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			Introduction

			Welcome to a collection of new mystery stories written by members of the Crime Writers’ Association. This year the guiding theme is music, a subject which really enthused members of the CWA and prompted a large volume of submissions. In selecting stories for inclusion, I’ve aimed to include a wide variety of voices and styles, showcasing the wonderful diversity of contemporary crime fiction.

			If you glance at the list of contributors, you’ll see that I’ve tried to cater to a wide range of tastes – in mystery writing as well as in music. The stories are an eclectic mix, some of them very short, some much more elaborate. Four of the authors have won the CWA’s Diamond Dagger, the highest honour in UK crime writing. Although the CWA’s membership is predominantly British, there are two American authors, an Irish writer, and a high-profile bestseller from Iceland. In addition, no fewer than nine of the twenty-five stories gathered here are written by people who have never previously contributed to a CWA anthology. I believe this enhances the freshness of the collection and I hope that readers who enjoy stories by writers previously unknown to them will be tempted to sample some other work by those authors.

			I wasn’t surprised by the number of stories that were sent in, because music is a subject that fascinates a great many crime writers, including myself, and is often touched upon in mystery fiction. After all, Sherlock Holmes was fiction’s most famous violinist. In his first recorded case, A Study in Scarlet, he says to Dr Watson, after attending a concert: “Do you remember what Darwin says about music? He claims that the power of producing and appreciating it existed among the human race long before the power of speech was arrived at. Perhaps that is why we are so subtly influenced by it. There are vague memories in our souls of those misty centuries when the world was in its childhood.” When he seeks solace after solving the mystery of ‘The Red-Headed League’, he finds it in ‘violin-land, where all is sweetness and delicacy and harmony.’

			In her youth, Agatha Christie dreamed of a musical career, and her lifelong love of music is reflected in a number of her novels and short stories. Dorothy L. Sayers’ Lord Peter Wimsey was, like Sherlock, an amateur musician, with a talent for the piano, while music features prominently in any number of classic detective novels. An interesting if obscure example is Death on the Down Beat by Sebastian Farr (a pen-name for the music critic Eric Blom), in which a loathsome conductor is shot dead during a performance of a tone poem by Strauss; the book includes four pages of musical notation, which contain clues to the crime. Better-known is Cyril Hare’s When the Wind Blows, where a snippet of musical knowledge proves crucial to solving the puzzle. Edmund Crispin, another accomplished author of detective novels, was a pen-name for Bruce Montgomery, whose main profession for many years was as a composer. His work ranged from church music to dozens of film soundtracks, including several Carry On movies. Naturally his enthusiasm for music is evident in his mysteries, notably Swan Song (a title also used by Christie for a short story with musical elements). 

			A fascination with music is equally evident in very different types of crime fiction, such as Raoul Whitfield’s hardboiled novel Death in a Bowl, which sees a tough, hard-drinking private eye investigating another murder of a conductor in the middle of a performance – this time in the Hollywood Bowl. More recently, Ian Rankin’s love of music has been apparent in many of his novels – and in titles such as Let it Bleed. My own first series, featuring the Liverpudlian lawyer Harry Devlin, took their titles and themes from 1960s hit songs including Suspicious Minds and The Devil in Disguise, while references to the work of Burt Bacharach crop up in all my contemporary novels.  

			Among the contributors to this book, perhaps I may highlight Paul Charles, who has spent many years working in the music business with leading acts such as Ray Davies, Van Morrison and Elvis Costello; Paul’s knowledge and love of music shines through in his series of novels about the cop Christy Kennedy, who is a fan of the Beatles, the Kinks and Jackson Browne. Many of our other authors have had some kind of involvement with the world of music over the years. Their love of different kinds of music is a recurring feature of the stories presented here.

			This is the first CWA anthology of brand-new writing to be published by Flame Tree Press. Its appearance was prompted by the success of a previous Flame Tree anthology, Vintage Crime, which celebrated CWA members’ work published since the mid-1950s and traced the intriguing development of mystery writing over the past half-century. In trying to put together a book that is a varied yet harmonious whole, I’ve benefited from having the opportunity to work again with Nick Wells, Josie Karani, and their colleagues, and I am particularly grateful for their commitment to publishing books with high-quality production values. The CWA board has been supportive as ever, and I’d like to thank all the members who sent in stories, including those who were unfortunate enough not to make the cut. 

			Above all, my thanks go to you, the readers of this book. The CWA has been responsible for publishing anthologies of members’ work for more than fifty years and I’ve been editing the collections for nearly half that time. These collections have yielded many stories that have won or been nominated for awards in the UK and the United States, by writers ranging from Ian Rankin and Cath Staincliffe to Edward D. Hoch and Lawrence Block. But the series could never have lasted for so long or enjoyed so much success without enthusiastic readers. I hope that you will find in these pages plenty to entertain you, and a number of pleasurable surprises.

			Martin Edwards

			martinedwardsbooks.com

		

	
		
			Be Prepared

			Abi Silver

			Masham, Yorkshire, May 1982

			Campfire was the highlight of our week. It represented survival; four nights sleeping in tents, four days lugging firewood, building fires, cooking our own food and hiking and navigating our way back. Plus some healthy competition, as each patrol performed for the others. But the real joy came from staying up late and joining together, Guides, Scouts and leaders, to sing our hearts out to a variety of well-loved songs.

			This year had been particularly successful, in my opinion, and I should know as I’m pretty much a veteran camper. In fact, me, Ruth and Helen, my two best friends, were so experienced, after five years in a row, that we didn’t even have to be patrol leaders. Instead, we had been allowed to make up our own senior patrol. My mum always says that good things come in threes and that’s how I like to think of us; we’re a unit, a team, we complement each other. Helen is the pretty one, always beautifully turned out, hair smooth, nails polished, delicate gold sleepers in each tiny ear. She’s the one the boys are always attracted to, wherever we go. And I suppose Ruth has the brains, not that I’m stupid, but Ruth is the all-rounder, the one who gets As across the board, even in Physics. I compensate though; my talent is noticing things, things that other people might not see or hear or connect.

			At the age of fourteen, we were kind of halfway between the younger kids and the leaders, and we’d been allowed a few privileges this time, like no daily tent inspections; in fact, we were allowed to conduct inspections ourselves and award the marks. Danny Banks and Rob Jacobs, who were the same age as us, were definitely jealous. They didn’t say anything, but we could tell by the way Danny scowled when they were sent off to bed and we, the senior patrol, were allowed to stay up for another hour. I’d known Danny at primary school, but he went to school in Harrogate now with Rob. My mum said Danny was ‘a tearaway’ and that was why he’d been sent to a private school, but I knew he was OK underneath.

			Phil Knox and his wife, Pam, were in charge. Phil was a dentist from Leeds, oldish, probably at least fifty, and the nicest man. Pam was his receptionist. They had been running these camps for years, decades even, so I’d got to know them a bit. Phil called us all ‘petal’ or ‘flower’. I suppose it meant he didn’t have to remember any of our names, but he did it so nicely that none of us minded. I expect he would have been a pretty nice dentist too. 

			Pam was a fabulous cook, preparing gourmet meals for the leaders, while we languished in the shadows with sausages and beans. But every night, with limited ingredients and utensils, she made an enormous steamed pudding for sharing. This year, Pam and Phil’s son, Adam, had come along too. He was in his early twenties, with lots of curly blond hair, and he laughed a lot. He looked nothing like Pam or Phil; Ruth said he was most likely adopted. Helen said maybe he was a test-tube baby, but we laughed at her then, because it was only four years before that they’d made the first one.

			Colin and Carol Marsden were new on the scene. Colin had taken over running the Scout troupe a few months before. He drove a Jaguar and ran a jewellery shop in Halifax, where Helen’s mum had bought a sparkly eternity ring. I don’t know much about cars, but I know that Jaguars are expensive. When we arrived, I’d seen Colin picking at the mud on his tyres, as if a bit of dirt would puncture them. Carol was an optician and she worked in York. She’d been married before Colin, but her husband had died. 

			My mum says that sometimes you wait for things for a long time and then they disappoint you. I asked did she mean something about Dad when she said it, as he was asleep on the sofa with his mouth open, and she said I “had an aptitude for jumping to conclusions”, so I thanked her for the compliment. But, anyway, I knew that wasn’t going to be the case with campfire. This one was going to be the best yet. 

			The evening began predictably enough; the Guides were made to sit to one side, the Scouts to the other, and me, Ruth and Helen were in the middle. Pam and Phil sat on fold-up chairs behind us, the kind you might take to the beach on holiday. Colin and Carol sat opposite, behind the fire, on an upturned packing crate. Adam had disappeared into his tent in the late afternoon and not yet returned. Ruth said she thought he’d gone to sleep.

			“Colin, why don’t you start?” Pam called out once we were all settled, and Colin rose to his feet, with a grin as wide as a kid when the ice-cream van comes by. 

			Colin was a bull of a man, as wide as he was tall, with a bulging neck and enormous hands. I’d seen him earlier in the day chopping wood; legs splayed, axe raised high above his head, grunting each time the blade met resistance, patches of sweat leaching through his shirt. 

			“They’re pulling down the Rose ’n’ Crown,” he bellowed and Helen, who had been fiddling with her Alice band and generally not paying attention, jumped a foot in the air.

			“Boooooo,” we all shouted and I was one of the loudest.

			“To build a bigger one,” he roared.

			“Hurray,” we replied.

			“It only has one bar.” 

			“Boooo.”

			“A mile long.” 

			“Hurray.”

			* * *

			The younger Guides and Scouts had begun to get the hang of the chanting and Colin was enjoying himself too. His voice boomed out across the verdant landscape, as he stalked left and right, in turns crouching and looming, owning the stage, and we responded with our alternating cries of approval and admonishment, gleefully, ecstatically, dutifully, until our young voices cracked and our throats ached.

			“They don’t serve beer.” 

			“Boooo!”

			“They give it away.” 

			“Hurray!”

			“The barmaids wear silk stockings,” Colin continued. 

			“Boooo!”

			“But nothing else.” 

			“Hurray!”

			* * *

			Ruth rolled her eyes and me and Helen giggled. I looked over to where Carol, Colin’s wife, was perched, to see if she was enjoying her husband’s performance. She was tiny, gossamer-like, with flyaway hair and owlish glasses, which must have been fashionable, as she was an optician, so she would know. She took them off at night and hung them in a pocket on the outside of her tent, and she was forever leaving them lying around the site. And she didn’t wear a fancy ring like Helen’s mum; just a plain gold band on her wedding finger. 

			Carol wasn’t very strong or resourceful, either. Once I saw her asking Phil to help carry some water from the river; another time she asked Adam to lift a box down from the pile in the store tent, and every night she complained about the cold. Tonight, she had both hands wrapped around a mug of something steaming and she wasn’t joining in. It seemed strange that she’d come at all, that’s what I’d said to Ruth and Ruth agreed, but maybe you don’t have any choice in these kinds of things once you’re married, especially if it’s your second husband.

			“Thank you, Colin. We all know who has the loudest voice in camp now.” This was Phil taking back control, as Colin retreated and Adam emerged from his tent, yawning and stretching his arms above his head. 

			“Glad you could join us,” Colin shouted. 

			Then Adam crawled back into his tent and, for a moment, we thought that was it, the extent of his appearance. 

			“Was it something I said?” Colin joked, and everyone laughed.

			Then Adam re-emerged, guitar in hand, shaking his head, most probably to keep his curls out of his eyes. I’d heard Pam and Phil talking about Adam earlier.

			“When he plays, it makes my heart sing,” Pam had said.

			“At least there’s something he can do well, then,” Phil had replied. I wasn’t certain if he was joking or not, but Ruth had said Adam was working on the checkout at Safeway, so perhaps he wasn’t.

			Adam began with ‘Sweet Molly Malone’, a song about a woman pushing a barrow through the streets of Dublin, and we all joined in. It was a good choice to get everyone singing along, even the new recruits, with its lilting chorus of ‘Alive, alive oh, Alive, alive oh, Singing cockles and mussels, Alive, alive oh’.

			There’s this bit near the end when the music moves into a minor key. I hadn’t known what a minor key was until recently, even though I’d had piano lessons for years and played all the scales. It’s when you drop the third note by a semitone and it makes everything sound miserable. I watched for Adam’s chord change and there it was, a subtle movement of his fingers from one string to another, at ‘She died of a fever and no one could save her’. A lump came into my throat, although it might have been because of all the shouting I’d done at Colin’s behest, rather than the minor third or the sad lyrics.

			Adam continued with ‘My Bonnie Lies Over the Ocean’. Great choice for a chilly evening; all those actions to get the circulation flowing. Pam gave us a nod; me, Ruth and Helen, the senior patrol, and we went to the front to demonstrate. It was then, as I stood, waving my arms around and singing, the heat from the campfire scorching the backs of my legs, that I noticed Danny Banks wasn’t joining in. He was probably still bothered by the incident with the toilet and I wouldn’t blame him.

			We had five toilets on site. Two for each of the Guide and Scout pack and one for the leaders, laid out in identical navy poplin tents, marking out the perimeter of our camp. Each patrol took it in turns to be on toilet duty, which involved transporting the liquid-filled buckets, one at a time, to the cesspit, emptying them into the steaming mire and conducting some rudimentary clean-up operations. On our site, the cesspit was situated just over the brow of a not insignificant hill, the same hill that provided us with shelter from the strongest winds. We, the senior patrol, had lucked out, as our duty had fallen on the first evening. Danny hadn’t been quite so lucky.

			Me and Ruth had just been to paddle in the river this afternoon, only in the shallow bit to the right of the bridge, as it got pretty deep on the other side. Then we’d sat down with pen and paper to put the finishing touches to our campfire performance. Helen didn’t go in the water. She’d fallen in some nettles on our day hike and Danny had come bowling over with dock leaves and she’d let him rub them on her ankle until Colin shouted at him to “stop faffing around”. Now she said she didn’t want to irritate her stings. Anyway, we’d been lounging around, in an industrious kind of way, when we’d heard a shout. Danny and some boy in his patrol had been cresting the hill with a full bucket, when the other boy let go, the toilet lurched to one side and half its contents spilled over Danny’s leg.

			Carol had heard Danny too. She was in the leaders’ area, scrubbing away at a cooking pot with a Brillo pad, the most exertion she had undertaken all week, and she had run up the hill, grabbed the bucket and single-handedly flung out the remains of its contents, before lugging it back down the hill, with the boys close behind. 

			Then, Colin had appeared and, whether he’d witnessed what happened or not, he could see the aftermath and he threw his head back and laughed, his enormous neck straining and bulging. Carol put her arm around Danny’s shoulders, even though he must have smelt awful and she offered to take his jeans home and wash them, but Colin said it was too far and that we were all going home tomorrow anyway. Danny had started walking back to his tent and Colin had called after him, asked him “where he thought he was going”. Danny said he was getting changed, but Colin made him finish up first, empty the other four toilets in his stinking clothes. “Just in case it happens again,” he’d said. “We can’t have you spoiling all your clothes, can we?”

			Later on, I’d gone down to the river and I’d seen Danny’s jeans, caught against the wire on the far side. I’d waded across and checked, but they were definitely Danny’s because they were Wranglers and one leg was sawn off below the knee. Perhaps, this evening, Danny was worrying about how to explain his missing jeans to his mum when he got home, and he didn’t feel much like singing. 

			We got to the last verse, the one where you have to point to yourself and circle your face and all that, in quick succession. Me and Ruth were doing fine but Helen began to get the actions wrong and collapsed into fits of laughter at her own ineptitude. When we sat down, Helen checked first with her hand whether the ground was wet or dirty, like she always did. I suppose she didn’t want to get her clothes spoiled. 

			* * *

			Now we were back in our places, I could see that there was this great big gap between Colin and Carol, so big I could see the woodpile in between them, the moon glinting off the blade of Colin’s axe. Most of the leaders were drinking beer from bottles, except for Colin. He had whisky, which he was pouring liberally into the mug he had commandeered from day one, because it had some slogan about golf balls he liked. 

			Adam asked for requests for his next song and Pam called out ‘The Boxer’. It was hardly Top of the Pops, but no one would complain as it was Pam and she had done everything for us all week, especially the steamed puddings. Ruth knew all the words, because she had an older brother, but the ‘Lie-la-lies’ calmed us all down after the exertions of the last song. Pam must have planned it, then. It was hardly nine o’clock and they didn’t want us peaking too early. Danny still wasn’t singing. 

			Next up Debra’s patrol performed a skit in which they each pretended to be one of the leaders, and maybe that’s when I felt it first. I can’t be certain, but I think it was then. That subtle shift in the atmosphere from excitement and anticipation (we had told all the younger troops about Pam’s legendary hot chocolate and marshmallows which would be making an appearance shortly) to apprehension tinged with menace. There’d been a taster with that minor third I mentioned in the ‘Molly Malone’ song, but this was a full course.

			Adam had propped his guitar against the woodpile, Phil and Pam were laughing along at the jokes; Pam, politely, Phil, full-throated – and Colin and Carol? He was hugging her close and thrusting his mug, the golf one filled with whisky, into her face and she was grimacing and pulling away. 

			In their parody, Debra, playing Pam, was making Phil carry more and more pots, in his arms, over one foot, even on his head, till they all came crashing down. That was pretty funny. Then another girl, Susan, lay down in a hastily made-up tent, a canvas held aloft by two of the younger Guides and she made snorting noises, followed by the loudest raspberries. Debra, still pretending to be Pam, walked past, held her nose and shouted, “Colin Marsden, keep the noise down in there. Some of us are trying to sleep.”

			The pack screamed with laughter and even Pam seemed genuinely amused this time. But Colin’s smile faded quickly and he ran his fingers across his chest and sloshed more brown liquid from the bottle. Carol murmured something to him, something which only reinforced his discomfort, before she ran off, out of the circle, past her tent, past even the toilets, just away into the night. 

			“If you don’t like the smell, take a peg and put it on your nose,” Debra continued, brandishing a wooden tent peg. No one laughed and Debra’s face reddened. I felt sorry for her. It might have been funny, the fact that the peg was the wrong shape – tent pegs aren’t like clothes pegs – if that bit hadn’t just happened in real life, with Colin and Carol. Me, Ruth and Helen conferred and decided they deserved top marks for everything. It wasn’t their fault the leaders couldn’t take a joke. 

			“Did you see Carol went off somewhere?” Helen said, stating the obvious. 

			“Probably to be sick again,” Ruth said.

			“To be sick?”

			“You must have seen her, at least twice, this morning right in front of us. She’s probably pregnant. My Aunty Enid was sick every day of her first trimester,” Ruth explained. 

			“It might not be that,” I said, feeling cross with Ruth, but not quite sure why. Anyway, even if Carol was pregnant, I knew that wasn’t why she had run away. And Colin wouldn’t have been feeding her alcohol if she was pregnant, anyone knew that. 

			* * *

			Adam came to the rescue then, with ‘Michael, Row the Boat Ashore’, an easy one for everyone to join in and kind on the ears and throat. At the end of every new line, you just had to sing ‘Hallelujah’, which no one could mess up and the tune was nice too; rousing but also soulful. Adam’s strumming and Pam and Phil snuggling close, tapping their feet in time to the music, helped deflect attention from Colin, who was sitting alone now, swilling whisky around his mouth, gripping the edges of the packing crate, his knuckles gnarled and white. The wind had shifted and the flames were blowing in our direction and, with them, the light and heat was transposed on to us, leaving Colin truly out in the dark and the cold.

			Suddenly, just as Adam reached the repetition of the line ‘River Jordan is deep and cold’, Colin sprang up, grabbed the guitar and flung it to the ground. Then, he picked Adam up, as if he was nothing more than a guitar himself and, letting out a primeval roar, he raced off towards the river.

			Thirty-two heads on thirty-two necks switched through 180 degrees, to watch Colin, with surprising agility for a man of his massiveness, halt right on the edge without losing his balance, before opening his arms to deposit Adam into the deep water to the left of the bridge. 

			Splash! 

			Adam struggled to his feet, slipping over at least twice before he gained any foothold, as Colin roared out, in a deep baritone voice, “River Jordan is deep and cold”. No one answered him. And, because he had turned around to face us all, to bask in the aftermath of his own joke, he failed to see that Adam, soaked through, teeth chattering and stumbling over the mossy boulders, had picked up a rather large rock specimen and was wielding it over his head.

			Helen squeaked but Phil was there in a flash, intervening between the two men, one arm outstretched towards each heaving chest, delivering a resounding “No” at his son, which, after a second, was met with a nod of filial resignation and the low plunk of the stone being released back into the water. “He’s such a bully,” Ruth said, and I nodded my agreement.

			“Hot chocolate,” Pam called out from the fireside and thirty-two heads – actually everyone except Adam, who had slunk off to his tent again – turned around to claim our reward. The stretching of our limbs, making an orderly queue and pouring of the drinks from two gigantic kettles took quite a few minutes. Time for everyone to forget what had just happened.

			When it came to Colin’s turn to take a cup, he explained to Pam that it wasn’t his fault if “Adam couldn’t take a joke”. Then I saw him searching for the golf mug. But I could see that Danny Banks had it and he was sipping from it slowly and purposefully. When Danny caught my eye, he tucked it into the folds of his jumper.

			Without Adam and the musical accompaniment, we returned to less tuneful songs. Now it was ‘A Poor Old Man was Crossing the Road’, hardly melodious and pretty tragic too, when you analysed the words. At least Molly Malone was resurrected to carry on doing something she loved. This unfortunate pensioner was repeatedly run over by a series of vehicles; steamroller, wheelbarrow, chip potato cart, jeep – whoo, whoo! I joked to Ruth that it would be a good song to play when we had our session on road safety.

			Pam whispered something to Phil and he got up and left too. That was disappointing. I would have liked everyone present for our big showpiece, which was coming very soon. And it piled all the pressure on Pam and, I suppose, Colin – although I hardly cared about him now – to keep things going. I gestured to Ruth and Helen and we sang louder, to help jolly things along. 

			Then Carol returned, all wrapped up in a tartan blanket, and sat back down next to Colin. There was no noticeable sign of nausea or sickness or pregnancy – I had a good look, which was challenging with the blanket, though I knew Ruth was wrong. But when Colin reached his hand out towards Carol, tentatively, maybe even tenderly, she edged away from him again and he didn’t persist. 

			Now we had finally come to our turn – the senior patrol. I had written us a barnstorming medley using songs from the Top 40. The premise was that we were going to reminisce about when we were Brownies and all the things we’d learned since then. Clever, eh? We’d dug out our old uniforms, worn underneath our warmer clothes, which we were going to reveal when we got to the song ‘Flashback’. 

			Right on cue, we began to undress. It was challenging to carry on the singing and the dance routine while taking off our coats, jumpers and jeans, but we managed it pretty well, I think. It was part-way into the next number when I noticed what Helen was wearing.

			Sure, it was her Brownie uniform and we’d all grown a little in the last few years, but, whereas Ruth’s tunic still fastened and finished just above the knee, and mine was tight across the chest and perhaps shorter than I’d remembered, Helen’s was straining at its seams, buttons popped open to reveal the lacy edges of her black teen bra and it barely covered her bottom. It didn’t help that she’d cinched it in at the waist with the regulation leather belt. OK, I admit, that was part of the original uniform, but not a necessary part, and not when your uniform was five years too short. Or that she’d chosen to accessorise the outfit with a pair of fishnet stockings – real stockings with suspenders too. 

			Phil had just returned with Adam, who was wearing knitted slippers which came halfway up his legs and Carol had thrust her blanket in his direction and insisted he keep it, despite his protests. He began to giggle when he saw Helen’s outfit, before Phil thumped him to stop. Pam covered her mouth with her hand. But it was Colin who was the most distracting. He was staring goggle-eyed at Helen, and, when we finished and took our bows, he whistled his appreciation over and over again, his fat fingers stuffed into the corners of his mouth. I stole a look at Danny, just to see if he was applauding us, no other reason, but he was scowling at Colin. He didn’t seem to have enjoyed our routine at all.

			We scuttled away into the darkness to get changed, but Colin followed close behind, still cheering. He took Helen to one side and, his hand in the small of her back, spoke into her ear and pulled her away into the darkness. She joined us shortly afterwards and was unusually quiet, as Ruth and I chatted about the bits we’d done well in our sketch and the bits we’d forgotten. When we returned to the fire, Helen still didn’t speak and she didn’t check the grass before she sat down, and when I looked over she was biting at her nails.

			Carol and Adam collected the hot chocolate mugs up, Carol from the Scouts and Adam from the Guides, and then Colin took centre stage for the last song, with a feathered head-dress on his head and his arms horizontal, one on top of the other, at chest height. Then he lifted his right hand, hinged at the elbow, turned the palm towards us and uttered the deepest “How” I have ever heard.

			Everyone laughed. Well, everyone except Helen and, now I think of it, Adam and Phil and Carol and, although I didn’t see, I expect Danny wasn’t laughing either. Colin stooped down and picked up ash from the edge of the fire, wiping it across his face. For a moment, I saw him look across at Helen and she looked away. Then he began to sing.

			“We are the red men tall and quaint,

			In our feathers and war paint,

			Pow wow, pow wow.

			We’re the men of the Old Dun Cow.

			All of us are red men, feathers in our head men,

			Down among the dead men.

			Pow wow.”

			* * *

			Somehow, with Colin’s song, everything seemed returned to how it was before; before Carol ran off and Adam was dumped in the water and Colin had whispered in Helen’s ear and Danny had stolen the whisky. Colin was so thoroughly enjoying himself, playing the part of the chief, head thrown back, chest puffed out. When he thrust his thumbs downward at ‘Down among the dead men’ like a Roman emperor sentencing a gladiator to death, everyone joined in. And when he swiped his index finger across his neck with a cutthroat gesture and an accompanying ‘Cth’ noise, immediately afterwards, the youngest Guides and Scouts were ecstatic. Adam, cajoled by Pam, started to strum along, even Carol was swaying her head from side to side, and Phil had his arm around Pam’s shoulders. 

			It must have been the song? I’d read, I’m sure, that the pow wow was all about peace and reconciliation. I truly believe that, as the smoke rose high into the clear Yorkshire sky, and our voices rang out over the rolling hills, someone, some god of the Native American Indians, heard our song and granted our prayer and all that earlier stuff was forgotten. 

			It was nearly ten-thirty when the campfire finally came to an end; two of the youngest Guides had fallen asleep, cross-legged, propped up in the middle of their peers. There was a rush for the toilet and then Pam asked us, the senior patrol, to check everyone was safely in bed.

			“Did you like our act?” I asked, and she frowned and didn’t reply. 

			“Colin said he liked it,” Ruth said. “He asked if we would perform it again, just for him.”

			Helen’s face crumpled for a moment, as if she was going to cry.

			* * *

			After we’d carried out our senior patrol duties, we hovered on the threshold of the leaders’ camp, not sure if we were welcome to stay or not. Phil had settled himself down in a folding chair, drawing it close to the fire, and he had poured himself a tumbler of whisky and was holding it up to the flames. Pam had the tartan blanket over her knees. Adam was smoking a funny cigarette I’d seen him rolling earlier. So he had at least one other skill his father didn’t know about.

			“Maybe it’s time for you three to get to bed too,” Pam said. “There’s… a lot to do tomorrow to clear up camp.” Just for a moment, I had a feeling that she was going to say something else.

			As me, Ruth and Helen undressed, I heard Adam strike up the guitar again. Now he was wending his way through a Beatles’ playlist; ‘I Wanna Hold Your Hand’, ‘Help’, ‘Can’t Buy Me Love’. Actually, now I thought about it, they were all pretty appropriate songs for how the evening had progressed. Ha! I thought about sharing that with Ruth; she would understand, Helen wouldn’t, but when I turned my head, which was all I could turn once I was pinned into my sleeping bag, I saw she was already asleep.

			“Will you swap places with me?” Helen asked, as she yawned the widest yawn.

			I was a bit annoyed as I was all cosy, but given what I was planning, it was probably better to be next to the door and I was pleased Helen was talking again.

			“Please,” she said, when I didn’t immediately reply. So, after a bit of wriggling, I obliged.

			* * *

			After twenty minutes or so, once Helen was also asleep, I left the tent. I wasn’t spying or anything. I just didn’t want things to end quite yet. I snuck back to the periphery of the leaders’ area. Adam was sitting on the grass, still playing guitar with Pam listening, and the flames had gone from the fire leaving the embers glowing orange. I spent a while just watching, letting the music fill me up inside. Then I heard voices coming from Colin and Carol’s tent and I moved closer.

			“Did you want Colin?” Carol was saying, her voice breathy and more high-pitched than usual. “He’s just this second gone for a walk, down by the river.” Her voice tailed off.

			“I… just wanted to check you were OK. You went to bed early.” It was Phil’s unruffled voice in response and, as I shifted around, crouching low to the grass, I could see his boots sticking out of the side of the tent.

			“Yes, yes. All fine,” Carol replied, although her staccato delivery suggested something else. “I was just a bit tired. It’s a lot of hard work, this camping.”

			“But you’ve enjoyed it?” Phil asked.

			“Enormously,” Carol said. “We were just saying, Colin and I, that we’d love it if we could come next year.” Now she sounded more positive, as if she was convincing herself too.

			“Oh, well, I’ll leave you to get some sleep now.” 

			I noticed that Phil didn’t make any promises to her. My mum always says never to make a promise you know you can’t keep, even if you do it to be kind. I retreated to the cover of the nearest tree, to ensure I was well and truly out of sight, as Phil raised himself with a groan and trotted back towards his family group.

			I heard a rustle and there was someone outside the nearest boys’ tent. Danny, torch lodged between his front teeth, was unzipping the canvas, poised to climb back in. As I watched, he sat himself down on the inside ground sheet, pulled off his boots one at a time and deposited them under the fly sheet, as we’d been taught. I saw his face, only for a second, before he extinguished the light, but he seemed to be smiling for the first time that evening.

			I had seen enough now to know that I wasn’t missing anything. Things were well and truly winding down and what Pam had said was true. They would need us, the senior patrol, to help supervise the packing up, once it was light. I headed back towards my tent, the one I shared with Ruth and Helen, but I decided to walk the other way around the site, past the supplies and the woodpile, just for a bit of variety. 

			Then I saw it; a figure lying in the grass. Well, at first I just saw the legs, pointing towards me at an acute angle. A couple of steps more and I identified him, because it was certainly a him: Colin, lying on his back, motionless, the axe embedded deep in his forehead, blood streaming through his hair and onto the grass, feeding the earth below.

			I wanted to say his name; it fluttered across my lips, but no sound came out. I moved towards him and even the wind held its breath. I knelt down and prodded at his arm, but there was no response. He was well and truly dead. Helen would definitely have screamed but I didn’t. Instead, I did what I like to do; I investigated. 

			I swept my torch the length of Colin’s body. About half his shirt buttons were undone and he was wearing only one shoe, and a dart of the light around the surrounding area didn’t reveal the missing one. Otherwise, he was fully dressed, the string of feathers wound around the fingers of one hand. As I stood up, my foot knocked against something, something which made a soft clinking sound. It was Colin’s golf mug, the one Danny had pinched. ‘It takes a lot of balls to golf like me’, the slogan read. Not so funny after all. And then I remembered that when Carol had collected in the mugs, in contrast to those of the other Scouts, she hadn’t touched Danny’s. Instead, she’d lowered the tray and very deliberately pushed it towards him and he’d obliged by nudging the mug to the centre. I’d wondered then if Carol knew Danny had stolen it and she was trying to reassure him, with her gesture, that his secret was safe with her. A further search of the grass revealed a cigarette end. I held it up to my face and the sweet smell confirmed it as one of Adam’s. 

			A person without my superlative sleuthing skills might have concluded, then and there, that Danny or Adam or even both were the culprits; a confrontation between Colin and Danny over the whisky which got out of hand or Adam taking revenge for his earlier humiliation. But I knew better. Even as I scooped the mug off the grass and shoved it back on the tray with the others and pocketed the cigarette butt, pretending it was instinctive – we’d spent the whole week tidying things away which might harm the marauding wildlife - I knew that Carol Marsden had killed her boor of a husband and it was up to me to ensure that neither Danny nor Adam would take the rap. 

			It was all clear to me now; the pretence at physical weakness, when, caught offguard in the toilet incident, Carol could clearly lift considerable weights; the oversized glasses, so often set aside, a useful adjunct; the sickness, clearly feigned – if you wanted to keep it private, why throw up in full view? – and her panicky chat to Phil just now, in which she’d lied. I’d been hanging around at least fifteen minutes before Phil’s arrival and Colin had been distinctly absent. And, if Colin had been going for a night walk, why were his buttons open and where was his shoe? They must have argued when Colin was getting undressed, he had retreated outside and she’d followed him over to the woodpile and decked him with the axe. I could imagine him facing up to her, daring her, never imagining that someone so diminutive could hurt him in any way at all. In fact, on closer scrutiny, and, to be fair, it was a bit hard to be sure because of all the blood, Colin’s features, in death, more than hinted at it all having come as a total surprise.

			I was about to leave the crime scene, having at least in part thwarted Carol’s plans, when I focused for a second on Carol herself. I thought about her first husband having died and her plain ring, even though Colin was a jeweller with a Jaguar, and Danny and the toilet and Colin soaking Adam in the river, and Colin’s hand against Helen’s back and whatever he had muttered to her in the darkness. And I remembered all the times this week when Colin had ordered Carol around or stopped her from doing something fun or made a joke at her expense, and how she’d complied and said nothing and how her voice had been shaking just now, when she tried to cover up what she’d done. My mum sometimes says “all’s fair in love and war” but Colin’s behaviour this week didn’t seem all that fair to me.

			I crept back over to Carol’s tent and started to hunt around under the fly sheet. I had to be as quiet as a mouse, as I could hear her inside the tent, rustling around. And then I found it; Colin’s shoe. I returned to his body, placed it on his foot and closed the buttons on his shirt.

			Only then, when I’d done what little I could to protect Carol, as well as Danny and Adam, did I burst into the remaining group of leaders, seated around the fire. Everyone turned to look at me and, before I spoke, before I said “Colin’s dead” and the whole place erupted into pandemonium, I remembered there was one old favourite we hadn’t sung this year and I was cross we’d missed it out. The one everyone knows, the one everyone sings, the one in the key of C major which always raises the spirits.

			‘Campfire’s burning, campfire’s burning,

			Draw nearer, draw nearer,

			In the glowing, in the glowing,

			Come sing and be merry.’

		

	
		
			A Sharp Thorn

			Alison Joseph

			It was the ringing of the landline that shook Emma Collett out of her habitual reverie.

			“I’m phoning from Petherick Lodge Care Home. In Truro.” The voice was female and polite. “Robert needs to see you. Robert Sinclair.”

			The name meant nothing.

			“He’s not got long, to be honest. Dear Bob, he’s been asking for you, and I said I’d give you a ring.”

			“I’ve never heard of a Robert Sinclair. Who is this?”

			“Petherick Lodge—”

			“I think you’ve got the wrong number.”

			“Is that Emma Collett? In London?”

			“Yes.” 

			The voice gave her address. “You worked at Arden-Hanley music publishers?”

			She was aware of a nervousness, a quickening of her breath. “Yes,” she said, again.

			“Robert would so love to see you.”

			“Really, I’ve never heard of him.”

			“You’re in the notes. The person who needs to hear his last wishes. For all I know you’re in his will as well. Please come. He’s a lovely man, we all adore him. He had his seventy-sixth birthday last week, we were so glad he got that far. But he’s been ill for a long time.”

			“Why—” She gathered her thoughts. “Why has he only chosen now to contact me, this Bob, whoever he is?”

			“Oh, he said, she won’t want to be bothered by me. He’s been saying that for a while. But last night…” The voice shook slightly. “Last night, he turned to me and said, please call her. So I am.”

			“But why…” She stopped. Why everything? Why me? How does he know about my job, my address? Why Cornwall? “I’ve never been to Cornwall,” she said.

			“Oh, he’s not local. As you know, he retired here, after the move from Kent. He had a happy few years, until the diagnosis. And even then he had a good couple of years after that too. But with the secondaries…” There was a tone of exasperation. “You must know. He’s talked of you several times. He said you were all friends. All pottering around old harpsichord workshops, as he put it. You and him and Edmund, you know, Edmund Rundell.”

			The name caught at her throat, stopped her breath. “I know him. Of course. I knew him very well…”

			“Well, then. You will come, won’t you?”

			“I – I’ll ring you back. As soon as I can—” make arrangements, she was going to say, but of course she wasn’t going to Cornwall, a dying man had made a mistake, there must be two of us with the same name, it’s out of the question…

			“Thank you.” The voice was warm. “Thank you so much. You’ve got the number here. My name’s Sylvia.” A hesitation. “Please – please don’t tarry.”

			A click.

			Tarry. An old-fashioned word.

			Emma hung up. She stared at her phone in its polished cradle on her polished desk. The low sunlight of the London afternoon warmed the deep brown mahogany. Polishing, she thought. Not much else to do these days.

			Old harpsichord workshops.

			Edmund never ‘pottered around’. Edmund went to war, with a sword-sharp resolve. He would prepare, as if for battle. He’d have read an auction house listing, or he’d have had a tip-off from a dealer. He would be quiet, for days. She would put meals in front of him, and he’d eat, distracted, brooding, silent. Then he would disappear for a day or two, and some time after that, there would be a delivery, a lorry appearing at the warehouse gates, an unloading. And then she wouldn’t see him for a week or so, as he stayed at the gallery, sleeping on a camp bed, admiring his new acquisition. He’d return home, cheerful, chatty, even. For a while, at least.

			* * *

			And anyway, she thought, that part of my life is over. No Edmund. No work, since Arden-Hanley decided it didn’t need an archivist anymore. Just a small pension, my visits to the library, and my bi-weekly visits to Mother, Wednesdays and Sundays. No social life. Apart from Georgie, my best friend really, the only other person in the archive department of Arden-Hanley until he managed to escape: “Only due to the death of an aunt, dear girl, I can live in faded splendour for the rest of my days. As those lifestyle coaches always say, there’s no such thing as failure, merely opportunity…” Just Georgie. And Mother over in Harrow. Mother who is bored. Won’t knit. Won’t sew. Won’t read. “Oh, these novels you keep giving me, all so sentimental, those ladies in frocks trying to get a husband. And that modern one, that Russian man stuck in a room somewhere, couldn’t get on with it. Or was he Ukrainian…? And as for that detective thing, can’t remember the story but everyone ended up dead. Apart from the detective. And he was so very dull, it would have been better if he was dead and everyone else was still alive…” Typical of your mother, Georgie said. “If it’s not complaining about poor dear Dostoevsky, it’s nagging you about dripping taps…”

			She stared at the notepad beside her phone.

			Sylvia. Petherick Lodge. 

			It makes no sense at all.

			She picked up her phone, clicked on Georgie’s number, about to call.

			And what would I say? 

			I’m thinking of going to Cornwall.

			She put her phone down.

			Ridiculous. Some crazy mistake. I shouldn’t let it upset me like this. I’ve got enough to get on with.

			There was a cobweb in the corner of the window frame. She got to her feet, went to find a duster.

			“Out to grass,” Georgie had said. “Never mind. Something will turn up. Life is like a jigsaw, as I always say. The missing piece always appears just when you need it. Mind you, what do I know? I’ve got that bloody View of the Lagoon painting sitting in bits on my coffee table, been there since my sister gave it to me last Christmas, haven’t a clue, frankly, that tiresome Venice sky is all the same shade of blue…”

			The cobweb had a spider at its centre. As she touched the thread’s edge, the spider uncurled, clawed her way sideways.

			She put down the duster.

			Her phone pinged with a text. I assume you’ve been in touch with the plumber about this tap and just failed to tell me… She sat down, fired up her laptop, clicked on Search. She typed Robert Sinclair. Truro.

			There was very little. A young CEO of a transport company. An American, author of a novel about the cotton fields of Arkansas, written in 1949. An obituary of a Wiltshire clergyman, dated 1890.

			Robert Hugh Sinclair, she read. An entry at Companies House.

			Click.

			R H Sinclair Ltd. Property services.

			There was an address in Chatham, Kent. ‘Ironmongers Yard.’

			Her hands were tight fists against the keyboard edge.

			Ironmongers Yard, Chatham.

			How did he – how was that possible?

			She remembered it. A cul-de-sac, behind the old dockyard, just off the Gillingham Road.

			She searched for the address, found photographs, three luxury flats for sale, a roof terrace, balcony gardens, fabulous estuary views. 

			It was the same building. Beautifully restored.

			She checked the dates. He must have done it up and sold it on. And then retired to Cornwall.

			She pushed the laptop away from her as if it was too hot to touch. She snatched up her phone, dialled the number, asked for Sylvia.

			“It’s me,” she said. “Emma. This Robert – when did he say he’d met Edmund Rundell?”

			“Well…” A pause for thinking. “He only mentioned you all quite recently. But then, it’s like that if you know you don’t have long. People want closure.”

			“Making amends?”

			“Amends?” Sylvia laughed. “He’s the sweetest, loveliest man. I can’t imagine there’s anything in his life he would regret.”

			“Can you ask him, why he wants to see me?”

			“Of course. He’s asleep at the moment, but we’ll bring him a cup of tea later, I’ll say we’ve been in touch, I’ll ask him then. He’ll be so pleased…”

			She rang off. She looked again at the Companies House entry. Company dissolved seven years ago. He’d bought the old warehouse in Chatham five years before that. She checked the date. April. About fourteen months after… 

			After I left Edmund.

			I wonder why it was sold. 

			She had a sudden image of the old workshop. High-ceilinged, tall leaded windows, the warm oak tones of the heavy beams, whitewashed walls, rough wooden floor. She remembered slanting afternoon sunlight, a sense of calm, the river not far away.

			The wiry, grey-haired man, standing by the instrument. He’d introduced himself as Meyer, “Heinrich Meyer, known to my friends as Harry.” He’d talked about the instrument, “A Couchet. Almost certainly Jan Couchet. It’s dated 1649…”

			Edmund, tall and broad in his black tailored suit, expensive brogues, loud-voiced and adversarial. “I got wind of it through one of my contacts,” he said. 

			“Of course,” Mr Meyer had said. “I never advertise.”

			The harpsichord was beautiful. Delicate, glowing. She saw marbling black and white, exquisite carving, the line of the keys, a glimpse of blue in the decorated lid.

			“You have the right space for it?” Mr Meyer said.

			Edmund stooped to examine the strings. “I have my collection rooms. Temperature-controlled, electronic blinds…”

			“You mean – You won’t—” Mr Meyer straightened up. “You won’t play it?”

			“Play it?” Edmund managed a smile. “My wife here, she’ll play it. Won’t you, dear?”

			Sometimes one of the instruments would be on display at home. She would study the pretty mouldings, the painted wreaths and gilded roses. She’d run her fingers over the delicate keys, careful not to make a sound.

			She used to play, early in their marriage. She’d practise, for hours, on her Goble spinet. But Edmund had made her sell it: “A modern travesty,” he’d called it. “It offends the eye…”

			Now she thought about sitting on a train. Cornwall, she thought. All that coast, that wide-open space.

			When she’d left Edmund, she had gone from a well-appointed Kensington mansion flat, with its white-painted interiors and well-tended gardens, to this. Two small rooms in Belsize Park. “I can’t imagine what you think you’re doing,” Mother had said. “You’re not going to find anyone else, not at your age…”

			There was no point explaining how it was. That however scared I was of leaving, I was more frightened of staying.

			“… All that money from his father’s bank. You’ll be in poverty the rest of your life. You’ve never known what’s good for you…”

			Now she picked up her phone, dialled Georgie, got his voice message. “I need to see you,” she said.

			“It’s like you’ve slipped into a parallel universe,” Georgie said next morning, as he stirred sugar into his black coffee. “None of it makes sense.”

			They were sitting in an upstairs room in their favourite Soho haunt, Georgie, in his crisp white shirt and worn grey Savile Row suit, on first name terms with the waiting staff as usual: “Guido, dear boy, how are things, did you ever manage to get rid of the puppies, how the hell were you to know that ghastly fluffy thing was female and not a male… ah, well, pedigree at least, I bet that makes up for the pittance that Antonio pays you here…”

			He turned to her. “Have you booked your train?”

			“No, of course not.”

			“You should. Nothing to keep you here. Think of it as a holiday…”

			A holiday. She’d spent the evening before on her laptop, searching train times, ticket prices, seaside hotels, car hire… “But what am I going to say to him?” she said. “He’s a dying man, he’ll set eyes on me and realise he’s made a terrible mistake, it’s not me he wants to see at all; there’s a muddle with the names or something, it’ll be awful, embarrassing, and so unkind to the poor man too…”

			“But if you don’t – you’ll never know. Ooh, it’s all so interesting. So – this property man ended up with the old piano mender’s workshop. Perhaps he’s going to leave you his fortune.”

			“Of course he isn’t. He doesn’t know me. And anyway, I don’t want it. I was perfectly all right before that phone call.”

			“If I may say so, I don’t think you are. Look at that, the best brioche in town and you’re leaving it untouched. I think you’re furious. With our ex-employers. With Edmund, given that he ended up with everything. With your mother. Just because you’ve spent your life feeling that you don’t deserve to be happy—”

			“Georgie—”

			“Well, it’s true.” He took a cigarette out of its packet. “Edmund always did mistake possession for love. True of you. True of his priceless collection of instruments. Which I’m sure he’s still got. Wherever he is now. Brazil, was it? Croatia?” He placed the unlit cigarette between his lips. “You were brave to escape.”

			“And you were brave to help me.”

			He nodded. “True that. I mean, I know we’re old friends but as for laying down one’s life…”

			She laughed. “I’m fine as I am. I don’t mind my own company.”

			“No, of course. But have it by the sea. Coastal walks. Borrow a dog. Get one of Guido’s ghastly fluffy puppies…”

			“Don’t be silly—”

			“OK, not the dog. But give yourself a break. Put this weird thing to rest. Then, you can come back to London and get on with the rest of your life.”

			On Wednesday morning Emma Collett boarded a train at Paddington Station.

			“Business?” her mother had said, on the phone. “What kind of business can you possibly have in Cornwall?”

			She had found herself being accountable, again, stuttering, again. “An old colleague, from the music publishing days…”

			“Oh, it’s all moved on since then,” her mother had said. She could see her, in her high-backed armchair, the airy wave of her ringed hand, her nails still painted scarlet. “I can’t imagine anyone will take you seriously now, someone like you… Still, if that’s preferable to coming to see me, it’s up to you, I suppose I’ll manage till Sunday…”

			Someone like me, she thought. She could see her reflection in the train window, a flickering, muslin-thin image, the collar of her pale blue jacket, her favourite ceramic beads at her neck. Smooth grey hair, lined face…

			It’s not a bad look, Georgie would often say. “Flinty survivors, both of us. There are worse looks.”

			The hired car was a Vauxhall Corsa, compact and silver. She put her small neat case into the boot and set off into town. 

			I haven’t driven a car for years, she thought.

			On the ring road out towards the suburbs she almost exceeded the forty-mile-per-hour speed limit.

			Petherick Lodge Care Home had an ornate wrought-iron sign and a wide gravel drive.

			She got out of the car.

			The air seemed salty, the sunshine brighter.

			She thought about Venetian blue skies.

			She walked up the steps, with their pots of bright flowers either side, violas and primroses. She rang the bell.

			Sylvia was round-faced and broad, with tight black curls of hair, edged with grey, and eyes that were wet with tears.

			“Oh, my dear, I’m so sorry. ‘He’s – oh, dear. We told him you were coming, but… Sometimes it’s just too late.” 

			She showed her into a lounge. There were turquoise armchairs with golden yellow cushions, a sprawling lily in a pot that was too small for it. A flat, low sunlight filtered through the dusty air.

			“Such a lovely man,” Sylvia was saying. “At least he knew you were on your way.” She dabbed at her eyes. “You’re very welcome to see him, if you like. He’s in our chapel of rest.”

			Robert Hugh Sinclair was wearing his pyjamas. He lay under a neatly folded sheet, his hands resting on the edge of it. His eyes were closed, his mouth slightly open, his skin flattened out, as if something had departed from him, closed him down. His pyjamas were high quality, she thought, grey with a maroon stripe. He had been tall, she thought, lean.

			“He looks good, doesn’t he,” Sylvia said. “He died peacefully. Breathed his last. A good man. It shows on their faces,” she said.

			Emma turned to her. “Thank you,” she said. “I’m glad to see him.”

			“He wanted you to have this.” Sylvia pressed a CD into her hands. “Music. It was important to him. He said it was important to you too. There’s a photograph too.”

			Emma looked at the CD. Harpsichord music, the name of a performer she didn’t know. Merullo. Frescobaldi.

			She turned the photograph over in her fingers.

			“Oh—”

			The photo showed a harpsichord, standing in a workshop, its lid open. The harpsichord had a sledge hammer driven into its centre. Strings hung loose, strips of wood cut jagged-edged across the gaping hole.

			She couldn’t speak.

			“There’s the funeral, of course,” Sylvia said, as they walked back along the corridor. Emma concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other.

			“Mr Sinclair’s solicitor here is organizing things; here’s his number. I’m sure he’ll want to hear from you…”

			On the doorstep they shook hands. “Thank you,” Emma managed to say. “I’m so glad to have seen him.”

			“A lovely man. We’ll miss him.” Sylvia briefly touched her arm, then turned and went inside.

			She drove fast, reached the coast. She parked in a windswept and deserted car park at the back of a caravan site. She switched off the engine, leaned back against the seat. The sun had disappeared. The sky was heavy with rain. 

			She stared at the photograph.

			Robert Hugh Sinclair. A man I never met. What did you know?

			She put the CD in the music system, pressed Play. The notes filled the air around her.

			Frescobaldi. Toccata Terza.

			On the rocks beneath, the sea raged against the shore.

			Thirteen years ago. They had driven to Kent, together. We’ll do it in a day, Edmund had said, no need to stay over, I’ll beat the man down, we’ll get the sale, drive back the same day…

			Why do you need me there, she’d wanted to say, why not go alone as usual? Edmund had said something about a softer approach, I know what this Mr Meyer will be like, I’ve met his kind before…

			“You need me to play,” she’d said. He’d laughed, his empty, brittle laugh.

			“My captive songbird,” he’d said.

			She switched off the music. She got out of the car, walked across the car park. She sat on a rock, watching the crashing of the foaming waves, feeling the cold rain against her face.

			Mr Meyer had taken her by the hand, sat her down at the harpsichord. “Your husband says you will play.” 

			Her fingertips felt their way to the bone-white keys, the dark bog oak sharps. In spite of the clench of fear, she began to play.

			“You play very well,” Mr Meyer said. “The Toccata Terza. Not many people can play as well as you.”

			Edmund was smiling his false indulgent smile.

			Mr Meyer sat down next to her, placed long fingers on the keyboard. “A meantone temperament… Of course, the lowest note, here, looks like bottom C but sounds bottom F – you’ll know this, of course. It gives you the perfect major third…” He played a few notes, his hands caressing the keys. “And the painting in the lid,” he said, “almost certainly Italian – this instrument had a cultured journey. And it’s an external scene, unusual for an Annunciation…”

			Robert Sinclair, lying there in his pyjamas. Wanting me to hear this music, again. An ordinary, sweet businessman, retired to Cornwall. What did he know?

			She thought about Georgie and his missing jigsaw piece.

			She jumped up, chilled by the rain, by the memories. She went back to her car. She shook out her wet hair, pulled out her phone, dialled the solicitor’s number and spoke to a young woman who promised to pass on her details, Mr Lethbridge is arranging everything, “a small funeral, a cremation, probably on Friday…”

			She drove to her hotel in silence, with only the rhythm of the windscreen wipers against the driving rain.

			A flash of memory. Cleaning Edmund’s shoes. Scrubbing the black leather, the mud that wouldn’t come off.

			The Wyndham Guest House had a bright conservatory breakfast room. Emma ate an uncharacteristically large plateful of eggs, bacon and mushrooms, and felt her spirits lift in spite of the chill and drizzle of the Thursday morning. “Well, you’re on holiday now,” Barbara said as she brought in more toast. Barbara ran the guest house with her husband Kevin: “We retired from Wetherby four years ago, never looked back. I know I’ll always be a Yorkshirewoman, but what with my joints I decided it were better to be a Yorkshirewoman in Cornwall…”

			* * *

			Later that day Georgie rang. She was walking along the high street, wondering about an ice-cream.

			“What are you doing with yourself? How’s the jigsaw?”

			“Nothing but blue sky,” she said. “You’d hate it.”

			He laughed. “Found a Chihuahua yet?”

			“I don’t need one. I walk. I think. I admire the shops. Lovely ceramics. A very good cake shop. And a florists, I keep nearly buying myself flowers.” 

			“All very healthy. All that sea air. You’re eating?”

			“Yes. And the sun’s come out now.”

			“And – Mr Sinclair – now dead, according to your text—”

			She sat on the wall by the ice cream shop.

			“Mr Sinclair left me a photograph of the harpsichord that Edmund tried to buy, that time in Chatham. But – it’s got a hammer through its innards.”

			“Whoah.”

			“Exactly.”

			“That is weird.”

			“The lid’s open. The painting inside seems unharmed. I remember it, I remember from when I was playing it for that dealer, with Edmund standing there pretending not to mind that I was touching the keys…”

			“He can still get to you, can’t he?”

			She was silent. She could see the beach, hear the barking of two dogs as they chased each other round and round.

			“He was sweet, that restorer,” she said. “Heinrich Meyer. Slight German accent, I remember.” She took a breath. “The thing is, Georgie – I keep having this memory,” she said. “Afterwards. When Edmund went back, a few days later, to try to get Mr Meyer to change his mind… It’s worrying me.”

			“Dear girl, it’s a jigsaw. Enjoy it. And you’ll be at the funeral?”

			Stuart Lethbridge had phoned that morning. “It’ll be a direct cremation, all arranged, so glad you’ll still be here, it’ll be nice to have someone in attendance even with no service or anything, although we are hoping to play some of his favourite music…”

			“Yes,” she said. “The funeral’s tomorrow. I’ll come home on Saturday.”

			“Ah. In time to see Mother on Sunday. How many missed calls so far?” he said.

			“Three,” she said. “But I haven’t answered yet.”

			“That’s the spirit.”

			She laughed, then, as a third dog joined the chase, accompanied by the shouts of hapless owners.

			That evening she sat in her comfortable room, her laptop open, looking at Italian religious art. The sea was a distant, calming whisper, and the air was warm. She put on the CD, and the Frescobaldi filled the air.

			“Play some more,” Mr Meyer had said. She played the notes of a madrigal, something she’d learned years ago. Tra le rose d’amor, pungente spina.

			Mr Meyer looked at her. “A sharp thorn amid love’s roses,” he’d said. “Also by the master.”

			A woman came into the room. She had dark eyes, long black hair tied back, a long black dress over which she wore a white linen apron. She stood, silent, as Emma continued to play.

			After a moment Emma glanced up at Edmund. He stood rigid, blank-faced, fists clenched at his sides. She stopped playing.

			Mr Meyer got to his feet. He looked straight at Edmund. He closed the lid of the instrument.

			“I won’t sell,” he said. “Not to you.”

			“What do you mean, you won’t sell?” Edmund stepped towards him. “I came here to buy it. Name your price.”

			“It has no price,” Mr Meyer said.

			The woman was standing to one side, silent. 

			Mr Meyer faced Edmund. “We are only the guardians,” he said. “We are the guardians of the things we love. Possession is nothing. Without love, there is nothing.”

			Edmund opened his mouth to speak.

			Mr Meyer turned to her. “I’m sorry it can’t be yours,” he said to her. “I would like the thought of you playing it each day. But I know that while you are with this man it cannot be like that.” He turned back to Edmund. “I cannot sell it to you.”

			There had been shouting, then, as Edmund grabbed her arm, pulled her to her feet. “We’re going,” he’d said, dragging her towards the door. “We’re not staying here with this phoney restoration merchant, who doesn’t know what he’s dealing with—”

			She remembered his rough grip on her arm as she was dragged out of the door.

			She remembered the housekeeper, her silent, fearful look. 

			She had looked back at Mr Meyer. He’d clicked his heels and bowed, a calm smile in his blue eyes. She knew then, that he had seen things for what they were. She knew, with a strange and sudden certainty, that she would leave Edmund.

			On the morning of the funeral, she went to the florists and bought a large bunch of white flowers, lilies and roses.

			The brick walls of the crematorium were bright in the sunlight. As the bearers lifted the coffin from the hearse, she placed the flowers on top of it.

			There were two other mourners, a man she assumed was Stuart Lethbridge, and Sylvia from the care home, who nodded a smile at her. They took their seats. A young woman appeared and sat down quietly at the back.

			The music began to play, an aria from Bach’s St. Matthew Passion, ‘Erbarme dich, mein Gott’. Emma looked at the coffin and found herself weeping. For a man I never met. Or for myself, she thought. 

			The music came to an end. After some minutes of silence, the coffin slid away and the curtains were drawn. Mr Lethbridge turned to leave. The young woman approached him, and they engaged in muted, affectionate conversation as they walked out into the cloister.

			Outside in the sun, Emma introduced herself. “Mr Lethbridge?”

			“Ah, Miss Collett. I’m glad you could be here. He often spoke of you towards the end. This is Mairead Kelly, his cousin’s daughter, his next of kin.”

			The young woman had tousled blonde hair, a blue floral dress. She gave a shy smile. “I always say I’m his niece, it’s easier. And he was like an uncle to me.”

			“She knows all about Mr Sinclair’s last wishes.”

			Mairead looked up at her. “Shall we go for coffee?”

			The café on the high street had a terrace with red-and-white-striped parasols. They sat in silence. Mairead had a large mug of coffee with a pile of whipped cream on the top. “I don’t really like coffee, that’s why,” she said. “Lots of cream. And sugar.” She looked up at Emma. She took a deep breath. “What made you answer his call?” she said.

			“Because,” she began. “Because there’s something he knew, that I also need to know.”

			“The harpsichord,” Mairead said. “It’s at his house.”

			Emma put down her cup.

			“My uncle – he loved buildings. He’d wanted to be an architect but his family were poor. So he went into business, created his own property company and did very well, and I guess his love of buildings was expressed that way…”

			Mairead was still talking, about how her uncle had paid for her studies, how she was doing History of Art, and now he’d left her his house, how kind he was, how much he’d given to charity, to Sylvia at the care home…

			In her mind, Emma could see the shoes. Edmund’s black brogues. Scrubbing and scrubbing. The mud that wouldn’t come off.

			“Come on.” Mairead got to her feet. “Let’s go.”

			* * *

			The harpsichord stood in the centre of the room. The floor was polished wood, the walls painted a deep blue-grey.

			She ventured towards it. 

			“Still broken, of course. But no hammer now,” Mairead said. “Robert removed it when he found it all those years ago.”

			Emma sat at the stool. The wood was splintered, the strings ripped apart. She touched a key, and a hoarse croak sounded in the air.

			She looked up at Mairead. “I know,” she said. “I know who broke it.”

			* * *

			Edmund had dragged her out of the workshop, down the stairs, still shouting. “What the hell did you think you were doing, flirting like that, madrigals about fucking roses…” He’d pushed her into the car, driven back to London with his foot on the accelerator and his hand on the horn. She had felt sick with fear, a fear that didn’t leave her in all the days that followed, as she quietly met his needs, quietly made her secret plans.

			The following Sunday, he said he was going back to Kent. He had to have that Couchet, he’d said. It went with the Ruckers, the Andreas double.

			That night he was away. She had sat, alone, in the dark chill of their white-painted bedroom. She remembered Mr Meyer’s bow, his bright blue gaze, as she had been dragged out of his workshop. 

			A captive songbird. 

			At the end of the next day, Edmund had come home.

			She had put dinner in front of him, a risotto. She’d poured him a glass of Amarone. He was tense, agitated, his breath short, his hair awry. “He wouldn’t sell,” was all he said. “He refused to sell.”

			Later she had found his shoes, left on the shoe rack behind the door, his trousers hung on the coat hooks. They were wet up to the knee. She had dried them out, pressed them. She thought about the harpsichord, and Heinrich Meyer, and his refusal to sell.

			* * *

			And now she sat by the same harpsichord, and touched the soundless keys.

			“The shoes,” she said. “Edmund’s shoes. I couldn’t get them clean.”

			Mairead was standing by the window. She turned to Emma. “My uncle used to say, every building tells a story. It’s written in the bricks, in the cracks in the walls, he’d say.”

			“But how—?”

			“Mr Meyer had a housekeeper,” Mairead said. “Chesa. She was still there, when my uncle bought the building. She was kind of hiding out. She wasn’t legal, she’d come from the Philippines, Mr Meyer had given her a home, but she didn’t have any papers. She was terrified. But my uncle employed her, sorted out all her citizenship, she grew very fond of him. She married in the end, an Englishman, they settled in Broadstairs. We’re still in touch, Christmas cards, you know, photos of her kids… But – when he started on the conversion of the workshop floor, she wouldn’t go near it. ‘Very bad thing,’ she kept saying. She talked of evil spirits. Ghosts, she said. Hauntings.”

			Emma felt cold, in spite of the sunlight in the room. “I remember her,” she said. “Chesa. I met her.”

			Mairead gave a brief nod of her head. “My uncle asked her about it. Of course, it was where he’d found the broken harpsichord, with the hammer still embedded in it. But she was never very clear. She said, a man came. Very angry man. Shouting. And then one day he came back. But she said, on that day, she wasn’t there. Church, she said. And when she got home her employer was nowhere to be seen, and the harpsichord had a hammer in its midst. After that, she had nowhere to go, so she stayed.

			“My uncle acquired the building about a year later. It had been repossessed by the owners, they sold it on. Mr Meyer was thought to have gone abroad, he had a place near Genoa where he’d often stay. Robert and Chesa made enquiries but couldn’t trace him. But he couldn’t forget the moment when he unlocked the workshop, when he found the harpsichord with the hammer still in it. He said, he had a feeling that someone had got away with something.”

			Emma’s fingertips were numb as she stroked the keys.

			Very angry man.

			“I should have known,” she said. “I knew what Edmund was capable of, when thwarted.” She shivered. “I should have called Mr Meyer, checked he was all right.”

			“But – how could you have known?”

			“Because – because it was Mr Meyer who set me free. I owe him a lot.” 

			She stood up. She went to the lid, studied the painting. She turned to Mairead. “But – how did your uncle track me down?”

			“Chesa had kept the records of the visitors to the workshop, a kind of visitors’ book. When my uncle retired, he brought the harpsichord with him, and also the book. So, when he didn’t have long, he asked me to go through the names in the book, from around the time that Heinrich Meyer disappeared. And we tracked you down. Amazing, what the internet will tell you. And he decided to get the home to phone you. Nothing to lose, as he said. That’s what he was like. Interested, curious. He said that every brick is part of a story, like doing jigsaw puzzles.”
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