
[image: cover]



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: title]



To my son, Kent


Je serais bien l’enfant abandonné sur la
jetée partie à la haute mer, le petit valet
suivant l’allée dont le front touche le ciel.

ARTHUR RIMBAUD
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Prologue





It was a rainy day in Camden Passage, umbrellas tenting the smaller antiques dealers who had set up their folding tables in the square, opened their trunks and cases and arranged bits and bobs of what was real or what was fake.

Jury and the beautiful second-floor tenant who lived in his terraced Islington house were searching for a gift for their mutual friend who occupied the basement flat.

“How much for these ones?” asked Carole-anne, holding out a pair of turquoise combs stuck about with bits of blue glass and scalloped on the edges.

The flogger in the fake lizard jacket had a smile to match. “Two quid to you, love.”

It was worth two quid, thought Jury, just for a deco at Carole-anne Palutski, standing there with her red-gold hair under a pink umbrella.

“Fifty p’s more like it,” she said, holding out the coin.

“Them’s real sapphire stones,” said the dealer, reknotting his purple polka-dot tie, shoving it up to his prominent Adam’s apple. Then, with a leer, “Just like your eyes, gorgeous.”

“My eyes ain’t glass,” she said, still holding out her final offer.

Jury drew back the hand that held the money and removed the bright combs from the other. He himself was inspecting a pair of jet combs that would look handsome in Mrs. Wassermann’s hair, once it was returned to its original style.

“Well, Super, but it’s just to cheer Mrs. W. up a bit. Awful down in the mouth she is about her hair. Always fiddling pins into it.”

“Her down-in-the-mouthness, love, is because she’s been scrunched to death by Sassoon in one of your ideas of a Wassermann ‘do.’ ” Jury held out the ebony combs. “How much?”

“Three quid, those ones. Pure jet.”

“Don’t be daft. Seventy-five p.” Once again she held out the money.

As the lizard haggled, Jury looked around the enclosed square, almost automatically checking for a runner named Gladd who was a presence in the Passage. He’d been done twice for handling, and Jury was fairly certain whatever he’d brought today hadn’t been purchased from dealers elsewhere. He also ran an eye over the crowd for Jimmy the Dip, one of his favorite minor villains. His glance came to rest on a woman in a white mackintosh on the other side of the square made by the arrangement of tables. She was studying either herself or the mirror of a small bureau-top dressing case. Very attractive, even in the damp coat and scarf. She had no umbrella.

“. . . and don’t try and fiddle him,” Carole-anne said, leaning toward Jury. “He’s a policeman.”

“One pound-fifty and that’s my final offer.”

“A quid, then,” said Carole-anne, for whom final offers were her provenance alone.

From the flogger came a mixture of grumbled acquiescence and lascivious looks at Carole-anne’s jade green sweater that the first set of combs would have matched nicely, Jury hadn’t failed to notice.

He also hadn’t failed to notice that the lady in the white mac had moved on to a display of a delicate satin and lace negligee and had just cut a glance away from Jury as he looked at her again. Indeed, she seemed to be hiding a blush by putting her face very close to it. He smiled slightly. Buy it. It was dark gold, more gold than her brown-gold hair, but a material that would have enhanced both her hair and her eyes.

As the dealer was wrapping the black combs in tissue and trying to date up Carole-anne, who merely twirled her pink umbrella, unmindful of the tweeds and eyes she managed to catch within its rib-ends, Jury noticed, at the end of the table, what looked like a coronet. Oh, Lord, don’t let her see that!

The Lord met Jury on their usual terms and the next thing he knew Carole-anne was pulling at his sleeve. “Wouldya look there, Super? A crown.” And how could she help but touch that hair of hers, clearly a crown’s proper home.

“Forget it, Carole-anne.”

Which of course, she didn’t. She thrust the baleful black comb package into Jury’s hands and went for the coronet.

Even before she could put the question, the flogger of Crowns and Grails said, “That’ll cost you ten quid, beautiful. Look at them jewels.”

“I looked. Four quid.” She was turning the small coronet round and round.

“Carole-anne, for God’s sake, you don’t need a coronet. You look too queenly already.”

“I’ll second that one, mate,” said the dealer.

Carole-anne glared at him. “Superintendent, to the likes of you.”

To the likes of others besides lizardy cut-rate dealers, Jury hoped.

He had spotted Jimmy, who had nonchalantly bumped into a middle-aged woman who had thrust the antique bracelet she had just purchased into her bag (why would women push their bags out of sight behind their backs while looking at merchandise?).

The sly-smiling dealer said, “Look, that coronet belonged to an Austrian princess. Descendent of one of the czars—”

“Any particular one?” asked Jury, noticing the lady in the white mac smile. She seemed clearly to be delighting in the haggling.

The dealer pretended Jury wasn’t there. “Seven quid and we’re square,” he said to Carole-anne.

“Five and we’re crooked,” she replied and pulled a five-pound note from her little purse.

Miss Palutski was not born to sue, but to command. The headgear was in place.

Jury noticed the attractive woman smiling again, cutting him another glance. Now she was holding up a yellow-stoned necklace, topaz also, like the material, holding it to the neck of the mackintosh and looking in a mirror. Buy that, too. It sparked her eyes, even in the gloom of Camden Passage.

Said Carole-anne, as the beleaguered flogger looked about for a wrapping for the crown, “It’ll just suit my new costume.”

“What costume? The Queen of Soho?” Jury had moved to the next table and was inspecting the supposedly “antique” scrimshaw and ivory elephant tusks too new to be anything but illegally imported. From this collection of poacher’s spoilage he divided his glances between Jimmy, the runner Gladd, and the lady in the white mac.

“Well, I’m tired of that Arabian thing. Anyway, Super, I’ve got to get to the Starrdust.” She hitched up her shoulder bag. “There’s a lady in a white mac over there been giving you the eye. About as much your type as SB-slash-H. Ta.”

No one, as far as Carole-anne was concerned, was or would ever be Jury’s type. Carole-anne had turned all sorts of “types” away from the Islington first-floor flat, the rental of which was in her hands; she had convinced the building’s owner she was doing him such a favor by “showing” it that he had even agreed to knock a few quid off her rent. Jury was not one to weep tears for a London landlord, but this one could wait until hell froze over before someone “suitable” came along.

He shook his head and watched the men part for Carole-anne, their own dripping black umbrellas synchronizing to cover her bright pink one. It was like watching something from an old musical routine.

 • • • 

Jury wasn’t about to nick Jimmy, who seemed to be apologizing to the middle-aged woman for bumping into her. Hell, it wasn’t Jury’s job and they were almost pals, Jimmy being a font of information about villains that did more than just work the Passage.

At least that was the way he put it to himself as the woman in white was getting closer to him, moving from table to table. And from “The Lady in the White Mac” was an easy step to The Woman in White, except that Wilkie Collins’s heroine had suddenly and mysteriously appeared in front of a carriage out in the middle of a dark and forlorn country road. And had as mysteriously disappeared.

It was pretty hard to square rainy, umbrella-laden Camden Passage with a ghostly figure on a foggy road.

They were now closing in on the same table and the same opportunity to examine, hold up to the tepid light, and make a casual remark about whatever-it-might-be’s authenticity.

But the remarks had turned out to be even more banal: the weather, and neither of them with an umbrella. She had laughed and asked him if he’d never been to the Lake District. That was rain and fog. They had moved off together then as if by mutual consent, and it was she, rather than he, who had suggested a drink “before the pubs close.”

Jury had smiled. “You’re not from London, then? Some pubs here are open all day now since the licensing laws changed.”

“Oh, I’d forgot. What a shame, really; it somehow makes a drink less appealing if you can get one anytime.” She paused and looked up at him. “It’s the end of something.”

Jury smiled. “I hope not.”

 • • • 

The King’s Head pub was never bright on the best of days; this afternoon it seemed as damp and pallid as the pavement outside. The ceiling fixtures cast bands of yellowish light across the polished bar like streetlamps in the mist; the colored panes of the leaded-glass window by their table were tracked with rain.

Even the lank hair of the unhappy-looking girl who gave the wet-ringed table a swipe before transferring their drinks from her damp tray to the table looked rained on. “Rotter, innit?”

As the waitress walked away, Jane Holdsworth smiled. “She should live up North if she’s put off by this drizzle.” She ran her hands through her hair, damp and curling at the ends where the scarf had missed covering it.

“Which part are you from?” asked Jury, raising his pint of bitter in a toast to their meeting.

“I? I’m not, at least not any longer. I have relations there, though. A sister of my own and a few in-laws. I was married. I’m not, now. He’s dead.”

“I’m sorry.”

She merely nodded. “The relations are all on my former husband’s side. Except for my one sister. They live near Wast Water—one of the lakes—in one of those old manorial houses the rich threw up in the last century after the poets and painters decided that mountain scenery was worth painting and writing about. I still visit. I have a son and it seems only fair to let his grandparents see him now and then.” She laughed.

But the hard expression in the eyes that regarded him over the rim of her glass suggested she didn’t much care for the visits. “I have a small house in the Lewisham Road. It’s near Blackheath. The unfashionable side of the Thames, according to my relations.” Her expression softened. “That’s all there is to me; what about you?”

“I doubt that’s all there is. But me, I live here. In Islington, I mean.”

“Ah! Very gentrified and fashionable.”

“Not my digs; it’s a terraced house. But only the ground-floor flat of one.” He signaled the waitress, who gave him a pathetic little look. Couldn’t he see how rushed she was? All this custom? This rotten weather?

“I loved the coronet. That actressy girl could have haggled him out of his whole tableful of wares.” She leaned her chin on her hands. “Beauty drives a hard bargain.”

“Then you should have got that gown for very little yourself.” He looked at the brown paper bag. She would take it as a compliment, but he wasn’t sure it was entirely one. It surprised him that he was annoyed by her comment about Carole-anne.

Jane picked the bag from the table, set it down again and laughed. “How did you know about the gown?” She was rummaging in the outsized paper bag as happily as a child searching for a promised gift. The topaz satin strap was resting over her finger.

“Ooh!” The weary waitress had just come up behind Jane. “ ’D’ja get that at market? You’ll look a right treat in that. Two more, then?” She picked up the glasses. “If only the bloody rain’d stop.”

Hastily, Jane had bunched up the paper bag and was gathering up her coat. “No, thanks. I really must be getting back.”

“Suit yerself.” Almost as if the remark had wounded her, she walked away.

“In this rain? And south of the Thames?” But she had already risen and so did he to help her on with the white raincoat that she couldn’t seem to get her arms into.

“I don’t care much for pubs. It’s more comfortable at home. Even in Lewisham.” Instead of looking at him, she started buttoning up the coat, shoving the top button in the wrong buttonhole.

Jury sighed and took her hands away. “It’ll hang all lopsided.” He rebuttoned the top ones.

She was tying on the scarf. “In weather like this, what is there to do but go home and read a book?”

“Can’t imagine.” Jury straightened her collar and they walked toward the door.

 • • • 

He closed the door of his flat and took longer than necessary to help her out of her coat, hoping it would give her a bit of time to examine the room and settle on something to say.

She settled on its neatness, which made him laugh. “Carole-anne takes it upon herself every once in a while to play char.” He looked at the tiled hearth. “I only have an electric bar in the fireplace, but your coat will probably dry out by the time you leave.”

“It’s pretty wet.” She looked at him quite openly.

He had been about to say something suiting the occasion—Perhaps you’ll have to stay longer, then. . . . How about the rest of your clothes? . . . Borrow a dressing gown of mine. . . . Shall I put the kettle on . . . ? To delay the inevitable, however pleasurable; to increase the sexual tension; to put them at their ease. The variations on the theme were endless. He smiled slightly, looking at his old stereo, thinking there was always music, but thinking Kiss of Death (Carole-anne’s favorite) might not be quite the ticket. She was always finding new groups—here was What the Cat Dragged In. And here was her favorite: Julio and Willie and all the girls they’d ever loved. He thought about those girls and their vulnerability and how chauvinistic that song was. Revolving doors full of women . . .

He felt Jane’s hand on his arm. Her cough was light and she said, “What are you thinking of?”

“Nothing.” He smiled.

“It was a long silence for a nothing.” Her own smile was unconvincing. She was nervous.

“Well, then, I was thinking of all the girls I ever loved before.”

Jane didn’t seem to know where to look as her eyes roved the featureless (to him) room and she asked, “Have there been that many?”

He put his hands very lightly on her shoulders. “Practically none. It’s the name of a song—my upstairs neighbor’s favorite. But I’m sure the men don’t send her out their doors. She leaves them when she wants to.”

There was a silence as she seemed to be studying his shirtfront. “It sounds awfully final, though.”

Jury smiled. “Oh, she can always go back whenever she wants.”

“Lucky girl.”

He pulled her closer but not so close that their bodies touched. “I can’t promise an endless succession of afternoons, since this is the first one I haven’t been working in God knows how long.” He smiled. “But I might be able to do evenings.”

It happened so suddenly it amazed him, how quickly she put her arms round his neck and how tightly she held on, their bodies more than touching, melting. His voice was very low when he said, “Should I put the kettle on?”

 • • • 

His bed faced the window and through it, above the little park, he watched a flight of swallows rise; with the sun behind them they drifted up like burning leaves darkening, coiling. Suddenly, he rose up on both elbows, disturbing the drape of her arm. The swallows lifted, circled and then the dark V of them vanished. For some reason, he thought of a funeral pyre; he thought of Aeneas.

“ ‘Vestigia flammae,’ ” Jury said, without thinking.

She caught a laugh behind her mouth. “Oh, dear. Not Latin. Not Latin, too, after everything.”

Her little laugh had struck the wrong note; not her fault, he told himself, but he felt absurd.

Jostled slightly from her comfortably dissolute position, she looked up at him. “Did I say the wrong thing? What’s the matter?”

In answer, he merely lay back, pulled her back again. But the note had been struck and it was false; a note that could become a false chord. When her face turned and burrowed into his neck, he felt himself mean for not speaking. “It’s what the Queen of Carthage said when she first saw Aeneas. ‘I recognize the vestiges of an old flame.’ ”

He tried to shake it off, the sense of the wrong note, the feeling of foreboding. But the window was a blank square of white, the sunlight gone, and the park deserted.




Part I
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Our Old Flame






1


Feeling like Lambert Strether, Melrose Plant looked up over the edge of The Ambassadors, bought especially for the occasion, and toward the Adriatic.

Beside him, Trueblood snapped shut his own book and sighed. “What a yummy novel!”

Melrose squinted his eyes nearly shut. “That’s the first time I’ve heard Death in Venice called ‘yummy.’ Wait until you get to the end, where Aschenbach is dying in his deck chair.” He looked at the colorfully striped beach cabanas. No deck chairs.

“I have, old trout. Oh, I admit the plague part isn’t much fun, but then comes that beautiful young man standing by the sea. All of that eloquent sunlit description.”

“Take off that tangerine scarf. It completely spoils the effect,” said Melrose. They were both dressed in white—Armani white. Thank the Lord the designer did white, since Trueblood had said he’d wear white over Melrose’s dead body.

Fortunately, at the time of this whining argument, they’d been in the Calle dei Fabbri, behind San Marco. Suddenly Trueblood had stopped dead, causing a head-on collision between four old women, black-shawled, who babbled insults in Italian.

The Giorgio Armani shop. Trueblood gazed into its windows until Melrose felt like getting a prayer-rug. This holy icon had kept Trueblood buzzing round for well over an hour and Melrose saw the loose off-white silk and wool suit as Trueblood was taking out his traveler’s checks. It was the only way to get Trueblood into white.

 • • • 

“And roll down your cuffs. You look like you’re at Wimbledon.” First, the tangerine scarf; now Melrose saw a jade-colored handkerchief blossoming out of the jacket’s pocket. “And for the Lord’s sake, get rid of that handkerchief. You’re ruining the consumptive effect.”

“I don’t see why,” said Trueblood, stuffing the jade silk down into the pocket, “the Giappinos never become ill. Why does it always have to be our side of the family?”

Over the years of Vivian’s engagement, these Italians, whom they had never met, had had so many stories woven around them, they had almost become Long Piddleton’s second family.

“We aren’t ill; we never were,” Melrose reminded him.

 • • • 

Trueblood insisted on sitting behind Melrose when they boarded the vaporetto.

Coming upon it across the water this way, Melrose thought that the city which floated there in the distance might actually have been—as the travel books said—the most beautiful city in the world. It was as if all the angels in heaven had fallen asleep at once and Venice were their collective dream.

“And don’t forget to cough,” he called back to Trueblood as the vaporetto lurched and sprays of water hit him in the face.

“Cough? Why should I cough?” Trueblood yelled back over the roar of engines, slapping water, foreign tongues and dialectic babble.

The boat was jammed with Europeans (largely Eastern by the look of them) overflowing from Rome. It was surprisingly touristy for March.

“Because of the pneumonia, for God’s sake! You’re only just recovering!” Couldn’t the man remember anything?

Marshall called back: “That’s you, old sweat. You’re the pneumonia one. I’m the one got hit by the lorry—”

Imprecations lost on the wind.

“Oh. Sorry.” Melrose felt abashed, but quickly forgave himself as he saw a rainbow wasting its palette of pale violets and pinks across a city that needed no further embellishment.

 • • • 

The trouble was, of course, that ever since Vivian Rivington had left Victoria Station that morning in January, Melrose Plant and Marshall Trueblood had been sitting around in Northampshire, either at the Jack and Hammer over Old Peculier; at Ardry End, family seat of the Earls of Caverness, over port; or at Trueblood’s Antiques over Queen Anne and Lalique.

Hatching plots. Hatching plots to delay the wedding of Vivian Rivington to Count Dracula. Since Vivian herself had managed to drag out her engagement to Franco Giappino for—how many years? three? four?—Plant and Trueblood had been sure a little help from Northants would not come amiss.

Vivian was a sentimental woman. She would not go through her wedding ceremony without her old friends from Long Piddleton gathered about her.

The alleged lorry accident to Marshall Trueblood had delayed the wedding for a good five weeks. Marshall had been in traction for four of them, and was still hobbling about on a cane. (He had grown stubborn, however, and refused to hobble in Venice.)

The complete physical examination Melrose had decided to have (after ten or more years of avoiding his doctor) turned up one shadowy lung (that was Melrose’s rather poetic description of it) that the Harley Street doctor was not awfully worried about just so long as Lord Ardry had complete bedrest for several weeks. Which had taken care of the month of February.

No, no, no, no, Vivian! It’s not necessary for you to come back to England. Honestly . . .

God help them if she had.

The third debacle that Plant and Trueblood had discussed was an accident to Lady Agatha Ardry. If necessary, she could break her jaw in one of the auto accidents she was always having. And had to have it wired shut, Melrose had added.

The two of them had discarded that because it might speed up, rather than delay, the marriage.

Vivian was not a stupid woman; indeed Melrose wondered if she hadn’t been suspecting something even at the beginning with the lorry accident. Trueblood, unfortunately, embroidered his tales as he did his clothes and a few unlikely threads had been woven in.

Thus, a little help from Scotland Yard (they decided) would not come amiss either.

But they weren’t getting it from Richard Jury.

No, he would not make up some bloody cock-and-bull story about an ax-murderer slipping through a police cordon at Heathrow and hopping a plane to Venice. . . .

“Why would I need to? You two just made it up yourselves,” Jury had yelled at them over the phone.

This had occurred three weeks before:

A conference call from Trueblood’s Antiques in Long Piddleton. Marshall had every British Telecom convenience known to man and God—conference-calling, call waiting, call forwarding (“call-pretending,” Jury had offered) and the two of them had been sitting in the shop, punching buttons to New Scotland Yard.

 • • • 

“Don’t you care?” Trueblood had whined to Jury. “Don’t you care if she becomes one of his brides and wanders round Venice in a white nightgown looking for victims?”

“Oh, shut up,” said Jury. “Look, this is Vivian’s life, not yours, although I’d never know it to hear you two talk.”

 • • • 

“We’re trying to save her from herself; or from some idiotic notion that just because she’s been, well, going back and forth between Italy and England for all this time she’s somehow obliged to marry the man.”

“Up to her, isn’t it?”

Plant thought there was an uncharacteristic edge to Jury’s voice.

Jury went on: “And what about Ellen Taylor? Thought you were off to the States. New Yawk. Or Baltimore.”

“I am. As soon as Vivian’s out of danger.”

“ ‘Out of danger.’ God. Why don’t you wake up?”

Trueblood lit a green Sobranie and stuck his feet up on one of his priceless fauteils as Melrose frowned. “Wake up to what?”

No reply. “Richard? Are you there?”

“Unfortunately, yes.”

“Good. Now, listen. You’re the only one who can stop her. For you, she’d come back.” For some reason, he hadn’t liked saying that. “Don’t you remember that morning at Victoria?”

Pause down the line. “Yes.”

“Remember how ravishing she looked? That creamy dress, that browny red hair—”

“Yes. And don’t you remember when we all first met. Ten years ago that was. Long Piddleton. She was almost married then, too.”

“Well, good Lord, that’s no compar—”

“You think she wanted to marry him?”

Melrose stared up at Trueblood’s ceiling. Cobweb garlands held by plaster angels. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

A long pause, long sigh from the London end. “No, you’re so blind you probably don’t. Seen Polly Praed lately?”

“What the hell’s she got to do with it?”

“I don’t know.”

“We’re talking about you.”

A chair creaked back in London. “And?”

“Well, you must have been thinking something when the Orient Express pulled out of Victoria.”

Another long pause.

“ ‘Agnosco veteris vestigia flammae,’ ” said Jury before he hung up.

2

The Gritti Palace, although certainly a handsome hotel, was not as large or resplendent as Melrose had pictured it. The bar was empty but for one elderly lady whose powder was too white and cheeks too pink. She reminded Melrose of Mrs. Withersby, given the way she slugged back her Sambuca and tapped her glass on the table to get the bartender’s attention. Between drinks she would stare out at the Grand Canal. A gray fringe of hair stuck out from under a brown hat with a molting bird ornament on the band.

Probably a millionaire. Or a countess. Or both. Melrose thought if he and Trueblood sat there long enough for their hair to turn white and their teeth to fall out, everyone with any claim to fame would go strolling by.

Trueblood, usually fastidious to a fault, was stuffing nuts in his mouth. He did not give the impression of someone who’d just escaped from the Grim Reaper in an automobile accident.

Between mouthfuls he explored various possibilities: “Good Lord, old sweat, we’ve got to decide on which story. I still favor the one about her being burgled—Vivian must have at least a million quid’s worth of antiques in there.”

Melrose shook his head. “Too big a job for us and we’d have to do it at night. People would talk. And, anyway, supposing we got her home, how would we get the stuff back?”

“I see what you mean. Well, then, what’s wrong with Ruthven going mad and having to be put away? Vivian’s always liked Ruthven.”

“She’d send her abject apologies, but I doubt she’d put off the wedding. It’s not the same as you or I going mad. And we can’t pretend anything more is the matter with us. And Ruthven couldn’t do it, anyway, even if he wanted to.”

“Then what about making her think that Venice is a dangerous place to be?” Trueblood chewed another handful of nuts, his eyes bright. “Remember that business about the crazy dwarf? We might be able to convince her he or she’s loose, running round stabbing people.”

Melrose shook his head. “No, no, no, no! If a dwarf was doing that, it’d be in all the papers: ‘Killer Dwarf On Loose.’ Anyway, that was supposed to be Jury’s idea—” Melrose stopped. “I’ve got it!”

“Here she comes!”

The Venetian Vivian stood before them looking gorgeous as she always did under the Italian influence: beautiful and awfully fashionable, her clingy, tiny-pleated dress seeming to have a mind of its own. Melrose preferred the good wool skirts and cardigans she always wore at home.

She embraced each of them, gave each a kiss, and sat down.

Said Trueblood, “You took my advice and bought Utrillo! The lines are wonderful.”

“No, I took my own and bought a Dickens and Jones. On sale.”

A look of loathing passed over Marshall Trueblood’s face.

“Both of you are pale. Marshall has hardly any color at all.” She frowned.

“We’re much better, really,” said Melrose.

“Much.”

“You both also look guilty.” Vivian leaned across the table, eyes narrowed.

“Let’s get you a drink, Viv-viv.” He caught the waiter before he attended to the elderly lady.

“If you’ve come all this way to see me, I’m certainly flattered. The wedding was put back another two weeks. A gin and orange, please,” she said to the hovering waiter.

“Well, if you must know,” said Melrose, “there’s something about Richard Jury.” Pause. “He’s getting married.”

Trueblood stuffed a few more nuts in his mouth as he nodded and nodded his head.

“Richard?” Vivian’s eyes opened wide. She had a stricken look on her face as if the killer dwarf had just got her in the back. She opened her mouth and shut it at least three times before she could bring herself to utter a strangled “to whom?”

“Her name is . . . I can’t remember. Can you?”

Trueblood feigned an effort at remembrance and shrugged. “You don’t know her.”

“Well, have you met her, then?”

“Oh, yes,” said Melrose. He turned to Trueblood.

“Good-looking, wouldn’t you say?” Trueblood took another handful of nuts.

Vivian looked at the drink the waiter had set before her as if it were hemlock. “He might have told me,” she said in a woebegone tone.

Melrose essayed the sadness and said, “He wants you to be there.”

She looked up in surprise. “When’s this wedding to be?”

“A week.”

“Two weeks.”

Melrose and Trueblood answered together. Trueblood quickly corrected himself. “That’s it. In two weeks time.”

“But that’s when Franco and I are—”

“Well, Franco wouldn’t mind waiting just a tad longer. He’s been so patient all of these years. Must be a very understanding chap.” Melrose smiled brilliantly.

Vivian looked morose. “What does this wonderwoman look like?”

“Auburn hair, hazel eyes and heart-shaped face.” He had just described Vivian, for God’s sake.

“How did he meet her?”

Melrose thought. “At one of my parties.”

“You never give parties.” Her glance was scorching. Traitor, said Vivian’s eyes. “What does she do, anyway?”

As Vivian seemed to be oozing farther down in her chair, Marshall Trueblood said, “She’s a writer.”

“A writer!”

“Um-hmm. Writes sort of biographical fiction, as I remember.”

Melrose looked doubtfully at Marshall Trueblood. He might be putting too fine a point on things. After all, one might easily make a mistake on the color of a person’s hair. But one could hardly manufacture a book.

Vivian looked more and more flattened by this news. She picked up her gin and drank half the glass at once before she banged it back on the table, bouncing the nuts. “I expect she’s famous?”

Just as Trueblood opened his mouth to embellish, Melrose said, “No, no, absolutely not. You’d never have heard of her. As a matter of fact, I’m not sure she’s a writer anymore, is she?” He kicked Trueblood under the table.

“Definitely not.” Trueblood snickered. “Just one of those nine-day-wonder sorts of things. Think she might actually be on welfare.”

“She sounds,” said Vivian, “just the ticket. Attractive, brainy and bookish. And in need of help. The perfect woman for Richard Jury.” Her tone hovered between sarcasm and despair.

Trueblood was now taking his own line. “She likes Rimbaud. Or is it Verlaine?”

Melrose gave him a black look as Vivian sat up straight in her chair. “Perfect. When she isn’t sitting home darning socks she can visit you and talk about the French Romantics. Get another drink!”

Trueblood limped off to the bar.

“See, he’s still favoring that right leg.” But Vivian didn’t seem to care if it had been amputated at the knee.

She said nothing until Trueblood put her drink before her and (having had time to embellish the tale) said, “To tell the truth, Vivian, about this woman’s being ‘just the ticket’ as you put it, well, we’re not all that sure.”

“So what?” Vivian snapped. “You’re not marrying her.”

“The point is, we’ve been gently suggesting to him that she really isn’t the right one for him.” Trueblood did not meet Melrose’s eyes.

“You’ve just got through describing the right one.”

Marshall Trueblood extracted a pink Sobranie from his cigarette case, lit it and sat back. Melrose was stepping on his foot. “This won’t go any farther, will it, Viv? We both of us would be in the soup.” He put his hand on Melrose’s arm.

What in hell was he doing? Vivian wasn’t that naïve. On the other hand, when it came to Richard Jury, she’d probably believe stars had fallen in a fountain. At least, Trueblood had exacted a promise not to tell . . . tell what? Melrose was as curious as Vivian, now.

“The kiddies . . .” Both Vivian and Melrose were hanging on Trueblood’s every word.

“To marry a woman with three—or is it four?—children, two still in babies’ school—doesn’t seem realistic. And the teenage son . . .” Trueblood studied the nut bowl. “Did a newsagent’s, nearly landed in the nick.”

Vivian flushed and then went white. “Is he crazy? He spends his life chasing crime. Does he have to marry it?”

“We’ve tried to persuade him, but . . .” A sad little shrug said Trueblood too was at a loss.

Melrose gave his shin a kick. Good Lord, after all the stories they’d made up about the Giappino family, how could she be credulous enough to believe this twaddle?

Apparently she was. “It’s that savior complex of his. For a detective he certainly gets messed up in other people’s troubles!”

“The point is, we were hoping you might be able to dissuade him. You know how fond he is of you.”

“No, I don’t.” She made wet rings with her glass on the table.

An uncomfortable, confused silence descended on the group, with Vivian doing what she could to keep busy—opening her bag, snapping it shut, taking another drink, going for what nuts were left in the dish. Then she said, her voice tight, “All I can say is he must be besotted with her if he’d take on three or four children. All he needs is a teenager selling crack.”

Melrose and Trueblood laughed. “The whole situation is beyond us. I can’t think of anything worse than our superintendent’s back bent under the weight—”

Melrose kicked him again.

“So he wasn’t intending to come to my wedding?” The skin puckered between her eyes and she pulled at a thread from her Dickens and Jones dress. Melrose watched the hem of the sleeve unravel.

Trueblood said, “Oh, I’m sure he was. With the family, of course.”

Melrose hid his eyes with his hand. The original pitch had merely been to get her back to Northants. Now Trueblood seemed to be breaking up a union between Jury and his intended—Oh, Lord, he was beginning to believe it himself!

Vivian didn’t know where to look—at them? at the sleeve? at the ceiling? “I’ve got to go. Franco’s waiting for me.”

“It’s been wonderful seeing you. You look radiant. Franco must be very good to you.” Trueblood smiled.

That would really throw her off guard, thought Melrose. Not once had they referred to coffins, Transylvania, sharpened stakes or mirrors.

“Oh. Yes, yes he is.” She looked puzzled by this new twist on the count. She rose.

“We’re at the hotel on the Lido if you should change your mind,” said Melrose, looking downcast.

“ ‘Change’ it? I haven’t even made it up yet.”

“All the better.” He held Vivian’s hand in both of his. Watching them go would probably be more than she could bear.

They all left the Gritti Palace together. She looked pale and terribly confused. “When are you going back?”

“In a few days. Not sure, really.”

“It was nice of you to come. And tell me what happens. You know.”

As they walked off in different directions, Trueblood said, “That was quite brilliant.”

Said Melrose, sourly, “The only problem is that he’s not getting married.”

“Oh, that. By the time Vivian arrives, Jury, the woman, the tots and the drugger will all have broken it off.”
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The boy in the tree had his high-powered Zeiss binoculars trained on a scene unfolding less than an eighth of a mile away from the Severn School grounds.

On another strap slung over his shoulder was a portable telephone.

The boy had climbed this tree on the school grounds many times, sailing above the high stone wall. He might have exulted in the feeling of elation that comes from such a perspective. He might have been moved to write a poem about what he saw.

He might have; but he wasn’t. The boy in the tree was interested only in the perspective the tree allowed him of the race-course out there and of the ’chasers pounding round it at this very moment. The second Rogue’s Gallery hit the finish line at three-to-five odds, he spoke into the telephone.

“Number ten, Dusty Answer, thirty-to-one.”

“Got it, lad,” said his elderly companion, sitting in a bunged-up Land Rover outside the gates of Severn School. He hit four digits on his car phone and repeated the name of the horse, the number of the race, and the modest bet of twenty nicker to the person at the other end.

The turf accountant sighed. “Have to time you, guv’nor, you know that.”

“Right,” said the man in the car, who then redialed to the boy in the tree. “He’s timing it. But I think we’re wearing him down.”

The boy in the tree was sure of it. Over the last two months, their bets on long shots ranged anywhere from two to two hundred quid. They never won. That was the point.

The boy thought, felt with the confidence, if not the prescience of teenage boys that today they’d hit it.

“Favorite, next race?” the boy asked the man in the car.

He sat behind the wheel with the racing form. The boy had one too, but he was too taken up with the binoculars to give it a thorough study.

“Splendid Spring, looks like. Odds three-to-four . . . um, um, um. Several long shots, which one do you like? Shall we take one that’ll make me look a little less like a total fool?”

“Yes. A little less.”

“Right. How about a ten-to-one named Cannibal Isle?”

The boy had raised the binoculars again, and was watching the horses get into post position. “Where do they get these names? Okay.”

“Will he ever fall for it, d’ya think, lad? We been at it now for weeks.”

“Greed. He thinks you’re a fool that doesn’t know horses; he’s sick of hearing from you—hold on.”

The boy wished only he could hear it as well as see it. He had to use his imagination to hear the drumming of the hooves, the whish over hedges, the pulsing of the crowd, the wails, the screams—the victory. There! Not Splendid Spring but the third favorite, Gal O’Mine, won. “Gal O’Mine,” he said into his hand-held phone.

Again, his companion in the car hit the same digits, got the accountant. “Cannibal Isle in the fifth. Fifty quid.”

“Jesus . . . isn’t that like a twenty-to-one? . . .” A huge sigh. No skin off the turf accountant’s nose. “I’ll have to time it again.”

“All right by me.” To the boy in the tree he said, “Skip the sixth. Give him time.”

“Uh-huh.”

They waited.

The bookmaker called, said to the man in the car, “No. Both races already started.” The phone slammed down. Don’t waste my time.

The man in the car called the boy in the tree. “Surprise. We past-posted again. Listen: in the eighth there’s a horse I like. Really like. Give it a go? Nothing to lose.”

The boy thought about it. “Is it favored?”

“With me it is.” He checked the form. “Second favorite, no, third. Odds are good—three-to-one. It’s your horse, lad. Fortune’s Son.” He laughed.

“I like it.” The boy smiled through the tracery of narrow limbs already coming into leaf. March had been warm. He picked off a leaf, looked at it, shoved it in his pocket. “All right. Let’s do five hundred. No, a little more. Seven. To win. That’s real money.”

“If he takes it.”

“And if you’re right.” The boy laughed. He took out a cigarette, fired up a match, and sat there on the cool branch-bench, letting the next race go by. Then he snapped up his binoculars, watched the horses readying at the post for the eighth. He slewed the Zeiss along the line to number eight. She was on the outside. Still. Eighth horse in the eighth race. And he loved the silks, gold and blue. Fortune’s Son.

They broke away and for a minute and a quarter the boy held his breath as he watched them leap hedges and ditches as if he’d actually put seven hundred quid on the line.

Fortune’s Son came in first. “Call,” the boy yelled into his phone.

His friend in the car hit the digits.

The boy in the tree waited, binoculars still on the jockey’s silks, the smashing bay horse looking as if he knew he’d won. He bet they did, the horses. He bet they knew.

The phone crackled. He held it to his ear.

A chuckle. “Laddie, the damned fool fell for it. Couldn’t resist that seven hundred. That’s twenty-one-hundred quid!” He let out a gleeful yell.

“Go collect. And meet me here tomorrow. Say, during games. Three o’clock. And don’t scarper.” The boy laughed.

“Not a chance, lad, not a chance.”

 • • • 

He shoved the phone in the belt at his back where his school jacket would cover it with hardly a bulge. The binoculars he didn’t have to worry about. He was also studying bird migration.

He came down the tree most of the way before he dropped with a thud. Looking up as he brushed off his trousers, he saw his science master.

“Sir,” he said calmly and confidently.

“Hullo!”

The boy held up the new green leaf. “If you look close, you’ll see the striations are different.”

The master squinted. “I don’t, really. But apparently you do. Interesting theory.”

“Thank you, sir. I’m finished now. I need to write up my findings.”

“I’ll be interested to read them.”

“Sir.” He watched the science master walk off, hands clasped behind his back, musing. Nice man. Bit dim, but nice.

He looked at the leaf, tossed it aside.

One leaf looked just like any other to him.

2

The boy sat at a round table in one of the rear rooms at the Rose and Crown. There were six of them playing straight poker. Ned Rice was one.

The other four were taking it as a lark that this lad apparently thought himself a first-rate player. He wasn’t bad; he wasn’t good. During the eight months he’d been playing regularly (except for school holidays) he’d won maybe a dozen pots, all small.

He was brash; he liked to brag about the visits he’d made to the States, always to Las Vegas (which he called “Vegas”), where he had a rich uncle who was a “high roller” in some club there called the Mirage.

And he played with U.S. dollars, never sterling.

Now, that had made them really wonder.

Allan Blythe, a National Health doctor who took private patients on the side and shoved the money in a drawer, had asked him why the bloody hell he didn’t take the currency to the bank and exchange it for pounds sterling.

“Because the local banks here don’t do currency. I’m supposed to go up to London just to exchange money? Don’t make me laugh. I’m giving you a better rate of exchange than a bank, anyway.”

The first time he’d come round with his dollars and Ned Rice, the other four had nearly laughed themselves sick. Frankie Fletcher knew a small-time counterfeiter and wouldn’t let the kid play until he’d checked out a sampling of the bills. Frankie took the bills in his own winnings once or twice every month to his mate. They always checked out; they were real.

By now, the others were used to him. They got a kick out of having a public school boy at the table who’d come into town with the others once a week to go to the cinema. Only, this kid never saw the film. Since he wasn’t a serious contender, since he didn’t cheat (they’d watched him very closely) they began to treat him as a kind of mascot, this swaggering kid with his rich uncle in Vegas and his flashy Americanisms.

One thing they noticed: he always folded if the pot was small, saying he didn’t play for “chicken feed.” Frankie Fletcher snorted at that one. “More like you didn’t learn nothin’ from that uncle.”

“He could wipe the floor with you,” said the boy, heatedly.

“Now, now, no offense, kid.” Frankie leaned over as the boy made change, stuck in a twenty-dollar bill, drew out two five-pound notes and some American dollars. Then he raised Frankie a fiver.

Allan Blythe (the biggest tightwad at the table) kept track of the dollar-to-pound ratio, making sure the boy was giving them his promised better-than-bank rate. Allan Blythe even checked the currency fluctuations to make sure they were getting their five percent higher.

Frankie won that hand with only a pair of tens. “What the hell’re you bettin’ on, kid?” he laughed.

For another hour they played—no high rollers here, Ned Rice laughed—and he made change again, at the same time calling. He put in a twenty, drew out some sterling and some American.

He lost again.

At ten o’clock the film was always over. The boy stood up, shoved his money in his pocket, either a meager win or a meager loss, and left, after smiling at Ned Rice.

 • • • 

This particular night was the night after the big win on Fortune’s Son. It was fine with him that he was walking out of the side door of the Rose and Crown tonight with forty quid more than he’d walked in with, even though he hadn’t won a pot. To that uncle in Vegas, sixty, sixty-five dollars would have been no more than cigar money. But he didn’t have an uncle in Vegas. The boy grinned. Forty quid was nothing to sneeze at.

He turned up his blazer collar and went whistling down the alley between the pub and the cinema. Very convenient that was.

With his hands shoved in his pockets, he was practicing his soccer, kicking a heavy wad of paper along the cobbles and onto the pavement by the cinema.

He kicked it onto someone’s shoe.

The boy looked up into the thick, trifocaled glasses of his maths master staring down at him with eyes hard as rocks and arms folded. “So.”

“Oh bloody hell,” the boy muttered.
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When Jury walked into his office and said good morning, Wiggins was concentrating on the row of medications lined up on his dispensary/desk. He responded with a bemused nod, his mind busy either trying to decide on what to take, or what ailment he was taking it for.

To Jury he said, “You seem almost hearty, sir. You’ve been that way for two weeks.” His tone was accusing. “Heartiness” was not on the superintendent’s rota. Then he made a display of looking at his watch. “It’s only half-seven. You’re not a morning person, sir.”

“I’m not?” Jury started in immediately tidying up his desk, testimony to the refurbishing of his temperament. “Am I usually in a bad mood, Wiggins?”

Wiggins thought this over. “Not ‘bad’ exactly. Melancholy, sometimes.” The sergeant pulled out his bottom drawer, the one that housed his collection of old herbal remedies for everything from bursitis to boils to broken hearts. “What I think is, you’ve not been getting enough sleep.”

“That,” said Jury, with a deadpan look at his sergeant, “is the most accurate diagnosis you’ve ever made.”

 • • • 

He had gotten, indeed, practically none for some days, at the same time he felt as rested as Rip Van Winkle.

When he went to Lewisham, which he had done every night for nearly two weeks, and Jane opened the door, they would embrace so quickly he’d kick the door shut with his foot. It made them laugh, realizing they couldn’t keep their hands off each other. They were like survivors of a shipwreck who, once saved, could look back over the cold sea of their lives and wonder how they had managed to make shore.

And when he wasn’t with her, he still felt a contentment that made him invulnerable. It was as if she’d dressed him in invisible armor.

He knew from past experience he should not plunge headlong into a love affair. He should stand back, take the longer view, judge whether the land was truly safe, meet her, at least for a while, on other terms. But he could think of no other terms; he couldn’t imagine their carefully stepping round one another, assessing the risks.

On his second visit to the Lewisham house, most of this had been going through his mind. They separated only when she said that their dinner was burning. It was, but they were so reluctant to let go, the chicken turned black, the salad limp, the white wine warm.

When they finally broke the embrace, it wasn’t to sit down to dinner, anyway.

 • • • 

“Do you know,” Jury had said, lying in bed, “I’ve been coming here every night for nearly two weeks and I couldn’t tell you what your living room looks like. I have vague notions about the kitchen, since we’ve eaten there, or at least I think we must have eaten something in the last two weeks, but if you put a gun to my head, I couldn’t give a clear description of anything but the bedroom. What a rotten detective I make.”

She laughed and reached across his chest for three little vials of medicine. There was a carafe of water on the end table on her side. “You know the only way to cure this myopic vision is take the time for a house tour.”

“What a waste of time. What are those pills for?”

She held them up each in turn and said, “This one is for dropsy; this one is for the vapors; this one for bubonic plague.”

Jury made a grab for her hand.

 • • • 

Two nights ago he’d said, “Let’s be practical: I could move in. Or you could move to Islington.”

“Somehow, I don’t think Miss Centerfold would appreciate that.”

It irritated him, these slighting references to Carole-anne. “Her name’s Carole-anne, not ‘Miss Centerfold’!”

“Sorry.” She’d turned away.

Jury turned her back. “It’s just that she’s a good friend and has had a fairly rotten life.” Jury didn’t actually know this to be true; he had to infer which of Carole-anne’s stories were contrivances, which not. “And if it hadn’t been for her, we’d never have met.”

Jane smiled. “How very true. Speaking of meeting—you have to meet my son.”

“Good Lord!” Jury pulled a pillow over his head. “I’m going to have to pass the scrutiny of a teenager!”

“He’s not your standard teenager.” She laughed.

 • • • 

As Jury chucked a pile of papers into the waste bin, Wiggins said, “You’d ought to be careful; you never know but there might be something the guv’nor’s routed to you.”

Jury squeezed his eyes shut. “Wiggins, if I hear you call Racer that one more time, I’ll take away your atomizer. There! All shipshape and so forth.”

Wiggins gave Jury’s desk a baleful glance. “You won’t know where anything is, now, sir.” He pinched something out of a small tin and put it up his nose.

“I didn’t know where anything was before.” Jury looked at Wiggins and looked again. “What are you doing with tobacco up your nose?”

“It’s not tobacco, it’s rue.”

“Rue. Well, that explains it.”

“It’s very good for bronchitis; Mrs. Wassermann told me to try it. She’s quite an expert about herbal medicines—”

“Mrs. Wassermann? If you say so.” The only thing Mrs. Wassermann ever prescribed for Jury was a hot broth that tasted vile. Perhaps it was full of rue.

When the telephone rang, Wiggins came to attention and grabbed the receiver. “Wiggins, here.” He relaxed. “Oh, it’s you . . . what? . . . but he’s got to be around somewhere.”

Even from this distance, Jury could hear the wire throb from hysterics. “What’s wrong?” he mouthed to Wiggins.

“Yes, yes, yes! We’ll be there in a tic.” He hung up. “Fiona can’t find Cyril.”

Jury was out of his chair. “Let’s go. But I’m not walking through the halls of the Yard with somebody who’s got rue up his nose.”

 • • • 

Fiona, a towel pinned to hold back her hair, was tossing things about, looking in the waste bin, opening drawers. “He’s gone, I shoulda known what was happening.”

Wiggins handed her the holy icon—his handkerchief—with which she wiped away the tears.

“He’s probably just sleeping somewhere.”

Fiona wiped the back of her hand across her cheek and sniffled. “He could be now he’s had his tuna. He gets awful sluggish. . . .” More tears fell.

“You know the way he likes to make himself invisible. Remember when he managed to get on the window-washer’s scaffold that time? And all of those daredevil stunts like squeezing himself out on the ledge and mashing his face against the window with Racer looking every damn place he thought Cyril could be—”

All of this remembering only brought a fresh onslaught of tears from Fiona.

Jury himself felt his throat tighten up, whereupon he turned and went into Racer’s office to check up: he looked into the umbrella stand—an urn that Cyril was fond of as long as the umbrellas weren’t wet; he bent over and opened the drinks cabinet; and he pulled out Racer’s desk chair. Cyril was a master of hiding in plain sight.

Fiona was calling to him impatiently: “Don’t you think I’ve already looked in there?” Back in the outer office Fiona was snuffling and talking to Wiggins. “. . . when he brought in that box, something was wrong. But he’s always carrying things around. So somehow, the Super got Cyril into it!”

“Okay: assuming he took Cyril, where would he take him?” He was really talking to himself, but Fiona wailed an answer.

“Dropped him in Blackheath and the poor cat don’t know where he is!”

Wiggins tried to soothe Fiona by bringing up a film he’d seen years ago: “Incredible Journey that was about a cat and two dogs that somehow got lost when the family was moving and traveled a hundred miles, Fiona, and found their family.”

“But they all wanted those ones back.” She blew into the handkerchief.

Again Jury said, “Where would Racer have taken a cat?” He was scanning the yellow pages. He found what he wanted in the telephone book, tore the page out and then in three pieces across, gave one to Wiggins, and one to Fiona. “Let’s start calling.”

“RSPCA? Animal shelters, sir?” He frowned. “Superintendent Racer doesn’t strike me as the man who would see to it an animal was taken care of. He’s much more the shove-’em-in-a-sack, toss-’em-in-the-Thames—” Wiggins stopped midsentence when Fiona wailed again.

“Stop talking and start calling. I’ll use Racer’s phone.”

They were all talking at the same time and saying almost the very same things.

“. . . copper coat and he’s very agile.”

“. . . kind of orangey. With white paws. Brought in probably this morning . . .”

“. . . beautiful cat, intelligent . . . probably last night? No? All right, then, thanks.” Wiggins rang off.
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