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			This one is for Tess Sacco . . .

			. . . and thanks to Ralph Spurrier.

			A crime writer couldn’t have two better friends.

		

	
		
			ONE

			‘Dad! You’re driving too fast!’

			He didn’t answer the boy. He was driving too fast, but he didn’t know what else to do, because the dark green hatchback that had been following them since they left the house was gaining ground. He couldn’t make out the driver’s face, for light glared in his rear-view mirror, reducing the man in the car behind him to a menacing silhouette. He could just see the pale hands where they gripped the wheel.

			Whoever he was, he drove very well, keeping pace, and closing the gap a little, every minute or so.

			Maybe he was after Max.

			They wouldn’t. They couldn’t be that angry. Could they?

			He put his foot down harder.

			It was a long, straight street, unusual in this part of London. Cars lined each side of it without a break, squeezed together right up to the crossing. Large ash trees overhung it, their branches thick with leaves. The warm summer rain that had been falling all day had ceased only moments before, leaving everything dripping and sparkling in new sunlight. The sky was opening, the gunmetal grey splitting like curtains to reveal vibrant blue. The sudden, unexpected illumination seemed even greater against the retreating clouds, each crest a cauliflower billow of fire-edged white.

			Their brightness blinded him.

			That was why he didn’t see the old man step out.

			When Max shouted, he straight-legged the brake and clutch pedals, twisted the wheel hard, too hard, felt the wheels lock and the tyres skid on the wet surface, felt the jolt as they hit the front end of the last parked car, felt the roll begin, saw the street become the sky with the astonished face of the old man drifting past like a pink and white balloon, heard the incredible screech of metal scouring the asphalt with a scream not unlike his own, high and thin. The car landed on its side, still moving forward.

			Clockwork, running down.

			A film, frame by frame.

			Suspended in his seat belt, he saw the rush of gutter water surge towards him across the bonnet, followed by the approach of the yellow-painted edge of the kerb with its overhanging fringe of grass, each muddy green blade sharp and distinct. Then came the cracked cement of the pavement, with a crumpled crisp bag, bright blue and red, lying on it.

			The bag caught in the edge of the windscreen.

			He stared at it.

			Read the words ‘Ready-salted’.

			It was all so clear.

			And then they hit the tree.

		

	
		
			TWO

			Detective sergeant Tim Nightingale stood with his back to the window. Outside, a chilly late October rain was curtaining across the overgrown rear garden of the house, pushed by a fitful wind. He felt an annoying draft on the back of his neck, and moved to one side. The room was cold, and growing steadily colder. That might discomfit a junior investigating officer from the CID, but it didn’t matter any more to its owner.

			The old man was dead.

			A limp wing of grey hair had fallen forward, obscuring the upper part of his face, and below it the jaw had drooped slightly sideways, giving a sardonic twist to the otherwise blank expression. He lay curled on the floor, making a comma beside the easy chair, his thin body curving around a bouquet of flowers still visible on the worn and faded carpet. His head was tipped forward, his hands caught between his knees as if to warm them. A pipe weighted the drooping pocket of his beige cardigan, and some shreds of carefully hoarded tobacco had escaped from a brown plastic pouch, trickling slowly out to make a tiny pyramid on the floor.

			Cartwright, the police surgeon, knelt next to the body. He was a burly man who always seemed on the verge of bursting out of his clothes, and his present position emphasized the unequal struggle between burgeoning flesh and grey gabardine. Beside him the local GP, a neatly-dressed Pakistani, was like an exotic exclamation mark, dark and thin and tense with impatience. It was past time for morning surgery, and his usual partner was on holiday, so the patients had been left to the ministrations of a rather young and inexperienced locum. But he hadn’t been happy about certifying death – hence Cartwright’s presence. The tension between them was obvious.

			The rush of traffic in the road beyond the walled garden was like a mechanical estuary, ebbing and flowing with the change of lights at the corner. It had been raining all night, and the passage of tyres through the puddles made admonitory whispers that filtered into the room, so that the two medical men unconsciously lowered their voices in deference to what seemed like municipal disapproval.

			Despite his apparent calm, Tim Nightingale was eagerly waiting for the verdict concerning the cause of death of one Ivor Peters, first floor on the right, 78 Morstan Gardens, London Wl l. It was a large bedsitter, but even so it was crowded by its contents. A full-sized double bed with carved mahogany head and footboards stood in one corner and beside it a matching double wardrobe. The bed was neatly made up with a duvet, the contrast between Victorian and modern made even stronger by the pattern on its cover – a subdued tribute to Mondrian in blocks of brown, black and tan. One corner of the large room had been fitted out as a kitchen. On the sink lay a plate, some cutlery, a grillpan and a saucepan, washed and left to dry. A tea-towel was neatly folded over the ladder-back chair that stood with its rush seat tucked under a round mahogany table. In one corner was a large roll-top desk, so stacked with papers and notebooks that there seemed little room left for actual use. All the furniture spoke of having been culled from a larger house. The room was very clean, and its curtains and carpet were of excellent quality but worn and faded – like their owner.

			While waiting for the two acolytes of Hippocrates to come to judgement, Nightingale had been trying to deduce the man from the room, looking for clues to Peters’ life and death in the objects that surrounded him. It was something he did whenever the opportunity presented itself, trying to train his powers of observation and deduction. He had been in plainclothes for just a few weeks, and so far had done absolutely nothing to deserve the title of ‘detective’, except pass his qualifying exams and find the shortest way to New Scotland Yard from his tiny flat in Putney.

			He was tall and angular, with light brown hair, dark eyes, and a serious mouth not easily given to laughter, although he had a wry, dry sense of humour. Under his wool-lined mac he wore – as casually as possible – a new outfit of grey flannels and tweed jacket. He had tried leaving the jacket under the mattress at night and bashing it against the door of his wardrobe several times before putting it on each morning, but it remained stiff and unyielding, betraying both its recent purchase and his own lack of confidence. He had decided that on his next day off he was going along to the Oxfam shop to find something more lived-in. No suspect was going to be intimidated by such a newly-emergent detective, pegged out to dry in new clothes and naïveté. You had to obtain authority where you could, these days, and he was convinced it lay in a casual air of having been on the scene for years. Of not caring whether he lived or died one day or had his shoulder cried on the next.

			Being a detective was important to him – it was one of the reasons he had joined the police in the first place, and everything he’d done from the moment he’d joined was to reach that end. Now here he was, at the scene of a sudden, unexplained death, ready to be brilliant in the unlikely event that someone asked his opinion. He continued his surveillance of the room.

			The difficulty with his secret practice of Holmesian exercises was that he had few opportunities to verify his conclusions, so he kept them simple. The late Mr Peters had served in a uniformed capacity at one time – from his age probably World War Two – for both he and his surroundings were impeccably maintained and each item gave the impression of being aligned precisely for inspection. He had been a man of intelligence – the bookshelves were well-filled with books that looked as if they had been read and reread, and a chess board with a game in progress sat on a low table in front of the cold electric fire. Peters had been married and had fathered at least two children – photographs on the mantelpiece. He’d been a methodical man – witness the orderly if crowded desk, the very particular arrangement of tins and other items in the kitchen area, and the neatly ticked-off television page of the previous day’s Evening Standard (he liked thrillers, wildlife programmes, and had heavily underlined the entry for a police documentary series). Perhaps he’d been a birdwatcher (the nature programmes), or a voyeur – there was a pair of binoculars by a rear window. He wore false teeth (denture powder on the shelf above the basin), which gave him trouble (soft foods dominated his store cupboard and refrigerator), and was a little vain (a tube of hair cream and a bottle of expensive after-shave sat beside the denture powder). He was reflective and quiet by nature – no bright colours in furnishings or wardrobe, not even a red tie kept for Christmas. He’d suffered from insomnia and migraines – both prescription and proprietary medicine bottles were crowded onto the table by the bed.

			Nightingale noticed a framed certificate of some kind on the wall above the desk, and moved over to read it. As he did, Cartwright stood up. ‘Natural causes,’ he announced. ‘Myocardial infarction, probably.’

			For a moment the local GP looked as if he still might argue the point. His skin darkened slightly from either annoyance or embarrassment, but Cartwright’s official presence looming above him, massive with the weight of experience, carried the day. He pressed his lips together, nodded, sprang to his feet, signed the appropriate form, and started out of the room to return to his waiting surgery.

			‘Excuse me, doctor,’ Nightingale said.

			The man turned. ‘Yes?’

			‘Was it you who prescribed the sleeping capsules for Mr Peters?’ Nightingale asked.

			‘Yes, he was my patient.’

			‘Had he been using them for a long time?’

			‘Oh, no – this trouble was recent. He witnessed a road accident some months ago, and it rather upset him. He was not eating or sleeping well. I prescribed only mild sedatives, of course, nothing addictive.’ He did glance at Cartwright, then. ‘No barbiturates,’ he said, firmly.

			‘Because of his heart condition?’

			There was a flash of something in the doctor’s eyes, and he very obviously stopped himself from glancing towards Cartwright again. His chin lifted, but he spoke in an even tone. ‘He had no previous indication of any heart condition,’ he said, carefully. ‘Aside from his migraines, from which he had suffered all his life, Mr Peters was a relatively healthy man for his age. Time was beginning to tell, of course, the little problems of digestion, fatigue, and so on. He had arthritis in the knees and hips, quite painful but not requiring surgery yet, and a troublesome bunion for which we have been awaiting a hospital appointment, but no overt indications of heart illness or circulatory problems.’

			‘I see. Thank you.’

			‘Not at all,’ the doctor said, politely, and left.

			Cartwright gazed at Nightingale with some disapproval. ‘What was that all about, then?’ he asked.

			Nightingale shrugged. ‘I wondered why he had hesitated to give the certificate, that’s all.’

			‘Didn’t want the responsibility,’ Cartwright snapped.

			‘Mmmmmmm.’ The fact that the GP had stayed on indicated otherwise, but there was no point in arguing with Cartwright. He was a truculent man who made up his mind and that was the end of the matter. Nightingale indicated the certificate on the wall. ‘Mr Peters was one of ours.’

			Cartwright scowled. ‘What do you mean?’

			‘Metropolitan Police – retired as a sergeant in 1965, did the full thirty.’

			‘Hence the crooked knees and the bunion, no doubt,’ Cartwright growled. ‘Well, he died peacefully enough. Not bashed by a drunken lout or shot by some bankrobbing villain. Just look at the lips and fingertips. Heart failure – which is what it all comes down to, in the end.’

			‘Heart failure,’ Nightingale echoed. So there would be no need to ask the Chief Inspector to call in the Scene of Crime team, after all, or to set up an Incident Room, or to prepare statements for the Press. While he wished violence on no-one, certainly not on what appeared to be a blameless old man, there was no denying the disappointment in his voice.

			‘That’s it. Last night, obviously. Rigor is established, but he was in his late seventies, rather undernourished, and probably hypothermic, judging by the temperature in this room.’ Cartwright shivered and glared at the rather splendid electric fire which they had found switched on but cold. It had apparently gone off sometime during the night, when the money in the meter ran out. ‘Unless I find something extraordinary in the autopsy, I still say it was just a matter of his heart giving out. It happens.’ He was gathering his things together, snapping his bag shut.

			‘He seemed—’

			‘Damn it, hearts stop when they stop. They don’t always blow whistles and send up flares ahead of time. No history of heart disease doesn’t mean a damn thing. It just stopped. All right?’ Cartwright was getting cross.

			‘Then why were we called in?’ Nightingale asked.

			‘The landlady got over-excited,’ said a bland voice from the door. Detective Chief Inspector Abbott had returned from interviewing the lady in question. ‘She says the old man had a visitor last night. This morning she noticed he hadn’t come downstairs for his milk, so she sent someone up with it. When they found Mr Peters like that, she immediately decided his mysterious visitor had murdered him, and dialled 999.’ He grimaced. ‘She watches a lot of television.’

			‘Does she know who this visitor was?’ Tim asked.

			‘No. The front door is left unlatched until eleven at night, apparently, so the tenants can have visitors as and when they like. Although the rooms are bedsitters, there’s no system for separate bells. There should have been, but her late husband never got around to it. Hence the open door policy.’

			‘Dicey,’ Nightingale observed.

			‘Well, she has arthritis and claims she can’t be bothered to get up and down all evening to let people in and out,’ Abbott said. He had the knack of mimicry, and for a moment the old lady seemed to be in the room with them, creaky and exasperated by life’s unfair demands. Abbott went on. ‘She heard the door open, heard footsteps going up the stairs, heard them again going down the stairs about twenty minutes later, but she was watching Coronation Street and didn’t bother to look out. She heard voices overhead in the old man’s room – that’s why she realized it was he who had the visitor. She says the voices were loud and she had to turn up the sound on her television, but doesn’t think there was an argument. It was just that Peters was rather deaf.’

			‘Man or woman’s voice?’

			‘Man’s. She’s absolutely certain about that.’

			‘Anybody else in the house hear anything?’

			‘There are only four bedsitters in the house, two on each floor. There’s a basement flat, but it has a totally separate entrance. A middle-aged couple live there in exchange for doing the cleaning, maintenance and so on. The woman also shops for the landlady, who can’t get out. She’s the one who found Peters dead, but she claims she and her husband heard nothing unusual during the evening. The other room on this floor is empty at the moment, being redecorated. The two lodgers above on the third were both out. Peters and the old lady were the only two people in the house itself at the time.’

			‘And this didn’t worry her?’

			‘She says it’s often like that, and claims she’s not bothered, but I think it does frighten her.’

			‘It should. This isn’t the most salubrious of neighbourhoods.’ 

			‘No. But they get like that in the city, don’t they? Either they put on ten locks, five steel bolts, and a drop-bar, sit shivering in their shoes expecting to be throttled at any moment, and then die because the firemen or the ambulance men can’t get to them in time. Or they leave everything wide open because they can’t be bothered. She’s the last kind, partly because she’s naturally bolshie, mostly because she’s so disabled by the arthritis.’

			‘And what was Peters like?’

			‘I gather he was a reasonable old man, “very brainy”,’ she said.’

			‘He retired from the Met in sixty-five,’ Nightingale said, again indicating the framed certificate. ‘Sergeant.’

			‘Really?’ Abbott said, going over to look for himself. ‘Well, what do you know? I suppose we’d better notify somebody about it, then. They usually like to do something in the way of a memorial – flowers, representation at the funeral, that kind of thing.’ He made a note in his book.

			‘Did the landlady say anything else about him?’

			Abbott shook his head. ‘She says his daughter was always after him to come and live with her, but he liked keeping his own hours, doing his own thing. He’d lived in the area all his life, and he felt comfortable here, even though it had changed so much. And he was fussy about his food, claimed the daughter’s cooking was full of garlic and what he called “twigs”. Herbs, I guess he meant. So he lived here and cooked for himself and watched his television and read and met his friends at the local day centre and generally was pretty happy, she said. Or had been until a few months ago. She finally admitted Peters had been unwell lately, not eating or looking after himself properly. Seemed to feel she should have done something about it, but hadn’t. She said he’d been like that since the accident,’ Abbott said, gazing down at the old man.

			Tim frowned. ‘The doctor said something about that.’

			Cartwright stirred. He’d been waiting for an opportunity to interrupt Abbott’s flow of words. ‘Self-neglect,’ he observed, brusquely. ‘The old story. I see it every day. Delayed shock is more than enough to finish a man his age. Sudden shock even more so. But he certainly wasn’t murdered,’ Cartwright said, firmly. He picked up his hat and clapped it on his head. ‘I’m finished here. You’ll have to hang on until they come for the body, I’m afraid. I’ve got another elderly unattended death waiting in Ealing. God, I hate winter.’ He left them to it.

			‘Did the old man have many visitors?’ Tim asked Abbott.

			‘His daughter, two or three times a week, sometimes a friend from the local old people’s day centre came around to play chess,’ Abbott said, putting his notebook away. ‘I expect that’s who it was, last night. I took his name, but there’s not much point.’

			‘We could go and ask him, just to round things off,’ Nightingale said, eagerly.

			Abbott shook his head. ‘You heard him. Natural causes. That’s it as far as we’re concerned. No crime, no investigation.’

			Nightingale nodded and looked down at the old man. ‘We can’t just leave him there like that,’ he said.

			Abbott looked, too. ‘Because he was one of us, you mean?’

			‘I don’t know,’ Tim said, uneasily. ‘It just doesn’t seem right.’

			‘It never ceases to amaze me that you young ones still have some kind of cock-eyed romantic notion about the Job,’ Abbott said. ‘I understand you’ve done three years uniformed in some of the roughest districts, you’ve been beaten up twice and stabbed once, you were even assigned to football crowd control for three months to knock the stars out of your eyes, and still you think there’s something splendid about being a copper.’ He looked at Nightingale and Nightingale looked back at him. Abbott wasn’t fooling him any more than he was fooling himself. This was a lecture from Abbott’s mouth, not his heart.

			Tim knew Abbott had been temporarily seconded back to the Met from the West Country, and was not happy about it. Tim, too, had been born to fields and hedgerows, and found the gritty grind of metropolitan life both confining and depressing. They shared that bond – but it was stretched thinly across the chasm of rank.

			Tim had heard through the grapevine that Abbott was a good detective and a fair-minded man, but he and the other more junior officers had had to take that on trust. Ever since he’d arrived in London, Abbott had been short-tempered and ill at ease. It had been many years since the chief inspector had served in the Met – years he had thankfully put behind him. While he’d been endeavouring to re-assume the hard manner that armoured the city police, it was a cloak that did not settle easily on his shoulders.

			‘Oh, hell, come on,’ Abbott said, impatiently. Together they picked up the thin, fragile body and carried it to the bed. Rigor had set in, so they couldn’t make him look more comfortable, but they laid him gently on his side and drew the duvet over him.

			‘The daughter will be coming, soon,’ Abbott said, as if to explain why they should have done this simple, decent thing.

			‘I guess it doesn’t take much when you’re old and alone,’ Tim said, softly. He looked down at the small mound under the duvet, and suddenly felt sad. He knew nothing about this old man, and yet was an official witness to his end. He’d had a family, a career, a life of nearly eighty years, and yet he’d died alone, with no-one to hear his final testament. It seemed unfair. Tim had an irrational desire to wake the old man up, ask him to talk about all the things he had seen and been and done, so they wouldn’t be lost for ever.

			But it was too late for that, now. And it was not the kind of attitude encouraged in a detective sergeant of the Metropolitan Police. Sentimentality was allowed, off-duty, but there were too many sad stories in London – and everywhere else – for him to spend the limited coinage of his emotions on every one. Save it for a rainy day, he told himself. For a dead child or a lost dog. At least Mr Ivor Peters had done it his way. Not so terrible, dying in your own home, even if it is on the floor with your pipe unsmoked. Better than in some institution, propped up in a nodding circle.

			‘I have to get back to the station,’ Abbott said, glancing at his watch. He turned. ‘Do you mind hanging on here until they come for him?’

			‘No,’ Tim said, truthfully. ‘That’s fine.’

			‘Right.’ Abbott headed for the door, slowed, then turned to look at his new sergeant with some curiosity. ‘Why does your willingness to perform this lowly duty worry me?’ he asked.

			Tim smiled and shrugged. ‘I have no idea,’ he said.

			Abbott continued to look at him with a raised eyebrow. ‘It was natural causes,’ he said, pointedly.

			‘Of course,’ Nightingale agreed, blandly. ‘Natural causes,’

			Abbott stared at him a moment longer, then went out, just managing to hide the smile that came unbidden and unwelcome. As if he’d heard it announced, he knew what Nightingale was thinking. He knew how hungry he was to find ‘his’ first good case. But policing was a team effort, and a solitary explorer often stumbled into areas that weren’t friendly to intruders. Nightingale’s curiosity was something that could lead to trouble, and Abbott knew he should have ordered him away from the scene, assigned him quickly to something else, and finished it.

			He clattered down the stairs, shaking his head. It probably wouldn’t make any difference. And he felt no loyalty to the Met any more. The whole secondment had been a mistake, some Home Office psychologist’s bright idea, no doubt, and he resented it deeply. The DCI who had changed places with him had been on the phone regularly, complaining. They were both out of place and functioning badly as a result. The hell with it, just put in your time and go through the motions, he told himself. Only another four months to go in London, and then you can go back to the Cotswolds, where you belong. You understand the people there, and they understand you. Nightingale’s hopes and ambitions aren’t really your problem.

			Abbott opened the door and went out into the bluster of the day, lifting his face to the stink of exhaust fumes and the wet slap of the rain. God, he thought, for ten pence I’d just turn west and keep walking. The rain is soft there, and the wind smells of cut grass and woodsmoke. He teetered for a moment, imagining he could do that, pretending it was a real possibility, a matter of simple choice. Then he turned up his coat collar and climbed into the waiting police car.

			As soon as he heard the downstairs door slam shut, Nightingale was across the room. He pulled out the swivel chair and seated himself in front of the cluttered roll-top desk.

			He was still there half an hour later when the woman from the basement flat appeared in the doorway, bearing a tray. ‘Mrs Finch says would you like a cup of tea while you’re waiting?’ she asked, nervously, trying not to look at the bed and its forever silent occupant.

			Tim smiled. ‘Thank you,’ he said, clearing a fresh space on the desk. ‘That would be very welcome.’

		

	
		
			THREE

			The hospital room was warm, and the single bed in the centre seemed far too large for its occupant. Outside, the scene was one of seasonal conflict. Autumn signalled its supremacy with flags as the breeze-churned branches waved ragged banners of umber, acid yellow, and red. In opposition, the sky was bright blue, fleeced with occasional clouds, attempting an illusion of summer against all the evidence of barometer, thermometer, calendar, and disappearing foliage.

			But on this side of the glass, despite the comfort of central heating, Tess Leland felt winter in her bones. She stared down at her son, restless and feverish in the hospital bed, and shivered. Max was moaning with distress and his breathing was harsh and ragged.

			She’d raced for a train as soon as the call had come from the school. It was not the kind of place that would panic easily, and the fact that they’d admitted him to hospital before calling her had made the whole thing even more of a nightmare.

			The door opened behind her and she turned, startled. ‘Oh, Richard,’ she said, and was infuriated to feel relief flood through her. Why should she be glad to see him? Wasn’t she capable of handling this alone? Hadn’t she handled everything else herself?

			Richard Hendricks was pale as he crossed the room and put his arms around her. His normally angular face seemed to have gone slightly flaccid and blank, rather than tighter, with worry. ‘My secretary tracked me down,’ he said. ‘How is he?’

			Tess took a deep breath. ‘It’s rheumatic fever,’ she said, trying to keep her voice steady, but achieving only the unpredictable flutes and wavers of an adolescent boy. She cleared her throat and tried again. ‘He had a cold a few weeks ago, but it seemed just the ordinary—’ Her voice seized, suddenly grown too large for her throat. ‘The doctor says—’ She couldn’t go on, decided not even to try, and gestured helplessly.

			‘Come outside for a moment,’ Richard suggested.

			The corridor was long and impersonal, with pale green walls and scuffed mock-marble linoleum. Benches were spaced along it at regular intervals, and nurses with rubber- soled shoes squeaked past carrying trays and bowls and mysteriously-shrouded objects. In the distance a trolley rattled, and someone laughed, the sound strangely distorted and somehow out of place. Richard sat down, took Tess’s hand in his, and patted it awkwardly. ‘Take a deep breath and then tell me all about it.’

			She took the deep breath, and retrieved her hand. ‘They’re giving him antibiotics and other drugs, apparently, which will overcome the initial infection in a few days. There’s no reason to think that he won’t get through it all right – he’s always been a very fit little boy. But . . . but . . . there may be heart damage.’ She stopped for a moment, kept control, and went on. ‘If he’s very unlucky he may even have to have operations later on —’ valve replacements . . . She felt the tears coming, tears she had held back before. Damn it. Stop this at once, she ordered. But it was no good. Old habits die hard, even when kicked hard, and knowing someone else was there to share the burden betrayed her into the old familiar reactions.

			Her late husband’s will had named Richard as co-guardian, so it had been only polite to notify him that Max was ill, but she had never expected him to appear like this.

			Any more than she had expected to start crying.

			Sit up, she commanded. Behave yourself.

			But the troops were rebellious.

			Damn. Damn.

			When she eventually lifted her drooping head, she saw Richard deep in conversation with the doctor. She cleared her throat, and they both turned. ‘Feeling better?’ Richard smiled.

			Don’t patronize me, she thought. And smiled back. ‘Fine, thanks,’ she said.

			His tone had implied failure on her part. Well, it hadn’t been a faint, or anything like it. Just a moment of quiet reflection, that’s all. A little rest, a gathering of loose threads, nothing more. What could have happened of importance in the world during those few minutes? What had she missed? Probably nothing at all.

			Richard really did look concerned, and she felt momentarily ashamed of her resentment, but she was cross at him for rushing up here like some self-appointed knight in armour. She wanted to face this alone. It was so much easier to control yourself among strangers. Friends supplied too many excuses to the weak of will.

			The consultant had glanced at the clock on the wall as covertly as possible, but it was obvious he had other things to do. ‘Do you feel well enough to discuss Max’s prognosis now?’ he asked, tentatively.

			‘Yes,’ Tess said, firmly. ‘I want to know exactly where we are.’

			The consultant nodded, approvingly, and came over to sit beside her. He had blue eyes, and one wayward grey hair curling out of his left sideburn, like a cat’s whisker, giving the impression he was listening in to other worlds, receiving other messages. But his glance was direct and his voice was perfectly, wonderfully calm. ‘A good convalescence will make all the difference to Max. A matter of damage limitation, I suppose you could say.’ He carefully explained exactly what rheumatic fever was, how he would be treating Max for it, and what would be needed, once the crisis had passed.

			Richard scowled when it came to the details of the boy’s convalescence. ‘That may not be as simple as it sounds. Tess is a widow on her own. She has a career as an interior designer and can’t nurse Max during the day. Naturally, Max should have the best possible care, and I’ll be glad to arrange it. If you could recommend a suitable nursing home, I’ll—’

			Tess interrupted, in a voice perhaps more icy than she intended. ‘That’s a very kind offer, Richard, but once Dr Shaw says Max can leave hospital, he’s coming home. He’s my son, not a parcel to be posted off to strangers.’

			Richard had flushed at her rebuke. ‘You try to do too much, Tess,’ he said, impatiently. ‘I wish you’d let me help you more, take some of the burden from your shoulders.’

			It was a point of honour with him, as much as anything. Richard Hendricks had been her husband’s business partner in what had been a most successful international public relations firm. But after Roger had been killed in that horrible car crash, it immediately became apparent that most of the company’s success had stemmed from his brilliant creative abilities. Richard Hendricks’ business expertise alone hadn’t been enough to hang on to their clients – in PR it was ideas that counted. He’d practically wept when he’d had to tell her that the business was going to be wound up, and there would be almost no money from it for her and Max.

			‘I know you want to help, and I appreciate it,’ she continued, using almost the same words she had used then. And almost the same mixture of feelings rose in her as she looked at his anxious, familiar face. Damn it, why did he have to look so worried? Why didn’t he and everyone else just leave her alone to get on with things? Guilt, her constant companion these days, came to sit beside her.

			It was Roger’s fault, of course.

			Blithe spirit, lately flown.

			Oh, he’d made a will.

			Once. When drunk. On a form from the stationers.

			Everything to my dear wife.

			Including all the responsibilities.

			She had developed an inexpressible rage towards her late husband in the weeks following his death. As a grieving widow, how could she admit that, as each new problem presented itself, her secret anger grew at his intransigence, his grasshopper views on finance, his refusal to worry about tomorrow, his selfish determination to ‘live for today’, his casual assumption that he could take care of everything, manage anything, and would be around to do it for ever.

			Because in the end – he wasn’t.

			It was true that when he died, the mortgage had automatically been paid off. For that she was undoubtedly indebted to some anonymous stranger at their building society rather than Roger himself. There proved to be two life insurance policies in Roger’s desk. One, very small, had been taken out when he was still a student and subsequently left to the vagaries of the standing order system. It had barely covered the funeral expenses and their outstanding bills.

			The other insurance policy had been taken out the day Max was born – to pay his school fees at Roger’s old school. A typical Roger gesture. But fees were only the beginning. When Roger had won a place there, his parents had gone without so that he could dress well, take part in sports, go on school trips, and generally keep up appearances with the other boys. She’d been trying to do the same for Max, for he loved the school and would undoubtedly want to go back when he was better.

			Tess had lived in England for fourteen years, but she had been born and brought up in Amity, Iowa, and her conscience was still nagged by stringent, contrary Iowa standards. Because she was an American, everything in her rebelled at the thought of élitist education. Equally, because she was American, something in her was impressed by traditional ways. And, because she was a mother, she conceded the undoubted advantages such an education gave to her child as he progressed from snotty-nosed schoolboy to future prime minister.

			But, lately, she’d been losing both the moral and the financial battle.

			‘As a matter of fact, I’d been wondering whether I was right to send Max back to school so soon after his father’s death,’ Tess said, lifting her chin and keeping her voice firm. ‘His housemaster has written to me several times about his nightmares. He’s been very unsettled this term.’ She thought of Max’s face, flushed and small on the pillow, his mouse-brown hair clinging damply to his forehead. Damn it, Max was her son.

			‘Well, well want to keep him here for at least ten days – perhaps a couple of weeks. A matter of assessing damage, if there is any. I’m hopeful there won’t be,’ the doctor concluded. ‘But this rather long convalescence afterwards is vital, I’m afraid. No question of his returning to school for quite a while. I expect he’ll require tutoring as well as nursing if he isn’t to fall behind.’ He glanced at Tess and smiled. ‘But I’m sure you’ll manage to work it all out, Mrs Leland. You look a very capable young woman. I’ll look back in on Max later this evening.’ He nodded and smiled to them both, then hurried off down the corridor.

			Richard watched him go, then turned. ‘There’s an answer to all this, Tess.’

			‘Only one?’ she asked, and tried a shaky laugh that didn’t quite come off.

			‘Only one that makes sense.’

			She stared at him, wearily. ‘No, Richard.’

			‘Tess, if you married me, you could give up work, stay at home, make sure Max was properly looked after.’ He flushed, slightly. ‘And you know I wouldn’t pressure you about – anything. But I do care for you, and I’d do all I could to make you happy—’

			‘We’ve been over all this so many times,’ she protested.

			‘Yes, I know. I was willing to let it ride for a while—’

			‘Decent of you, old thing.’

			He grinned, suddenly, engagingly. ‘Circumstances have changed, Tess. Even you can see that.’

			‘You mean even without my glasses?’ She had to smile at him, the successful businessman who could never pass up a chance to make a sale, puppy enthusiasm contained by a firm jaw and handshake. Here is my product, he said, standing tall in his Gieves & Hawkes suit, Turnbull & Asser shirt, and Church brogues. How can you resist?

			At first he’d left her alone with her grief, but lately he’d begun calling round, taking her out to concerts and plays, even going up to the school to visit Max. She hadn’t known whether his attentions were out of love, kindness, or pity – and she still didn’t. But, as appealing as he could be, she knew marrying him was no answer, not as far as she was concerned.

			Not now, anyway.

			Eleven years of being financially and emotionally dependent, of letting Roger make all the decisions, of playing the game of Letting Daddy Look After Me, had nearly proved her undoing. Because it was what Roger had wanted, because it fitted in with his self-image, she had adopted the rapidly-dating guise of a proper Englishwoman. She’d done the charity round, been a lady of leisure, a white-gloved drone, played the role of the successful Roger Leland’s wife.

			Then, without warning, she’d become Roger Leland’s widow.

			His death made her realize what she had forsworn, and lost – herself. For some days after the accident, she’d felt boneless, foolish, and weak. But, in the twenty minutes between leaving the limousine at the door of the crematorium and re-entering it to be driven home, she had made a resolution. She could – and would – take charge of her life again.

			It had been hard, so much harder than even she had suspected, but gradually, doggedly, she had sorted, compartmentalized, organized her life and got it running again. Not smoothly, not always easily, but under control.

			There had been, unfortunately, no compartment set aside for a seriously ill child. Measles or mumps she could have coped with, but this was more. She had a responsibility to herself, true, but an even bigger one to Max. Wouldn’t it make sense to marry Richard? He was attractive and kind, and could provide them with a good life. Physical passion might arrive later, but its absence could well be a plus. Stability, in the upright and wonderfully English form of Richard Hendricks, beckoned her.

			‘You’re very kind, Richard—’ she began, but he held up his hand.

			‘That still sounds too much like a refusal. If so, I don’t want to hear it.’ He smiled his gentlest smile, and she detected definite signs of wavering within. No, she told herself. No.

			‘Look, Tess, I care for you very much.’ He cleared his throat and glanced up and down the corridor. ‘More than I can say standing here.’ He touched her hand, ran a finger over her wrist and into her palm. ‘I have to go to Paris tonight, and I’ll be away for some time. You concentrate on Max, because he needs you. But whenever you have a moment, think about marrying me. Just . . . consider it. All right?’

			‘All right,’ she said. ‘But no promises.’ He squeezed her hand and Tess shivered – it was cool in the corridor. She got to her feet abruptly, despite Richard’s anxious protest that she should rest a while longer, and hurried back to Max’s room. Something felt wrong, suddenly.

			Richard followed, and as they stood by the bedside Max half opened his eyes and gave a sudden whimper. He was only semi-conscious, and he stared at the wall behind Richard with a kind of horror, as if he saw something there, something awful.

			‘No, I won’t. I can’t. Dad? Dad – please don’t go away, Daddy – please – you said you’ll tell me what to do – please, come back . . . oh, please  . . .  I don’t want to be bad . . .’ Max’s voice, which had risen practically to a shout, faded to a whimper, and then his eyes closed again.

			‘What was all that?’ Richard wanted to know. His face was pale and he looked shocked. It had taken an effort of will not to turn around and look at the wall, so realistic had been Max’s fear.

			‘Probably just the fever,’ Tess said, unsteadily. She, too, had been unnerved by the passion in her young son’s voice. ‘It sounded like the nightmares his housemaster described. Apparently, they’re always about the accident. He seems to feel some kind of guilt, I don’t know why.’ She leaned down. ‘Max,’ she whispered. ‘It’s all right. Mummy’s here, darling. Everything’s going to be just fine.’ Max moved restlessly under the layers of white cellular blankets, and turned his head away.

			She patted his hand, smoothed his cheek.

			He knows I’m lying, she thought.

			And so do I.

		

	
		
			FOUR

			‘But, Adrian, there’s no other way,’ Tess said, a few days later. She stood in the middle of the workroom, hands on hips, glaring at her boss. ‘It’s not just that Max needs care, he’ll need to keep up with his schooling, too. An au pair would be useless when it came to lessons. I’ll simply have to turn Mrs McMurdo’s work over to you and—’

			‘Not me, love. The bloody woman makes me break out in hives,’ Adrian Brevitt said, and gave an elaborate shiver. He picked up a block of damask samples and began flipping through them, while keeping a corner of his eye on her. ‘Anyway, she specified you, remember? This is your big chance to make your name. And mine. I want Brevitt Interiors to rise right to the top. I’m not ready just yet to dodder off to my little cottage and rose garden.’

			Tess had to smile, despite her problems. The image of elegant, fastidious Adrian Brevitt forking manure into the rosebeds was ludicrous in the extreme. He could never stray more than a mile from Mayfair without coming over faint.

			‘Adrian, you know how grateful I am. You were more than kind to take me back when Roger died, but—’

			Adrian put the damask down with a thump. ‘It had nothing to do with kindness and you know it,’ he huffed. ‘You needed me, and – after Jason’s treacherous defection – I needed you. It might have been a coincidence, but it was a very happy one as far as you and I are concerned. Now that I have you back, I do not intend to let anything – not even the sickroom requirements of my beloved and precious godson – take you away from me without a fight. Frankly, my dear, I do give a damn. We need the work to survive, and we need you in order to do the blasted work. You have a cachet, Tess – you’re American. That’s instant rapport for a lot of our expatriate and foreign clients.’

			‘And instant turn-off for others,’ Tess reminded him, wryly.

			‘Well, there aren’t many landed gentry left who can afford my prices,’ Adrian sniffed. ‘Anyway, of course we can manage your smaller assignments while you’re staying with Max at the hospital, no trouble there, but not Mrs McMurdo. There must be a way around it, Tess. After all, we do have a little time.’

			That was true enough, Tess acknowledged reluctantly. Mrs McMurdo, a wealthy Australian widow, had recently returned to ‘the old country’ to inspect her husband’s ‘heritage’. She had found it to be a rambling and nearly derelict Victorian house which sat in the midst of its overgrown garden like a huge toad, a warty and crumbling eyesore in a newly-gentrified area of London.

			Perversely, Mrs McMurdo had fallen in love with the place. She decided to ‘restore it to its former glory’ as a tribute to her beloved husband’s family, and she swept into the project with vigour.

			Of course, nothing but the best would do. She made enquiries and appeared one day in the studio of Brevitt Interiors. After ten minutes of loud and cheerful conversation, she decided that Tess and only Tess was right for the task of restoring The House.

			Glad of something which would absorb her and her grief, Tess had set to work. Rather like the man scheduled to hang in the morning, the task of restoring the McMurdo house concentrated her mind wonderfully. She had gone far beyond the remit normally given to decorators and, along with their usual consultant architect, was overseeing the physical reconstruction as well. This was due to be completed in another month, at which time she would be free to bring her magic to bear on the interior. Given a free hand and a generous working budget, it was – or could have been – her big chance. But the situation had changed.

			She followed Adrian as he tried to avoid the issue by walking around the studio. ‘Well, Mrs Grimble could hardly handle teaching Max, could she? The nursing would be hard enough what with running up and down the stairs fifty times a day, and her own health is delicate.’ Mrs Grimble had been with Tess since before Max was born. She was eccentric, nosey, and opinionated. Tess put up with all her odd ways because by now she was the only one who knew how to find anything in the house.

			‘You mean her alcoholic level is variable,’ Adrian sniffed.

			‘Don’t be so damn snooty. She’s been very good to me. She put up with Roger and—’

			‘And Roger put up with her, I imagine. Darling, the woman is a jewel – when she’s sober. I quite agree that she’s not exactly ideal to either look after or tutor Max. But neither are you. You don’t understand the British way of education—’

			‘Very few do.’

			He refused to be side-tracked. ‘You haven’t the patience to teach, and you’re far more valuable elsewhere. Specifically, here’ He glanced at her sideways as he leant over a drawing pad and sketched in, quickly, another window treatment for a luxury houseboat he was redoing.

			‘I could take Max back to Iowa,’ she said, slowly.

			Adrian shuddered delicately. ‘I shall ignore that,’ he said, tearing off one page and starting another. ‘There are other things coming along, you know, things you don’t know about yet. When the McMurdo job is finished it will definitely get publicity for you. And us.’ He flicked the pen over the paper and stood back slightly to see the effect. ‘Get enough new commissions on the strength of it – and you will – and you’ll be in a position to call your own tune, Tess. I might even be stretched to consider a partnership, one day.’

			Tess stood watching him for a moment. She had known Adrian Brevitt for years, and found him now, as always, to be both exasperating and engaging. He was playing his high cards – something he rarely did – simply in order to keep her. She was flattered, and also tempted to kick him up his beautifully-tailored backside. Partnership, indeed. ‘Richard has asked me to marry him,’ she blurted out, as if in confirmation of his assessment concerning her intrinsic value.

			‘You’re not accepting, of course.’ It was a statement, not a question. He put his pen down and turned to face her, arms folded.

			‘I’m thinking about it,’ Tess hedged. ‘I know he’s been lonely since his wife died some years ago and—’

			‘Ridiculous. I won’t allow it. He’s ten years older than you, and he’d never have time for you or for Max. He’s one of those “go-getters” the media are always on about, thrusting and pushing and shoving and grabbing. Besides, he has absolutely terrible taste. I went to dinner there once with you and Roger, remember? The dining room wallpaper gave me indigestion for weeks afterwards.’

			‘Perhaps his wife chose it.’

			‘No, he did. He absolutely bragged about it. If it hadn’t been for you and Roger, I would have quite happily peed on it just to force him to redecorate.’

			Tess had to laugh, Adrian really was outrageous when he put his mind to it. The fact that he had a very firm grasp of the practicalities of plumbing as well as the lure of interior couture contributed to his success, of course, but it was the irrepressible and mischievous side of Adrian Brevitt that people remembered, and talked about. He was never cruel and always discreet when it was required, but he never left an inflated ego unpunctured, or a room unnoticed. Privately and recently, Tess had discovered that though he might try to hide it from public view, he was a solid and dependable friend in need.

			He was also stubborn.

			‘What about that ethereal creature who lodges with you?’ he asked abruptly. ‘Couldn’t she do bed-baths or geometry?’

			‘Miranda? She’s drifted off to warmer climes with her latest boyfriend. He’s “something” in movies, but I’m not sure what.’

			She perched on a stool beside the drawing-board and hugged her knees. Some years ago, glorying in an unexpected windfall from a grateful client, Roger had had the attic of their large terraced house converted into a studio. He said it would give him a place to work, provide extra guest accommodation, and increase the resale value of the house. The latter possibility was yet to be tested. Due to Roger’s penchant for bringing home lame ducks and the walking wounded, they’d suffered a strange procession of visitors in the studio. Miranda had only been the last in a long line of non-paying guests. As for working up there – he’d used it only for designing and building conference displays too large for the office and, twice, too large to get down the stairs. Dear, fascinating, exasperating Roger. If only she’d smiled at him when he’d driven off that morning . . .

			She sighed for all the might-have-beens. ‘There’s really only one way out of all this, Adrian, and that’s for me to quit my job, sell the house as quickly as possible, buy a small flat, and live off the difference. I’ll look after Max myself. I’ll learn to be patient. I’ll enjoy it.’

			‘Balls,’ he said, uncompromisingly.

			She went on, doggedly. ‘Later, when Max is better and goes back to school, perhaps you’ll have me back? I hope someone will.’

			‘You’re assuming, I see, that I’ll still be in business,’ Adrian said in an irritated tone. ‘Tess, the McMurdo thing is our first showpiece since Jason left. If you go, dear Dolly may well go, too, probably straight to Jason.’ His voice cracked, slightly, and he walked away across the room, the very line of his shoulders shrieking perfidy, perfidy!
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