch a lot of 

television.’


‘And you didn’t wonder where she was on Sunday?’


Violet dabbed at her eyes. ‘Oh, dear,’ she whispered, 

‘could we have saved her then? How awful, Duncan.’


‘No,’ said Cooper firmly, ‘she was certainly dead by three 

o’clock on Sunday morning.’


‘We were friends, you know,’ said Violet. ‘Duncan and I 

have known her for fifty years. She sold us this cottage when 

Duncan retired five years ago. That’s not to say she was the 

easiest person in the world to get on with. She could be very 

cruel to people she didn’t like, but the trick with Mathilda 

was not to impose. We never did, of course, but there were 

those who did.’


Cooper licked the point of his pencil. ‘Who for example?’


Violet lowered her voice. ‘Joanna and Ruth, her daughter 

and granddaughter. They never left her alone, always complaining, 

always demanding money. And the vicar was 

shocking.’ She cast a guilty glance at her husband. ‘I know 

Duncan doesn’t approve of tittle-tattle but the vicar was 

always pricking her conscience about the less well off. She 

was an atheist, you know, and very rude to Mr Matthews 

every time he came. She called him a Welsh leech. To his 

face, too.’


‘Did he mind?’


Duncan gave a rumble of laughter. ‘It was a game,’ he 

said. ‘She was quite generous sometimes when he caught 

her in a good mood. She gave him a hundred pounds once 

towards a centre for alcoholics, saying there but for the 

grace of her metabolism went she. She drank to deaden the 

pain of her arthritis, or so she said.’


‘Not to excess, though,’ said Violet. ‘She was never 

drunk. She was too much of a lady ever to get drunk.’ She 

blew her nose loudly.


‘Is there anyone else you can think of who imposed on 

her?’ asked Cooper after a moment.


Duncan shrugged. ‘There was the doctor’s husband, Jack 

Blakeney. He was always round there, but it wasn’t an 

imposition. She liked him. I used to hear her laughing with 

him sometimes in the garden.’ He paused to reflect. ‘She 

had very few friends, Sergeant. As Violet said, she wasn’t an 

easy woman. People either liked Mathilda or loathed her. 

You’ll find that out soon enough if you’re planning to ask 

questions of anyone else.’


‘And you liked her?’


His eyes grew suddenly wet. ‘I did,’ he said gruffly. ‘She 

was beautiful once, you know, quite beautiful.’ He patted 

his wife’s hand. ‘We all were, a long, long time ago. Age 

has very few compensations, Sergeant, except perhaps the 

wisdom to recognize contentment.’ He pondered for a 

moment. ‘They do say slitting the wrists is a very peaceful 

way to die, although how anyone knows I can’t imagine. 

Did she suffer, do you think?’


‘I’m afraid I can’t answer that, Mr Orloff,’ said Cooper 

honestly.


The damp eyes held his for a moment and he saw a deep 

and haggard sadness in them. They spoke of a love that 

Cooper somehow suspected Duncan had never shown or 

felt for his wife. He wanted to say something by way of 

consolation, but what could he say that wouldn’t make 

matters worse? He doubted that Violet knew, and he 

wondered, not for the first time, why love was more often 

cruel than it was kind.




 


I watched Duncan clipping his hedge this afternoon 

and could barely remember the handsome man he was. 

If I had been a charitable woman, I would have 

married him forty years ago and saved him from himself 

and Violet. She has turned my Romeo into a sad-eyed 

Billy Bunter who blinks his passion quietly when no one’s 

looking. Oh, that his too, too solid flesh should melt. At 

twenty, he had the body of Michelangelo’s David, now 

he resembles an entire family group by Henry Moore.


Jack continues to delight me. What a tragedy I 

didn’t meet him or someone like him when I was ‘green 

in judgement’. I learnt only how to survive, when Jack 

would, I think, have taught me how to love. I asked him 

why he and Sarah have no children, and he answered: 

‘Because I’ve never had the urge to play God.’ I told 

him there was nothing godlike about procreation – 

doglike perhaps – and it’s a monumental conceit that 

allows him to dictate Sarah’s suitability as a mother. 

‘The vicar would say you’re playing the devil, Jack. The 

species won’t survive unless people like you reproduce 

themselves.’


But he is not an amenable man. If he were, I would 

enjoy him less. ‘You’ve played God for years, Mathilda. 

Has it given you any pleasure or made you more 

content?’


No, and I can say that honestly. I shall die as naked 

as I was born . . .




 





Two


A WEEK LATER the receptionist buzzed through to Dr 

Blakeney’s office. ‘There’s a Detective Sergeant Cooper on 

the line. I’ve told him you have a patient with you but he’s 

very insistent. Can you speak to him?’ It was a Monday and 

Sarah was covering afternoon surgery in Fontwell.


She smiled apologetically at the pregnant mother, laid 

out like a sacrificial offering on her couch. She put her hand 

over the receiver. ‘Do you mind if I take this call, Mrs 

Graham? It’s rather important. I’ll be as quick as I can.’


‘Get on with you. I’m enjoying the rest. You don’t get 

many opportunities when it’s your third.’


Sarah smiled at her. ‘Put him through, Jane. Yes, 

Sergeant, what can I do for you?’


‘We’ve had the results of Mrs Gillespie’s post mortem. 

I’d be interested in your reactions.’


‘Go on.’


He shuffled some papers at the other end of the line. 

‘Direct cause of death: loss of blood. Traces of barbiturates 

were discovered in her system, but not enough to prove 

fatal. Traces also discovered in the whisky glass, implying 

she dissolved the barbiturates before she drank them. Some

alcohol absorbed. No bruising. Lacerations on the tongue 

where the rusted bit of the scold’s bridle caused the surface 

to bleed. Nothing under her fingernails. Slight nettle rash 

on her temples and cheeks, and minor chafing of the skin 

beneath the bridle’s framework, both consistent with her 

donning the contraption herself and then arranging it with 

the nettles and daisies. No indications at all that she put up 

any sort of struggle. The scold’s bridle was not attached to 

her head in any way and could have been removed, had she 

wished to do so. The wounds to the wrists correspond 

precisely with the Stanley knife blade discovered on the 

bathroom floor, the one on the left wrist made with a 

downward right-handed stroke, the one on the right with a 

downward left-handed stroke. The knife had been submerged 

in water, probably dropped after one of the incisions, 

but there was an index fingerprint, belonging to Mrs 

Gillespie, one-point-three centimetres from the blade on 

the shaft. Conclusion: suicide.’ He paused. ‘Are you still 

there?’ he demanded after a moment.


‘Yes.’


‘So what do you think?’


‘That I was wrong last week.’


‘But surely the barbiturates in the whisky glass trouble 

you?’


‘Mathilda hated swallowing anything whole,’ she said 

apologetically. ‘She crushed or dissolved everything in liquid 

first. She had a morbid fear of choking.’


‘But your immediate reaction when you saw her was that 

she was the last person you’d expect to kill herself. And 

now you’ve changed your mind.’ It sounded like an 

accusation.


‘What do you want me to say, Sergeant? My gut feeling 

remains the same.’ Sarah glanced towards her patient who 

was becoming restless. ‘I would not have expected her to 

take her own life, but gut feelings are a poor substitute for 

scientific evidence.’


‘Not always.’


She waited, but he didn’t go on. ‘Was there anything 

else, Sergeant? I do have a patient with me.’


‘No,’ he said, sounding dispirited, ‘nothing else. It was a 

courtesy call. You may be required to give evidence at the 

inquest, but it’ll be a formality. We’ve asked for an adjournment 

while we check one or two small details but, at the 

moment, we aren’t looking for anyone else in connection 

with Mrs Gillespie’s death.’


Sarah smiled encouragingly at Mrs Graham. Be with 

you in a minute, she mouthed. ‘But you think you should 

be.’


‘I learnt my trade in a simpler world, Dr Blakeney, where 

we paid attention to gut feelings. But in those days we 

called them hunches.’ He gave a hollow laugh. ‘Now, 

hunches are frowned on and forensic evidence is God. But 

forensic evidence is only as reliable as the man who interprets 

it and what I want to know is why there are no nettle 

stings on Mrs Gillespie’s hands and fingers. Dr Cameron 

began by saying she must have worn gloves but there are 

no gloves in that house with sap on them, so now he thinks 

the water must have nullified the reaction. I don’t like that 

kind of uncertainty. My hunch is Mrs Gillespie was murdered 

but I’m an Indian and the Chief says, drop it. I hoped 

you’d give me some ammunition.’


‘I’m sorry,’ said Sarah helplessly. She murmured a goodbye and replaced the receiver with a thoughtful expression 

in her dark eyes.


‘It’ll be old Mrs Gillespie, I suppose,’ said Mrs Graham 

prosaically. She was a farmer’s wife, for whom birth and 

death held little mystery. Both happened, not always conveniently, 

and the whys and wherefores were largely irrelevant. 

The trick was coping afterwards. ‘There’s talk of 

nothing else in the village. Awful way to do it, don’t you 

think?’ She shivered theatrically. ‘Slitting your wrists and 

then watching your blood seep into the water. I couldn’t 

do that.’


‘No,’ agreed Sarah, rubbing her hands to warm them. 

‘You say you think the baby’s head has engaged already?’


‘Mm, won’t be long now.’ But Mrs Graham wasn’t to be 

side-tracked so easily and she’d heard enough of the doctor’s 

end of the conversation to whet her appetite. ‘Is it true 

she had a cage on her head? Jenny Spede’s been hysterical 

about it ever since. A cage with brambles and roses in it, she 

said. She keeps calling it Mrs Gillespie’s crown of thorns.’


Sarah could see no harm in telling her. Most of the 

details were out already, and the truth was probably less 

damaging than the horror stories being put about by 

Mathilda’s cleaner. ‘It was a family heirloom, a thing called 

a scold’s bridle.’ She placed her hands on the woman’s 

abdomen and felt for the baby’s head. ‘And there were no 

brambles or roses, nothing with thorns at all. Just a few 

wild flowers.’ She omitted the nettles deliberately. The 

nettles, she thought, were disturbing. ‘It was more pathetic 

than frightening.’ Her probing fingers relaxed. ‘You’re 

right. It won’t be long now. You must have got your dates 

wrong.’


‘I always do, Doctor,’ said the woman comfortably. ‘I 

can tell you to the minute when a cow’s due but when it’s 

my turn,’ she laughed, ‘I haven’t time to mark calendars.’ 

Sarah linked arms with her to pull her into a sitting position. 

‘Scold’s bridle,’ she went on thoughtfully. ‘Scold, as in a 

woman with a vicious tongue?’


Sarah nodded. ‘They were used up until two or three 

centuries ago to shut women up, and not just women with 

vicious tongues either. Any women. Women who challenged 

male authority, inside the home and outside.’


‘So why do you reckon she did it?’


‘I don’t know. Tired of living perhaps.’ Sarah smiled. 

‘She didn’t have your energy, Mrs Graham.’


‘Oh, the dying I can understand. I’ve never seen much 

sense in struggling for life if the life isn’t worth the struggle.’ 

She buttoned her shirt. ‘I meant why did she do it with this 

scold’s bridle on her head?’


But Sarah shook her head. ‘I don’t know that either.’


‘She was a nasty old woman,’ said Mrs Graham bluntly. 

‘She lived here virtually all her life, knew me and my parents 

from our cradles, but she never acknowledged us once. We 

were too common. Tenant farmers with muck on our shoes. 

Oh, she spoke to old Wittingham, the lazy sod who owns 

Dad’s farm, all right. The fact he’s never done a hand’s turn 

since the day he was born, but lives on his rents and his 

investments, made him acceptable. But the workers, rough 

trade like us – ’ she shook her head – ‘we were beneath 

contempt.’ She chuckled at Sarah’s expression. ‘There, I’m 

shocking you. But I’ve a big mouth and I use it. You don’t 

want to take Mrs Gillespie’s death to heart. She wasn’t 

liked, and not through want of trying, believe me. We’re

not a bad lot here, but there’s only so much that ordinary 

folk can take, and when a woman brushes her coat after 

you’ve bumped into her by accident, well, that’s when you 

say enough’s enough.’ She swung her legs to the floor and 

stood up. ‘I’m not much of a church-goer, me, but some 

things I do believe in, and one of them’s repentance. Be it 

God or just old age, I reckon everyone repents in the end. 

There’s few of us die without recognizing our faults which 

is why death’s so peaceful. And it doesn’t really matter who 

you say sorry to – a priest, God, your family – you’ve said 

it, and you feel better.’ She slipped her feet into her shoes. 

‘I’d guess Mrs Gillespie was apologizing for her vicious 

tongue. That’s why she wore her scold’s bridle to meet her 

Maker.’





Mathilda Gillespie was buried three days later beside her 

father, Sir William Cavendish MP, in Fontwell village 

churchyard. The coroner’s inquest had still to be held but it 

was common knowledge by then that a verdict of suicide 

was a foregone conclusion, if not from Polly Graham, then 

from a simple putting two and two together when the 

Dorset police removed their seals from Cedar House and 

returned to headquarters in the nearby coastal resort of 

Learmouth.


The congregation was a small one. Polly Graham had 

told the truth when she said Mathilda Gillespie wasn’t liked, 

and few could be bothered to find time in their busy lives 

to say goodbye to an old woman who had been known only 

for her unkindness. The vicar did his best in difficult 

circumstances but it was with a feeling of relief that the

mourners turned from the open grave and picked their way 

across the grass towards the gate.


Jack Blakeney, a reluctant attendant on a wife who had 

felt duty-bound to put in an appearance, muttered into 

Sarah’s ear: ‘What a bunch of whited sepulchres, and I am 

not referring to the tombstones either, just we hypocrites 

doing our middle-class duty. Did you see their faces when 

the Rev referred to her as “our much loved friend and 

neighbour”? They all hated her.’


She hushed him with a warning hand. ‘They’ll hear you.’


‘Who cares?’ They were bringing up the rear and his 

artist’s gaze roamed restlessly across the bowed heads in 

front of them. ‘Presumably the blonde is the daughter, 

Joanna.’


Sarah heard the deliberate note of careless interest in his 

voice and smiled cynically. ‘Presumably,’ she agreed, ‘and 

presumably the younger one is the granddaughter.’


Joanna stood now beside the vicar, her soft grey eyes 

huge in a finely drawn face, her silver-gold hair a shining 

cap in the sunlight. A beautiful woman, thought Sarah, but 

as usual she could admire her with complete detachment. 

She rarely directed her resentment towards the objects of 

her husband’s thinly disguised lust, for she saw them as just 

that, objects. Lust, like everything in Jack’s life apart from 

his painting, was ephemeral. A brief enthusiasm to be 

discarded as rapidly as it was espoused. The days when she 

had been confident that, for all his appreciation of another 

woman’s looks, he wouldn’t jeopardize their marriage were 

long past and she had few illusions left about her own role. 

She provided the affluence whereby Jack Blakeney, struggling 

artist, could live and slake his very mundane cravings,

but as Polly Graham had said – there was only so much that 

ordinary folk could take.


They shook hands with the vicar. ‘It was kind of you 

both to come. Have you met Mathilda’s daughter?’ The 

Reverend Matthews turned to the woman. ‘Joanna Lascelles, 

Dr Sarah Blakeney and Jack Blakeney. Sarah was your 

mother’s GP, Joanna. She joined the practice last year when 

Dr Hendry retired. She and Jack live at The Mill in Long 

Upton, Geoffrey Freeling’s old house.’


Joanna shook hands with them and turned to the girl 

beside her. ‘This is my daughter Ruth. We’re both very 

grateful to you, Dr Blakeney, for all you did to help my 

mother.’


The girl was about seventeen or eighteen, as dark as her 

mother was fair, and she looked anything but grateful. Sarah 

had only an impression of intense and bitter grief. ‘Do you 

know why Granny killed herself?’ she asked softly. ‘Nobody 

else seems to.’ Her face was set in a scowl.


‘Ruth, please,’ sighed her mother. ‘Aren’t things difficult 

enough already?’ It was a conversation they had clearly had 

before.


Joanna must be approaching forty, thought Sarah, if the 

daughter was anything to go by, but against the black of 

her coat, she looked only very young and very vulnerable. 

Beside her, Sarah felt Jack’s interest quicken and she had an 

angry impulse to turn on him and berate him publicly once 

and for all. How far did he think her patience would stretch? 

How long did he expect her to tolerate his contemptuous 

and contemptible indifference to her beleaguered pride? 

She quelled the impulse, of course. She was too trammelled 

by her upbringing and the behavioural demands of her

profession to do anything else. But, oh God, one day . . . she 

promised herself. Instead she turned to the girl. ‘I wish I 

could give you an answer, Ruth, but I can’t. The last time I 

saw your grandmother she was fine. In some pain from her 

arthritis, of course, but nothing she wasn’t used to or 

couldn’t cope with.’


The girl cast a spiteful glance at her mother. ‘Then 

something must have happened to upset her. People don’t 

kill themselves for no reason.’


‘Was she easily upset?’ asked Sarah. ‘She never gave me 

that impression.’ She smiled slightly. ‘She was tough as old 

boots, your grandmother. I admired her for it.’


‘Then why did she kill herself?’


‘Because she wasn’t afraid of death perhaps. Suicide isn’t 

always a negative, you know. In some cases it’s a positive 

statement of choice. I will die now and in this manner. “To 

be or not to be.” For Mathilda “not to be” would have 

been a considered decision.’


Ruth’s eyes filled. ‘Hamlet was her favourite play.’ She 

was tall like her mother but her face, pinched with cold and 

distress, lacked the other’s startling looks. Ruth’s tears made 

her ugly where her mother’s, a mere glistening of the lashes, 

enhanced a fragile beauty.


Joanna stirred herself, glancing from Sarah to Jack. ‘Will 

you come back to the house for tea? There’ll be so few of 

us.’


Sarah excused herself. ‘I’m afraid I can’t. I have a surgery 

in Mapleton at four thirty.’


Jack did not. ‘Thank you, that’s very kind.’


There was a small silence. ‘How will you get home?’ 

asked Sarah, fishing in her pocket for her car keys.


‘I’ll beg a lift,’ he said. ‘Someone’s bound to be going 

my way.’





One of Sarah’s colleagues dropped in as evening surgery 

was finishing. There were three partners in a practice serving 

several square miles of Dorset coast and countryside, including 

sizeable villages, scattered hamlets and farmhouses. 

Most of the villages had small self-contained surgeries, 

either attached to the doctors’ houses or leased from 

patients and, between them, the partners covered the whole 

area, boxing and coxing in neat rotation. Mapleton was 

Robin Hewitt’s home village but, like Sarah, he spent as 

much time out of it as he did in. They had so far resisted 

the logic of pooling their resources in one modern clinic in 

the most central of the villages, but it was doubtful if they 

could resist for much longer. The argument, a true one, 

that most of their patients were elderly or lacked transport, 

was far outweighed by the commercial pressures now existing 

inside the health service.


‘You look tired,’ said Robin, folding himself into the 

armchair beside her desk.


‘I am.’


‘Trouble?’


‘Only the usual.’


‘Domestic, eh? Get rid of him.’


She laughed. ‘And supposing I told you, as casually, to 

get rid of Mary?’


‘There’s a small difference, my darling. Mary is an angel 

and Jack is not.’ But the idea was not without a certain 

appeal. After eighteen years, Mary’s complacent self-assurance was so much less attractive than Sarah’s troubled 

seeking after truths.


‘I can’t argue with that.’ She finished writing some notes 

and pushed them wearily to one side.


‘What’s he done this time?’


‘Nothing, as far as I know.’


Which sounded about right, thought Robin. Jack Blakeney 

made a virtue of doing nothing while his wife made a 

virtue of supporting him in idleness. Their continuing 

marriage was a complete mystery to him. There were no 

children, no ties, nothing binding them, Sarah was an 

independent woman with independent means, and she paid 

the mortgage on their house. It only required the services 

of a locksmith to shut the bastard out for ever.


She studied him with amusement. ‘Why are you smiling 

like that?’


He switched neatly away from his mild fantasy of Sarah 

alone in her house. ‘I saw Bob Hughes today. He was very 

put out to find me on duty and not you.’ He fell into a fair 

imitation of the old man’s Dorset burr. ‘“Where’s the pretty 

one?” he said. “I want the pretty one to do it.”’


‘Do what?’


Robin grinned. ‘Examine the boil on his bum. Dirty old 

brute. If it had been you, he’d have come up with another 

one, presumably, lurking under his scrotum and you’d have 

had the fun of probing for it and he’d have had the thrills 

while you did it.’


Her eyes danced. ‘And it’s completely free, don’t forget. 

Relief massage comes expensive.’


‘That’s revolting. You’re not telling me he’s tried it on 

before.’


She chuckled. ‘No, of course not. He only comes in for 

a chat. I expect he felt he had to show you something. Poor 

old soul. I bet you sent him away with a flea in his ear.’


‘I did. You’re far too amenable.’


‘But they’re so lonely some of them. We live in a terrible 

world, Robin. No one has time to listen any more.’ She 

toyed with her pen. ‘I went to Mathilda Gillespie’s funeral 

today and her granddaughter asked me why she killed 

herself. I said I didn’t know, and I’ve been thinking about 

that ever since. I should know. She was one of my patients. 

If I’d taken a little more trouble with her, I would know.’ 

She flicked him a sideways glance. ‘Wouldn’t I?’


He shook his head. ‘Don’t start down that route, Sarah. 

It’s a dead end. Look, you were one person among many 

whom she knew and talked to, me included. The responsibility 

for that old woman wasn’t yours alone. I’d argue that 

it wasn’t yours at all, except in a strict medical sense, and 

nothing you prescribed for her contributed to her death. 

She died of blood loss.’


‘But where do you draw the line between profession and 

friendship? We laughed a lot. I think I was one of the few 

people who appreciated her sense of humour, probably 

because it was so like Jack’s. Bitchy, often cruel, but witty. 

She was a latterday Dorothy Parker.’


‘You’re being ridiculously sentimental. Mathilda Gillespie 

was a bitch of the first water, and don’t imagine she 

viewed you as an equal. For years, until she sold off Wing 

Cottage to raise money, doctors, lawyers and accountants 

were required to enter by the tradesman’s entrance. It used 

to drive Hugh Hendry mad. He said she was the rudest 

woman he’d ever met. He couldn’t stand her.’


Sarah gave a snort of laughter. ‘Probably because she 

called him Doctor Dolittle. To his face, too. I asked her 

once if it was by way of a job description and she said: “Not 

entirely. He had a closer affinity with animals than he had 

with people. He was an ass.”’


Robin grinned. ‘Hugh was the laziest and the least able 

doctor I’ve ever met. I suggested once that we check his 

medical qualifications because I didn’t think he had any, 

but it’s a bit difficult when the bloke in question is the 

senior partner. We just had to bite the bullet and hang on 

for his retirement.’ He cocked his head on one side. ‘So 

what did she call you, if she called him Dr Dolittle?’


She held the pen to her lips for a moment and stared past 

him. There was a haunting disquiet in her dark eyes. ‘She 

was obsessed with that wretched scold’s bridle. It was rather 

unhealthy really, thinking about it. She wanted me to try it 

on once to see what it felt like.’


‘And did you?’


‘No.’ She fell silent for a moment, then seemed to make 

up her mind to something. ‘She called her arthritis her 

“Resident Scold” because it caused her so much nagging 

pain’ – she tapped the pen against her teeth – ‘and in order 

to take her mind off it, she used to don the bridle as a sort 

of counter-irritant. That’s what I mean about her unhealthy 

obsession with it. She wore it as a sort of penance, like a 

hair shirt. Anyway, when I took her off that rubbish Hendry 

had been prescribing and got the pain under some sort of 

manageable control, she took to calling me her little scold’s 

bridle by way of a joke.’ She saw his incomprehension. 

‘Because I’d succeeded in harnessing the Resident Scold,’ 

she explained.


‘So what are you saying?’


‘I think she was trying to tell me something.’


Robin shook his head. ‘Why? Because she was wearing it 

when she died? It was a symbol, that’s all.’


‘Of what?’


‘Life’s illusion. We’re all prisoners. Perhaps it was her 

final joke. My tongue is curbed for ever, something like 

that.’ He shrugged. ‘Have you told the police?’


‘No. I was so shocked when I saw her that I didn’t think 

about it.’ She raised her hands in a gesture of helplessness. 

‘And the pathologist and the policeman latched on to what 

I said she always called the geraniums inside the beastly 

thing. Her coronet weeds. It comes from the speech about 

Ophelia’s death and, what with the bath and the nettles, I 

thought they were probably right. But now I’m not so 

sure.’ Her voice tailed off and she sat staring at her desk.


Robin watched her for several seconds. ‘Supposing she 

was trying to say that her tongue was curbed for ever. You 

realize it has a double meaning?’


‘Yes,’ said Sarah unhappily, ‘that someone else curbed it. 

But that doesn’t make sense. I mean, if Mathilda knew she 

was going to be murdered she wouldn’t have wasted time 

donning the scold’s bridle in the hall when all she had to do 

was run to the front door and scream her head off. The 

whole village would have heard her. And the murderer 

would have taken it off anyway.’


‘Perhaps it was the murderer who was saying, “Her 

tongue is curbed for ever”.’


‘But that doesn’t make sense either. Why would a 

murderer advertise that it’s murder when he’s gone to so 

much trouble to make it look like suicide?’ She rubbed her

tired eyes. ‘Without the scold’s bridle, it would have looked 

straightforward. With it, it looks anything but. And why the 

flowers, for God’s sake? What were they supposed to tell 

us?’


‘You’ll have to talk to the police,’ said Robin with sudden 

decision, reaching for the telephone. ‘Dammit, Sarah, who 

else knew she called you her scold’s bridle? Surely it’s 

occurred to you that the message is directed at you.’


‘What message?’


‘I don’t know. A threat, perhaps. You next, Dr Blakeney.’


She gave a hollow laugh. ‘I see it more in terms of a 

signature.’ She traced a line on the desk with her fingertip. 

‘Like the mark of Zorro on his victims.’


‘Oh, Jesus!’ said Robin, putting the receiver back. 

‘Maybe it’s wiser not to say anything. Look, it was obviously 

suicide – you said yourself she was unhealthily obsessed with 

the damn thing.’


‘But I was fond of her.’


‘You’re fond of everyone, Sarah. It’s nothing to be proud 

of.’


‘You sound like Jack.’ She retrieved the telephone, 

dialled Learmouth Police Station and asked for Detective 

Sergeant Cooper.


Robin watched with gloomy resignation – she had no 

idea how the tongues would wag if they ever got wind of 

Mathilda’s nickname for her – and wondered disloyally why 

she had chosen to tell him before anyone else. He had the 

strangest impression that she had been using him. As a 

yardstick by which to measure other people’s reactions? As 

a confessor?


DS Cooper had already left for home and the bored

voice at the other end of the wire merely agreed to pass on 

Sarah’s request to speak to him when he arrived the next 

morning. There was no urgency, after all. The case was 

closed.




 


How I detest my arthritis and the cruel inactivity it 

imposes. I saw a ghost today but could do nothing about 

it. I should have struck it down and sent it back to Hell 

whence it came, instead I could only lash it with my 

tongue. Has Joanna brought him back to haunt me? It 

makes sense. She has been plotting something since she 

found that wretched letter. ‘Ingratitude, thou marble-hearted 

fiend, more hideous when thou show’st thee in a 

child than the sea monster.’


But to use James of all people. That I shall never 

forgive. Or is it he who is using her? Forty years haven’t 

changed him. What loathsome fun he must have had in 

Hong Kong where I’ve read the boys dress up as girls 

and give paederasts the thrill of pretended normality as 

they parade themselves and their disgusting perversion 

before a naïve public. He looks ill. Well, well, what a 

charming solution his death would be.


I made a ‘most filthy bargain’ there. They talk glibly 

about cycles of abuse these days but, oh, how much more 

complex those cycles are than the simple brutality visited by 

parent on child. Everything comes to him who mates . . .




 





Three


JACK WAS WORKING in his studio when Sarah’s key 

finally grated in the lock at around eleven o’clock. He 

looked up as she passed his open door. ‘Where have you 

been?’


She was very tired. ‘At the Hewitts’. They gave me 

supper. Have you eaten?’ She didn’t come in, but stood in 

the doorway watching him.


He nodded absent-mindedly. Food was a low priority in 

Jack’s life. He jerked his head at the canvas on the easel. 

‘What do you think?’


How much simpler it would be, she thought, if she were 

obtuse, and genuinely misunderstood what he was trying to 

achieve in his work. How much simpler if she could just 

accept what one or two critics had said, that it was pretentious 

rubbish and bad art.


‘Joanna Lascelles presumably.’


But not a Joanna Lascelles that anyone would recognize, 

except perhaps in the black of her funeral weeds and the 

silver gold of her hair, for Jack used shape and colour to 

paint emotions, and there was an extraordinary turbulence 

about this painting, even in its earliest stage. He would go

on now for weeks, working layer on layer, attempting 

through the medium of oils to build and depict the complexity 

of the human personality. Sarah, who understood 

his colour-coding almost as well as he did, could interpret 

much of what he had already blocked in. Grief (for her 

mother?), disdain (for her daughter?), and, all too predictably, 

sensuality (for him?).


Jack watched her face. ‘She’s interesting,’ he said.


‘Obviously.’


His eyes narrowed angrily. ‘Don’t start,’ he murmured. 

‘I’m not in the mood.’


She shrugged. ‘Neither am I. I’m going to bed.’


‘I’ll work on the jacket tomorrow,’ he promised grudgingly. 

He made a living of sorts by designing book jackets, 

but the commissions were few and far between because he 

rarely met deadlines. The disciplines imposed by the profit 

motive infuriated him.


‘I’m not your mother, Jack,’ she said coolly. ‘What you 

do tomorrow is your own affair.’


But he was in the mood for a row, probably, thought 

Sarah, because Joanna had flattered him. ‘You just can’t 

leave it alone, can you? No, you’re not my mother, but by 

God you’re beginning to sound like her.’


‘How odd,’ she said with heavy irony, ‘and I always 

thought you didn’t get on with her because she kept telling 

you what to do. Now I’m tarred with the same brush, yet 

I’ve done the exact opposite, left you to work things out for 

yourself. You’re a child, Jack. You need a woman in your 

life to blame for every little thing that goes wrong for you.’


‘Is this babies again?’ he snarled. ‘Dammit, Sarah, you 

knew the score before you married me, and it was your

choice to go through with it. The career was everything, 

remember? Nothing’s changed. Not for me, anyway. It’s 

not my fault if your bloody hormones are screaming that 

time’s running out. We had a deal. No children.’


She eyed him curiously. After all, she thought, Joanna 

must have been less accommodating than he had hoped. 

Well, well! ‘The deal, Jack, for what it’s worth, was that I 

would support you until you established yourself. After that, 

all options were open. What we never considered, and for 

that I blame myself because I relied on my own artistic 

judgement, was that you might never establish yourself. In 

which circumstance, I suspect, the deal is null and void. So 

far, I have kept you for six years, two years before marriage 

and four afterwards, and the choice to marry was as much 

yours as mine. As far as I remember we were celebrating 

your first major sale. Your only major sale,’ she added. ‘I 

think that’s fair, don’t you? I can’t recall your selling a 

canvas since.’


‘Spite doesn’t suit you, Sarah.’


‘No,’ she agreed, ‘any more than behaving like a spoilt 

brat suits you. You say nothing’s changed, but you’re 

wrong, everything’s changed. I used to admire you. Now I 

despise you. I used to find you amusing. Now you bore me. 

I used to love you. Now I just feel sorry for you.’ She smiled 

apologetically. ‘I also used to think you’d make it. Now I 

don’t. And that’s not because I think any less of your 

painting, but because I think less of you. You have neither 

the commitment nor the discipline to be great, Jack, 

because you always forget that genius is only one per cent 

inspiration and ninety-nine per cent sheer, bloody graft. I’m 

a good doctor, not because I have an especial talent for

diagnosis, but because I work my fingers to the bone. 

You’re a rotten artist, not because you lack talent, but 

because you’re too damn lazy and too damn snobbish to 

get down on your hands and knees with the rest of us and 

earn your reputation.’


The dark face split into a sardonic grin. ‘Hewitt’s doing, 

I suppose? A cosy little supper with Cock Robin and his 

wife, and then it’s dump on Jack. Jesus, he’s a greasy little 

toad. He’d be in your bed quicker than winking if sweet 

little Mary and the kiddiwinkles weren’t guarding his door.’


‘Don’t be absurd,’ she said coldly. ‘It’s your doing 

entirely. I ceased having any feelings for you whatsoever the 

day I had to refer Sally Bennedict for an abortion. I draw 

the line at being asked to approve the murder of your 

bastards, Jack, particularly by a selfish bitch like Sally 

Bennedict. She enjoyed the irony of it all, believe me.’


He stared at her with something like shock, and she saw 

that for once she had scored a direct hit. He hadn’t known, 

she thought, which was something in his favour at least. 

‘You should have told me,’ he said inadequately.


She laughed with genuine amusement. ‘Why? You 

weren’t my patient, Sally was. And, sure as eggs is eggs, she 

wasn’t going to go to term with your little bundle of joy 

and lose her chance with the RSC. You can’t play Juliet six 

months pregnant, Jack, which is what she would have been 

when the run started. Oh, I did my bit, suggested she talk 

it through with you, suggested she talk it through with a 

counsellor, but I might have been pissing in the wind for all 

the good it did. She’d have preferred cancer, I think, to an 

unwanted pregnancy.’ Her smile was twisted. ‘And let’s face 

it, we both knew what your reaction would be. It’s the only

time I’ve felt confident that the wretched foetus, were it 

born, would be rejected by both parties. I passed the buck 

on to the hospital and they had her in and it out within two 

weeks.’


He swirled his brush aimlessly around the colours on his 

palette. ‘Was that the reason for the sudden move down 

here?’


‘Partly. I had a nasty feeling Sally would be the first of 

many.’


‘And the other part?’


‘I didn’t think the wilds of Dorset would appeal to you. 

I hoped you’d stay in London.’


‘You should have told me,’ he said again. ‘I never was 

very good at taking hints.’


‘No.’


He put the palette and the brush on a stool and started 

to wipe his hands with a kitchen towel dipped in turpentine. 

‘So how come the year’s grace? Charity? Or malice? Did 

you think it would be more fun to cast me adrift down here 

than in London where I’d be assured of a bed?’


‘Neither,’ she said. ‘Hope. Misplaced, as usual.’ She 

glanced at the canvas.


He followed her gaze. ‘I had tea with her. Nothing 

more.’


‘I believe you.’


‘Why so angry then? I’m not making a scene because you 

had supper with Robin.’


‘I’m not angry, Jack. I’m bored. Bored with being the 

necessary audience that your ridiculous ego requires. I 

sometimes think that was the real reason you married me, 

not for security but because you needed somebody else’s

emotion to stimulate your creativity.’ She gave a hollow 

laugh. ‘In that case you should never have married a doctor. 

We see too much of it at work to play it all out again at 

home.’


He studied her closely. ‘That’s it then, is it? My marching 

orders? Pack your bags, Jack, and never darken my door 

again.’


She smiled the Mona Lisa smile that had first bewitched 

him. He thought he could predict exactly what she was 

going to say. It’s your life, make your own decisions. For 

Sarah’s strength and her weakness was her belief that 

everyone was as confident and single-minded as she was.


‘Yes,’ she said, ‘that’s it. I made up my mind that if 

you ever went near Sally again I’d call it quits. I want a 

divorce.’


His eyes narrowed. ‘If this was about Sally, you’d have 

given me an ultimatum two weeks ago. I made no secret of 

where I was going.’


‘I know,’ she said wearily, staring at the painting again. 

‘Even your betrayals demand an audience now.’





He was gone when she came downstairs the next morning. 

There was a note on the kitchen table:





Send the divorce papers c/o Keith Smollett. You can find 

yourself another solicitor. I’ll be going for a fifty-fifty split 

so don’t get too attached to the house. I’ll clear the studio 

as soon as I’ve found somewhere else. If you don’t want to 

see me, then don’t change the locks. I’ll leave my key 

behind when I’ve retrieved my stuff.





Sarah read it through twice then dropped it in the 

rubbish bin.





Jane Marriott, the receptionist at the Fontwell surgery, 

looked up as Sarah pushed open the door of the empty 

waiting-room. Sarah covered Fontwell on Monday afternoons 

and Friday mornings and, because she was more 

sympathetic than her male colleagues, her sessions were 

usually busy ones. ‘There’s a couple of messages for you, 

dear,’ said Jane. ‘I’ve left them on your desk.’


‘Thanks.’ She paused by the desk. ‘Who’s first?’


‘Mr Drew at eight forty-five and then it’s hectic until 

eleven thirty. After that, two home visits, I’m afraid, but 

I’ve told them not to expect you before midday.’
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