
[image: Images]



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.





[image: Images]



To Travis and Kent and Roanoke—stargazers all.

April 25, 1998


Far in the pillared dark

Thrush music went—

Almost like a call to come in

To the dark and lament.

But no, I was out for stars:

I would not come in.

I meant not even if asked,

And I hadn’t been.

—ROBERT FROST,

FROM “COME IN”



PROLOGUE


St. Petersburg

February

The snow looked blue in the dusk, its fresh fall an untrodden path leading into the dense fog that shrouded the Palace Square and the Alexander Column. Ice encased the tall trees on the edge of Nevsky Prospekt, along which cars picked their way, braving the winter gloom. Snow falling on snow muffled the shuddering gunfire sounds of the Neva’s ice surface splitting and cracking, as the wide river fought itself free of January’s thick ice. From this height, she could see St. Petersburg’s snow-topped roofs, the drums and domes of St. Isaac’s, the ice-sheathed bridges. She loved St. Petersburg’s bridges almost as much as London’s. Between the time she had entered and left the museum, it had snowed again. A layer of ice as thin as lace had crackled delicately underfoot as she’d walked across the flat roof of the restaurant.

At least the blade-sharp wind had stopped, thank God. Like pendant smoke, her breath hung before her, as if it were crystallizing in the frigid air. Her hands were frozen in gloves that were as thin as her breath, more like a layer of black ice than leather. Anything heavier would have made it impossible to handle the rifle.

The rifle was fitted with a telescopic lens and a night scope. She had used it many times but hadn’t expected to use it this evening. This evening she had to improvise, something she disliked doing, not because she hadn’t the wit for it but because planning should always be impeccable, and hers was usually flawless.

But this afternoon there had been a flaw. She had made certain the rest room was empty but had forgotten the janitress, who came in while she was standing at the sink dismantling the walker. It was this woman for whom she was now waiting. She had watched them all, the staff, and the building, for weeks. She had recognized the cleaning woman when she’d come into the rest room with her rags and bucket. But tonight schedules were upset because no one had been allowed to leave until the police had asked their questions.

Since her Russian was bad and her French was excellent, she had presented her French papers. Her fabricated identity—Cybil Odéon, Paris, 6e Arrond., blvd. St.-Germain—was one of several. What were the Petersburg police to do but wave off this old, half-deaf French pensioner who couldn’t get around without a walker? And who hadn’t been clear about what had happened because her glasses were so thick-lensed that her eyes looked drowned behind them, strands of hair trapped in the stems like seaweed.

The staff had been trickling out, one, two at a time. No sign yet of the cleaning lady. She jammed her hands down in her sheepskin-lined pockets, just to warm them for a moment; otherwise she wouldn’t be able to hold the gun. Now she picked it up again, sighted down its barrel at the statues on the parapets of the Winter Palace. She moved the rifle a little to the left until she saw the Alexander Column. The angel on its top floated on icy wings. The column itself was perfectly balanced, supported by its own weight. She had read this somewhere and liked it. Supported by its own weight: a study in splendid isolation.

That was how she felt now. She would have preferred the isolation not be a freezing one, but personal discomfort bothered her only insofar as it kept her from performing. She had trained herself to withstand any discomfort that could come along, discomforts of either body or mind. The mind was more difficult, being limitless. She raised her eyes for a moment to look up at the stars. In the course of her studies, she had read that what fueled the stars was the merging of atoms. Fusion science. What fascinated her was the notion that the amount of energy in was the amount of energy out. There was an equation: Q=1. And this, she had to imagine, was perfect balance, like that of the Alexander Column. Perfect balance was what she was after; it was all she was after. She wanted to get to that point where nothing resonated, where the past could not pretend to shape itself into the present, where planes had clear, sharp edges to which nothing clung. People didn’t come into it; they weren’t part of the equation. What relationships she’d had had been brief and in her control, though her partners didn’t seem aware of this. It was astonishing how easily people were hoodwinked, how easily—even eagerly—led.

Q=1. She would have made a good physicist if she hadn’t been deflected in her studies and instead become a killer.

People were trickling out, one by one, finally released from being questioned—by museum security, by state security, by city police, probably none of whom had coordinated efforts with the others. There seemed no end to the permutations of police authority sent to plague the Russian citizen. One could scarcely blame police, though, considering what had just gone missing. A few men, a few women, all leaving through the main entrance only to be stopped again by the guards standing outside of the entrance doors.

She sighted the distant doors of the museum through the scope. The cleaning staff came out this way. In the lavatory, the janitress’s glance had swept over her—the old French lady with the walker—without seeming to register. It was hard to tell with these Russians, with their decades of training emotions not to reach their faces. She had always admired that trait. If she knew the Russian temperament, the janitress would need to think about what she’d seen. Probably, she would not have rushed into the room where police were questioning people. The woman would leave, go back to the flat she no doubt shared with a dozen others, and start thinking about it.

It was too cold to keep to one position; she had to put the gun down, to blow on her hands, to stomp her feet, to pivot her head on her neck, and, in doing so, to look again at the darkened sky. Night fell, weighted with stars. She felt a great affinity with the stars, with their detachment, their distant, icy indifference.

Again she retrieved the rifle, sighted through the scope. The door opened; the old janitress appeared, carrying a bag and wound about in a black scarf as close as a shroud. She got the woman in her crosshairs and squeezed the trigger and felt the rush. It was her reward, the rush. Like a black bird, the woman fell into the powdery snow, sending up puffs like white exhaust. She stood up, looking off towards the scene. It was snowing again. Through it, she watched the tiny crowd collect, the guards at the museum doors, the few people within the grounds. She imagined them distraught, imagined them with arms flung up and out, the tiny black figures rushing through snowflakes falling slowly, dreamily, rushing toward the fallen woman as if drawn there by enchantment. Death woke in her long-slumbering scenes of a childhood she could not place—snow, fields, mountains—which sank again as quickly as they’d arisen.

She dismantled the rifle, as she had the walker, and put the stock in her backpack, the barrel in the long case. She retraced her steps across the crackling ice, left the roof, and descended the several flights back to the restaurant.

She returned to the table she had left twenty minutes before. The room had grown noisy, filling up in this early dinner hour. Her vodka glass had been refilled; she had asked the waiter to do this before she’d left the table. He had smiled hugely, nodded.

When he returned to her table, he nodded towards the case across the other chair and asked her if she played the flute in the Philharmonic. No, she smiled and said, the oboe. Then she ordered bream stuffed with kasha and, for dessert, blinicki with jam.

When he’d gone off, she looked at the oboe case a little sadly and wished she were more musically inclined.
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London

November

Saturday night. It was not a night to be spending alone, riding a bus. When he was a teenager at the comprehensive, Saturday night without a girl, without a date, without at least your mates to raise hell with, Saturday night alone would have been shameful. One wouldn’t want to be seen alone on a Saturday night. . . . Who are you kidding? That was never your life, Jury, not yours.

There had been an errand to run in South Kensington, and he had taken the underground from Islington. Once out of the South Ken station, he had boarded a Fulham Road bus. It had been a long time since he’d seen this part of London, though it was where he’d lived for part of his childhood, that part he could still call “childhood.” It had been a long time since he’d been on any bus at all. The conductor gave him one of those vaguely suspicious looks that conductors are trained up on, and Jury took the short flight of steps to the upper deck more quickly than was advisable for even agile youth, and he was a long way from that now. Up there the only other passengers were a boy and girl who couldn’t keep their hands off each other; an old lady sleeping, chin on chest; and a dark-haired man in a tuxedo. Strange way for him to travel. Jury wondered where the party was. He was almost glad for his circumscribed life—no black-tie dinners, no champagne picnics at Ascot. No, for him it was work, home, the local.

Little shops lined both sides of the Fulham Road, expensive little shops, like the swank kitchen outfitters, Smallbone. Who, he wondered, had a Smallbone kitchen? He had never seen one. Fusty little electrical shops, an Oddbins, then the inevitable espresso bar that appeared to be replacing the caffs. Sad, that. High-priced grocers, high-windowed dress shops, windows blank but for one or two oddly angled and headless mannequins in mushroom-colored, loose-waisted clothes. A brace of antique shops, small and elegant, their facades looking as if they’d been stamped on Roman coins.

Jury had wanted to sit right in the front row where the wide window gave an unobstructed view of the street, as if one were hanging over it in midair. But those seats had been commandeered by a couple of teenagers with fade haircuts and a boom box, mercifully turned down. He had taken a seat near the back, wanting to distance himself.

He had always liked the street at night. When he was a uniform, he’d always chosen late duty. He had liked walking past shut-up shops, peering down dimly lit alleys. Perhaps night was just a good place to hide—any alley, any doorway.

For several years now, he’d been thinking of leaving London or transferring to one of the provincial police forces, such as Exeter. Macalvie would love to have him in Exeter. Or Yorkshire, up there in the snowy North Yorkshire moors. Or Stratford-upon-Avon. Sam Lasko would like nothing better. As it was, Jury worked often enough on Lasko’s cases. Stratford. That made him wonder where Jenny Kennington was. She had left months ago, after her trial. He was still trying to understand what had gone wrong between him and Jenny, why there had been that mutual lack of trust. He had been so certain, at one time, they’d stick. He wondered, as he had before, about his problems with women. Well, one could hardly refer to death as a “problem.” Jane Holdsworth . . . Helen Minton . . . Molly Singer . . . Nell Healey. He should have been able to rescue Nell, at least. . . . Rescue. That was an odd way of thinking about it. Not only odd but arrogant. Hadn’t Jenny described him as a man who wanted “to pull women from burning buildings”?

He looked out the window at a small clutch of people standing in front of a shop that sold furs. Or would do, if the demonstrators would get away from the door. What were they doing here at night when the place was closed? They carried placards with terrible pictures on them of animals imprisoned in lab cages or caught in leg-hold traps. (Jury thought those traps had been outlawed.) People had to walk around the group and could not avoid the signs.

The bus left the animal activists behind.

He was thinking his life was like this bus ride, then thinking, How mawkish, how maudlin. But it was the aimlessness of the ride; he didn’t even know where it was going. Putney, probably; it was a number 14. At the next stop it pulled in behind another 14 and there was a bus in front of that one, too. He couldn’t see the number, though. There was a fair queue of people; they’d been waiting a long time. He wondered at that law of bus scheduling that had three identical buses piling up at a stop. Why did it happen? You waited for damned ever, and then along came three. Sergeant Wiggins would probably have an answer. He did to most things, though seldom a convincing one. Jury smiled.

Passengers came clattering up the stairs, and two of them rustled their packages into the seat behind him. Two women, one apparently American, for she was going on at length to her British friend about Thanksgiving. Would she be home in time to make all of the preparations? She spoke of her far-reaching family—the relatives who always came from out of state to join her immediate family, which sounded huge to begin with. Parents, grandparents, aunts, uncles, children, babies. Last Thanksgiving (she told her friend, whose contribution to this was an occasional “Uhm,” “My,” “You don’t say?”), they’d had twenty-three people at the table. She described the dinner—the turkey, the vegetables, the breads, pies, cakes—and it sounded to Jury like something going on in a medieval banquet hall.

The woman seemed besotted with the holiday. Why? Why would anyone want to prepare such an enormous meal for so many people? His idea of a holiday was to go to sleep, to read, to go to the Angel and have an extra pint. Several extra pints. Her voice rose and fell amidst the flotsam of other voices, the subdued conversation, the blanketed noises coming from the Fulham Road. He wished she would be quiet. He was tired of her. He imagined her friend was too.

Jury closed his eyes, rested his chin on the palm of his hand. Finally, the two women rose, the American making a big fuss over gathering up her parcels and umbrella. Still talking, she followed her friend down the stairs to the lower deck.

He was sitting on the left and could see the passengers get off. It was the Chelsea and Westminster Hospital stop and he was momentarily distracted, wondering if this was the hospital in which he was born. There were a dozen or so people getting off, most of them women, so that he could only guess at which the American was. The tall one, he decided, the one with the most parcels and with a very couture look about her—well-tailored coat, shoes in the new heavy-heeled style. Yes, he decided, it was definitely she; she turned to a small, dowdy woman and talked to her as they walked along.

Finished with the American, Jury glanced across the road where several people were coming out of a pub called the Stargazey. He liked the name and thought he’d seen it before. He wondered if there was more than one Stargazey. The bus still idled at the stop, a minute early in its schedule perhaps, while Jury watched a blond woman in a sumptuously sleek dark fur coat crossing the road. He lost sight of her and then regained it when she came from around the front of the bus and boarded. In the fleeting seconds he had taken an impression of her; she was very blond, attractive. He hadn’t gotten a good enough look at her face to tell just how attractive. The bus hove itself away from the curb, trundling along the Fulham Road.

An airy scent of perfume floated past him, and he looked up to see the blond woman taking a seat several rows up. He was delighted that he could sit here and stare at her, even if it was only at her back. But occasionally, within the next eight or ten minutes, she would turn to look out and down and he caught a glimpse of her profile. Shoulder-length hair pulled back, so light you could see the moon through it, a profile with that fragility which only the very fair-skinned seem to achieve. They rode that way for perhaps ten minutes, he studying her back, her hair, her profile when she turned it to the window.

Just before the bus stopped opposite the Fulham Broadway underground station, she rose and swayed as she walked up the aisle. He wanted to look her full in the face, but in the way that people do who feel they’ll be found out, he didn’t risk even a glance. She walked on by.

He thought she might be going into the station, but she didn’t; she simply walked on in the direction the bus was headed. Would have headed, had it not been for the snarl of cars and buses where two principal arteries came together, and neither of them big enough to accommodate the traffic. The bus wasn’t making any progress. It was one of those inevitable traffic tie-ups where the flow of cars, lorries, and buses vied with roadworks to see which could create greater havoc. One could walk faster, which was probably why the woman in the fur coat had left the bus.

The bus pulled away again and found an untrafficked stretch of road, which it shot down for two blocks while she fell behind. Jury strained to watch her, but a Sainsbury lorry eclipsed his view. Then she came into view again, having gained the time the bus had lost stopping for a red light, a zebra crossing, and another traffic snarl. Her hair, shoulder-length and abundant, was fastened at her neck with a silver clip that glittered above the dark pelts of the coat. Where on earth could a woman like this, wearing a coat like that, be walking? She should have been passing below him in a Jaguar or BMW, together, perhaps, with the man in the tux. Then the bus sped away for another fifty yards, passing a pub called the Sporting Rat and a few cafes, all trying for the Paris left-bank look, all with cafe chairs and tables set about on the pavement, even in November. The blond woman caught up again when the bus had to stop at a zebra crossing for two very old people, one with a walker, the other, looking as if he should have one, doing his best to assist her. Probably man and wife, probably had been for a hundred years. Jury wondered about that; it must surely be like a second skin, must surely be like an attachment that had always existed.

Jury watched the progress of the woman in the fur coat, thinking, in a rather romantic way, of the bus as the boat that follows the long-distance swimmer, keeping a little away but there in case of crisis, cramp, or potential drowning.

At the next stop, the romancing couple across the aisle rose and clattered down the stairs, followed by the man in the tux. The party must be here. Jury could see them jump off before the bus had stopped completely, could see the conductor hanging on to the pole, looking up and down. He was surprised, then, to see her board the bus again, across from a pub called the Rat and Parrot—Fulham seemed big on rats. She was preceded by a mother and a surly-looking child, the boy straining back against the mother’s hand. The mum took his arm and shook it as if he were a piece of clothing she was trying to get the wrinkles out of. The boy bellowed. The bus pulled out into much thinner traffic.

She did not come up to the top deck.

He watched passengers get off at the next two stops. Then, at the third—Fulham Palace Road—he saw her get off again.

Jury rose quickly and maneuvered, bus-drunk, down the semicircle of steps, wondering why more people didn’t go hurtling down them, given the sudden stops and starts. Then he jumped off in the same way he’d disapproved of the others doing it.

It took him less than a minute to get to the street she’d turned in on, called Bishops Avenue. It surprised him to find he was going in the direction of Fulham Palace. It was past nine and had been dark for several hours. It surprised him far more, though, that he was following her. He kept well behind her, walking past some tennis courts, part of a park complex.

She stopped in front of the high iron gates that were the entrance to the palace grounds, diaphanous light from a nearby lamp silvering the dark fur.

Falling back, he stopped too. What on earth was she doing here? (What on earth was he?) He would have thought the palace grounds closed at this hour, yet he saw her go in through the gates, which were still open. When he covered the twenty or thirty feet to the entrance, she was gone. He could see nothing but murky blackness beyond. The lamp pooled weak light on the ground. For some moments, Jury stood, wondering why he didn’t walk in. But he didn’t. He just stood there. Like a great twit. He knew it was always much safer to decry one’s actions than it was to understand them. At any rate, he stood there beneath the lamp, decrying.

That she and her mission were absolutely none of his business was not, he was sure, what stopped him. It certainly hadn’t stopped him from coming this far. What, then? He paced back and forth before the black mouth of the iron entrance to the palace grounds.

Jury was dying for a cigarette, but he hadn’t smoked for nearly a year now (ten months, anyway). Smokers these days had to huddle in the entrances of office buildings, exposed to wind and rain, taking furtive jabs at their cigarettes, the outcasts, the cast-outs. Society would not share its office with them. Jury did not need society to cast him out, only Sergeant Wiggins.

He then suddenly realized that what he felt was just that: cast out. But from what and by whom?
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The next day was Sunday, and Jury decided to catch up on his life. He opened his bills, glanced at them, tossed them in the desk drawer. There was one personal letter, this from Melrose Plant, which he set aside for later reading. Then he opened the Sunday paper he’d nicked from in front of Stan Keeler’s door upstairs. Stan wasn’t there; he often wasn’t. Carole-anne and Mrs. Wassermann fed Stan’s dog, Stone, and Jury took him for walks, or Carole-anne did. Occasionally, they took Stone for a walk together.

He finished the paper, along with a cup of tea and some toast.

Having thus caught up on his life in Islington, he thought he’d go out. He would go to a museum, the Tate, perhaps. Museums were what one “did” on a Sunday, at least before the pubs opened. He hesitated. One part of himself cautioned the other part against doing the Tate; better to go somewhere else—the V and A, perhaps, or to Trafalgar Square and the National Gallery. But he still wound up taking a bus along the Embankment, getting off at the Tate, and trudging up the wide white stairs, all the while telling himself this might not be a good idea.

Stopping off in the Tate Gallery had, in the quite recent past, had rather dramatic consequences. Early in the year, in January, he had wound up in the States, in Baltimore. A short while later, a couple of weeks, he had wound up in Santa Fe, New Mexico. The Tate was a chancy venue, especially the gallery housing the pre-Raphaelites.

Which is where he went, of course, and stood in front of the Chatterton painting, where he always ended up standing (wondering if the painting was sentimental, not caring if it was), and let the memories take hold. Perhaps he thought there was the possibility of exorcism in all of this. Maybe, but he didn’t know.

He spoke to no one for the whole day, beyond the mere request for a pint of this, a half pint of that. Jury rarely went pub-crawling, usually confining himself to the Angel, in Islington, or one of the places in St. James’s near New Scotland Yard.

Almost without conscious intent, he worked his way, via bus and tube, to the Fulham Road. It ran parallel to the King’s Road, and if he stayed on this last bus (the number 14), which went to Putney Bridge, he would be at Fulham Palace again. No, he would not do this, he told himself, and left the bus at the Chelsea and Westminster Hospital for the pub on the corner. It was a compromise move, he decided. He had kept himself from going to Fulham Palace.

Under its black and gold sign, the Stargazey looked quite promising and not in the least scruffy. Before he went in for a pint, he stopped at a newsagent’s and bought a fresh Sunday paper to take back for Stan, in case Stan were suddenly to return, which he often did. The pub was handsome, well appointed. He was not sure whether this was actually Chelsea or Fulham and decided it must be right on the border. Fulham had come a long way over the last thirty years towards gentrification. It was no longer “foul Fulham” (as a friend of his on the force had christened it). It seemed almost flowery, somehow; it seemed blooming. Certainly it had all the indicators that it was an area where the chattering classes would flourish: property values zinging upwards, cappuccino bars, pricey boutiques and antiques, fancy grocers who “dressed” their windows in arrangements of fruit and foie gras.

Islington had gone the same way, only sooner. The terraced house where he had a flat would probably bring at least a quarter million pounds these days. It seemed to be a prime topic of conversation in the Angel, property values, and those people with their cell phones were probably estate agents. They walked up and down outside of the pub, cell phones glued to their ears, the “pavement prancers.”

But at the same time, areas in a long slide downwards had slid more. The fabric of life for many was still worn thin. The divergence between upper and lower became more noticeable; the fraying of a seam had become a rip, and Tony Blair would do sod-all to stitch it up. He sighed, opened Stan’s fresh paper, and read the sections he hadn’t read in his flat.

The pub was crowded and smoky and filled with the familiar air of Sunday desperation. Sundays had less structure. The paper, the pub; that was about it. Jury shoved his glass to the back of the bar, caught the bartender’s eye, and signaled for a refill. Then he slit the envelope of Melrose Plant’s letter. Two pages in Plant’s elegant script on thick, creamy paper that took the ink so beautifully the pages looked engraved. Old stationery, which still bore a crest and his old titles. The crest was left, but the titles were x’d out. Jury laughed all the way through it. The usual “nothing” was happening in Northants, but if there were ever a man who, like Nature, could fill a vacuum, it was Melrose Plant. He could fill in a black hole; he could void a universal void. Jury laughed again and returned the letter to his pocket. He would answer it when he got back to his flat.

When he looked up he saw the woman who worked behind the bar remove a bottle of whisky and wipe it and then return it to the shelf. She did the same thing with the next bottle, wiping it carefully and returning it to its place. Apparently, she would do this all along the length of the shelves until stopped by somebody wanting a drink, or the telephone, or something else claiming her attention. Jury watched this for some moments, her taking such great care in her handling of the bottles, especially the cognac, the Rémy Martin. She smiled as she did this, and Jury smiled, watching. It seemed such a loving wiping-down of the bottles, and she seemed to take such pride in her handiwork. She appeared to be a gentle person, one who would not turn men’s heads but who was softly pretty.

He was sitting at the end of the bar by one of the wooden pillars where a few postcards were tacked up, one of which he peered at closely. Half of the front pictured a pub called the Stargazey, although not this one. He read the small print. It was in Cornwall, one of those little perpendicular villages that let you slide down to the sea but make it hell to walk up. Maybe he’d been there and seen the name. On the other half of the card was depicted a strange-looking fish pie, perhaps the pub’s specialty.

“Can I ask you something, love?” Jury said to the woman dusting the bottles.

She turned with a questioning smile.

“Do you sell these postcards here? I’d really like to have one of these.” He pointed to the card he’d been examining.

She squinted at it and said, “We did do, yes. Just let me have a look here. . . .” She opened first one drawer and then another, beneath the bar, and triumphantly held up the card. “It’s the last one, aren’t you the lucky winner!”

It was Jury’s first real smile that day; she was so uncommonly delighted with this humble treasure. Too easily made glad, thought Jury. Wasn’t that what the Duke of Ferrara had said of his ill-fated duchess?

“Here.” She slid it across the bar. “You just have it.”

“Thank you, but I’d be glad to pay—”

“No. I can’t remember anyone ever asking for one before. Most people don’t notice little things like this. You miss a lot in life if you don’t notice little things.” She returned to her task (though, for her, bottle-wiping seemed more a vocation) and took down and ran the cloth over a bottle of Sapphire gin.

Jury said, “I don’t think I’ve ever seen any pub take so much trouble over its stock, either.”

She blushed. “Oh, me. I guess it’s just silly—and he sure don’t like it.” Here she shot a glance toward the bartender or manager or owner. “But these bottles I think are quite lovely, standing there against the glass. Just look at this one.” She held up the gin bottle for Jury’s examination. “Did you ever see such a blue? It’s so pretty—”

“Kitty, come along here,” called the bartender.

Kitty blushed, returned the Sapphire gin to its place, and breathed good-bye to Jury.

He drank off his pint, took a pen from an inside pocket, and wrote on the message side of the card, Ten pounds says you can’t find the recipe. He supposed that sound deep in his throat was a chortle, or a chuckle.

Jury put some money on the bar to pay for his last pint and left the pub. Outside he looked for a pillar-box, couldn’t find one, and was about to cross the street when he saw the number 14 bus that would be heading for the South Ken tube stop coming along a short distance off on the pub side of the street. He hurried along and joined the short queue. The bus pulled in and he boarded. When he sat down, he looked at the card again, laughed again. That was the second one of the day.

He looked out of the window, viewing again the places he’d viewed on his way to the pub. What he wanted to do, of course, was to go in the other direction to Fulham Palace. It was almost a need, a yearning whose source he couldn’t put a finger on. He felt caught up in the drift of the tides or the pull of the moon (neither of which, he reminded himself, were currently present). Still, there was a feeling of inevitability, of fate.

He hated thinking in these terms, given he didn’t at all believe in any sort of preordained scheme of things. Nevertheless, just for the hell of it, he searched around in Stan’s paper, finally found the horoscope column. His horoscope importuned him to “refuse to be drawn in, no matter how alluring the prospect.”

Hell. Okay, he’d refused, hadn’t he? He hadn’t gone back. She wasn’t his business.

That was Sunday.
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Sergeant Alfred Wiggins was talking (nasally), not as if he’d caught a cold but as if he’d invented them. His comments were cold-proprietary: “They seem to take me different than other people: like yourself now, you can shake them right off, go about your business, they don’t hang round you”—as if colds didn’t fancy Jury—“like they do me. This one”—Wiggins swiped a tissue back and forth under his nose for emphasis—“it’s been sent to plague me, it being November, and as you know, ‘A cold in November will last through December’; they’re hell to get rid of.”

Surely, he just made that up about December, thought Jury, but he refused to be sucked into Wiggins’s versifying, which was a lot worse than Wiggins’s prose. Over the cold- and flu-ridden years, Wiggins’s drone had become, on the other hand, almost soothing, a counterpoint of woodwind to the brassy trumpeting of Chief Superintendent Racer and his ill-tempered dispatches, one of which Jury was now drowsing over, flipped back in his swivel rocker, arms crossed over his chest. Without looking up from the memo, he asked, “Seen a doctor, Wiggins?” and yawned.

Wiggins put on an almost hurt expression. “You don’t find me running to them with every little ache and pain. Not like some.”

The sergeant’s look seemed to suggest Jury was a raging hypochondriac, always hauling himself off to doctors and emergency rooms. Yet Jury couldn’t even recall the last time he’d been to one. He let this pass and concentrated on the little bottles Wiggins had lined up on his desk, the tops of which he was unscrewing. He extracted a dropper from some clear liquid, leaned back, and brought it to his eyes.

“You missed.”

Wiggins batted his eyelids a few times to distribute whatever it was and frowned. “Missed?”

“You got them in your eyes instead of your nose.”

“Very funny, ha-ha. They’re eyedrops, obviously.”

Wiggins always thought his ha-ha’s were a big put-down. To make up for his ha-ha remark, Jury asked, “Listen: how’s Nurse—or Miss—Lilly-white?” He’d forgotten the first name of Wiggins’s lady friend. He didn’t know why he’d been under the impression the love of Lillywhite should have cured Wiggins, since no mortal hand could possibly do that.

“Fine, just fine. Went off to Portugal to see a friend.”

As Wiggins didn’t seem at all put out by this, Jury assumed the friend was a female. He set aside the memo and went back to reading that morning’s newspaper, which he’d taken from Stan Keeler’s doorstep after going in and feeding Stone, who, he knew, would later be collected by Mrs. Wassermann and taken to her basement apartment.

Suddenly, he brought his chair down, hard. An item on an inside page had caught him unawares: Hammersmith and Fulham police force were asking anyone who might have been in the vicinity of Fulham Palace on the Saturday night between the hours of six and midnight to come forward with whatever information they might have regarding a woman found shot at Fulham Palace.

“What’s the matter, sir? Look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“Maybe I have.” Jury did not think he’d ever have to answer the request for “anybody who has any information regarding.” He dialed the number given for the Fulham police.

It was clear the police wanted somebody to identify her. Difficult in the absence of a picture or any details that might single her out. Except—at least for Jury—the detail of the fur coat. The coat and where she’d been found: Fulham Palace.

When a policeman came on the line, he told him why he was calling and asked for the investigating officer. The police constable said he could take down the details first. Jury told him what his own role had been—not without some embarrassment—ending with, “I didn’t go in.”

“You followed her all that way and then dropped her.” It was not even a question, more of a judgment.

Jury squeezed his eyes shut as if light were the source of his discomfort. “Listen, I’d suggest that you not take such a hostile attitude if you want people to cooperate.”

The constable was glib. “Surely you understand that we have to screen out—”

Jury cut him off. “What’s your name?”

“Chance.”

Jury hated to take advantage of that. He switched to: “Who’s in charge of this case?”

“Detective Inspector Ronald Chilten.”

“Well, put me through to him.” Chilten. The name sounded familiar. After various connecting noises, Jury was asked to hold. He put his hand over the receiver and asked Wiggins, “You remember a Chilten with Hammersmith and Fulham? Didn’t we work together on something?”

Wiggins stopped stirring his small cauldron long enough to reach for his Rolodex. “Fulham, Fulham. Here it is. Chilten, Ron. That was that nasty case, the domestic out in the North Road.”

“All domestics are nasty. Now I remember him. Shrewd fellow.”

“ ‘Too shrewd by half,’ I believe is what you said. ‘Likes to keep you hanging’ is also what you said.”

Jury definitely remembered the “keep you hanging” part of Chilten’s nature. He went back to the phone and a voice that held some authority and answered to Detective Inspector Chilten’s name. “I’ve got some—” It was only then that Jury realized how absurd his information would sound. Too late now. “I don’t know if you remember that case we worked on—”

“Sure I remember.”

“It’s about this Fulham Palace thing.” Jury paused. Chilten waited, not helping. “You identified her yet?”

Chilten let Jury wait for an answer, as Jury knew he would. “No. No handbag, no identifying marks—nothing much to put in the paper except some morgue shots, which I might just do if I can’t shake anything loose.”

“She was shot—the gun found?”

“No.”

“What range?”

“Over six feet, under twelve. Close, you know, there’s the residue pattern.”

“You’re putting time of death between six and midnight?”

There was another silence. Chilten had a habit of keeping a direct answer back or making an obscure comment that forced you to ask a question. “We’re hoping to shave some more time off that when the pathologist finishes.”

“I can shave some off for you. Make it after nine, not six. I saw her outside of Fulham Palace.” Jury thought he heard something overturn or hit the floor. A great thud. For a change, he had surprised Chilten.

“Saw her? You know this woman, then?”

“No. I only saw her walking along the Fulham Road.”

“Tell me.”

Jury did. From the time he picked her out, boarding the bus outside of the Chelsea and Westminster Hospital, to his following her on Bishops Avenue to the gates.

“Why did you stop there if you were shadowing her? Why didn’t you go in?”

Jury sighed. He’d dreaded the inevitable question. “I wasn’t ‘shadowing’ her. And I don’t know why I didn’t go in.”

There was a lengthy silence. Chilten was good at deploying silences. Jury felt like hitting him.

Finally, Chilten merely asked, “What were you doing on a number fourteen bus?”

Exasperated that now his own movements would be under scrutiny, he said, “That’s not important. I mean, not relevant.” He sighed, thinking of how often he’d heard a suspect being questioned say that.

Chilten seemed to be questioning Jury’s evaluation of relevance. Then he said, “Are we sure we’ve got the same woman?” Chilten was eating as he talked; Jury recognized the sound, having listened so many times to Sergeant Wiggins medicating himself with black biscuits on the other end of a phone. As if reading his mind, Chilten said, “Didn’t have any breakfast so I got a couple jam doughnuts. So how do we know?”

“I’ll describe her: Very pale blonde, somewhere around five-seven, five-eight, as best I could judge. Very good-looking, hardly any makeup, maybe none. Then there was the coat. Long and dark—mink, if I had to guess.”

“Sable. Okay, it’s probably the same one. Traffic must’ve been weird if you could keep her in view all the way to Fulham Palace Road. That’s a hell of a walk.”

“As I said, she reboarded and rode.”

Chilten chewed awhile. “This is very weird behavior.”

Jury didn’t know whether he was talking about Jury’s or the woman’s. Both, probably. He gave Chilten a moment to digest this information, along with his jam doughnut. Jury was hoping for an invitation; met with Chilten’s silence on that point, Jury invited himself. “Look, I’m not trying to muck up your turf, but I would really like to have a look at the mise-en-scène.”

“Holy Christ. What the hell’s that?”

Jury blushed, glad Chilten wasn’t there to see it. For some reason, he had hesitated over saying “murder scene” and had used the fancy phrase instead. Yes, it sounded affected. “I might be able to help; I mean, I might be able to add something. Or not.” Jury shrugged, as if Chilten were present to see how he tossed this off.

“I seem to remember locking horns with you a few years back, in one of your I’m-not-trying-to-muck-up-your-turf moods.”

Jury gave a short bark of laughter. “Lock horns? Me? You must be thinking about my sergeant. His name’s Wiggins.” Jury looked across at Wiggins, who, hearing his name, stopped his ablutions and stared. Jury gave Wiggins a can-I-help-this-unreasoning-goon? shrug. So what do you say, Roy?”

“Ronnie, not Roy.”

Jury smiled. He’d done that deliberately. “Sorry.” He waited.

“If you wanna come to Fulham this afternoon, you can have a dekko at your mise-en-scène. Meet me at the palace gates.” He added a salting of sarcasm. “You must know where it is.”

“The herb garden. It says she was found there, in a patch of lavender.” Jury frowned at the ironic benignity of the scene. The mise-en-scène. He smiled.

“Yeah, well, Linda Pink might give you an argument there.”

Chilten gave information the way others did blood, a drop at a time. Jury stopped himself from asking the obvious question—Who’s Linda Pink?—and, instead, said smoothly, “We’ll see you in an hour, Roy, and thanks.” He hung up and muttered, “Linda-bloody-Pink.”

Wiggins raised his eyebrows. “Who’s Linda Pink?”

“We may never know.” Jury sat back, allowing himself, if only for a few moments, to be stunned, to be enveloped in sadness. “I should have gone in.”

“Pardon me, sir? Gone in where?”

Jury didn’t answer. Instead, he rose. “Come on, Wiggins. Chop-chop.”

With great and grave reluctance, Wiggins stood too, downed whatever the putrid stuff was in the glass, and asked, “Are you sure, sir? Aren’t you afraid I’ll lock horns again, me?”

Jury shoved his arms in his raincoat. “Never. You’d never make the same mistake twice.”
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The thing about Detective Inspector Ronald Chilten was this: He loved to cloak mystery in mystery. If there was no mystery to hand, Chilten stirred up an atmosphere, an ambience—indeed, his own little mise-en-scène—that would keep the other person in suspense. He could do it over a three-car pileup or the color of a hair ribbon found at the scene or the number and nature of the books a teenager was carrying home from school when he was mugged. If he could keep you in suspense when there was no real suspense to be had, God knows he could do it over a body found in the Fulham Palace grounds. Jury had begun grinding his teeth ever since the telephone call less than an hour ago. He called upon his store of seemingly bottomless patience, reminding himself that Chilten was a very good cop.

That their destination was an herb garden had a most salutary effect on Sergeant Wiggins, washing away, as one of his tinctures literally might, all of that “locked-horns” business and rendering him an agreeable companion.

The three policemen—Jury, Wiggins, and DI Ronald Chilten—were walking through the grounds of Fulham Palace. They passed a boundary of holm oak trees and a silver lime; passed cedar, chestnut, maple, walnut, an enormous California redwood—a world of trees Jury couldn’t put names to. It was Chilten who pointed them out, which surprised Jury, as he wouldn’t have expected the man to have a horticultural or aesthetic bent. “Beautiful prospect, isn’t it?” he said, stopping to gaze upwards at the tiered branches of a holm oak. “It’s a wonder more people don’t know about these grounds, considering how much we love our gardens. There must be more different kinds of trees in these few acres than anywhere else in the British Isles.”

They continued walking, Jury looking back at the rather severe Georgian facade of the palace, recalling from some garbled history he had heard as a boy that all bishops at one time were said to live in “palaces,” so the term was merely a euphemism for “house.” “When did they stop using it as a residence?”

“The bishops? Seventies, maybe.”

“But it’s being used.”

“The borough rents it out as offices.”

“Fulham does?”

“Hammersmith and Fulham, yeah.” They had reached a brick wall that Jury assumed must enclose the gardens. Chilten said something to one of two uniformed policeman who appeared to be on guard. They nodded.

With a curt nod toward an indentation in the brick wall, Wiggins said, “Bee bole.”

Jury waited for further comment, but the sergeant said nothing. Wiggins and Chilten, thought Jury, should get on like a house afire.

What was most vivid was the enormous quiet of the place. London might have been dissolving around them; no traffic noises, no shouts and cries reached the little herb garden, walled in within the outer wall of the rest of the gardens.

Jury looked at the brown vines, imagining the spring when veils of wisteria would shiver in the breeze, undulating along the long fence to their left. On their right was a ruined greenhouse, a vinery, a grape arbor, given the look of the hardy vines that still ran within it, now with its roof caved in. It was a pity, Jury thought, that a place like this couldn’t get funded by the government when one saw so much money wasted. The old story.

In the center of this walled garden was a large tear-shaped bed, sectioned off into small allotments for various herbs, now dry and overgrown. It was shaped like an eighteenth-century knot garden. There were patches of thyme, rosemary, lavender, and a dozen others, which he could tell apart only with the help of the museum map.

Wiggins looked down at the weedy, brown, and blighted winter aspect of the garden as if he were visiting the graves of the dead. He made his mournful way around the center plot, bound round by the bright yellow POLICE DO NOT CROSS tape, which was used to keep a murder site in as pristine condition as humanly possible.

Wiggins was in his element, not because this was police work but because it was herb work. “Feverfew, that stuff is.” He pointed to the first section within the plot. “I don’t believe I’ve ever seen that, I mean outside the shelves of my homeopathic medicine shop.”

The wreckage of the Titanic wouldn’t have called forth greater awe. Jury consulted the map. “Lavender.” He nodded toward a section beside the feverfew. “That where you found her?” He watched Chilten pause to take out a pack of Chiclets.

Chilten held the pause long enough to put the gum in his mouth and crunch it around, as if even the Chiclet was part and parcel of the overall mystery. Finally, he nodded. “That’s it. Face up in the lavender.” He stepped back, backed up to the wisteria vines. “From about here, we figure, given the trajectory.” He moved back to the lavender patch. “She was found Saturday night before midnight. That’s when the caretaker said he saw her. But you saw her as early as nine, nine-thirty.”

Jury waited. Nothing. “Who found her? The caretaker?”

Another piece of gum went into Chilten’s mouth. He chewed. “Uh-huh. Or he reported it to Fulham HQ, anyway, says he found her around midnight.”

It was Wiggins who helped out, filling in. “You mean, it sounds like the caretaker didn’t actually find her?”

“Well, he did and he didn’t.” Chilten smiled slightly as he went on chewing.

Jury wanted to chew nails.

“Did and didn’t, sir? What’s that mean?”

“It was Linda Pink the caretaker said actually found her.”

Ah, thought Jury. Finally got around to Linda Pink. In name only. He sighed. “Look, Ron. You know we don’t know who Linda Pink is, so why not enlighten us?” Having to ask the direct question, that was the price you paid for getting information out of Chilten.

“Oh. Didn’t I tell you? Linda Pink lives out there, along Bishops Park Road. She comes over here all the time, according to the caretaker. Day and night. Miss Pink found the body, she says, around seven-thirty, seven-forty-five. But she didn’t tell anybody about it. Not until this morning, when she found the caretaker in the porter’s lodge having a cuppa. Said she saw in the paper about finding the woman in the herb garden. My guess is, she probably wouldn’t have said anything even then, except she wanted to be disputatious.” Chilten slid Jury a look. He stopped talking, studied the crime-scene tape.

Jury waited. He was good at waiting.

It was Wiggins who couldn’t stand it. “Disputatious? I don’t understand.”

“Linda Pink claims she found her in the lad’s-love, not the lavender. But the caretaker is sure it was the lavender.”

Jury frowned. “Lad’s-love? What—”

Wiggins helped. “It’s an herb for nervous problems.”

“Never mind what it’s for. Where?” He looked down at the patch of lavender.

“Right here,” said Chilten, shoving the toe of his brown shoe into a wild and weedy dry patch that looked just like the patches on either side of it. “That’s lad’s-love.” He shrugged. “Hard to tell the difference.”

“Then,” said Jury, “it’s simple, isn’t it? The caretaker would know one patch of herbs from another. Miss Pink is mistaken.”

“Yeah?” Chilten lit a cigarette. He still chewed his gum. “Tell that to Miss Pink.”

“You don’t mind if I talk to her?”

“Delighted. She’s ten.”

Jury blinked, looked at Wiggins, who looked rueful. And as if mood were an herb indicator, he looked round for it, the rue. “Ron. This dead woman was found by a kid?”

“Mmm-hmm.” Chilten trebled the sound, and with obvious pleasure, as he exhaled a thin stream of smoke and watched Jury’s expression.

For once, Jury didn’t give a bloody damn if someone else got to smoke and he didn’t. As Chilten puffed away, Jury said, with mock sweetness, “Whenever you’re ready, Ron.”

“Oh? Thought I told you: Linda lives over on Bishops Park Road”—he watched Wiggins taking notes; gave him the number, added—“with her aunt. Great-aunt, rather. It’s the aunt who owns the place, obviously. Name of Dresser.” He gave out a few more details (gratis), and Wiggins parked his pencil inside his small notebook. “And that fur coat, you might be surprised to hear.”

There was a definite period after “to hear.” No pause, no cough, sneeze, or sudden interruption by Chilten’s pager or cell phone. “To hear what, damn it?” Jury tried not to come down too heavily on the “damn it.”

Chilten raised his eyebrows. “I didn’t tell you? The coat was Mona Dresser’s.”

Jury’s mouth opened, shut. “You’re talking about this Linda Pink’s aunt?”

“Mmm-hmm.” Another cigarette was popped from his pack. “It’s a long story, Jury.”

Jury set his teeth, managed a synthetic smile. “I’m in the long-story business, Ronnie.”

Wiggins’s mood was becoming infected by all of this having to hang upon Chilten’s answers. “I expect you could brief it up for us, Mr. Chilten,” he said, a bit sharpish, as he got out his notebook, preparatory to being briefed.

“Okay. The fur coat belonged originally to Ms. Dresser. She passed it along to her stepdaughter, Olivia, who later sold it through one of those—what d’ya call ’em?—ah, consignment shops. How it got out of the shop onto the back of the dead woman, that’s anybody’s guess.”

“But we’re not,” said Wiggins, seeing Chilten was through, “in the anybody’s-guess business. Do you think we could see the body?”

“Let’s go.” Chilten looked from Jury to Wiggins as if they’d been holding him up, stopping here.

 • • • 

It had always astonished Jury how medical examiners, attendants—all those who worked there—could give the impression they felt completely at home in a police morgue. Perhaps they did, and why not? It was theirs, and they liked it. He understood that a postmortem might present a challenge to a medical examiner, but the debonair way in which MEs could tick off body organs and their condition made him blink. The Fulham doctor, a woman, named them almost fondly, as she might have done the dolls lined up on her bed when she was little.

He hadn’t been present at this postmortem where Chilten had done the honors. Fortunately, Sergeant Wiggins hadn’t been, either. As far as Jury could remember, Wiggins had attended a postmortem once and once only. Had it been that fateful event that started the sergeant on his supposed long decline into quirky health?

The room was cold and coldly fitted out: white enamel paint, stainless steel, glare of lights. The attendant had, following Chilten’s earlier call, removed the body to one of the stainless-steel tables, draped in a sheet. He pulled it back at Chilten’s nod.

A dead face does not look like a living one. That might be an obvious statement, but most people ignored it. A dead face is one from which all attachment has flown.

Jury looked, nodded, said yes, that was the woman, and the attendant started to cover her face. Jury stayed his hand, pulled the sheet back. For a lengthy period that had Chilten shuffling his feet, Jury looked down at her: the long neck, blond hair escaping the clip that held it, the now strangely complexioned face, the very emptiness of which could of course be playing tricks. But he didn’t think so. Perhaps it was the nose.

Jury shook his head. “It’s not her.”

As he drew the covering back over her face, the attendant clearly didn’t care one way or another if it was “her.”

But Chilten rocked back on his heels. “What? Your description—blond, beautiful, height, weight, Fulham Palace, sable coat. Jesus. How can it not be her?”

Jury looked at Chilten. “I don’t know.”

What bothered Jury almost more than the dead woman’s not being the one they thought she must be was the relief he felt that the woman on the morgue slab was not, indeed, her.
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The only dark parlor Jury had seen that could compete with Mona Dresser’s was Melrose’s aunt’s. Mona Dresser’s house, though much larger than Lady Ardry’s, gave the impression of cocoonlike dimensions, the result of little light and a lot of stuffing—in furniture, cushions, birds, and the odd beast that had seen the ministrations of a taxidermist. (Somebody loved to hunt, thought Jury.) Even had the long velvet curtains puddling the floor been all the way open, the large room would still have been ill-lit, for the house was poorly situated to catch the sun. Several lamps of ruby glass and stained glass burned low, and the fire in the grate had simmered down to ashy coals. There were two oil portraits on opposite walls, one of Mona Dresser herself (looking remarkably as she did now) and one of an imposing-looking man in a long black cloak. There was a hush to everything that reminded him of the quiet around Fulham Palace but made him think even more of the quiet that pervades a theater just before the curtain rises. Yes, it was all quite theatrical. Yet he didn’t assume this was an effect striven for by Mona Dresser herself.

She could not make out his identity card (she had told him when she met him at the front door) because she hadn’t her spectacles. “So if you’re the Fulham Flasher, I expect I’m at your mercy. Come in, come in.” The sweeping gesture with the arm and the impatience of the tone suggested Jury had been stubbornly refusing to move from the doorstep all day.

She was a woman in her late seventies with frizzed and flyaway gray hair and small dark eyes, and if she was not exactly fat she was very well padded. Like the house, she herself bore a resemblance to Lady Ardry; Jury hoped it ended with these physical details. This day she wore an amplitude of flower-sprigged black lawn, setting off a long pearl necklace and a dangling pince-nez that she could very well have used to see his card (preferring instead to make the quip), a black lace scarf, and trainers. It was a combination Jury found irresistible.

As she made another sweeping gesture, this time pushing a big ginger cat off a horsehair chair, Jury surprised himself by saying, as he sat down, “My mother loved your movies.”

She had picked up a ball of blue yarn (at which the cat looked greedily) and was winding it when Jury said this. Her smile was one of purest delight. “Well, thank you!”

“She really did. I was a little kid, only three or four, but I can remember how she’d put on her black straw pillbox, poke a hat pin into it, and say, ‘Well, Richie, I’m off to see Mona,’ and then set off for a cinema in the Fulham Road. Or maybe down to Leicester Square. She thought you were wonderful, talked about you as if you were family.”

Mona Dresser blinked several times, made a covert swipe at her nose with a lace handkerchief taken from her sleeve, and cleared her throat. “It’s very nice of you to tell me that. Back then, yes, that was my heyday. The war and all.” Her eyes looked off towards the portrait of the black-cloaked figure. “My late husband was killed in the war. Dear old Clive.” The handkerchief made its surreptitious appearance again. Then she said, brusquely, “Well, here we’re both being nostalgic, and I know you’ve come about that Fulham Palace business. I expect you want to talk to Linda. And then there’s the coat.” She sighed.

“Yes to all three of those, Ms. Dresser.” Jury smiled.

“Mona. After all, your mother thought of me as family.”

The smile she flashed at him told Jury right then and there why his mum and most of England had been besotted with Mona Dresser. She might be old and almost homely, but a lot of younger actors would have killed for such a smile. It tugged at you and reeled you in.

“I can’t tell you any more than I did that Fulham policeman—what was his name?”

“Detective Inspector Chilten.”

“What a bossy man. He acted as if he were the real owner of that coat to the point I wouldn’t have been surprised if he’d come in wearing it. I can’t tell you any more.”

“No, but tell me again. Something, some detail, might have gone missing; things almost always do.”

“I gave it to my stepdaughter, Olivia. How it got from Olivia onto the back of a stranger, I’m sorry, but I’ve no idea. Have you talked to them, the Fabricants? They live not very far from here in Chelsea. But Olivia’s not one of them.” Mona had picked up a sheet of pleated paper, her homemade fan, Jury supposed, as he watched her fluttering it. “She’s my husband’s daughter by his first wife. Clive’s daughter.” She sighed, saying his name. “I wonder if your mother ever saw us together.”

“You mean your husband was an actor?”

She laughed. “Oh, my God, I’m glad Clive didn’t hear you say that! Definitely an actor. Quite brilliant, far better than I ever was. We did several plays together. It’s how I met him, you see. We did quite a bit of Restoration comedy together. She Stoops to Conquer was our favorite. We were wonderful; we were Squire Hardcastle and Mrs. Hardcastle. We toured: Paris, Vienna. We even went to Russia, to Stalingrad. No, it was Volgograd by then. Krushchev renaming things, you know.” She picked up the ball of yarn that the ginger cat had been mauling. “Really, Horace.”

Horace gave her one of those slow-blinking looks that cats do when they want you to feel the full thrust of their indifference. The cat then leapt up on the couch to have a wash.

“But going back to the coat. I should think,” Mona went on, continuing to advise Jury, “you’d be checking into other things. What about her other clothes? Ostensibly, she was wearing something under the coat? Or was she naked? There would be labels, perhaps laundry marks, things like that. It was easy enough to trace the coat, apparently. It had my initials in it: M.D. I was cast in several thrillers—you know, police, detectives, hugger-mugger, and all that.”

Horace made a grab for the yarn and she swatted his head with it. He slid from the couch and made a dignified exit to the rear.

Mona sighed heavily, put her hand on her slanted bosom, said, “Or do you expect the answer to come up and bite you on the nose? I mean, with all of the equipment you people have, all of this sophisticated forensics machinery and all of your experts, it’s hard to believe you can’t even come up with the poor woman’s name. Fibers, DNA, fingerprints . . . ” Mona shook her head, as if police incompetence were entirely too much for her.

Jury was about to make a reply when there came a thunderous crash from the dark innards of the house. A crash, remnants of sound, a silence.

Mona hove herself partway off the sofa, then sat back down, heavily. “Oh, why bother investigating? It happens all the time.” Jury rose as if to investigate himself, and she added, “But I expect, you being a detective, it’s in your blood. Well, go on, go on.” She flipped her hand at him a few times. “In there’s the dining room, and the kitchen’s just beyond.” She called to Jury’s retreating back as he went through the door, “Why don’t you put the kettle on, while you’re out there?”

What had caused the racket in the dining room was clear: a wooden screen, quite elaborately carved and painted in a complicated oriental fashion, had fallen over. There was also a mahogany table overturned. The table, however, had not fallen by accident but had been placed so, for behind its top were lined up every doll and figurine imaginable, from big to Lilliputian. The tiny ones might have been kidnapped from one of those little Christmas dioramas: carolers, tiny skaters on a mirror pond, kids on sleds. The table was apparently serving as a protective screen for this assortment of possible refugees; whoever had done this might have attempted to move the screen so that it served a similar purpose. War, no doubt. A Lego set was messed about on the floor and a bridge partly constructed between the table and the bottom rung of a chair over which (he imagined) the refugees would flood. Jury returned the screen to its vertical position but left the table until he received further orders from the front.

The kitchen, by contrast, was neat as a pin. It was large and light, the house’s western side being in a better position to catch the afternoon sunlight. There was a big garden out there, too. A bit wild, but Jury liked such gardens. He picked up an electric kettle, filled it, returned it to its base, and flicked it on. Then he went back to the living room, where Mona Dresser had found her cigarettes and lit one. At times, Jury thought the whole world smoked. He told Mona what his investigation of the dining room had turned up.
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