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One


I COULD NEVER DECIDE whether ‘Mad Annie’ was murdered because she was mad or because she was black. We were living in south-west London at the time and I remember my shock when I came home from work one wet November evening to find her collapsed in the gutter outside our house. It was 1978 – the winter of discontent – when the government lost control of the trade unions, strikes were an everyday occurrence, hospitals ceased to cater for the sick and uncollected rubbish lay in heaps along the pavements. If I hadn’t recognized her old plaid coat I might have ignored her, thinking the bundle in the gutter was a heap of discarded clothes.


Her real name was Ann Butts and she was the only black person in our road. She was a well-built woman with a closed expression and a strong aversion to social contact who was known to enjoy a drink, particularly Caribbean rum, and was often to be found sitting on the pavement in the summer singing gospel hymns. She had acquired the ‘Mad’ label because she pulled strange faces and muttered to herself as she scurried along in a bizarre dot-and-carry trot that suggested a child playing ‘Ride a cock horse to Banbury Cross’.


Little was known about her circumstances except that she had inherited her house and a small independent income on her mother’s death and, apart from a menagerie of stray cats which had taken up residence with her, she lived alone. It was said that her mother had been madder than she was and that her father had abandoned them both because of it. One of the long-term residents of Graham Road swore blind that Mrs Butts senior used to shout obscenities at passers-by and twirl like a dervish when the mood was on her, but as Mrs Butts had been dead some time the story had undoubtedly grown in the telling.


I didn’t believe it any more than I believed the rumours that Annie kept live chickens inside her house which she killed by boiling, feathers and all, for her own and her cats’ supper. It was nonsense – she bought her meat, dead, at the local supermarket like everyone else – but her close neighbours talked about rats in her garden and a terrible smell coming from her kitchen, and the story of live chickens was born. I always said she couldn’t have rats and cats, but no one wanted to hear the voice of reason.


The same neighbours made life difficult for her by reporting her regularly to the local council, the RSPCA and the police, but nothing came of their complaints because the council couldn’t force her out of her own house, the cats were not ill-treated and she wasn’t mad enough to be committed to an institution. Had there been family and friends to support her, she might have taken her harassers to court, but she was a solitary person who guarded her privacy jealously. At various times health visitors and social workers made unsuccessful attempts to persuade her into sheltered accommodation, and once a week the local vicar knocked on her door to make sure she was still alive. He was always cursed loudly for his trouble from an upstairs window, but he took it in good part despite Annie’s refusal to go anywhere near his church.


I knew her only by sight because we lived at the other end of the road but I never understood why the street took against her so strongly. My husband said it was all to do with property values, but I couldn’t agree with him. When we moved into Graham Road in 1976 we had no illusions about why we could afford it. It had a Richmond postcode but it was very definitely ‘on the wrong side of the tracks’. Built for labourers in the 1880s, it was a double row of two-up, two-down terraced housing off the A316 between Richmond and Mortlake, and no one who bought a house there expected to make a fortune overnight, particularly as council-owned properties were seeded amongst the privately owned ones. They were easily identified by their uniform yellow doors and were looked down on by those of us who’d bought our houses because at least two of them held problem families.


Personally, I thought the way the children treated Annie was a better barometer of the adults’ feelings. They teased her mercilessly, calling her names and aping her dot-and-carry trot in a cruel demonstration of their right to feel superior, then ran away with squeals of fear if their pestering irritated her enough to make her raise her head and glare at them. It was a form of bear-baiting. They goaded her because they despised her, but they were also afraid of her.


In retrospect, of course, I wish I’d taken up cudgels on her behalf but, like everyone else who stayed silent, I assumed she could take care of herself. Certainly the children weren’t alone in finding her intimidating. On the one occasion when I made an attempt to speak to her, she rounded on me angrily, calling me ‘honky’, and I didn’t have the courage to try again. Once in a while afterwards I would come out of my front door to find her staring up at our house, but she scampered off the minute she saw me and my husband warned me not to antagonize her any further. I told him I thought she was trying to say sorry, but he laughed and said I was naïve.


On the night she died a freezing rain was falling. The hunched trees that lined the pavements were black and sodden with water and made the street look very grim as I turned into it from the main road. On the other side, a couple paused briefly under one of the few lamp-posts, then separated, the man to walk ahead, the woman to cross on a diagonal in front of me. I pulled up my coat collar to shield my face from the stabbing rain before stepping off the kerb to run through sheets of water towards my house.


I found Annie lying on the edge of the yellow lamp-light in a space between two parked cars and I remember wondering why the couple hadn’t noticed her. Or perhaps they had chosen to ignore her, believing as I did that she was drunk. I stooped to rock her shoulder but the movement caused her to cry out and I stepped back immediately. She lay with her head cradled in her arms, her knees drawn up tight against her chin and I assumed she was protecting herself from the rain. She smelt powerfully of urine, and I guessed she’d had an accident, but I shrank from the responsibility of cleaning her up and told her instead that I was going home to call for an ambulance.


Did she think I wouldn’t come back? Is that what persuaded her to uncradle her poor head and lift her pain-filled eyes to mine? I have no idea if that was the moment she died – they said afterwards it probably was because her skull was so badly fractured that any movement would have been dangerous – but I do know I will never experience such an intense intimacy with another human being again. I felt everything she felt – sorrow, anguish, despair, suffering – most poignantly, her complete bewilderment about why anyone would want to kill her. Was I unloveable? she seemed to be asking. Was I unkind? Was I less deserving because I was different?


Many hours later, the police questioned my incoherent ramblings. Did Miss Butts actually say these things? No. Did she accuse someone directly? No. Did she speak at all? No. Did you see anyone run away? No. So there’s no evidence to support your assertion of murder other than a puzzled look in her eyes? No.


I couldn’t blame them for being sceptical. As they pointed out, it was unlikely I could have interpreted Annie’s look with any accuracy. Sudden death was always difficult to come to terms with because the emotions surrounding it were complex. They tried to convince me it was heightened imagination following my shock at finding her and offered me post-traumatic stress counselling to get over it. I refused. I was only interested in justice. As far as I was concerned, whatever residual shock I felt would vanish the minute Annie’s murderer or murderers were caught and convicted.


They never were.


The Coroner’s verdict, based on the post-mortem results and witness statements taken during a two-week police investigation, was death by misadventure. He painted a picture of a woman whose hold on reality was poor even when she was sober but who, on the night in question, had been drinking heavily. Her blood showed a high level of alcohol and she was seen staggering about the road by passing motorists and several neighbours. One said he had tried to persuade her to go home but gave up when she started swearing at him. Her injuries – in particular the fractures to her skull and broken left arm – were consistent with a glancing blow from a heavy vehicle, probably a lorry, which had thrown her between the stationary cars and against the lamp-post as it passed. Due to the heavy rainfall that night, it was unsurprising that no blood, hair or tissue traces were discovered on the lamp-post.


The fact that no driver had come forward to admit liability was not considered significant either. It was dark, pouring with rain, parked vehicles restricted visibility and the street lighting was inadequate. With a critical reference to council officers who allowed badly lit streets in poorer areas to become rat-runs for heavy traffic, the Coroner endorsed the police view that Miss Butts had stumbled off the pavement into the side of a passing lorry without, in all probability, the driver being aware of the contact. It was impossible to establish when the accident occurred, although due to the seriousness of Miss Butts’ injuries it was doubtful she could have survived more than fifteen to thirty minutes.


It was a sad case, the Coroner said, which highlighted the need to have an element of compulsion in the treatment of vulnerable people in a modern society. There was clear evidence – the squalid state of her house when the police entered it the day after her death; her alcohol dependency – that she was unable to look after herself properly, and it was his opinion that if social services and health workers had been able to force Miss Butts to accept help, she would still be alive today. The witness who found Miss Butts’ body had alleged a racist campaign against Miss Butts by her neighbours, but there was no evidence to support this and the Coroner accepted that her neighbours’ actions had been prompted only by concern for her welfare. In conclusion and despite the same witness’s emotional insistence that Miss Butts had been deliberately pushed in front of an oncoming vehicle, the Coroner’s verdict was unequivocal. Death by misadventure. Case closed . . .





I fell ill shortly afterwards and took to my bed for several days. I told the locum who came to see me that I had the flu, but he diagnosed depression and prescribed tranquillizers ers which I refused to take. I became frightened of the telephone; while every sound from the road had me jumping out of my chair. My husband, Sam, was initially sympathetic but soon lost interest when I began sleeping in the spare room and talking about rats in the downstairs lavatory. Thereafter, I developed mild agoraphobia and found it harder and harder to go to work. I was a teacher at a local comprehensive school and my overburdened colleagues were even less sympathetic than Sam when I said I felt stifled by the way the children crowded around me in the corridor. After a few weeks I ceased going in altogether.


The whole episode – from Annie’s death to the loss of my job – caused a rift between me and Sam who walked delicately around me for weeks, then took to speaking to my mother for hours on the telephone. He was careful to close the door but I could still hear most of his conversation through the paper-thin walls on the rare occasions when I bothered to listen. The most often repeated phrases were ‘impossible to live with . . .’ ‘having a nervous breakdown . . .’ ‘got a thing about rats . . .’ ‘stupid fuss over a bloody black woman . . .’ ‘divorce . . .’


Some time in February my parents drove up from Hampshire where they were then living. Sam had moved out three weeks previously to sleep on a friend’s sofa, and our marriage was effectively over. Wisely, my father refused to get involved, but my mother couldn’t resist taking Sam’s part. She comes from that generation of women who believe that marriage is the key to a woman’s happiness and she told me in no uncertain terms that if I was determined to reject Sam then I needn’t look to her and my father for support. As she pointed out, I’d been deserted by my friends because my behaviour was so peculiar . . . I was rapidly becoming anorexic . . . I had no job . . . worse, no prospect of a job while I remained firmly closeted in the house. What was I planning to do? Where was I planning to go?


I expressed only mild annoyance that she believed everything Sam told her, and suggested she question a man’s honesty for once in her life. It was like a red rag to a bull. We couldn’t talk about sex – or lack of it, Sam’s real bone of contention with me – because it was a taboo subject between us, so instead she lectured me on the way I was letting myself go, my failure to cook proper meals for my hardworking husband, my lacklustre approach to cleaning the house, and inevitably my absurd obsession with the death of a coloured person.


‘There might be some sense in it if she’d been one of us,’ she finished tartly, ‘but she wasn’t even English . . . just another wretched immigrant living off benefit and clogging up the health service with imported diseases. Why we ever let them in, I can’t imagine, and for you to jeopardize your marriage—’ She broke off abruptly. ‘Can’t you see how ridiculous you’re being?’


I couldn’t, but it wasn’t something I was prepared to discuss with her. Predictably, my silence persuaded her she’d won the argument when all she’d really achieved was to prove to me how little I cared about anyone’s opinion but my own. In an odd way her complete lack of sympathy was more liberating than distressing because it made me realize that control rests with whoever worries least about being seen to exercise it, and with cold deliberation I agreed to mend fences with my husband if only to keep a roof over my head.


Three months later, Sam and I moved abroad.
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Medical Report on Miss Ann Butts, submitted to Mr Brian A. Hooper, Coroner, on 12 December 1978 by Dr Sheila Arnold GP, FRCP from the Howarth Clinic, Chicago, Illinois, USA. (Formerly: a partner in the Cromwell Street Surgery, Richmond, Surrey.)
				

	


	

			(Dr Arnold left for a twelve-month sabbatical in America on 10 September 1978, and was absent at the time of Miss Butts’ death. Although Miss Butts had been assigned to one of Dr Arnold’s partners for the duration of the sabbatical, Miss Butts died before the partner had time to meet and assess her. It was therefore agreed that Dr Arnold would submit the following report from America. A full set of medical notes relating to Miss Butts has been made available to the Coroner by the Cromwell Street Surgery.)
				

	


	

			~
				

	


	

			Ann Butts was my patient from June 1969 until my departure for America on 10 September 1978. She suffered from Tourette’s syndrome, a neuropsychiatric disorder characterized by recurrent muscle tics and involuntary vocalizations. It was an inherited condition from her mother who had a complex form of the disorder which manifested itself as coprolalia, a compulsion to utter obscenities. Ann, who cared for her mother for many years until her death in 1968, had a good understanding of Tourette’s syndrome and had learnt to manage her own condition successfully. Ann’s most noticeable symptoms were 1) motor tics in the face and shoulders; 2) a compulsion to talk to herself; 3) obsessive behaviour, particularly in relation to home and personal security.
				

	


	

		I referred her in December 1969 to Dr Randreth Patel (Middlesex Hospital) who took a particular interest in Ann and was sympathetic towards her firmly held views against the taking of psychoactive drugs which she felt had worsened her mother’s condition rather than improved it. While no one has yet discovered a cure for Tourette’s syndrome, the disorder tends to improve with age and Ann was no exception to this. My understanding is that her tics were a great deal more pronounced when she was a teenager (DOB – 12.3.36). As a result, she suffered considerable teasing and unkindness from her peers and had few social skills following an early withdrawal from formal education. In recent years Ann’s symptoms had been comparatively mild although she was inclined to exacerbate them from time to time through an overindulgence in alcohol. She had an average IQ and had no difficulty leading an independent life, although her obsession with home and personal security meant she shunned the company of others. I made a point of visiting her every six to eight weeks and on my last visit – 8 September 1978 – she was in good health, both physical and mental.
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Family correspondence prior to the Ranelaghs’ return to England – dated 1999







	

			


CURRAN HOUSE
Whitehay Road
Torquay
Devon


	


	

			


Thursday, 27 May ’99



	


	

			


Darling,



	


	

			I don’t know why you always have to get so angry when someone questions your decisions. It’s most unladylike to scream like a fishwife down the telephone, particularly when you’re 3,000 miles away. Of course Daddy and I will be pleased to have you home but you can’t expect us to be thrilled about this silly idea to rent a farmhouse in Dorchester. It’s over two hours’ drive away, and your father will never be able to manage the double journey in a day. Also, it’s hurtful. We’ve only seen our grandchildren twice in twenty years – each time on very expensive holidays – and we always hoped you’d bring them to live near us when you finally came back.


	


	

			I can’t help feeling it’s not too late for me to find you something in Devon. We have a very good estate agent here who has a list of reasonable properties to rent. Have you taken the trouble to have this farmhouse vetted? The description you gave was very vague, and frankly £650 a month sounds very expensive for a house in the middle of nowhere. You do realize, I suppose, that there are a lot of charlatans about and it’s very easy to put an advertisement in the ‘Sunday Times’ in the hopes of attracting foreigners to summer lets.


	


	

			You know I hate to be critical, but I do wonder if Sam and the boys have been consulted about this move. As usual, I fear you have made a unilateral decision and totally ignored the wishes of everyone else. You say you’re only renting the farmhouse for three or four months, but do please explain why Dorset is preferable to Devon. It’s absurd to say you want to revisit the place where you spent your honeymoon. I thought you had more sense than to pursue holiday memories from 1976.


	


	

			We’re glad to hear that Sam is on the mend although we found Luke and Tom’s flippant references to his ‘dodgy ticker’ somewhat inappropriate, particularly as Sam was clearly listening to the phone call. find it difficult to believe that they’re now eighteen and nineteen. Frankly I’d have expected a little more maturity from boys of their age, and I fear you’ve been spoiling them.


	


	

			I shall wait to hear re the estate agent.


	


	

			All my love,


	


	

			Ma


	


	

			


PS Dear M, personally, thought the ‘dodgy ticker’ was wonderful and loved to hear Sam laugh at the other end. What a marvellous relationship you and he have with your boys and what a blessing they’ve been these last few months. I’m much looking forward to sharing some of the Ranelagh Jr. fun, even if it means driving two hours to experience it! Tell Luke I have every intention of having at least one go on a surfboard even if I do go ‘arse over tit’ in the process. I may be an old codger, but I’m not in my grave yet.




	


	

			Dad


	


		

			
X X X







	







 




	

			


Cape Town
5 June





	


	

			Dear Mother,
				

	


	

			Written in haste. Sorry about the screaming but the line was bad. I enclose a photocopy of the farmhouse details. I have taken up references and am reliably informed that £650 is a good price. It would be considerably more, apparently, if it weren’t a property of ‘character’ which appears to be estate-agent shorthand for ‘somewhat dilapidated’. However, Sam and the boys are looking forward to slumming it as much as I am. All being well we should be there by the first week in July and will expect you and Dad at the end of the month. I’ll ring to confirm a weekend as soon as we’re installed. We’re all fine and send our love to you both.
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Two


I RECOGNIZED DR ARNOLD as soon as I opened the door to her, although there was no answering smile of recognition from her. I wasn’t surprised. We were both twenty years older, and I had changed a great deal more than she had after two decades abroad. She was silver-haired and thinner, late fifties, I judged, but she still had the same rather searching grey eyes and air of unassailable competence. On the only other occasion I’d met her, I’d found her thoroughly intimidating, but today she gave me a sisterly pat on the arm when I told her my husband was complaining of chest pains.


‘He says it’s a pulled muscle,’ I said, leading the way up the stairs of our rented farmhouse, ‘but he had a coronary six months ago and I’m worried he’s about to have another one.’


In the event, Sam was right – it was a pulled muscle from too much digging in the garden the day before – and I concealed my total lack of surprise behind an apologetic smile. Dr Arnold reproved him for scoffing at my concern. ‘You can’t take chances,’ she told him, folding her stethoscope, ‘not when you’ve had one close shave already.’


Sam, whose memory for faces was almost as bad as his memory for names, buttoned his shirt and cast an irritable glance in my direction. ‘It’s a ridiculous fuss about nothing,’ he complained. ‘I said I’d go to the surgery but she wouldn’t let me . . . just takes it into her head to start treating me like a blasted invalid.’


‘He’s been biting my head off all morning,’ I told Dr Arnold. ‘It’s one of the reasons I thought it might be serious.’


‘Goddamit!’ Sam snapped. ‘What’s the matter with you? All I said was, I had a small twinge in my side . . . which isn’t surprising in view of the number of weeds I hauled out yesterday. The garden’s a mess, the house is falling down. What am I supposed to do? Sit on my hands all day?’


Dr Arnold poured oil on troubled waters. ‘You should be grateful you have someone who still cares enough to make the phone call,’ she said with a laugh. ‘I had a patient once whose wife left him to writhe in agony on the kitchen floor while she downed half a bottle of gin to celebrate her imminent widowhood.’


Sam wasn’t the type to stay angry for long. ‘Did he survive?’ he asked with a grin.


‘Just about. The marriage didn’t.’ She studied his face for a moment, then looked curiously towards me. ‘I feel I know you both but I can’t think why.’


‘I recognized you when I opened the door,’ I said. ‘It’s an extraordinary coincidence. You were our GP in Richmond. We lived in Graham Road from ’76 to the beginning of ’79. You came to our house once when Sam had a bout of bronchitis.’


She nodded immediately. ‘Mrs Ranelagh. I should have recognized the name. You’re the one who found Annie Butts. I’ve often wondered where you went and what happened to you.’


I looked casually from her to Sam, and was relieved to see surprised pleasure on both their faces, and no suspicion . . .





*





Sam landed a job as overseas sales director for a shipping company which took us in turn to Hong Kong, Australia and South Africa. They were good times, and I came to understand why black sheep are so often sent abroad by their families to start again. It does wonders for the character to cut the emotional ties that bind you to places and people. We produced two sons who grew like saplings in the never-ending sunshine and soon towered over their parents, and I could always find teaching jobs in whichever school was educating them.


As one always does, we thought of ourselves as immortal, so Sam’s coronary at the age of fifty-two came like a bolt from the blue. With doctors warning of another one being imminent if he didn’t change a lifestyle which involved too much travelling, too much entertaining of clients and too little exercise, we returned to England in the summer of ’99 with no employment and a couple of boys in their late teens who had never seen their homeland.


For no particular reason except that we’d spent our honeymoon in Dorset in ’76, we decided to rent an old farmhouse near Dorchester which I found among the property ads in the Sunday Times before we left Cape Town. The idea was to have an extended summer holiday while we looked around for somewhere more permanent to settle. Neither of us had connections with any particular part of England. My husband’s parents were dead and my own parents had retired to the neighbouring county of Devon and the balmy climate of Torquay. We enrolled the boys at college for the autumn and set out to rediscover our roots. We’d done well during our time abroad and there was no immediate hurry for either of us to find a job. Or so we imagined.


The reality was rather different. England had changed into New Labour’s ‘Cool Britannia’ during the time we’d been abroad, strikes were almost unknown, the pace of life had quickened dramatically and there was a new widespread affluence that hadn’t existed in the 70s. We couldn’t believe how expensive everything was, how crowded the roads were, how difficult it was to find a parking space now that ‘shopping’ had become the Brits’ favourite pastime. Hastily the boys abandoned us for their own age group. Garden fetes and village cricket were for old people. Designer clothes and techno music were the order of the day, and clubs and theme pubs were the places to be seen, particularly those that stayed open into the early hours to show widescreen satellite feeds of world sporting fixtures.


‘Do you get the feeling we’ve been left behind?’ Sam asked glumly at the end of our first week as we sat like a couple of pensioners on the patio of our rented farmhouse, watching some horses graze in a nearby paddock.


‘By the boys.’


‘No. Our peers. I was talking to Jock Williams on the phone today’ – an old friend from our Richmond days – ‘and he told me he made a couple of million last year by selling off one of his businesses.’ He pulled a wry face. ‘So I asked him how many businesses he had left, and he said, only two but together they’re worth ten million. He wanted to know what I was doing so I lied through my teeth.’


I took time to wonder why it never seemed to occur to Sam that Jock was as big a fantasist as he was, particularly as Jock had been trumpeting ‘mega-buck sales’ down the phone to him for years but had never managed to find the time – or money? – to fly out for a visit. ‘What did you say?’


‘That we’d made a killing on the Hong Kong stock market before it reverted to China and could afford to take early retirement. I also said we were buying an eight-bedroom house and a hundred acres in Dorset.’


‘Mm.’ I used my foot to stir some clumps of grass growing between the cracks in the patio which were symptomatic of the air of tired neglect that pervaded the whole property. ‘A brick box on a modern development more likely. I had a look in an estate-agent’s window yesterday and anything of any size is well outside our price range. Something like this would cost around £300,000 and that’s not counting the money we’d need to spend doing it up. Let’s just hope Jock doesn’t decide to visit.’


Sam’s gloom deepened at the prospect. ‘If we’d had any sense we’d have hung on to the house in Graham Road. Jock says it’s worth ten times what we paid for it in ’76. We were mad to sell. You need to keep a stake in the property market if you want to trade up to something reasonable.’


There were times when I despaired of my husband’s memory. It was a peculiarly selective one that allowed him to remember the precise details of past negotiating triumphs but insisted he forget where the cutlery was kept in every kitchen we’d ever had. It had its advantages – he was easily persuaded he was in the wrong – but once in a while it caught me on the raw. At the very least, he ought to have remembered the weeks of abuse that followed the inquest into Annie’s death . . .


‘It was my choice to leave,’ I said flatly, ‘and I don’t care if we end up living in a caravan, it’s one decision I’ll never regret. You might have been able to stay in Graham Road . . . I certainly couldn’t . . . not once the phone calls started anyway.’


He eyed me nervously. ‘I thought you’d forgotten all that.’


‘No.’


The horses kicked up their heels for no apparent reason to canter to the other side of the field, and I wondered how good their hearing was and whether they could pick up vibrations of anger in a single word. We watched them in silence for a moment or two, and I put money on Sam backing away as usual from the period in our lives that had brought us to the brink of divorce. He chose to follow a tangent.


‘In purely financial terms Jock’s probably right, though,’ he said. ‘If we’d kept the house and let it, we’d not only have had an income all these years but we’d have made 1,000 per cent increase on our capital to boot.’


‘We had a mortgage,’ I told him, ‘so the income would have gone straight into paying it off and we’d never have seen a penny of it.’


‘Except Jock says . . .’


I only half-listened to Jock’s views on the beneficial effects to borrowers of the galloping inflation of the late 70s and early 80s and how the Thatcher revolution had freed up entrepreneurs to play roulette with other people’s money. I hadn’t had much time for him when we lived in London and, from Sam’s reports of the conversations he’d had with him via the international phone network over the years, I could see no reason to change my opinion. Theirs was a competitive relationship, based on vainglorious self-promotion from Jock and ridiculous counter-claims from Sam which anyone with an ounce of intelligence would see straight through.


I roused myself when Sam fell silent. ‘Jock Williams has been lying about money since the first time we met him,’ I murmured. ‘He latched on to us in the pub for the sole purpose of getting free drinks because he claimed he’d left his wallet at home. He said he’d pay us back but he never did. I didn’t believe him then and I don’t believe him now. If he’s worth ten million – ’ I bared my teeth – ‘then I’ve got the body of a twenty-year-old.’


I was doing Sam a kindness although he couldn’t see it because it would never occur to him that I might know more about Jock than he did. How could I? Jock and I had had no contact since our strained farewells on the day Sam and I left London. Yet I knew exactly what Jock was worth, and I also knew that the only person likely to lose sleep over it was Jock himself when his braggadocio lies finally came home to roost.


Sam’s gloom began to lift. ‘Oh, come on,’ he said. ‘Things aren’t that bad. The old bum’s spread a bit, admittedly, but the tits still hold their shape.’


I gave him an affectionate cuff across the back of the head. ‘At least I’ve still got all my hair.’







	

			


POLICE WITNESS STATEMENT
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Date: 16.11.78
Time: 18.27
Officer in charge: PC Quentin, Richmond Police
Witness: Sam Ranelagh, 5 Graham Road, Richmond, Surrey
Incident: Death of Miss A. Butts in Graham Road on 14.11.78
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On Tuesday, 14.11.78, I reached Richmond station at about 7.30. My friend, Jock Williams who lives at 21 Graham Road, was on the same train and caught up with me as I passed through the ticket barrier. It was raining heavily, and Jock suggested we make a detour to the Hoop and Grapes in Kew Road for a pint. I was tired and invited him back to my house instead. My wife, a teacher, was at a parents’ evening and was not due home until 9.30. The walk along the A316 takes approximately 15 minutes, and Jock and I turned into Graham Road at around 7.45.


	


	

		I have lived in Graham Road for 2 years and knew Ann Butts well by sight. On several occasions in the last 6 months I have come across her outside our house, staring in through the windows. I have no idea why she did this although I believe she may have been trying to intimidate my wife whom she called ‘honky’. In view of the bad weather, I was surprised to see her there again on Tuesday night (14.11.78). She moved away as we rounded the corner. She was clearly drunk and when I pointed her out to Jock we both used the word ‘paralytic’ to describe her. We were reluctant to approach her because she seemed to have a strong dislike of white people. We crossed the road behind her and let ourselves into my house.


	


	

		Jock remained with me for approximately one and a half hours, and we spent most of that time in the kitchen. The kitchen is at the back of the house and the door to the corridor was closed. At no point did we hear anything from the road that would suggest an accident had occurred. Jock left at approximately 9.15 and I accompanied him to the front door. I had completely forgotten seeing Ann Butts earlier and it did not occur to me to look for her again. I watched Jock turn right out of our gate towards his own house before going back inside.


	


	

		I was shocked when my wife came rushing in 15 minutes later to say Mad Annie was collapsed in the gutter and looked as if she was dying. I ran out with a torch and found her body between two parked cars outside number 1. It seemed obvious to me that she was already dead. Her eyes were open and there was no pulse in her neck or her wrist. I made an attempt at mouth-to-mouth resuscitation but gave up when there was no response. An ambulance arrived shortly afterwards.


	


	

		I regret now that I made no attempt to assist Ann Butts back to her house at 7.45 although I am convinced she would have rejected the offer.


	


	

		


Signed:
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In the presence of:
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Letter from Libby Williams – formerly of 21 Graham Road, Richmond – dated 1980







	

	    	


39a Templeton Road
Southampton
Hampshire
UK





	


	

	    	20 May 1980


	


	

	    	

M’dear!


	


	

	    	You could have knocked me down with a feather when your letter came through my door. And what great news about the baby. Seven months old, eh? Conceived in England and born in Hong Kong. Has to be lucky! Of course we must remain friends. God knows, I didn’t spend hours listening to your heartache in the wake of Annie’s death to abandon you the minute you move abroad. I’m just so glad you got in touch because the way things are – i.e. Jock and I aren’t speaking. AT ALL! – I didn’t know how to contact you. Of course I’ll help you in any way I can, although I’m a little worried that your letter seems to imply Jock and Sam had a hand in Annie’s death. Much as I loathe the two-timing maggot I married, I don’t think he’s vile enough to kill anyone and certainly not someone he hardly knew. As for Sam! Do me a favour!


	


	

	    	Okay, so Sam got drunk one night and admitted they lied to the police about where they were and now refuses to have Annie’s name mentioned. Well, trust me, sweetheart, I don’t think you should read too much into it even if I do understand how angry you must feel. Sam had no business to lie for Jock however ‘good’ the cause. Still, that’s men for you. They stick to each other like glue, but cast off their women whenever it suits them!


	


	

	    	Re your questions:


	


	

	    	1)  Did I tell the police that Jock had been with Sam? Yes. As you know, they started knocking on everyone’s doors the day after the event, wanting to know if we’d seen or heard the accident. I said I’d been alone at home watching telly and hadn’t heard a thing, so they promptly asked me what my husband had been doing and I said, ‘Having a drink with Sam Ranelagh at number 5.’


	


	

	    	2)  Did Jock volunteer the information when he got home or did I ask for it? I asked him the night of the 14th. The little toerag came rolling in half-cut as usual and I said, ‘Where the hell have you been?’ ‘Round at Sam’s having a beer,’ he came back quick as a flash. I should have known he was lying! He always used Sam as a way out of a crisis.


	


	

	    	3)  What time did Jock get home that night? Nine-fifteenish. Can’t recall exactly. I’m sure the nine o’clock news was still on.


	


	

	    	4)  Have I any idea when Jock spoke to Sam in order to concoct the alibi? Knowing Jock, he will have phoned Sam at work the next morning and told him he was on the spot and had to think up a lie on the spur of the moment. ‘If anyone asks, I was with you. So don’t let me down, will you?’ That kind of thing.


	


	

	    	In passing, I doubt very much if Jock had been gambling again whatever he may have told Sam. He had a floozy in Graham Road, a bleached vampire called Sharon Percy, who was little better than a prostitute. He claims he was having an affair with her but my solicitor forced him to produce his bank statements and it looks as if he was making regular payments to her every Tuesday in return for sex. He’s denying the payments at the moment (but not the affair – he seems quite proud of that!) but my solicitor’s confident we can drag the truth out of him if he refuses to make a reasonable settlement and we end up in court.


	


	

	    	Anyway, the point is, Annie died on a Tuesday and I suspect Jock was rogering Sharon rather than gambling! For all I know it may have been the first time because he never bothered to explain his lateness on a Tuesday again. Or any other day for that matter! You’re right. The prospect of imminent divorce is a great relief and I have every intention of taking him to the cleaners if I possibly can. He only produces documents after my solicitor applies thumbscrews, and he explains his purchase of a house in Alveston Road (v. swank £70,000 five-bedroom job within spitting distance of Richmond Park – complete with live-in blonde bimbo!) as a ‘long-term, heavily mortgaged investment’. This, on the back of the paltry £10,000 he took as his 50 per cent share of 21 Graham Road. Do me a favour! Do the sums add up, or do they? The best I could afford was this two-room flat in Southampton.


	


	

	    	Feel free to ask for any help I can give you. It would never occur to me for a minute that talking about Annie might bring on ‘a fit of the vapours’ and how very old-fashioned of Sam to come up with such an expression. No woman I know goes in for such idiocies, and I doubt if they ever did. It was yet another invention of man to undermine the onward march of female supremacy. Yes, I’m bitter, and . . . yes, the whole male sex can go fuck itself as far as I’m concerned . . . I’ve taken a leaf out of your book and have come to Southampton to train for a career in teaching. Dammit, girl, if you can make money tutoring Chinamen in Hong Kong, I can surely make money tutoring brats over here!


	


	

	    	Love,
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PS For purely selfish reasons, I’m glad you’re not keen for Sam and Jock to know you’re asking questions! My solicitor’s warned me to stay mum about how much I already know about his shenanigans, otherwise he’ll bury his assets in hidden accounts and I’ll never get my fair share of the booty!







	







 





Three


‘IT BLEW OVER very quickly,’ Sheila Arnold told me as we went downstairs, ‘except that Annie’s house stood empty for about three years. She hadn’t made a will and no one knew if there were any living relatives. In the end, everything was appropriated by the government and the property was released for sale. It was bought by a builder who renovated it before selling it on to a young couple with two small children.’


‘A white couple presumably,’ I said with poorly veiled sarcasm.


She ignored the remark although her mouth lifted in a faint smile. ‘I visited the house soon after they moved in when the younger child fell ill,’ she went on, ‘and the place was unrecognizable. The builder had gutted the whole of the downstairs and redesigned it as one huge open-plan room with patio doors to the garden.’ There was reservation in her voice as if she wasn’t sure that open plan was an improvement.


‘Didn’t you like it?’


She paused by the door. ‘Oh, it was splendid enough, but I couldn’t help remembering what it was like in Annie’s day. Did you ever go inside while she was living there?’ I shook my head. ‘It was like an Aladdin’s cave. She and her mother were both hoarders. The front room was packed with West Indian and Central American artefacts, all brought back to England by Annie’s father during the 40s and 50s. Some of them were quite valuable, particularly the gold pieces. I remember there was a little statuette on the mantelpiece which had emeralds for eyes and rubies for lips.’


‘I didn’t know there was a Mr Butts,’ I said in surprise. ‘I always assumed the mother had been left holding the baby.’


‘Good Lord, no. Her father died of lung cancer some time in the late 50s. I never knew him but one of my partners remembered him fondly. His name was George. He was a retired merchant seaman with a fund of anecdotes about his travels round the world. He married Annie’s mother in Jamaica in the 30s and brought her and Annie home to live in Graham Road soon after the war.’ She smiled again. ‘He said he couldn’t bring them back while his parents were alive because they wouldn’t have approved of a black daughter-in-law.’


I shook my head in amazement, realizing how many gaps there still were in my knowledge of a woman I had never spoken to. Did Annie’s neighbours know she was half-white? I wondered, and would it have made a difference if they had? I thought ‘no’ to both questions. They had been even later arrivals to the street than Sam and I . . . and Annie had been too dark-skinned to pass as anything other than black. ‘I didn’t know any of this,’ I told Sheila. ‘I certainly didn’t know her father was a white man. Why didn’t someone come forward to claim her estate? She must have had English relations, surely?’


‘Apparently not. My colleague said George had a younger brother who was torpedoed in the North Atlantic, but other than that—’ She broke off on a shrug. ‘It’s tragic but not unusual. Whole families were wiped out during the two world wars, particularly those with sons and no daughters.’ She glanced reluctantly at her watch and stepped outside. ‘I really must go. I’ve two more patients to see.’ But she moved slowly as if she didn’t want to break this link with the past. ‘Do you still think she was murdered?’


‘I know she was.’


‘Why?’


I led the way down the path. ‘I can’t explain it. I tried once, but everyone just thought I was as mad as she was. Now I don’t bother.’


‘I meant, why would anyone have wanted to murder her?’


It was the great imponderable. ‘Because she was different,’ I suggested. ‘Perhaps they’d have left her alone if she’d been mad but not black . . . or black but not mad . . . Sometimes I think they despised her for her colour, other times I think they were afraid of her.’


We halted beside her car. ‘Meaning you think one of her neighbours killed her?’


I didn’t say anything, just gave a small shrug which she could interpret as she liked.


She watched me for a moment, then opened the rear door of her car and put her bag on the back seat. ‘She wasn’t mad,’ she said matter-of-factly. ‘She had Tourette’s syndrome which caused her to grimace and talk to herself, but she was as normal as you or I in every other respect.’


‘That’s not the impression the Coroner gave at the inquest.’


Dr Arnold nodded unhappily. ‘The man was an idiot. He knew nothing at all about TS and wasn’t interested in finding out. I’ve always felt very badly about not giving evidence in person, but I left for a twelve-month sabbatical in the US before she died and had no idea he would effectively ignore Annie’s medical records.’ She saw the sudden hope in my face. ‘The verdict would have been the same,’ she said apologetically. ‘There was no evidence to suggest it was anything other than an accident but I was very angry afterwards to discover how her reputation had been destroyed.’


I thought cynically that the anguish I’d seen in Annie’s dying eyes had had nothing to do with concern for her reputation. ‘Did you read the pathologist’s report?’


She nodded. ‘I was sent a copy with the inquest verdict. It was very straightforward. She caught a glancing blow from a lorry and was thrown against a lamp-post. Frankly, it was a tragedy waiting to happen – they should never have let Graham Road be used as a shortcut – but I always thought a child would be hit, not someone as mindful of safety as Annie was.’


I nodded. ‘She was wearing a dark coat the night she died, and the weather was frightful . . . rain like stair rods. I only saw her because I almost stepped on her as I was crossing the road.’ I put a hand on her arm as she prepared to open the driver’s door. ‘You said you were angry about her reputation being destroyed. Did you follow that up?’


A faraway look crept into her eyes as if she were searching some distant horizon. ‘Not for three years. It may sound callous but I forgot all about her while I was in the States, and it wasn’t until I saw what the builder had done to her house that it occurred to me to ask what had happened to the contents.’


‘Presumably they were sold off.’


She went on as if she hadn’t heard me. ‘People had a very false impression of Annie because of the way she dressed and the way she behaved, but she wasn’t a poor woman by any manner of means. She once showed me a list of valuations that a dealer had put on some of the artefacts, and my recollection was that the total came to over £50,000. That was a fair sum in the 1970s.’


‘The police must know what happened to it all,’ I said. ‘Did you ask them?’


She gave a theatrical shudder. ‘Not them,’ she countered tartly, ‘just the one. A man by the name of Sergeant Drury – Joseph Stalin’s younger, ruder and more aggressive brother. It was his case so I wasn’t allowed access to anyone else.’


I laughed. ‘I knew him. It’s a good description.’


‘Yes . . . well, according to him, Annie was destitute. They took some RSPCA inspectors in the day after the accident in order to remove her cats, and Drury said there was nothing of value in the house. Worse, he described the conditions inside as little short of a cesspit.’


I nodded again, remembering. ‘It was mentioned at the inquest. The Coroner said the RSPCA should have taken her animals away from her when the neighbours first complained about the smell.’


‘Except squalor was alien to her nature,’ said Dr Arnold, folding herself behind the steering wheel. ‘I used to visit her regularly and it was a battle to stop her jumping up every ten minutes to wash her hands. She had a thing about germs – it’s a common symptom of Tourette’s syndrome – along with an hourly compulsion to check the bolts on the front door. Of course Drury didn’t believe me. It was three years down the road and he decided I was confusing her house with someone else’s.’ She reached out to shut her door, apparently under the impression that I understood what she was talking about.


I held it open. ‘What didn’t he believe?’


She blinked in surprise. ‘Well . . . obviously . . . that Annie’s house had been ransacked and everything of value stolen.’





*





In the past, Sam had always shied away from discussions about Annie. I remember his embarrassment when I tackled a chief superintendent at a party in Hong Kong and pinned him to a wall with an hour-long diatribe on the iniquities of the Richmond Police. Sam had hauled me away eventually and by the time we reached home his embarrassment had turned to fury. Have you any idea how idiotic you sound when you start talking about that bloody woman? he had demanded angrily. You can’t lecture total strangers on garbage about the eyes being the windows of the soul if you want to be taken seriously. You’re my wife, for Christ’s sake, and people are starting to avoid the pair of us because they think you’re as mad as she was.


Two decades on, and once he’d ruminated at length on the bizarre coincidence of having Sheila Arnold as our GP for a second time – You’ve got to admit, it’s pretty damn spooky . . . it’s only a couple of days since Jock reminded me of Graham Road – he was surprisingly interested in what Sheila and I had been talking about. I thought I knew why. He was never inclined to believe anything I said, but he rolled over to have his tummy scratched by doctors . . . particularly female ones.


‘Does she agree with you? Does she think Annie was murdered?’


‘I’m not sure,’ I answered. ‘All she said was the house had been ransacked.’


He ruminated some more. ‘When? Before Annie died, or after?’


‘What difference does it make?’


‘If it happened afterwards,’ he said reasonably, ‘then it means somebody knew she was lying in the gutter and grabbed the opportunity to break in.’ He gave his jaw a thoughtful scratch. ‘Which in turn means she was probably out there a damn sight longer than the Coroner said she was.’


‘That’s one way of looking at it,’ I agreed, before wandering off to the kitchen to prepare some lunch. Old habits die hard, I find, and the subject of Annie had been taboo for so long between us that she wasn’t easily resurrected from her grave.


Sam pursued me. ‘And if it happened before she died,’ he went on, ‘that might explain why she drank herself into a stupor. It must have been a terrible shock to go home and find all her treasures gone. Poor woman, I’ve never understood why she did that. I mean, we saw her pretty tipsy on occasion but never so paralytic that she didn’t know what she was doing.’ He flicked me an apologetic smile. ‘I’ve always had a problem believing one of her neighbours pushed her under a lorry. Okay, some of them were shits, and some of them made her life miserable by complaining about her, but that’s a far cry from committing cold-blooded murder.’
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