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THE PEMBROKES
MALCOLM PEMBROKE

	HIS WIVES
	1 Vivien

		2 Joyce

		3 Alicia

		4 Coochie

		5 Moira

	VIVIEN’S CHILDREN
	1 Donald, married to Helen

		2 Lucy, married to Edwin

		3 Thomas, married to Berenice

	JOYCE’S CHILD
	1 Ian, unmarried

	ALICIA’S CHILDREN
	1 Gervase, married to Ursula

		2 Ferdinand, married to Debs

		3 Serena, unmarried

	COOCHIE’S CHILDREN
	1 Robin

		2 Peter, dead









One
I intensely disliked my father’s fifth wife, but not to the point of murder.
I, the fruit of his second ill-considered gallop up the aisle, had gone dutifully to the next two of his subsequent nuptials, the changes of ‘mother’ punctuating my life at six and fourteen.
At thirty however I’d revolted: wild horses couldn’t have dragged me to witness his wedding to the sharp-eyed honey-tongued Moira, his fifth choice. Moira had been the subject of the bitterest quarrel my father and I ever had and the direct cause of a non-speaking wilderness which had lasted three years.
After Moira was murdered, the police came bristling with suspicion to my door, and it was by the merest fluke that I could prove I’d been geographically elsewhere when her grasping little soul had left her carefully tended body. I didn’t go to her funeral, but I wasn’t alone in that. My father didn’t go either.
A month after her death he telephoned me, and it was so long since I’d heard his voice that it seemed that of a stranger.
‘Ian?’
‘Yes,’ I said.
‘Malcolm.’
‘Hello,’ I said.
‘Are you doing anything?’
‘Reading the price of gold.’
‘No, dammit,’ he said testily. ‘In general, are you busy?’
‘In general,’ I said, ‘fairly.’
The newspaper lay on my lap, an empty wine glass at my elbow. It was late evening, after eleven, growing cold. I had that day quit my job and put on idleness like a comfortable coat.
He sighed down the line. ‘I suppose you know about Moira?’
‘Front page news,’ I agreed. ‘The price of gold is on… er… page thirty-two.’
‘If you want me to apologise,’ he said, ‘I’m not going to.’
His image stood sharp and clear in my mind: a stocky, grey-haired man with bright blue eyes and a fizzing vitality that flowed from him in sparks of static electricity in cold weather. He was to my mind stubborn, opinionated, rash and often stupid. He was also financially canny, intuitive, quick-brained and courageous, and hadn’t been nicknamed Midas for nothing.
‘Are you still there?’ he demanded.
‘Yes.’
‘Well… I need your help.’
He said it as if it were an everyday requirement, but I couldn’t remember his asking anyone for help ever before, certainly not me.
‘Er…’ I said uncertainly. ‘What sort of help?’
‘I’ll tell you when you get here.’
‘Where is “here”?’
‘Newmarket,’ he said. ‘Come to the sales tomorrow afternoon.’
There was a note in his voice which couldn’t be called entreaty but was far from a direct order, and I was accustomed only to orders.
‘All right,’ I said slowly.
‘Good.’
He disconnected immediately, letting me ask no questions: and I thought of the last time I’d seen him, when I’d tried to dissuade him from marrying Moira, describing her progressively, in face of his implacable purpose, as a bad misjudgement on his part and as a skilful, untruthful manipulator and, finally, as a rapacious bloodsucking tramp. He’d knocked me down to the floor with one fast, dreadful blow, which he’d been quite capable of at sixty-five, three years ago. Striding furiously away, he’d left me lying dazed on my carpet and had afterwards behaved as if I no longer existed, packing into boxes everything I’d left in my old room in his house and sending them by public carrier to my flat.
Time had proved me right about Moira, but the unforgivable words had remained unforgiven to her death and, it had seemed, beyond. On this October evening, though, perhaps they were provisionally on ice.
I, Ian Pembroke, the fifth of my father’s nine children, had from the mists of infancy loved him blindly through thunderous years of domestic in-fighting which had left me permanently impervious to fortissimo voices and slammed doors. In a totally confused chaotic upbringing, I’d spent scattered unhappy periods with my bitter mother but had mostly been passed from wife to wife in my father’s house as part of the furniture and fittings, treated by him throughout with the same random but genuine affection he gave to his dogs.
Only with the advent of Coochie, his fourth wife, had there been peace, but by the time she took over I was fourteen and world-weary, cynically expecting a resumption of hostilities within a year of the honeymoon.
Coochie, however, had been different. Coochie of all of them had been my only real mother, the only one who’d given me a sense of worth and identity, who’d listened and encouraged and offered good advice. Coochie produced twin boys, my half-brothers Robin and Peter, and it had seemed that at last Malcolm Pembroke had achieved a friendly family unit, albeit a sort of sunny clearing surrounded by jungle thickets of ex-wives and discontented siblings.
I grew up and left home but went back often, feeling never excluded. Coochie would have seen Malcolm into a happy old age but, when she was forty and the twins eleven, a hit-and-run driver swerved her car off the road and downhill onto rocks. Coochie and Peter had been killed outright. Robin, the elder twin, suffered brain damage. I had been away. Malcolm was in his office: a policeman went to him to tell him, and he let me know soon after. I’d learned the meaning of grief on that drizzly afternoon, and still mourned them all, their loss irreparable.
On the October evening of Malcolm’s telephone call, I glanced at them as usual as I went to bed, their three bright faces grinning out from a silver frame on my chest of drawers. Robin lived — just — in serene twilight in a nursing home. I went to see him now and again. He no longer looked like the boy in the photograph, but was five years older, growing tall, empty-eyed.
I wondered what Malcolm could possibly want. He was rich enough to buy anything he ne eded, maybe - only maybe - excluding the whole of Fort Knox. I couldn’t think of anything I could do for him that he couldn’t get from anyone else.
Newmarket, I thought. The sales.
Newmarket was all very well for me because I’d been working as an assistant to a racehorse trainer. But Newmarket for Malcolm? Malcolm never gambled on horses, only on gold. Malcolm had made several immense consecutive fortunes from buying and selling the hard yellow stuff, and had years ago reacted to my stated choice of occupation by saying merely, ‘Horses? Racing? Good Lord! Well, if that’s what you want, my boy, off you go. But don’t expect me to know the first thing about anything.’ And as far as I knew, he was still as ignorant of the subject as he’d been all along.
Malcolm and Newmarket bloodstock sales simply didn’t mix. Not the Malcolm I’d known, anyway.
I drove the next day to the isolated Suffolk town whose major industry was the sport of kings, and among the scattered purposeful crowd found my father standing bareheaded in the area outside the sale-ring building, eyes intently focused on a catalogue.
He looked just the same. Brushed grey hair, smooth brown vicuna knee-length overcoat, charcoal business suit, silk tie, polished black shoes; confidently bringing his City presence into the casual sophistication of the country.
It was a golden day, crisp and clear, the sky a cold cloudless blue. I walked across to him in my own brand of working clothes: cavalry twill trousers, checked wool shirt, padded olive-green jacket, tweed cap. A surface contrast that went personality deep.
‘Good afternoon,’ I said neutrally.
He raised his eyes and gave me a stare as blue as the sky.
‘So you came.’
‘Well… yes.’
He nodded vaguely, looking me over. ‘You look older,’ he said.
‘Three years.’
‘Three years and a crooked nose.’ He observed it dispassionately. ‘I suppose you broke that falling off a horse?’
‘No… You broke it.’
‘Did I?’ He seemed only mildly surprised. ‘You deserved it.’
I didn’t answer. He shrugged. ‘Do you want some coffee?’
‘OK.’
We hadn’t touched each other, I thought. Not a hug, not a handshake, not a passing pat on the arm. Three years’ silence couldn’t easily be bridged.
He set off not in the direction of the regular refreshment room, but towards one of the private rooms set aside for the privileged. I followed in his footsteps, remembering wryly that it took him roughly two minutes any time to talk himself into the plushest recesses, wherever.
The Newmarket sales building was in the form of an amphitheatre, sloping banks of seats rising all round from the ground-level ring where each horse was led round while being auctioned. Underneath the seating and in a large adjacent building were rooms used as offices by auctioneers and bloodstock agents, and as entertainment rooms by commercial firms, such as Ebury Jewellers, Malcolm’s present willing hosts.
I was used only to the basic concrete boxes of the bloodstock agents’ offices. Ebury’s space was decorated in contrast as an expensive showroom, with well-lit glass display cases round three walls shining with silver and sparkling with baubles, everything locked away safely but temptingly visible. Down the centre of the room, on brown wall-to-wall carpeting, stood a long polished table surrounded with armed, leather-covered dining chairs. Before each chair was neatly laid a leather-edged blotter alongside a gold-tooled tub containing pens, suggesting that all any client needed to provide here was his cheque-book.
A smooth young gentleman welcomed Malcolm with enthusiastic tact and offered drinks and goodies from the well-stocked buffet table which filled most of the fourth wall. Lunch, it seemed, was an all-day affair. Malcolm and I took cups of coffee and sat at the table, I, at any rate, feeling awkward. Malcolm fiddled with his spoon. A large loud lady came in and began talking to the smooth young man about having one of her dogs modelled in silver. Malcolm raised his eyes to them briefly and then looked down again at his cup.
‘What sort of help?’ I said.
I suppose I expected him to say he wanted help in some way with horses, in view of the venue he’d chosen, but it seemed to be nothing as straightforward.
‘I want you beside me,’ he said.
I frowned, puzzled. ‘How do you mean?’
‘Beside me,’ he said. ‘All the time.’
‘I don’t understand.’
‘I don’t suppose you do,’ he said. He looked up at my face, i’m going to travel a bit. I want you with me.’
I made no fast reply and he said abruptly, explosively,‘Dammit, Ian, I’m not asking the world. A bit of your time, a bit of your attention, that’s all.’
‘Why now, and why me?’
‘You’re my son.’ He stopped fiddling with the spoon and dropped it onto the blotter where it left a round stain. He leaned back in his chair. ‘I trust you.’ He paused, “I need someone I can trust.’
‘Why?’
He didn’t tell me why. He said, ‘Can’t you get some time off from work? Have a holiday?’
I thought of the trainer I’d just left, whose daughter had made my job untenable because she wanted it for her fiancé. There was no immediate need for me to find another place, save for paying the rent. At thirty-three, I’d worked for three different trainers, and had lately come to feel I was growing too old to carry on as anyone’s assistant. The natural progression was towards becoming a trainer myself, a dicey course without money.
‘What are you thinking?” Malcolm asked.
‘Roughly whether you would lend me half a million quid.’
‘No,” he said.
I smiled. ‘That’s what I thought.’
‘I’ll pay your fares and your hotel bills.’
Across the room the loud lady was giving the smooth young man her address. A waitress had arrived and was busy unpacking fresh sandwiches and more alcohol onto the white-clothed table. I watched her idly for a few seconds, then looked back to Malcolm’s face, and surprised there an expression that could only be interpreted as anxiety.
I was unexpectedly moved. I’d never wanted to quarrel with him: I’d wanted him to see Moira as I did, as a calculating, sweet-talking honeypot who was after his money, and who had used the devastation of Coochie’s death to insinuate herself with him, turning up constantly with sympathy and offers to cook. Malcolm, deep in grief, had been helpless and grateful and seemed hardly to notice when she began threading her arm through his in company, and saying‘we’. I had for the whole three silent years wanted peace with my father, but I couldn’t bear to go to his house and see Moira smirking in Coochie’s place, even if he would have let me in through the door.
Now that Moira was dead, peace was maybe possible, and it seemed now as though he really wanted it also. I thought fleetingly that peace wasn’t his prime object, that peace was only a preliminary necessary for some other purpose, but all the same it was enough.
‘Yes,” I said,‘all right. I can take time off.’
His relief was visible. ‘Good! Good! Come along then, I may as well buy a horse.’ He stood up, full of sudden energy, waving his catalogue. ‘Which do you suggest?’
‘Why on earth do you want a horse?’
‘To race, of course.’
‘But you’ve never been interested …’
‘Everyone should have a hobby,” he said briskly, though he’d never had one in his life. ‘Mine is racing.’ And, as an afterthought, he added, ‘Henceforth,” and began to walk to the door.
The smooth young man detached himself from the dog lady and begged Malcolm to come back any time. Malcolm assured him he would, then wheeled round away from him again and marched across to one of the display cabinets.
‘While I was waiting for you, I bought a cup,’ he said to me over his shoulder. ‘Want to see? One rather like that.’ He pointed. ‘It’s being engraved.’
The cup in question was a highly-decorated and graceful elongated jug, eighteen inches tall and made undoubtedly of sterling silver.
‘What’s it for?” I asked.
‘I don’t know yet. Haven’t made up my mind.’
‘But… the engraving?’
‘Mm. The Coochie Pembroke Memorial Challenge Trophy. Rather good, don’t you think?’
‘Yes,’ I said.
He gave me a sidelong glance. ‘I thought you’d think so.’ He retraced his steps to the door.‘Right, then, a horse.’
Just like old times, I thought with half-forgotten pleasure. The sudden impulses which might or might not turn out to be thoroughly sensible, the intemperate enthusiasms needing instant gratification… and sometimes, afterwards, the abandoning of a debacle as if it didn’t exist. The Coochie Pembroke Memorial Challenge Trophy might achieve world-wide stature in competition or tarnish un-presented in an attic: with Malcolm it was always a toss-up.
I called him Malcolm, as all his children did, on his own instructions, and had grown up thinking it natural. Other boys might have Dad: I had my father, Malcolm.
Outside Ebury’s room, he said, ‘What’s the procedure, then? How do we set about it?’
‘Er …’ I said. ‘This is the first day of the Highflyer Sales.’
‘Well?’ he demanded as I paused. ‘Go on.’
I just thought you ought to know… the minimum opening bid today is twenty thousand guineas.’
It rocked him only slightly. ‘Opening bid? What do they sell them for?’
‘Anything from a hundred thousand up. You’ll be lucky today to get a top-class yearling for under a quarter of a million. This is generally the most expensive day of the year.’
He wasn’t noticeably deterred. He smiled. ‘Come on, then,’ he said. ‘Let’s go and start bidding.’
‘You need to look up the breeding first,’ I said. ‘And then look at the animals, to see if you like them, and then get the help and advice of an agent…’
‘Ian,’ he said with mock sorrow, ‘I don’t know anything about the breeding, I can just about tell if a thing’s got four legs, and I don’t trust agents. So let’s get on and bid.’
It sounded crazy to me, but it was his money. We went into the sale-ring itself where the auction was already in progress, and Malcolm asked me where the richest bidders could be found, the ones that really meant business.
‘In those banks of seats on the left of the auctioneers, or here, in the entrance, or just round there to the left…’
He looked and listened and then led the way up to a section of seats from where we could watch the places I’d pointed out. The amphitheatre was already more than three-quarters full, and would later at times be crammed, especially whenever a tip-top lot came next.
‘The very highest prices will probably be bid this evening,’ I said, half teasing him, but all he said was, ‘Perhaps we should wait, then.’
‘If you buy ten yearlings,’ I said,‘six might get to a racecourse, three might win a race and one might be pretty good. If you’re lucky.’
‘Cautious Ian.’
‘You,’ I said,‘are cautious with gold.’
He looked at me with half-shut eyes. ‘Not many people say that.’
‘You’re fast and flamboyant,’ I said,‘but you sit and wait for the moment.’
He merely grunted and began paying attention to the matter in hand, intently focusing not on the merchandise but on the bidders on the far side of the ring. The auctioneers in the box to our left were relaxed and polished, the one currently at the microphone elaborately unimpressed by the fortunes passing.‘Fifty thousand, thank you, sir; sixty thousand, seventy… eighty? Shall I say eighty? Eighty, thank you, sir. Against you, sir. Ninety? Ninety. One hundred thousand. Selling now. I’m selling now. Against you, sir? No? All done? All done?’ A pause for a sweep round to make sure no new bidder was frantically waving. ‘Done, then. Sold to Mr Siddons. One hundred thousand guineas. The next lot…’
‘Selling now,’ Malcolm said. ‘I suppose that means there was a reserve on it?’
I nodded.
‘So until the fellow says “selling now”, it’s safe to bid, knowing you won’t have to buy?’
‘Yours might be the bid that reaches the reserve.’
He nodded. ‘Russian roulette.’
We watched the sales for the rest of the afternoon, but he aimed no bullets at his own head. He asked who people were. ‘Who is that Mr Siddons? That’s the fourth horse he’s bought.’
‘He works for a bloodstock agency. He’s buying for other people.’
‘And that man in navy, scowling. Who’s he?’
‘Max Jones. He owns a lot of horses.’
‘Every time that old woman bids, he bids against her.’
‘It’s a well-known feud.’
He sniffed. ‘It must cost them fortunes.’ He looked around the amphitheatre at the constantly changing audience of breeders, trainers, owners and the simply interested. ‘Whose judgement would you trust most?’
I mentioned several trainers and the agents who might be acting on their behalf, and he told me to tell him when someone with good judgement was bidding, and to point them out. I did so many times, and he listened and passed no comment.
After a while, we went out for a break, an Ebury scotch, a sandwich and fresh air.
‘I suppose you know,’ Malcolm said casually, watching yearlings skittering past in the grasp of their handlers,‘that Moira and I were divorcing?’
‘Yes, I heard.’
‘And that she was demanding the house and half my possessions?’
‘Mm.’
‘And half my future earnings?’
‘Could she?’
‘She was going to fight for it.’
I refrained from saying that whoever had murdered Moira had done Malcolm a big favour, but I’d thought it several times.
I said instead, ‘Still no dues?’
‘No, nothing new.’
He spoke without regret. His disenchantment with Moira, according to his acid second wife, my own mother Joyce, had begun as soon as he’d stopped missing Coochie; and as Joyce was as percipient as she was catty, I believed it.
‘The police tried damned hard to prove I did it,’ Malcolm said.
‘Yes, so I heard.’
‘Who from? Who’s your grapevine?’
‘All of them,’ I said.
‘The three witches?’
I couldn’t help smiling. He meant his three living ex-wives, Vivien, Joyce and Alicia.
‘Yes, them. And all of the family.’
He shrugged.
‘They were all worried that you might have,’ I said.
‘And were you worried?’ he asked.
‘I was glad you weren’t arrested.’
He grunted noncommittally. ‘I suppose you do know that most of your brothers and sisters, not to mention the witches, told the police you hated Moira?’
‘They told me they’d told,’ I agreed. ‘But then, I did.’
‘Lot of stinkers I’ve fathered,’ he said gloomily.
Malcolm’s personal alibi for Moira’s death had been as unassailable as my own, as he’d been in Paris for the day when someone had pushed Moira’s retrousse little nose into a bag of potting compost and held it there until it was certain she would take no more geranium cuttings. I could have wished her a better death, but it had been quick, everyone said. The police still clung to the belief that Malcolm had arranged for an assassin, but even Joyce knew that that was nonsense. Malcolm was a creature of tempest and volatility, but he’d never been calculatingly cruel.
His lack of interest in the horses themselves didn’t extend to anything else at the sales: inside the sale-ring he had been particularly attentive to the flickering electronic board which lit up with the amount as each bid was made, and lit up not only in English currency but in dollars, yen, francs, lire and Irish punts at the current exchange rates. He’d always been fascinated by the workings of money, and had once far more than doubled a million pounds simply by banking it in the United States at two dollars forty cents to the pound, waiting five years, and bringing it back when the rate stood at one dollar twenty cents, which neatly gave him twice the capital he’d started with and the interest besides. He thought of the money market, after gold, as a sort of help-yourself cornucopia.
None of his children had inherited his instinct for timing and trends, a lack he couldn’t understand. He’d told me directly once or twice to buy this or sell that, and he’d been right, but I couldn’t make money the way he did without his guidance.
He considered that the best years of his talent had been wasted: all the years when, for political reasons, the free movement of capital had been restricted and when gold bullion couldn’t be bought by private Britons. Always large, Malcolm’s income, once the controls were lifted, went up like a hot air balloon, and it was at the beginning of that period, when he’d woken to the possibilities and bought his first crock of gold for sixty pounds an ounce to sell it presently for over a hundred, that he’d first been called Midas.
Since then, he’d ridden the yellow roller-coaster several times, unerringly buying when the price sank ever lower, selling as it soared, but before the bubble burst, always seeming to spot the wobbling moment when the market approached trough or peak.
Coochie had appeared wearing ever larger diamonds. The three witches, Vivien, Joyce and Alicia, each with a nice divorce settlement agreed in less sparkling days, unavailingly consulted their lawyers.
There was a second electronic board outside the sale-ring showing the state of the sale inside. Malcolm concentrated on the flickering figures until they began to shine more brightly in the fading daylight, but he still paid no close attention to the merchandise itself.
‘They all look very small,’ he said reprovingly, watching a narrow colt pass on its way from stable to sale-ring.
‘Well, they’re yearlings.’
‘One year old, literally?’
‘Eighteen months, twenty months: about that. They race next year, when they’re two.’
He nodded and decided to return to the scene of the action, and again found us seats opposite the big-money crowd. The amphitheatre had filled almost to capacity while we’d been outside, and soon, with every seat taken, people shoved close-packed into the entrance and the standing-room sections: the blood of Northern Dancer and Nijinsky and of Secretariat and Lyphard was on its regal way to the ring.
A hush fell in the building at the entrance of the first of the legend-bred youngsters, the breath-held expectant hush of the knowledgeable awaiting a battle among financial giants. A fat cheque on this sales evening could secure a Derby winner and found a dynasty, and it happened often enough to tempt belief each time that this… this… was the one.
The auctioneer cleared his throat and managed the introduction without a quiver. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, we now have Lot No 76, a bay colt by Nijinsky …’ He recited the magical breeding as if bored, and asked for an opening bid.
Malcolm sat quiet and watched while the numbers flew high on the Scoreboard, the price rising in jumps of fifty thousand; watched while the auctioneer scanned the bidding faces for the drop of an eyelid, the twitch of a head, the tiny acknowledgements of intent.
‘… against you, sir. No more, then? All done?’ The auctioneer’s eyebrows rose with his gavel, remained poised in elevation, came smoothly, conclusively down. ‘Sold for one million seven hundred thousand guineas to Mr Siddons …’
The crowd sighed, expelling collective breath like a single organism. Then came rustling of catalogues, movement, murmuring and rewound expectation.
Malcolm said, it’s a spectator sport.’
‘Addictive,’ I agreed.
He glanced at me sideways. ‘For one million… five million… there’s no guarantee the colt will ever race, isn’t that what you said? One could be throwing one’s cash down the drain?’
‘That’s right.’
It’s a perfectly blameless way of getting rid of a lot of money very fast, wouldn’t you say?’
‘Well …’ I said slowly,‘is that what you’re at?’
‘Do you disapprove?’
‘It’s your money. You made it. You spend it.’
He smiled almost secretively at his catalogue and said, ‘I can hear the “but” ‘in your voice.’
‘Mm. If you want to enjoy yourself, buy ten next-best horses instead of one super-colt, and get interested in them.’
‘And pay ten training fees instead of one?’
I nodded. ‘Ten would drain the exchequer nicely.’
He laughed in his throat and watched the next half-grown blue-blood reach three million guineas before Mr Siddons shook his head.‘… sold for three million and fifty thousand guineas to Mrs Terazzini…’
‘Who’s she?’ Malcolm asked.
‘She owns a world-wide bloodstock empire.’
He reflected. ‘Like Robert Sangster?’
‘Yep. Like him.’
He made a noise of understanding. ‘An industry.’
‘Yes.’
The following lot, a filly, fetched a more moderate sum, but the hush of expectancy returned for the next offering. Malcolm, keenly tuned by now to the atmosphere, watched the bidders as usual, not the nervous chestnut colt.
The upward impetus stopped at a fraction over two million and the auctioneer’s eyebrows and gavel rose. ‘All done?’
Malcolm raised his catalogue.
The movement caught the eye of the auctioneer, who paused with the gavel raised, using his eyebrows as a question, looking at Malcolm with surprise. Malcolm sat in what could be called the audience, not with the usual actors.
‘You want to bid, sir?’ asked the auctioneer.
‘And fifty,’ Malcolm said clearly, nodding.
There was a fluttering in the dovecot of auctioneers as head bent to head among themselves, consulting. All round the ring, necks stretched to see who had spoken, and down in the entrance-way the man who’d bid last before Malcolm shrugged, shook his head and turned his back to the auctioneer. His last increase had been for twenty thousand only: a last small raise over two million, which appeared to have been his intended limit.
The auctioneer himself seemed less than happy. ‘All done, then?’ he asked again, and with no further replies, said,‘Done then. Sold for two million and seventy thousand guineas to… er… the bidder opposite.’
The auctioneer consulted with his colleagues again and one of them left the box, carrying a clipboard. He hurried down and round the ring to join a minion on our side, both of them with their gaze fastened on Malcolm.
‘Those two auctioneers won’t let you out of their sight,’ I observed. ‘They suffered badly from a vanishing bidder not so long ago.’
‘They look as if they’re coming to arrest me,’ Malcolm said cheerfully; and both of the auctioneers indeed made their way right to his sides, handing him the clipboard and politely requiring him to sign their bill of sale, in triplicate and without delay. They retired to ground level but were still waiting for us with steely intent when, after three further sales had gone through as expected, we made our way down.
They invited Malcolm civilly to the quieter end of their large office, and we went. They computed what he owed and deferentially presented the total. Malcolm wrote them a cheque.
They politely suggested proof of identity and a reference. Malcolm gave them an American Express card and the telephone number of his bank manager. They took the cheque gingerly and said that although Mr… er… Pembroke should if he wished arrange insurance on his purchase at once, the colt would not be available for removal until… er… tomorrow.
Malcolm took no offence. He wouldn’t have let anyone he didn’t know drive off with a horsebox full of gold. He said tomorrow would be fine, and in high good spirits told me I could ferry him back to his Cambridge hotel, from where he’d come that morning in a taxi, and we would have dinner together.
After we’d called in at an insurance agent’s office and he’d signed some more papers and another cheque, we accordingly walked together to the car-park from where people were beginning to drift home. Night had fallen, but there were lights enough to see which car was which, and as we went I pointed out the row ahead where my wheels stood.
‘Where are you going to send your colt?’ I asked, walking.
‘Where would you say?’
‘I should think,’ I said… but I never finished the answer, or not at that actual moment.
A car coming towards us between two rows of parked cars suddenly emitted two headlight beams, blinding us; and at the same moment it seemed to accelerate fiercely, swerving straight towards Malcolm.
I leaped … flung myself… at my father, my flying weight spinning him off balance, carrying him off his feet, knocking him down. I fell on top of him, knowing that the pale speeding bulk of the car had caught me, but not sure to what extent. There was just a bang and a lot of lights curving like arcs, and a whirling view of gleams on metal, and a fast crunch into darkness.
We were on the ground then between two silent parked cars, our bodies heavy with shock and disorientation, in a sort of inertia.
After a moment, Malcolm began struggling to free himself from under my weight, and I rolled awkwardly onto my knees and thankfully thought of little but bruises. Malcolm pushed himself up until he was sitting with his back against a car’s wheel, collecting his wits but looking as shaken as I felt.
‘That car,’ he said eventually, between deep breaths,‘was aiming… to kill me.’
I nodded speechlessly. My trousers were torn, thigh grazed and bleeding.
‘You always had… quick reactions,’ he said. ‘So now… now you know… why I want you beside me… all the time.’







Two
It was the second time someone had tried to kill him, he said.
I was driving towards Cambridge a shade more slowly than usual, searching anxiously in the rear-view mirrors for satanically-minded followers but so far thankfully without success. My right leg was stiffening depressingly from the impact of twenty minutes ago, but I was in truth fairly used to that level of buffet through having ridden over the years in three or four hundred jump races, incurring consequent collisions with the ground.
Malcolm didn’t like driving for reasons Coochie had deftly diagnosed as impatience. Coochie hadn’t liked his driving either, for reasons (she said) of plain fear, and had taken over as family chauffeur. I too had been used to driving Malcolm from the day I gained my licence: I would need to have been delirious to ask him to take the wheel just because of some grazed skin.
The second time someone had tried to kill him …
‘When was the first time?’ I asked.
‘Last Friday.’
It was currently Tuesday evening.‘What happened?’ I said.
He took a while over answering. When he did there was more sadness in his voice than anger, and I listened to his tone behind the words and slowly understood his deepest fears.
‘One moment I was walking the dogs… well, I think I was, but that’s it, I don’t really remember.’ He paused, ‘I think I had a bang on the head… Anyway, the last thing I remember is calling the dogs and opening the kitchen door. I meant to take them through the garden to that field with the stream and the willows. I don’t know how far I went. I shouldn’t think far. Anyway, I woke up in Moira’s car in the garage… it’s still there… and it’s damn lucky I woke up at all… the engine was running …’ He stopped for a few moments.
‘It’s funny how the mind works. I knew absolutely at once that I had to switch off the engine. Extraordinary. Like a flash. I was in the back seat, sort of tumbled… toppled over… half lying. I got up and practically fell through between the front seats to reach the key in the ignition, and when the engine stopped I just lay there, you know, thinking that I was bloody uncomfortable but not having any more energy to move.’
‘Did anyone come?’ I said, when he paused.
‘No… I felt better after a while. I stumbled out of the car and was sick.’
‘Did you tell the police?’
‘Sure, I told them.’ His voice sounded weary at the recollection.‘It must have been about five when I set off with the dogs. Maybe seven by the time I called the police. I’d had a couple of stiff drinks by then and stopped shaking. They asked me why I hadn’t called them sooner. Bloody silly. And it was the same lot who came after Moira. They think I did it, you know. Had her killed.’
‘I know.’
‘Did the witches tell you that too?’
‘Joyce did. She said you couldn’t have. She said you might have… er…’ I baulked from repeating my mother’s actual words, which were ‘throttled the little bitch in a rage’, and substituted more moderately, ‘… been capable of killing her yourself, but not of paying someone else to do it.’
He made a satisfied noise but no comment, and I added, ‘That seems to be the family concensus.’
He sighed. ‘It’s not the police concensus. Far from it. I don’t think they believed anyone had tried to kill me. They made a lot of notes and took samples… I ask you… of my vomit, and dusted over Moira’s car for fingerprints, but it was obvious they were choked with doubts. I think they thought I’d been going to commit suicide and thought better of it… or else that I’d staged it in the hope people would believe I couldn’t have killed Moira if someone was trying to kill me …’ He shook his head.‘I’m sorry I told them at all, and that’s why we’re not reporting tonight’s attempt either.’
He had been adamant, in the sales car-park, that we shouldn’t.
‘What about the bump on your head?’ I asked.
‘I had a swelling above my ear. Very tender, but not very big. The word I heard the police use about that was “inconclusive”.’
‘And if you’d died …’ I said thoughtfully.
He nodded, ‘If I’d died, it would have wrapped things up nicely for them. Suicide. Remorse. Implicit admission of guilt.’
I drove carefully towards Cambridge, appalled and also angry. Moira’s death hadn’t touched me in the slightest, but the attacks on my father showed me I’d been wrong. Moira had had a right to live. There should have been rage, too, on her behalf.
‘What happened to the dogs?’ I said.
‘What? Oh, the dogs. They came back… they were whining at the kitchen door. I let them in while I was waiting for the police. They were muddy… heaven knows where they’d been. They were tired anyway. I fed them and they went straight to their baskets and went to sleep.’
‘Pity they couldn’t talk.’
‘What? Yes, I suppose so. Yes.’ He fell into silence, sighing occasionally as I thought over what he’d told me.
‘Who,’ I said eventually,‘knew you were going to Newmarket Sales?’
‘Who?’ He sounded surprised at the question, and then understood it. ‘I don’t know.’ He was puzzled, ‘I’ve no idea. I didn’t know myself until yesterday.’
‘Well, what have you been doing since the police left you last Friday night?’
‘Thinking.’ And the thoughts, it was clear, had been melancholic: the thoughts now saddening his voice.
‘Mm,‘ I said, ‘along the lines of why was Moira killed?’
‘Along those lines.’
I said it plainly.‘To stop her taking half your possessions?’
He said unwillingly,‘Yes.’
‘And the people who had a chief interest in stopping her were your likely heirs. Your children.’
He was silent.
I said,‘Also perhaps their husbands and wives, also perhaps even the witches.’
‘I don’t want to believe it,’ he said.‘How could I have put a murderer into the world.’
‘People do,’ I said.
‘Ian!’
The truth was that, apart from poor Robin, I didn’t know my half-brothers and half-sisters well enough to have any certainty about anyof them. I was usually on speaking terms with them all, but didn’t seek them out. There had been too much fighting, too many rows: Vivien’s children disliked Alicia’s, Alicia’s disliked them and me, Vivien hated Joyce and Joyce hated Alicia very bitterly indeed. Under Coochie’s reign, the whole lot had been banned from sleeping in the house, if not from single-day visits, with the result that a storm of collective resentment had been directed at me whom she had kept and treated as her own.
‘Apart from thinking,’ I said, ‘what have you been doing since Friday night?’
‘When the police had gone, I… I…’ he stopped.
‘The shakes came back?’ I suggested.
‘Yes. Do you understand that?’
‘I’d have been scared silly,’ I said.‘Stupid not to be. I’d have felt that whoever had tried to kill me was prowling about in the dark waiting for me to be alone so he could have another go.’
Malcolm audibly swallowed.‘I telephoned to the hire firm I use now and told them to send a car to fetch me. Do you know what panic feels like?’
‘Not that sort, I guess.’
‘I was sweating, and it was cold. I could feel my heart thumping… banging away at a terrible rate. It was awful. I packed some things… I couldn’t concentrate.’
He shifted in his seat as the outskirts of Cambridge came up in the headlights and began to give me directions to the hotel where he said he’d spent the previous four nights.
‘Does anyone know where you’re staying?’ I asked, turning corners.‘Have you seen any of your old chums?’
Malcolm knew Cambridge well, had been at university there and still had friends at high tables. It must have seemed to him a safe city to bolt to, but it was where I would have gone looking for him, if not much else failed.
‘Of course I have,’ he said in answer to my question, ‘I spent Sunday with the Rackersons, dined with old Digger in Trinity last night… it’s nonsense to think they could be involved.’
‘Yes,’ I agreed, pulling up outside his hotel.‘All the same, go and pack and check out of here, and we’ll go somewhere else.’
‘It’s not necessary,’ he protested.
‘You appointed me as minder, so I’m minding,’ I said.
He gave me a long look in the dim light inside the car. Thedoorman of the hotel stepped forward and opened the door beside me, an invitation to step out.
‘Come with me,’ my father said.
I was both astounded by his fear and thought it warranted. I asked the doorman where I should park, and turned at his suggestion through an arch into the hotel’s inner courtway. From there, through a back door and comfortable old-fashioned hallways, Malcolm and I went up one flight of red-carpeted stairs to a lengthy winding corridor. Several people we passed glanced down at my torn trouser-leg with the dried-blood scenery inside, but no one said anything: was it still British politeness, I wondered, or the new creed of not getting involved? Malcolm, it seemed, had forgotten the problem existed.
He brought his room key out of his pocket and, with it raised, said abruptly, ‘I suppose you didn’t tell anyone I would be at the sales.’
‘No, I didn’t.’
‘But you knew.’ He paused.‘Only you knew.’
He was staring at me with the blue eyes and I saw all the sudden fear-driven question marks rioting through his mind.
‘Go inside,’ I said.‘The corridor isn’t the place for this.’
He looked at the key, he looked wildly up and down the now empty corridor, poised, almost, to run.
I turned my back on him and walked purposefully away in the direction of the stairs.
‘Ian,’ he shouted.
I stopped and turned round.
‘Come back,’ he said.
I went back slowly.‘You said you trusted me,’ I said.
‘I haven’t seen you for three years… and I broke your nose …’
I took the key out of his hand and unlocked the door. I supposed I might have been suspicious of me if I’d been attacked twice in five days, considering I came into the high-probability category of son. I switched on the light and went forward into the room which was free from lurking murderers that time at least.
Malcolm followed, only tentatively reassured, closing the door slowly behind him. I drew the heavy striped curtains across the two windows and briefly surveyed the spacious but old-fashioned accommodation: reproduction antique furniture, twin beds, pair of armchairs, door to bathroom.
No murderer in the bathroom.
‘Ian …’ Malcolm said.
‘Did you bring any scotch?’ I asked. In the old days, he’d never travelled without it.
He waved a hand towards a chest of drawers where I found a half-full bottle nestling among a large number of socks. I fetched a glass from the bathroom and poured him enough to tranquillise an elephant.
‘For God’s sake …’ he said.
‘Sit down and drink it.’
‘You’re bloody arrogant.’
He did sit down, though, and tried not to let the glass clatter against his teeth from the shaking of his hand.
With much less force, I said, ‘If I’d wanted you dead, I’d have let that car hit you tonight. I’d have jumped the other way… out of trouble.’
He seemed to notice clearly for the first time that there had been any physical consequences to our escape.
‘Your leg,’ he said, ‘must be all right?’
‘Leg is. Trousers… can I borrow a pair of yours?’
He pointed to a cupboard where I found a second suit almost identical to the one he was wearing. I was three inches taller than he and a good deal thinner but, belted and slung round the hips, whole cloth was better than holey.
He silently watched me change and made no objection when I telephoned down to the reception desk and asked them to get his bill ready for his departure. He drank more of the scotch, but nowhere was he relaxed.
‘Shall I pack for you?’ I asked.
He nodded, and watched some more while I fetched his suitcase, opened it on one of the beds and began collecting his belongings. The things he’d brought spoke eloquently of his state of mind when he’d packed them: about ten pairs of socks but no other underwear, a dozen shirts, no pyjamas, two towelling bath-robes, no extra shoes. The clearly new electric razor in the bathroom still bore a stick-on price tag, but he had brought his antique gold-and-silver-backed brushes, all eight of them, including two clothes brushes. I put everything into the case, and closed it.
‘Ian,’ he said.
‘Mm?’
‘People can pay assassins… You could have decided not to go through with it tonight… at the last moment…’
‘It wasn’t tike that,’ I protested. Saving him had been utterly instinctive, without calculation or counting of risks: I’d been lucky to get off with a graze.
He said almost beseechingly, with difficulty, ‘It wasn’t you, was it, who had Moira… Or me, in the garage…? Say it wasn’t you.’
I didn’t know really how to convince him. He’d known me better, lived with me longer than with any of his other children, and if his trust was this fragile then there wasn’t much future between us.
‘I didn’t have Moira killed,’ I said, ‘If you believe it of me, you could believe it of yourself.’ I paused, ‘I don’t want you dead, I want you alive. I could never do you harm.’
It struck me that he really needed to hear me say I loved him, so although he might scoff at the actual words, and despite the conditioned inhibitions of my upbringing, I said, feeling that desperate situations needed desperate remedies, ‘You’re a great father… and… er… I love you.’
He blinked. Such a declaration pierced him, one could see. I’d probably overdone it, I thought, but his distrust had been a wound for me too.
I said much more lightly, ‘I swear on the Coochie Pembroke Memorial Challenge Trophy that I would never touch a hair on your head… nor Moira’s either, though I did indeed loathe her.’
I lifted the suitcase off the bed.
‘Do I go on with you or not?’ I said, ‘If you don’t trust me, I’m going home.’
He was looking at me searchingly, as if I were a stranger, which I suppose in some ways I was. He had never before, I guessed, had to think of me not as a son but as a man, as a person who had led a life separate from his, with a different outlook, different desires, different values. Sons grew from little boys into their own adult selves: fathers tended not to see the change clearly. Malcolm, I was certain, thought of me basically as still having the half-formed personality I’d had at fifteen.
‘You’re different,’ he said.
‘I am the same. Trust your instinct.’
Some of the tension at last slackened in his muscles. His instinct had been trust, an instinct strong enough to carry him to thetelephone after three silent years. He finished the scotch and stood up, filling his lungs with a deep breath as if making resolves.
‘Come with me, then,’ he said.
I nodded.
He went over to the chest of drawers and from the bottom drawer, which I hadn’t checked, produced a briefcase. I might have guessed it would be there somewhere: even in the direst panic, he wouldn’t have left behind the lists of his gold shares or his currency exchange calculator. He started with the briefcase to the door, leaving me to bring the suitcase, but on impulse I went over again to the telephone and asked for a taxi to be ready for us.
‘But your car’s here,’ Malcolm said.
‘Mm. I think I’ll leave it here, for now.’
‘But why?’
‘Because if I didn’t tell anyone you were going to Newmarket Sales, and nor did you, then it’s probable you were followed there, from… er… here. If you think about it… the car that tried to kill you was waiting in the sales car-park, but you didn’t have a car. You went there by taxi. Whoever drove at you must have seen you and me together, and known who I was, and guessed you might leave with me, so although I didn’t see anyone following us tonight from Newmarket, whoever-it-was probably knew we would come here, to this hotel, so… well… so they might be hanging about in the courtyard where we parked, where it’s nice and dark outside the back door, waiting to see if we come out again.’
‘My God!’
‘It’s possible,’ I said.‘So we’ll leave through the front with the doorman in attendance, don’t you think?’
‘If you say so,’ he said weakly.
‘From now on,’ I said, ‘we take every exaggerated precaution we can think of.’
‘Well, where are we going in this taxi?’
‘How about somewhere where we can rent a car?’
The taxi-driver, however, once we’d set off without incident from the hotel, bill paid, luggage loaded, doorman tipped, informed us doubtfully that nine o’clock on a Tuesday night wasn’t going to be easy. All the car-hire firms’ offices would be closed.
‘Chauffeur-driven car, then,’ Malcolm said.‘Fellows who do weddings, that sort of thing. Twenty quid in it for you if you fix it.’
Galvanised by this offer, the taxi-driver drove us down some backstreets, stopped outside an unpromising little terraced house and banged on the door. It opened, shining out a melon-slice of light, and gathered the taxi-driver inside.
‘We’re going to be mugged,’ Malcolm said.
The taxi-driver returned harmlessly, however, accompanied by a larger man buttoning the jacket of a chauffeur’s uniform and carrying a reassuring peaked cap.
‘The firm my brother-in-law works for does mostly weddings and funerals,’ the taxi-driver said.‘He wants to know where you want to go.’
‘London,’ I said.
London appeared to be no problem at all. The driver and his brother-in-law climbed into the front of the taxi which started off, went round a corner or two, and pulled up again outside a lock-up garage. We sat in the taxi as asked while the two drivers opened the garage, disclosing its contents. Which was how Malcolm and I proceeded to London in a very large highly-polished black Rolls-Royce, the moonlighting chauffeur separated from us discreetly by a glass partition.
‘Why did you go to the sales at all?’ I asked Malcolm. ‘I mean, why Newmarket? Why the sales?’
Malcolm frowned. ‘Because of Ebury’s, I suppose.’
‘The jewellers?’
‘Yes… well… I knew they were going to have a showroom there. They told me so last week when I went to see them about Coochie’s jewellery. I mean, I know them pretty well, I bought most of her things from there. I was admiring a silver horse they had, and they said they were exhibiting this week at Newmarket Sales. So then yesterday when I was wondering what would fetch you… where you would meet me… I remembered the sales were so close to Cambridge, and I decided on it not long before I rang you’
I pondered a bit. ‘How would you set about finding where someone was, if you wanted to, so to speak?’
To my surprise he had a ready answer. ‘Get the fellow I had for tailing Moira.’
‘Tailing…’
‘My lawyer said to do it. It might save me something, he said, if Moira was having a bit on the side, see what I mean?’
.‘I do indeed,’ I agreed dryly. ‘But I suppose she wasn’t?’
‘No such luck.’ He glanced at me. ‘What do you have in mind?’
‘Well… I just wondered if he could check where everyone in the family was last Friday and tonight.’
‘Everyone!’ Malcolm exclaimed. ‘It would take weeks.’
‘It would put your mind at rest.’
He shook his head gloomily. ‘You forget about assassins.’
‘Assassins aren’t so frightfully easy to find, not for ordinary people. How would you set about it, for instance, if you wanted someone killed? Put an ad in The Times?’
He didn’t seem to see such a problem as I did, but he agreed that‘the fellow who tailed Moira’ should be offered the job of checking the family.
We discussed where we should stay that night: in which hotel, in fact, as neither of us felt like returning home. Home, currently, to me, was a rather dull suburban flat in Epsom, not far from the stable I’d been working for. Home for Malcolm was still the house where I’d been raised, from which Moira had apparently driven him, but to which he had returned immediately after her death. ‘Home’ for all the family was that big house in Berkshire which had seen all five wives come and go: Malcolm himself had been brought up there, and I could scarcely imagine what he must have felt at the prospect of losing it.
‘What happened between you and Moira?’ I said.
‘None of your goddam business.’
We travelled ten miles in silence. Then he shifted, sighed, and said, ‘She wanted Coochie’s jewellery and I wouldn’t give it to her. She kept on and on about it, rabbit, rabbit. Annoyed me, do you see? And then … well . . .’ he shrugged, ‘she caught me out.’
‘With another woman?’ I said without surprise.
He nodded, unashamed. He’d never been monogamous and couldn’t understand why it should be expected. The terrible rows in my childhood had all been centred on his affairs: while he’d been married to Vivien and then to Joyce, he had maintained Alicia all the time as his mistress. Alicia bore him two children while he was married to Vivien and Joyce, and also one subsequently, when he’d made a fairly honest woman of her, at her insistence.
I liked to think he had been faithful finally to Coochie, but on the whole it was improbable, and I was never going to ask.
Malcolm favoured our staying at the Dorchester, but I persuaded him he was too well known there, and we settled finally on the Savoy.
‘A suite,’ Malcolm said at the reception desk. ‘Two bedrooms, two bathrooms and a sitting-room, and send up some Bollinger right away.’
I didn’t feel like drinking champagne, but Malcolm did. He also ordered scrambled eggs and smoked salmon for us both from room-service, with a bottle of Hine Antique brandy and a box of Havana cigars for comforts.
Idly I totted up the expenses of his day: one solid silver trophy, one two-million-guinea thoroughbred, insurance for same, Cambridge hotel bill, tip for the taxi-driver, chauffeured Rolls-Royce, jumbo suite at the Savoy with trimmings. I wondered how much he was really worth, and whether he intended to spend the lot.
We ate the food and drank the brandy still not totally in accord with each other. The three years’ division had been, it seemed, a chasm not as easy to cross as I’d thought. I felt that although I’d meant it when I said I loved him, it was probably the long memories of him that I really loved, not his physical presence here and now, and I could see that if I was going to stay close to him, as I’d promised, I would be learning him again and from a different viewpoint; that each of us, in fact, would newly get to know the other.
‘Any day now,’ Malcolm said, carefully dislodging ash from his cigar, ‘we’re going to Australia.’
I absorbed the news and said, ‘Are we?’
He nodded. ‘We’ll need visas. Where’s your passport?’
‘In my flat. Where’s yours?’
‘In the house.’
‘Then I’ll get them both tomorrow,’ I said, ‘and you stay here.’ I paused. ‘Are we going to Australia for any special reason?’
‘To look at gold mines,’ he said. ‘And kangaroos.’
After a short silence, I said, ‘We don’t just have to escape. We do have to find out who’s trying to kill you, in order to stop them succeeding.’
‘Escape is more attractive,’ he said. ‘How about a week in Singapore on the way?’
‘Anything you say. Only… I’m supposed to ride in a race at Sandown on Friday.’
‘I’ve never understood why you like it. All those cold wet days. All those falls.’
‘You get your rush from gold,’ I said.
‘Danger?’ His eyebrows rose. ‘Quiet, well-behaved, cautious Ian? Life is a bore without risk, is that it?’
‘It’s not so extraordinary,’ I said.
I’d ridden always as an amateur, unpaid, because something finally held me back from the total dedication needed for turning professional. Race riding was my deepest pleasure, but not my entire life, and in consequence I’d never developed the competitive drive necessary for climbing the pro ladder. I was happy with the rides I got, with the camaraderie of the changing-room, with the wide skies and the horses themselves, and yes, one had to admit it, with the risk.
‘Staying near me,’ Malcolm said, ‘as you’ve already found out, isn’t enormously safe.’
‘That’s why I’m staying,’ I said.
He stared. He said, ‘My God,’ and he laughed, ‘I thought I knew you. Seems I don’t.’
He finished his brandy, stubbed out his cigar and decided on bed; and in the morning he was up before me, sitting on a sofa in one of the bathrobes and reading the Sporting Life when I ambled out in the underpants and shirt I’d slept in.
‘I’ve ordered breakfast,’ he said. ‘And I’m in the paper - how about that?’
I looked where he pointed. His name was certainly there, somewhere near the end of the detailed lists of yesterday’s sales. ‘Lot 79, ch. colt, 2,070,000 gns. Malcolm Pembroke’.
He put down the paper, well pleased. ‘Now, what do we do today?’
‘We summon your private eye, we fix a trainer for the colt, I fetch our passports and some clothes, and you stay here.’
Slightly to my surprise, he raised no arguments except to tell me not to be away too long. He was looking rather thoughtfully at the healing graze down my right thigh and the red beginnings of bruising around it.
‘The trouble is,’ he said, ‘I don’t have the private eye’s phone number. Not with me.’
‘We’ll get another agency, then, from the yellow pages.’
‘Your mother knows it, of course. Joyce knows it.’
‘How does she know it?’
‘She used him,’ he said airily, ‘to follow me and Alicia.’
There was nothing, I supposed, which should ever surprise me about my parents.
‘When the lawyer fellow said to have Moira tailed, I got the private eye’s name from Joyce. After all, he’d done a good job on me and Alicia all those years ago. Too bloody good, when you think of it. So get through to Joyce, Ian, and ask her for the number.’
Bemused, I did as he said.
‘Darling,’ my mother shrieked down the line. ‘Where’s your father?’
‘I don’t know,’ I said.
‘Darling, do you know what he’s bloody done?’
‘No… what?’
‘He’s given a fortune, darling, I mean literally hundreds of thousands, to some wretched little film company to make some absolutely ghastly film about tadpoles or something. Some bloody fool of a man telephoned to find out where your father was, because it seems he promised them even more money which they’d like to have… I ask you! I know you and Malcolm aren’t talking, but you’ve got to do something to stop him.’
‘Well,’ I said, ‘it’s his money.’
‘Darling, don’t be so naive. Someone’s going to inherit it, and if only you’d swallow all that bloody pride, as I’ve told you over and over, it would be yours. If you go on and on with this bloody quarrel, he’ll leave it all to Alicia’s beastly brood, and I cannot bear the prospect of her gloating for ever more. So make it up with Malcolm at once, darling, and get him to see sense.’
‘Calm down,’ I said. ‘I have.’
‘What?’
‘Made it up with him.’
‘Thank God, at last!’ my mother shrieked. ‘Then, darling, what are you waiting for? Get onto him straight away and stop him spending your inheritance.’







Three
Malcolm’s house, after three years of Moira’s occupancy, had greatly changed.
Malcolm’s Victorian house was known as ‘Quantum’ because of the Latin inscription carved into the lintel over the front door. QUANTUM IN ME FUIT - roughly, ‘I did the best I could.’
I went there remembering the comfortable casualness that Coochie had left and not actually expecting that things would be different: and I should have known better, as each wife in turn, Coochie included, had done her best to eradicate all signs of her predecessor. Marrying Malcolm had, for each wife, involved moving into his house, but he had indulged them all, I now understood, in the matter of ambience.
I let myself in through the kitchen door with Malcolm’s keys and thought wildly for a moment that I’d come to the wrong place. Coochie’s pinewood and red-tiled homeliness had been swept away in favour of glossy yellow walls, glittering white appliances and shelves crowded with scarlet and deep pink geraniums cascading from white pots.
Faintly stunned, I looked back through time to the era before Coochie, to Alicia’s fluffy occupancy of broderie anglaise frills on shimmering white curtains with pale blue work-tops and white floor tiles; and back further still to the starker olive and milk-coffee angularities chosen by Joyce. I remembered the day the workmen had torn out my mother’s kitchen, and how I’d gone howling to Malcolm: he’d packed me off to Joyce immediately for a month, which I didn’t like either, and when I returned I’d found the white frills installed, and the pale blue cupboards, and I thought them all sissy, but I’d learned not to say so.
For the first time ever, I wondered what the kitchen had looked like in Vivien’s time, when forty-five or so years ago young Malcolm had brought her there as his first bride. Vivien had been dispossessed and resentful by the time I was born, and I’d seldom seen her smiling. She seemed to me the least positive of the five wives and the least intelligent but, according to her photographs, she had been in her youth by streets the most beautiful. The dark sweep of her eyebrows and the high cheekbones remained, but the thick black hair had thinned now in greying, and entrenched bitterness had soured the once sweet mouth. Vivien’s marriage, I’d guessed, had died through Malcolm’s boredom with her, and although they now still met occasionally at events to do with their mutual children and grandchildren, they were more apt to turn their backs than to kiss.
Vivien disliked and was plaintively critical of almost everybody while at the same time unerringly interpreting the most innocent general remarks of others as being criticism of herself. It was impossible to please her often or for long, and I, like almost all the extended family, had long ago stopped trying. She had indoctrinated her three offspring with her own dissatisfactions to the point where they were nastily disparaging of Malcolm behind his back, though not to his face, hypocrites that they were.
Malcolm had steadfastly maintained them through young adulthood and then cast them loose, each with a trust fund that would prevent them from actually starving. He had treated all seven of his normally surviving children in the same way; his eighth child, Robin, would be looked after for ever. None of us seven could have any complaints: he had given us all whatever vocational training we’d chosen and afterwards the cushion against penury, and at that point in each of our lives had considered his work done. Whatever became of us in the future, he said, had to be in our own hands.
With the family powerfully in mind, I went from the kitchen into the hall where I found that Moira had had the oak panelling painted white. Increasingly amused, I thought of the distant days when Alicia had painstakingly bleached all the old wood, only to have Coochie stain it dark again: and I supposed that perhaps Malcolm enjoyed change around him in many ways, not just in women.
His own private room, always called the office although more like a comfortable cluttered sitting-room, seemed to have escaped the latest refit except in the matter of gold velvet curtains replacing the old green. Otherwise, the room as always seemed filled with his strong personality, the walls covered with dozens of framed photographs, the deep cupboards bulging with files, the bookshelves crammed, every surface bearing mementoes of his journey ings and achievements, nothing very tidy.
I went over to the desk to find his passport and half-expected to hear his voice at any minute even though I’d left him forty miles away persuasively telephoning to ‘the fellow who tailed Moira’.
His passport, he’d said, was in the second drawer down on the right-hand side, and so it was, among a large clutter of bygone travel arrangements and expired medical insurances. Malcolm seldom threw much away, merely building another cupboard for files. His filing system was such that no one but he had the slightest idea where any paper or information could be found, but he himself could put his finger on things unerringly. His method, he’d told me once long ago, was always to put everything where he would first think of looking for it; and as a child, I’d seen such sense in that that I had copied him ever since.
Looking around again, it struck me that although the room was crammed with objects, several familiar ones were missing. The gold dolphin, for instance, and the gold tree bearing amethysts, and the Georgian silver candelabras. Perhaps at last, I thought, he had stored them prudently in the bank.
Carrying the passport, I went upstairs to fetch clothes to add to his sketchy packing and out of irresistible curiosity detoured into the room which had been mine. I expected a bright Moira-style transformation, but in fact nothing at all had been changed, except that nothing of me remained.
The room was without soul; barren. The single bed, stripped, showed a bare mattress. There were no cobwebs, no dust, no smell of neglect, but the message was clear: the son who had slept there no longer existed.
Shivering slightly, I closed the door and wondered whether the absolute rejection had been Malcolm’s or Moira’s and, shrugging, decided I didn’t now mind which.
Moira’s idea of the perfect bedroom turned out to be plum and pink with louvred doors everywhere possible. Malcolm’s dressing-room next door had received the same treatment, as had their joint bathroom, and I set about collecting his belongings with a strong feeling of intruding upon strangers.
I found Moira’s portrait only because I kicked it while searching for pyjamas: it was underneath Malcolm’s chest of drawers in the dressing-room. Looking to see what I’d damaged, I pulled out a square gold frame which fitted a discoloured patch on the wall and, turning it over, found the horrible Moira smiling at me with all her insufferable complacency.
I had forgotten how young she had been, and how pretty. Thirty years younger than Malcolm; thirty-five when she’d married him and, in the painting anyway, unlined. Reddish-gold hair, pale unfreckled skin, pointed chin, delicate neck. The artist seemed to me to have caught the calculation in her eyes with disconcerting clarity, and when I glanced at the name scrawled at the bottom I understood why. Malcolm might not have given her diamonds, but her portrait had been painted by the best.
I put her back face down under the chest of drawers as I’d found her, where Malcolm, I was sure, had consigned her.
Fetching a suitcase from the boxroom (no decor changes there), I packed Malcolm’s things and went downstairs, and in the hall came face to face with a smallish man carrying a large shotgun, the business end pointing my way.
I stopped abruptly, as one would.
‘Put your hands up,’ he said hoarsely.
I set the suitcase on the floor and did as he bid. He wore earth-stained dark trousers and had mud on his hands, and I asked him immediately, ‘Are you the gardener?’
‘What if I am? What are you doing here?’
‘Collecting clothes for my father… er… Mr Pembroke. I’m his son.’
I don’t know you. I’m getting the police.’ His voice was belligerent but quavery, the shotgun none too steady in his hands.
‘All right,’ I said.
He was faced then with the problem of how to telephone while aiming my way.
I said, seeing his hesitation, ‘I can prove I’m Mr Pembroke’s son, and I’ll open the suitcase to show you I’m not stealing anything. Would that help?’
After a pause, he nodded. ‘You stay over there, though,’ he said.
I judged that if I alarmed him there would be a further death in my father’s house, so I very slowly and carefully opened the suitcase, removed the underpants and the rest, and laid them out on the hall floor. After that, 1 equally slowly took my own wallet out of my pocket, opened it, removed a credit card and laid it on the floor face upwards. Then I retreated backwards from the exhibits, ending with my back against the closed and locked front door.
The elderly gardener came suspiciously forward and inspected the show, dropping his eyes only in split seconds, raising them quickly, giving me no chance to jump him.
‘That’s his passport,’ he said accusingly.
‘He asked me to fetch it.’
‘Where is he?’ he said. ‘Where’s he gone?’
‘I have to meet him with his passport. I don’t know where he’s going.’ I paused. ‘I really am his son. You must be new here. I haven’t seen you before.’
‘Two years,’ he said defensively. ‘I’ve worked here two years.’ He seemed to come quite suddenly to a decision to believe me, and almost apologetically lowered the gun. ‘This house is supposed to be locked up,’ he said. ‘Then I see you moving about upstairs.’
‘Upsetting,’ I agreed.
He gestured to Malcolm’s things. ‘You’d better pack them again.’
I began to do so under his still watchful eye.
‘It was brave of you to come in here,’ I said, ‘if you thought I was a burglar.’
He braced his shoulders in an old automatic movement. ‘I was in the army once.’ He relaxed and shrugged. ‘Tell you the truth, I was coming in quietly-like to phone the police, then you started down the stairs.’
‘And… the gun?’
‘Brought it with me just in case. I go after rabbits… I keep the gun handy.’
I nodded. It was the gardener’s own gun, I thought. Malcolm had never owned one, as far as I knew.
‘Has my father paid you for the week?’ I said.
His eyes at once brightened hopefully. ‘He paid me last Friday, same as usual. Then Saturday morning he phoned my house to tell me to come round here to see to the dogs. Take them home with me, same as I always do when he’s away. So I did. But he was gone off the line before I could ask him how long he’d be wanting me to have them.’
I pulled out my cheque-book and wrote him a cheque for the amount he specified. Arthur Bel I brook, he said his name was. I tore out the cheque and gave it to him and asked him if there was anyone else who needed wages.
He shook his head. ‘The cleaner left when Mrs Pembroke was done in… er… murdered. Said she didn’t fancy the place any more.’
‘Where exactly was Mrs Pembroke… er… murdered?’
‘I’ll show you if you like.’ He stored the cheque away in a pocket. ‘Outside in the greenhouse.’
He took me, however, not as I’d imagined to the rickety old familiar greenhouse sagging against a mellowed wall in the kitchen garden, but to a bright white octagonal wrought-iron construction like a fancy bird-cage set as a summer-house on a secluded patch of lawn. From far outside, one could clearly see the flourishing geraniums within.
‘Well, well,’ I said.
Arthur Bellbrook uttered ‘Huh’ as expressing his disapproval and opened the metal-and-glass door.
‘Cost a fortune to heat, will this place,’ he observed. ‘And it got too hot in the summer. The only thing as will survive in it is geraniums. Mrs Pembroke’s passion, geraniums.’
An almost full sack of potting compost lay along one of the work surfaces, the top side of it slit from end to end to make the soil mixture easy to reach. A box of small pots stood nearby, some of them occupied by cuttings.
I looked at the compost with revulsion. ‘Is that where…?’ I began.
‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Poor lady. There’s no one ought to die like that, however difficult they could be.’
‘No,’ I agreed. A thought struck me. ‘It was you who found her, wasn’t it?’
‘I went home like always at four o’clock, but I was out for a stroll about seven, and I thought I would just come in to see what state she’d left the place in. See, she played at gardening. Never cleaned the tools, things like that.’ He looked at the boarded floor as if still seeing her there. ‘She was lying face down, and I turned her over. She was dead all right. She was white like always but she had these little pink dots in her skin. They say you get those dots from asphyxiation. They found potting compost in her lungs, poor lady.’ He had undoubtedly been shocked and moved at the time, but there was an echo of countless repetitions in his voice now and precious little feeling.
‘Thank you for showing me,’ I said.
He nodded and we both went out, shutting the door behind us.
i don’t think Mr Pembroke liked this place much,’ he said unexpectedly. ‘Last spring, when she chose it, he said she could have it only if he couldn’t see it from the house. Otherwise he wouldn’t pay the bill. I wasn’t supposed to hear, of course, but there you are, I did. They’d got to shouting, you see.’
‘Yes,’ I said, ‘I do see.’ Shouting, slammed doors, the lot.
‘They were all lovey-dovey when I first came here,’ he said, ‘but then I reckon her little ways got to him, like, and you could see it all going downhill like a runaway train. I’m here all day long, see, and in and out of the house, and you couldn’t miss it.’
‘What little ways?’ I asked casually.
He glanced at me sideways with reawakening suspicions, ‘I thought you were his son. You must have known her.’
‘I didn’t come here. I didn’t like her.’
He seemed to find that easily believable.
‘She could be as sweet as sugar…’ He paused, remembering. ‘I don’t know what you’d call it, really, what she was. But for instance last year, as well as the ordinary vegetables for the house, I grew a special little patch separately… fed them, and so on… to enter in the local show. Just runner beans, carrots and onions, for one of the produce classes. I’m good at that, see? Well, Mrs Pembroke happened to spot them a day or two before I was ready to harvest. On the Thursday, with the show on the Saturday. “What huge vegetables,” she says, and I tell her I’m going to exhibit them on Saturday. And she looks at me sweet as syrup and says, “Oh no, Arthur. Mr Pembroke and I both like vegetables, as you know. We’ll have some of these for dinner tomorrow and I’ll freeze the rest. They are our vegetables, aren’t they, Arthur? If you want to grow vegetables to show, you must do it in your own garden in your own time.” And blow me, when I came to work the next morning, the whole little patch had been picked over, beans, carrots, onions, the lot. She’d taken them, right enough. Pounds and pounds of them, all the best ones. Maybe they ate some, but she never did bother with the freezing. On the Monday, I found a load of the beans in the dustbin.’
‘Charming,’ I said.
He shrugged. ‘That was her sort of way. Mean, but within her rights.’
‘I wonder you stayed,’ I said.
‘It’s a nice garden, and I get on all right with Mr Pembroke.’
‘But after he left?’
‘He asked me to stay on to keep the place decent. He paid me extra, so I did.’
Walking slowly, we arrived back at the kitchen door. He smelled faintly of compost and old leaves and the warm fertility of loam, like the gardener who’d reigned in this place in my childhood.
‘I grew up here,’ I said, feeling nostalgia.
He gave me a considering stare. ‘Are you the one who built the secret room?’
Startled, I said, ‘It’s not really a room. Just a sort of triangular-shaped space.’
‘How do you open it?’
‘You don’t.’
‘I could use it,’ he said obstinately, ‘for an apple store.’
I shook my head. ‘It’s too small. It’s not ventilated. It’s useless, really. How do you know of it?’
He pursed his lips and looked knowing. ‘I could see the kitchen garden wall looked far too thick from the back down at the bottom corner and I asked old Fred about it, who used to be gardener here before he retired. He said Mr Pembroke’s son once built a sort of shed there. But there’s no door, I told him. He said it was the son’s business, he didn’t know anything about it himself, except that he thought it had been bricked up years ago. So if it was you who built it, how do you get in?’
‘You can’t now,’ I said. ‘I did brick it up soon after I built it to stop one of my half-brothers going in there and leaving dead rats for me to find.’
‘Oh.’ He looked disappointed. ‘I’ve often wondered what was in there.’
‘Dead rats, dead spiders, a lot of muck.’
He shrugged. ‘Oh well, then.’
‘You’ve been very helpful,’ I said. ‘I’ll tell my father.’
His lined face showed satisfaction. ‘You tell him I’ll keep the dogs and everything in good nick until he comes back.’
‘He’ll be grateful.’
I picked up the suitcase from inside the kitchen door, gave a last look at Moira’s brilliant geraniums, vibrantly alive, shook the grubby hand of Arthur Bellbrook, and (in the car hired that morning in London) drove away towards Epsom.
Collecting my own things from my impersonal suburban flat took half the time. Unlike Malcolm, I liked things bare and orderly and, meaning always to move to somewhere better but somehow never going out to search, I hadn’t decked the sitting-room or the two small bedrooms with anything brighter than new patterned curtains and a Snaffles print of Sergeant Murphy winning the 1923 Grand National.
I changed from Malcolm’s trousers into some of my own, packed a suitcase and picked up my passport. I had no animals to arrange for, nor any bills pressing. Nothing anywhere to detain me.
The telephone answering machine’s button glowed red, announcing messages taken. I rewound the tape and listened to the disembodied voices while I picked out of the fridge anything that would go furry and disgusting before my return.
Something, since I’d left the day before, had galvanised the family into feverish activity, like stirring an anthill with a stick.
A girlish voice came first, breathless, a shade anxious. ‘Ian, this is Serena. Why are you always out? Don’t you sleep at home? Mummy wants. to know where Daddy is. She knows you and he aren’t speaking, she’s utterly thick to expect you to know, but anyway she insisted I ask you. So if you know, give me a ring back, OK?’
Serena, my half-sister, daughter of Alicia, the one child born to Alicia in wedlock. Serena, seven years my junior, lay in my distant memory chiefly as a small fair-haired charmer who’d followed me about like a shadow, which had flattered my twelve-year-old ego disgracefully. She liked best to sit on Malcolm’s lap, his arms protectively around her, and from him, it had seemed to me, she could conjure a smile when he was angry and pretty dresses when she had a cupboardful.
Alicia, in sweeping out of the house when Serena was six, taking with her not only Serena but her two older boys, had left me alone in the suddenly quiet house, alone in the frilly kitchen, alone and untormented in the garden. There had been a time then when I would positively have welcomed back Gervase, the older boy, despite his dead rats and other rotten tricks; and it had actually been in the vacuum after his departure that I contrived the bricking up of my kitchen-wall room, not while he was there to jeer at it.
Grown up, Gervase still displayed the insignia of a natural bully: mean tightening of the mouth, jabbing forefinger, cold patronising stare down the nose, visible enjoyment of others’ discomfiture. Serena, now tall and slim, taught aerobic dancing for a living, bought clothes still by the cartload and spoke to me only when she wanted something done.
‘Mummy wants to know where Daddy is …’ The childish terms sat oddly in the ear, somehow, coming from someone now twenty-six; and she alone of all his children had resisted calling Malcolm, Malcolm.
The next caller was Gervase himself. He started crossly, ‘I don’t like these message contraptions. I tried to get you all evening yesterday and I hear nothing but your priggish voice telling me to leave my name and telephone number, so this time I’m doing it, but under protest. This is your brother Gervase, as no doubt you realise, and it is imperative we find Malcolm at once. He has gone completely off his rocker. It’s in your own interest to find him, Ian. We must all bury our differences and stop him spending the family money in this reckless way.’ He paused briefly. ‘I suppose you do know he has given half a million… half a million… to a busload of retarded children? I got a phone call from some stupid gushing female who said, “Oh Mr Pembroke, however can we thank you?” and when I asked her what for, she said wasn’t I the Mr Pembroke who had solved all their problems, Mr Malcolm Pembroke? Madam, I said, what are you talking about? So she told me. Half a million pounds. Are you listening, Ian? He’s irresponsible. It’s out of proportion. He’s got to be prevented from giving way to such ridiculous impulses. If you ask me, it’s the beginning of senility. You must find him and tell us where he’s got to, because so far as I can discover he hasn’t answered his telephone since last Friday morning when I rang him to say Alicia’s alimony had not been increased by the rate of inflation in this last quarter. I expect to hear from you without delay.’
His voice stopped abruptly on the peremptory order and I pictured him as he was now, not the muscular thick-set black-haired boy but the flabbier, overweight thirty-five-year-old stockbroker, overbearingly pompous beyond his years. In a world increasingly awash with illegitimate children, he increasingly resented his own illegitimacy, referring to it ill-temperedly on inappropriate occasions and denigrating the father who, for all his haste into bed with Alicia, had accepted Gervase publicly always as his son, and given him his surname with legal adoption.
Gervase had nonetheless been taunted early on by cruel schoolmates, developing an amorphous hatred then which later focused itself on me, Ian, the half-brother who scarcely valued or understood the distinction between his birth and mine. One could understand why he’d lashed out in those raw adolescent days, but a matter of regret, I thought, that he’d never outgrown his bitterness. It remained with him, festering, colouring his whole personality, causing people often to wriggle away from his company, erupting in didactic outbursts and wretched unjustified jealousies.
Yet his wife appeared to love him forgivingly, and had produced two children, both girls, the first of them appearing a good three years after the well-attended marriage. Gervase had said a little too often that he himself would never in any circumstances have burdened a child with what he had suffered. Gervase, to my mind, would spend his last-ever moments worrying that the word ‘illegitimate’ would appear on his death certificate.
Ferdinand, his brother, was quite different, taking illegitimacy as of little importance, a matter of paperwork, no more.
Three years younger than Gervase, a year younger than myself, Ferdinand looked more like Malcolm than any of us, a living testimony to his parentage. Along with the features, he’d inherited the financial agility but lacking Malcolm’s essential panache had carved himself a niche in an insurance company, not a multi-million fortune.
Ferdinand and I had been friends while we both lived in the house as children, but Alicia had thoroughly soured all that when she’d taken him away, dripping into all her children’s ears the relentless spite of her dispossession. Ferdinand now looked at me with puzzlement as if he couldn’t quite remember why he disliked me, and then Alicia would remind him sharply that if he wasn’t careful I would get my clutches on his, Gervase’s and Serena’s rightful shares of Malcolm’s money, and his face would darken again into unfriendliness.
It was a real pity about Ferdinand, I thought, but I never did much about it.
After Gervase on my answering machine came my mother, Joyce, very nearly incoherent with rage. Someone, it appeared, had already brought the Sporting Life to her notice. She couldn’t believe it, she said. Words failed her. (They obviously didn’t.) How could I have done anything as stupid as taking Malcolm to Newmarket Sales, because obviously I would have been there with him, it wasn’t his scene otherwise, and why had I been so deceitful that morning when I’d talked to her, and would I without fail ring her immediately, this was a crisis, Malcolm had got to be stopped.
The fourth and last message, calmer after Joyce’s hysteria, was from my half-brother Thomas, the third of Malcolm’s children, born to his first wife, Vivien.
Thomas, rising forty, prematurely bald, pale skinned, sporting a gingerish moustache, had married a weman who acidly belittled him every time she opened her mouth. (‘Of course, Thomas is absolutely useless when it comes to …’ [practically anything] and ‘if only poor Thomas was capable of commanding a suitable salary’ and ‘Dear Thomas is one of life’s failures, aren’t you, darling?’) Thomas bore it all with hardly a wince, though after years of it I observed him grow less effective and less decisive, not more, almost as if he had come to believe in and to act out his Berenice’s opinion of him.
‘Ian,’ Thomas said in a depressed voice, ‘this is Thomas. I’ve been trying to reach you since yesterday lunchtime but you seem to be away. When you’ve read my letter, please will you ring me up.’
I’d picked up his letter from my front doormat but hadn’t yet opened it. I slit the envelope then and found that he too had a problem. I read:
Dear Ian,
Berenice is seriously concerned about Malcolm’s wicked selfishness. She, well, to be honest, she keeps on and on about the amounts he’s throwing away these days, and to be honest the only thing which has pacified her for a long time now is the thought of my eventual share of Malcolm’s money, and if he goes on spending at this rate, well my life is going to be pretty intolerable, and I wouldn’t be telling you this if you weren’t my brother and the best of the bunch, which I suppose I’ve never said until now, but sometimes I think you’re the only sane one in the family even if you do ride in those dangerous races, and, well, can you do anything to reason with Malcolm, as you’re the only one he’s likely to listen to, even though you haven’t been talking for ages, which is unbelievable considering how you used to be with each other, and I blame that money-grubbing Moira, I really do, though Berenice used to think that anything or anyone who came between you and Malcolm could only be to my benefit, because Malcolm might with luck cut you out of his will. Well, I didn’t mean to say that, old chap, but it’s what Berenice thought, to be honest, until Moira was going to take half of everything in the divorce settlement, and I really thought Berenice would have a seizure when she heard that, she was so furious. It really would save my sanity, Ian, if you could make Malcolm see that we all NEED that money. I don’t know what will happen if he goes on spending it at this rate. I do BEG you, old chap, to stop him.
Your brother Thomas.
I looked at the letter’s general incoherence and at the depth of the plea in the last few sentences with their heavily underlined words and thought of the non-stop barrage of Berenice’s disgruntlement, and felt more brotherly towards Thomas than ever before. True, I still thought he should tell his wife to swallow her bile, not spill it all out on him, corroding his self-confidence and undermining his prestige with everyone within earshot; but I did at least and perhaps at last see how he could put up with it, by soothing her with the syrup of prosperity ahead.
I understood vaguely why he didn’t simply ditch her and decamp: he couldn’t face doing what Malcolm had done, forsaking wife and children when the going got rough. He had been taught from a very young age to despise Malcolm’s inconstancy. He stayed grimly glued to Berenice and their two cheeky offspring and suffered for his virtue; and it was from fear of making the same calamitous mistake, I acknowledged, that I had married no one at all.
Thomas’s was the last message on the tape. I took it out of the machine and put it in my pocket, inserting a fresh tape for future messages. I also, after a bit of thought, sorted through a boxful of family photographs, picking out groups and single pictures until I had a pretty comprehensive gallery of Pembrokes. These went into my suitcase along with a small cassette player and my best camera.
I did think of answering some of the messages, but decided against it. The arguments would all have been futile. I did truly believe in Malcolm’s absolute right to do what he liked with the money he had made by his own skill and diligence. If he chose to give it in the end to his children, that was our good luck. We had no rights to it; none at all. I would have had difficulty in explaining that concept to Thomas or Joyce or Gervase or Serena, and apart from not wanting to, I hadn’t the time.
I put my suitcase in the car, along with my racing saddle, helmet, whip and boots and drove back to the Savoy, being relieved to find Malcolm still there, unattacked and unharmed.
He was sitting deep in an armchair, dressed again as for the City, drinking champagne and smoking an oversize cigar. Opposite him, perched on the front edge of an identical armchair, sat a thin man of much Malcolm’s age but with none of his presence.
‘Norman West,’ Malcolm said to me, waving the cigar vaguely at his visitor; and to the visitor he said, ‘My son, Ian.’
Norman West rose to his feet and shook my hand briefly. I had never so far as I knew met a private detective before, and it wouldn’t have been the occupation I would have fitted to this damp-handed nervous threadbare individual. Of medium height, he had streaky grey hair overdue for a wash, dark-circled brown eyes, greyish unhealthy skin and a day’s growth of greying beard. His grey suit looked old and uncared for and his shoes had forgotten about polish. He looked as much at home in a suite in the Savoy as a punk rocker in the Vatican.
As if unerringly reading my mind he said, ‘As I was just explaining to Mr Pembroke, I came straight here from an all-night observation job, as he was most insistent that it was urgent. This rig fitted my observation point. It isn’t my normal gear.’
‘Clothes for all seasons?’ I suggested.
‘Yes, that’s right.’
His accent was the standard English of bygone radio announcers, slightly plummy and too good to be true. I gestured to him to sit down again, which he did as before, leaning forward from the front edge of the seat cushion and looking enquiringly at Malcolm.
‘Mr West had just arrived when you came,’ Malcolm said. ‘Perhaps you’d better explain to him what we want.’
I sat on the spindly little sofa and said to Norman West that we wanted him to find out where every single member of our extended family had been on the previous Friday from, say, four o’clock in the afternoon onwards, and also on Tuesday, yesterday, all day.
Norman West looked from one to the other of us in obvious dismay.
‘If it’s too big a job,’ Malcolm said, ‘bring in some help.’
‘It’s not really that,’ Norman West said unhappily. ‘But I’m afraid there may be a conflict of interest.’
‘What conflict of interest?’ Malcolm demanded.
Norman West hesitated, cleared his throat and hummed a little. Then he said, ‘Last Saturday morning I was hired by one of your family to find you, Mr Pembroke. I’ve already been working, you see, for one of your family. Now you want me to check up on them. I don’t think I should, in all conscience, accept your proposition.’
‘Which member of my family?’ Malcolm demanded.
Norman West drummed his fingers on his knee, but decided after inner debate to answer.
‘Mrs Pembroke,’ he said.







Four
Malcolm blinked. ‘Which one?’ he asked.
‘Mrs Pembroke,’ Norman West repeated, puzzled.
‘There are nine of them,’ I said. ‘So which one?’
The detective looked uncomfortable. ‘I spoke to her only on the telephone. I thought… I assumed… it was the Mrs Malcolm Pembroke for whom I worked once before, long ago. She referred me to that case, and asked for present help. I looked up my records …’ He shrugged helplessly. ‘I imagined it was the same lady.’
‘Did you find Mr Pembroke,’ I asked, ‘when you were looking for him?’
Almost unwillingly, West nodded. ‘In Cambridge. Not too difficult.’
‘And you reported back to Mrs Pembroke?’
‘I really don’t think I should be discussing this any further.’
‘At least, tell us how you got back in touch with Mrs Pembroke to tell her of your success.’
‘I didn’t,’ he said. ‘She rang me two or three times a day, asking for progress reports. Finally on Monday evening, I had news for her. After that, I proceeded with my next investigation, which I have now concluded. This left me free for anything Mr Pembroke might want.’
‘I want you to find out which Mrs Pembroke wanted to know where I was.’
Norman West regretfully shook his unkempt head. ‘A client’s trust…’ he murmured.
‘A client’s trust, poppycock!’ Malcolm exploded. ‘Someone who knew where to find me damn near killed me.’
Our detective looked shocked but rallied quickly. ‘I found you, sir, by asking Mrs Pembroke for a list of places you felt at home in, as in my experience missing people often go to those places, and she gave me a list of five such possibilities, of which Cambridge was number three. I didn’t even go to that city looking for you. As a preliminary, I was prepared to telephone to all the hotels in Cambridge asking for you, but I tried the larger hotels first, as being more likely to appeal to you, sir, and from only the third I got a positive response. If it was as easy as that for me to find you, it was equally easy for anyone else. And, sir, if I may say so, you made things easy by registering under your own name. People who want to stay lost shouldn’t do that.’
He spoke with a touching air of dignity ill-matched to his seedy appearance and for the first time I thought he might be better at his job than he looked. He must have been pretty efficient, I supposed, to have stayed in the business so long, even if catching Malcolm with his trousers off couldn’t have taxed him sorely years ago.
He finished off the glass of champagne that Malcolm had given him before my arrival, and refused a refill.
‘How is Mrs Pembroke paying you?’ I asked.
‘She said she would send a cheque.’
‘When it comes,’ I said, ‘you’ll know which Mrs Pembroke.’
‘So I will.’
‘I don’t see why you should worry about a conflict of interests,’ I said. ‘After all, you’ve worked pretty comprehensively for various Pembrokes. You worked for my mother, Joyce Pembroke, to catch my father with the lady who gave her grounds for divorce. You worked for my father, to try to catch his fifth wife having a similar fling. You worked for the unspecified Mrs Pembroke to trace my father’s whereabouts. So now he wants you to find out where all his family were last Friday and yesterday so as to be sure it was none of his close relatives who tried to kill him, as it would make him very unhappy if it were. If you can’t square that with your conscience, of course with great regret he’ll have to retain the services of someone else.’
Norman West eyed me with a disillusionment which again encouraged me to think him not as dim as he looked. Malcolm was glimmer-eyed with amusement.
‘Pay you well, of course,’ he said.
‘Danger money,’ I said, nodding.
Malcolm said, ‘What?’
‘We don’t want him to step on a rattlesnake, but in fairness he has to know he might.’
Norman West looked at his short and grimy nails. He didn’t seem unduly put out, nor on the other hand eager.
‘Isn’t this a police job?’ he asked.
‘Certainly,’ I said. ‘My father called them in when someone tried to kill him last Friday, and he’ll tell you all about it. And you have to bear in mind that they’re also enquiring into the murder of Moira Pembroke, whom you followed through blameless days. But you would be working for my father, not for the police, if you take his cash.’
‘Pretty decisive, aren’t you, sir?’ he said uneasily.
‘Bossy,’ Malcolm agreed, ‘in his quiet way.’
All those years, I thought, of getting things done in a racing stable, walking a tightrope between usurping the power of the head lad on one hand and the trainer himself on the other, like a lieutenant between a sergeant-major and a colonel. I’d had a lot of practice, one way and another, at being quietly bossy.
Malcolm unemotionally told West about his abortive walk with the dogs and the brush with carbon monoxide, and after that described also the near-miss at Newmarket.
Norman West listened attentively with slowly blinking eyes and at the end said, ‘The car at Newmarket could have been accidental. Driver looking about for cigarettes, say. Not paying enough attention. Seeing you both at the last minute… swerving desperately.’
Malcolm looked at me. ‘Did it seem like that to you?’
‘No.’
‘Why not?’ West asked.
‘The rate of acceleration, I suppose.’
‘Foot on accelerator going down absent-mindedly during search for cigarettes?’
‘Headlights, full beam,’ I said.
‘A sloppy driver? Had a few drinks?’
‘Maybe.’ I shook my head. ‘The real problem is that if the car had hit us - or Malcolm - there might have been witnesses. The driver might have been stopped before he could leave the sales area. The car number might have been taken.’
West smiled sorrowfully. ‘It’s been done successfully before now, in broad daylight in a crowded street.’
‘Are you saying,’ Malcolm demanded of me, ‘that the car wasn’t trying to kill me?’
‘No, only that the driver took a frightful risk.’
‘Did any witnesses rush to pick us up?’ Malcolm asked forcefully. ‘Did anyone so much as pass a sympathetic remark? No, they damned well didn’t. Did anyone try to stop the driver or take his number? The hell they did.’
‘All the same,’ West said, ‘your son is right. Hit-and-run in a public place has its risks. If it was tried here, and sirs, I’m not saying it wasn’t, the putative gain must have outweighed the risk, or, er, in other words -’
‘In other words,’ Malcolm interrupted with gloom, ‘Ian is right to think they’ll try again.’
Norman West momentarily looked infinitely weary, as if the sins of the world were simply too much to contemplate. He had seen, I supposed, as all investigators must, a lifetime’s procession of sinners and victims; and, moreover, he looked roughly seventy and hadn’t slept all night.
‘I’ll take your job,’ he said without enthusiasm, radiating minimum confidence, and I glanced at Malcolm to see if he really thought this was the best we could do in detectives, signs of intelligence or not. Malcolm appeared to have no doubts, however, and spent the next five minutes discussing fees which seemed ominously moderate to me.
‘And I’ll need a list,’ West said finally, ‘of the people you want checked. Names and addresses and normal habits.’
Malcolm showed unexpected discomfort, as if checking that amorphous entity ‘the family’ was different from checking each individual separately, and it was I who found a piece of Savoy writing paper to draw up the list.
‘OK,’ I said, ‘first of all there’s Vivien, my father’s first wife. Mrs Vivien Pembroke.’
‘Not her,’ Malcolm objected. ‘It’s ridiculous.’
‘Everyone,’ I said firmly. ‘No exceptions. That makes it fair on everyone… because there are going to be some extremely angry relations when they all realise what’s happening.’
‘They won’t find out,’ Malcolm said.
Fat chance, I thought.
To West, I said, ‘They all telephone each other all the time, not by any means always out of friendship but quite often out of spite. They won’t gang up against you because they seldom form alliances among themselves. Some of them are pretty good liars. Don’t believe everything they say about each other.’
‘Ian!’ Malcolm said protestingly.
‘I’m one of them, and I know,’ I said.
After Vivien’s name on the list I wrote the names of her children: Donald Lucy Thomas
‘Thomas,’ I said, ‘is married to Berenice.’ I added her name beside his. ‘He is easy to deal with, she is not.’
‘She’s a five-star cow,’ Malcolm said.
West merely nodded.
‘Lucy,’ I said, ‘married a man called Edwin Bugg. She didn’t like that surname, and persuaded him to change it to hers, and she is consequently herself a Mrs Pembroke.’
West nodded.
‘Lucy is a poet,’ I said. ‘People who know about poetry say her stuff is the real thing. She makes a big production of unworldliness which Edwin, I think, has grown to find tiresome.’
‘Huh,’ Malcolm said. ‘Edwin’s an out-and-out materialist, always tapping me for a loan.’
‘Do you give them to him?’ I said interestedly.
‘Not often. He never pays me back.’
‘Short of money, are they?’ West asked.
‘Edwin Bugg,’ Malcolm said, ‘married Lucy years ago because he thought she was an heiress, and they’ve scraped along ever since on the small income she gets from a trust fund I set up for her. Edwin’s never done a stroke of work in his parasitic life and I can’t stand the fellow.’
‘They have one teenage schoolboy son,’ I said, smiling, ‘who asked me the last time I saw him how to set about emigrating to Australia.’
West looked at the list and said to Malcolm, ‘What about Donald, your eldest?’
‘Donald,’ said his father, ‘married a replica of his mother, beautiful and brainless. A girl called Helen. They live an utterly boring virtuous life in Henley-on-Thames and are still billing and cooing like newlyweds although Donald must be nearly forty-five, I suppose.’
No one commented. Malcolm himself, rising sixty-nine, could bill and coo with the best, and with a suppressed shiver I found myself thinking for the first time about the sixth marriage, because certainly, in the future, if Malcolm survived, there would be one. He had never in the past lived long alone. He liked rows better than solitude.
‘Children?’ Norman West asked into the pause.
‘Three,’ Malcolm said. ‘Pompous little asses.’
West glanced at me questioningly, and yawned.
‘Are you too tired to take all this in?’ I asked.
‘No, go ahead.’
‘Two of Donald’s children are too young to drive a car. The eldest, a girl at art school, is five foot two and fragile, and I cannot imagine her being physically capable of knocking Malcolm out and carrying his body from garden to garage and inserting him into Moira’s car.’
‘She hasn’t the courage either,’ Malcolm said.
‘You can’t say that,’ I disagreed. ‘Courage can pop up anywhere and surprise you.’
West gave me a noncommittal look. ‘Well,’ he said, taking the list himself and adding to it, ‘this is what we have so far. Wife number one: Vivien Pembroke. Her children: Donald (44), wife Helen, three offspring. Lucy, husband Edwin (né Bugg), school-age son. Thomas, wife Berenice …?’
‘Two young daughters.’
‘Two young daughters,’ he repeated, writing.
‘My grandchildren,’ Malcolm protested, ‘are all too young to have murdered anybody.’
‘Psychopaths start in the nursery,’ West said laconically. ‘Any sign in any of them of abnormal violent behaviour? Excessive cruelty, that sort of thing? Obsessive hatreds?’
Malcolm and I both shook our heads but with a touch of uncertainty; his maybe because of something he did know, mine because of all I didn’t know, because of all the things that could be hidden.
‘Does greed, too, begin in the nursery?’ I said.
‘I wouldn’t say so, would you?’ West answered.
I shook my head again. ‘I’d say it was nastily adult and grows with opportunity. The more there is to grab, the greedier people get.’
Malcolm said, only half as a question, ‘My fortune corrupts… geometrically?’
‘You’re not alone,’ I said dryly. ‘Just think of all those multi-billionaire families where the children have already had millions settled on them and still fight like cats over the pickings when their father dies.’
‘Bring it down to thousands,’ West said unexpectedly. ‘Or to hundreds. I’ve seen shocking spite over hundreds. And the lawyers rub their hands and syphon off the cream.’ He sighed, half disillusionment, half weariness. ‘Wife number two?’ he asked, and answered his own question, ‘Mrs Joyce Pembroke.’
‘Right,’ I said. ‘I’m her son. She had no other children. And I’m not married.*
West methodically wrote me down.
‘Last Friday evening,’ I said. ‘I was at work in a racing stable at five o’clock with about thirty people as witnesses, and last night I was certainly not driving the car that nearly ran us over.’
West said stolidly, ‘I’ll write you down as being cleared of primary involvement. That’s all I can do with any of your family, Mr Pembroke.’ He finished the sentence looking at Malcolm who said, ‘Hired assassin’ between his teeth, and West nodded, if any of them hired a good professional, I doubt if I’ll discover it.’
I thought good assassins used rifles,’ I said.
‘Some do. Most don’t. They pick their own way. Some use knives. Some garotte. I knew of one who used to wait at traffic lights along his victim’s usual route to work. One day, the lights would be red, the victim would stop. The assassin tapped on the window, asking a question… or so it’s supposed. The victim wound down the window and the assassin shot him point blank in the head. By the time the lights turned green and the cars behind started tooting their horns, the assassin had long gone.’
‘Did they ever catch him?’ I asked.
West shook his head. ‘Eight prominent businessmen were killed that way within two years. Then it stopped. No one knows why. My guess is the assassin lost his nerve. It happens in every profession.’
I thought of jump jockeys to whom it had happened almost overnight, and I supposed it occurred in stockbrokers also. Any profession, as he said.
‘Or someone bumped him off because he knew too much,’ Malcolm said.
‘That too is possible.’ West looked at the list. ‘After Mrs Joyce?’
Malcolm said sourly, ‘The lady you so artfully photographed me with at the instigation of, as you call her, Mrs Joyce.’
The West eyebrows slowly rose. ‘Miss Alicia Sandways? With, if I remember, two little boys?’
‘The little boys are now thirty-five and thirty-two,’ I said.
‘Yes.’ He sighed. ‘As I said, I recently dug out that file. I didn’t realise that… er… Well, so we have wife number three, Mrs Alicia Pembroke. And her children?’
Malcolm said, ‘The two boys, Gervase and Ferdinand. I formally adopted them when I married their mother, and changed their surname to Pembroke. Then we had little Serena,’ his face softened, ‘and it was for her I put up with Alicia’s tantrums the last few years we were together. Alicia was a great mistress but a rotten wife. Don’t ask me why. I indulged her all the time, let her do what she liked with my house, and in the end nothing would please her.’ He shrugged. ‘I gave her a generous divorce settlement, but she was very bitter. I wanted to keep little Serena… and Alicia screamed that she supposed I didn’t want the boys because they were illegitimate. She fought in the courts for Serena, and she won… She filled all her children’s heads with bad feelings for me.’ The old hurt plainly showed. ‘Serena did suggest coming back to look after me when Coochie was killed, but it wasn’t necessary because Moira was there. When Moira was killed, she offered again. It was kind of Serena. She’s a nice girl, really, but Alicia tries to set her against me.’
West, in a pause that might or might not have been sympathetic, wrote after Alicia’s name:
Gervase. Illegitimate at birth, subsequently adopted
Ferdinand. The same
Serena. Legitimate
‘Are they married?’ he asked.
‘Gervase has a wife called Ursula,’ I said. ‘I don’t know her well, because when I see them they’re usually together and it’s always Gervase who does the talking. They too, like Thomas, have two little girls.’
West wrote it down.
‘Ferdinand,’ I said, ‘has married two raving beauties in rapid succession. The first, American, has gone back to the States. The second one, Deborah, known as Debs, is still in residence. So far, no children.’
West wrote.
‘Serena,’ I said, ‘is unmarried.’
West completed that section of the list. ‘So we have wife number three, Mrs Alicia Pembroke. Her children are Gervase, wife Ursula, two small daughters. Ferdinand, current wife Debs, no children. Serena, unmarried… er… a fiance, perhaps? Live-in lover?’
I don’t know of one,’ I said, and Malcolm said he didn’t know either.
‘Right,’ West said. ‘Wife number four?’
There was a small silence. Then I said, ‘Coochie. She’s dead. She had twin sons. One was killed with her in a car crash, the other is brain-damaged and lives in a nursing home.’
‘Oh.’ The sound carried definite sympathy this time. ‘And wife number five, Mrs Moira Pembroke, did she perhaps have any children from a previous marriage?’
‘No,’ Malcolm said. ‘No previous marriage, no children.’
‘Right.’ West counted up his list. ‘That’s three ex-wives… er, by the way, did any of them remarry?’
I answered with a faint smile, ‘They would lose their alimony if they did. Malcolm was pretty generous in their settlements. None of them has seen any financial sense in remarrying.’
‘They all should have done,’ Malcolm grumbled. ‘They wouldn’t be so warped.’
West said merely, ‘Right. Then, er, six sons, two daughters. Four current daughters-in-law, one son-in-law. Grand-children… too young. So, er, discounting the invalid son and Mr Ian here, there are fourteen adults to be checked. That will take me a week at least. Probably more.’
‘As fast as you can,’ I said.
He looked actually as if he had barely enough strength or confidence to get himself out of the door let alone embark on what was clearly an arduous task.
‘Can I tell them all why I’m making these enquiries?’ he asked.
‘Yes, you damned well can,’ Malcolm said positively. ‘If it’s one of them, and I hope to God it isn’t, it might put the wind up them and frighten them off. Just don’t tell them where to find me.’
I looked down at the list. I couldn’t visualise any of them as being criminally lethal, but then greed affected otherwise rational people in irrational ways. All sorts of people… I knew of a case when two male relatives had gone into a house where an old woman had been reported newly dead, and taken the bedroom carpet off the floor, rolling it up and making off with it and leaving her lying alone in her bed above bare boards, all to seize her prize possession before the rest of the family could get there. Unbelievable, I’d thought it. The old woman’s niece, who cleaned my flat every week, had been most indignant, but not on her aunt’s account. ‘It was the only good carpet in the house,’ she vigorously complained. ‘Nearly new. The only thing worth having. It should have come to me, by rights. Now I’ll never get it.’
‘I’ll need all their addresses,’ West said.
Malcolm waved a hand. ‘Ian can tell you. Get him to write them down.’
Obediently I opened my suitcase, took out my address book and wrote the whole list, with telephone numbers. Then I got out the pack of photographs and showed them to West.
‘Would they help you?’ I asked. ‘If they would, I’ll lend them to you, but I want them back.’
West looked through them one by one, and I knew that he could see, if he were any detective at all, all the basic characters of the subjects. I liked taking photographs and preferred portraits, and somehow taking a camera along gave me something positive to do whenever the family met. I didn’t like talking to some of them; photography gave me a convincing reason for disengagements and drifting around.
If there was one common factor in many of the faces it was discontent, which I thought was sad. Only in Ferdinand could one see real lightheartedness, and even in him, as I knew, it could come and go; and Debs, his second wife, was a stunning blonde, taller than her husband, looking out at the world quizzically as if she couldn’t quite believe her eyes, not yet soured by disappointment.
I’d caught Gervase giving his best grade-one bullying down-the-nose stare, and saw no good purpose in ever showing him the reflection of his soul. Ursula merely looked indeterminate and droopy and somehow guilty, as if she thought she shouldn’t even have her photo taken without Gervase’s permission.
Berenice, Thomas’s wife, was the exact opposite, staring disapprovingly straight into the lens, bold and sarcastic, unerringly destructive every time she uttered. And Thomas, a step behind her, looking harried and anxious. Another of Thomas alone, smiling uneasily, defeat in the sag of his shoulders, desperation in his eyes.
Vivien, Joyce and Alicia, the three witches, dissimilar in features but alike in expression, had been caught when they weren’t aware of the camera, each of them watching someone else with disfavour.
Alicia, fluffy and frilly, still wore her hair brought youthfully high to a ribbon bow on the crown, from where rich brown curls tumbled in a cascade to her shoulders. Nearly sixty, she looked in essence younger than her son Gervase, and she would still have been pretty but for the pinched hardness of her mouth.
She had been a fair sort of mother to me for the seven years of her reign, seeing to my ordinary needs like food and new clothes and treating me no different from Gervase and Ferdinand, but I’d never felt like going to her for advice or comfort. She hadn’t loved me, nor I her, and after the divorce we had neither felt any grief in separation. I’d detested what she’d done afterwards to Gervase, Ferdinand and Serena, twisting their minds with her own spite. I would positively have liked to have had friendly brothers and sisters as much as Malcolm would have valued friendly children. After nearly twenty years, Alicia’s intense hurt still spread suffering outward in ripples.
Serena’s picture showed her as she had been a year earlier, before aerobic dancing had slimmed her further to a sexless-looking leanness. The fair hair of childhood had slightly darkened, and was stylishly cut in a short becoming cap-shape which made her look young for her twenty-six years. A leggy Peter Pan, I thought, not wanting to grow up: a girl-woman with a girlish voice saying ‘Mummy and Daddy’, and an insatiable appetite for clothes. I wondered briefly whether she were still a virgin and felt faintly surprised to find that I simply didn’t know and, moreover, couldn’t tell.
‘These are very interesting,’ West said, glancing at me. ‘I should certainly like to borrow them.’ He shuffled them around and sorted them out. ‘Who are these? You haven’t put their names on the back, like the others.’
‘That’s Lucy and Edwin, and that’s Donald and Helen.’
‘Thanks.’ He wrote the identification carefully in small neat letters.
Malcolm stretched out a hand for the photographs which West gave him. Malcolm looked through them attentively and finally gave them back.
‘I don’t remember seeing any of these before,’ he said.
‘They’re all less than three years old.’
His mouth opened and shut again. He gave me a brooding look, as if I’d just stabbed him unfairly in the ribs.
‘What do you think of them?’ I asked.
‘A pity children grow up.’
West smiled tiredly and collected the lists and photographs together.
‘Right, Mr Pembroke. I’ll get started.’ He stood up and swayed slightly, but when I took a step forward to steady him he waved me away. ‘Just lack of sleep.’ On his feet, he looked even nearer to exhaustion, as if the outer greyness had penetrated inwards to the core. ‘First thing in the morning, I’ll be checking the Pembrokes.’
It would have been churlish to expect him to start that afternoon, but I can’t say I liked the delay. I offered him another drink and a reviving lunch, which he declined, so I took him to the hotel’s front door and saw him safely into a taxi, watching him sink like a collapsing scarecrow into the seat cushions.
Returning to the suite, I found Malcolm ordering vodka and Beluga caviar from room service with the abandon to which I was becoming accustomed. That done, he smoothed out the Sporting Life and pointed to one section of it.
‘It says the Arc de Triomphe race is due to be run this Sunday in Paris.’
‘Yes, that’s right.’
‘Then let’s go.’
‘All right,’ I said.
Malcolm laughed. ‘We may as well have some fun. There’s a list here of the runners.’
I looked where he pointed. It was a bookmaker’s advertisement showing the ante-post prices on offer.
‘What are the chances,’ Malcolm said, ‘of my buying one of these horses?’
‘Er,’ I said. ‘Today, do you mean?’
‘Of course. No good buying one after the race, is there?’
‘Well…’
‘No, of course not. The winner will be worth millions and the others peanuts. Before the race, that’s the thing.’
I don’t suppose anyone will sell,’ I said, ‘but we can try. How high do you want to go? The favourite won the Epsom Derby and is reported to be going to be syndicated for ten million pounds. You’d have to offer a good deal more than that before they’d consider selling him now.’
‘Hm,’ Malcolm said. ‘What do you think of him as a horse?’
I smothered a gasp or two and said with a deadpan face, ‘He’s a very good horse but he had an exceptionally exhausting race last time out. I don’t think he’s had enough time to recover, and I wouldn’t back him this time.’
‘Have you backed him before?’ Malcolm asked curiously.
‘Yes, when he won the Derby, but he was favourite for that, too.’
‘What do you think will win the Arc de Triomphe, then?’
‘Seriously?’ I said.
‘Of course seriously.’
‘One of the French horses, Meilleurs Voeux.’
‘Can we buy him?’
‘Not a hope. His owner loves his horses, loves winning more than profit and is immensely rich.’
‘So am I,’ Malcolm said simply, i can’t help making money. It used to be a passion, now it’s a habit. But this business about Moira jolted me, you know. It struck me that I may not have a hell of a lot of time left, not with enough health and strength to enjoy life. I’ve spent all these years amassing the stuff, and for what? For my goddam children to murder me for? Sod that for a sad story. You buy me a good horse in this race on Sunday and we’ll go and yell it home, boy, at the top of our lungs.’
It took all afternoon and early evening to get even a tinge of interest from anyone. I telephoned to the trainers of the English — or Irish — runners, asking if they thought their owners might sell. I promised each trainer that he would go on training the horse, and that my father would send him also the two-million-guinea colt he’d bought yesterday. Some of the trainers were at the Newmarket Sales and had to be tracked down to hotels, and once tracked, had to track and consult with their owners. Some simply said no, forget it.
Finally, at seven forty-five, a trainer from Newmarket rang back to say his owner would sell a half-share if his price was met. I relayed the news and the price to Malcolm.
‘What do you think?’ he said.
‘Urn… the horse is quite good, the price is on the high side, the trainer’s in the top league.’
‘OK.’ Malcolm said. ‘Deal.’
‘My father accepts,’ I said. ‘And, er, the colt is still in the Sales stables. Can you fetch it tomorrow, if we clear it with the auctioneers?’
Indeed he could. He sounded quite cheerful altogether. He would complete his paperwork immediately if Malcolm could transfer the money directly to his bloodstock account, bank and account number supplied. I wrote the numbers to his dictation. Malcolm waved a hand and said, ‘No problem. First thing in the morning. He’ll have it by afternoon.’
‘Well,’ I said, breathing out as I put the receiver down, ‘you now own half of Blue Clancy.’
‘Let’s drink to it,’ Malcolm said. ‘Order some Bollinger.’
I ordered it from room service, and while we waited for it to arrive I told him about my encounter with his gardener, Arthur Bellbrook.
‘Decent chap,’ Malcolm said, nodding. ‘Damned good gardener.’
I told him wryly about Moira and the prize vegetables, which he knew nothing about.
‘Silly bitch,’ he said. ‘Arthur lives in a terrace house with a pocket handkerchief garden facing north. You couldn’t grow prize stuff there. If she’d asked me I’d have told her that, and told her to leave him alone. Good gardeners are worth every perk they get.’
‘He seemed pretty philosophical,’ I said, ‘and, incidentally, pretty bright. He’d spotted that the kitchen garden wall is thicker than it should be at the corner. He’d asked old Fred, and heard about the room I built there. He wanted to know how to get in, so he could use it as an apple store.’
Malcolm practically ejected from his armchair, alarm widening his eyes, his voice coming out strangled and hoarse. ‘My God, you didn’t tell him, did you?’
‘No, I didn’t,’ I said slowly. ‘I told him it was empty and was bricked up twenty years ago.’ I paused. ‘What have you put in there?’
Malcolm subsided into his chair, not altogether relieved of anxiety.
‘Never you mind,’ he said.
‘You forget that I could go and look.’
I don’t forget it.’
He stared at me. He’d been interested, all those summers ago, when I’d designed and built the pivoting brick door. He’d come down the garden day after day to watch, and had patted me often on the shoulder, and smiled at the secret. The resulting wall looked solid, felt solid, was solid. But at one point there was a thick vertical steel rod within it, stretching from a concrete underground foundation up into the beam supporting the roof. Before I’d put the new roof on, I’d patiently drilled round holes in bricks (breaking many) and slid them into the rod, and arranged and mortared the door in neat courses, so that the edges of it dovetailed into the fixed sections next to it.
To open the room, when I’d finished everything, one had first to remove the wedge-like wooden sill which gave extra support to the bottom course of the door when it was closed, and then to activate the spring latch on the inner side by poking a thin wire through a tiny hole in the mortar at what had been my thirteen-year-old waist height. The design of the latch hadn’t been my own, but something I’d read in a book: at any rate, when I’d installed it, it worked obligingly at once.
It had pleased me intensely to build a door that Gervase would never find. No more dead rats. No more live birds, shut in and fluttering with fright. No more invasions of my own private place.
Gervase had never found the door and nor had anyone else and, as the years passed, grass grew long in front of the wall, and nettles, and although I’d meant to give the secret to Robin and Peter some day, I hadn’t done so by the time of the crash. Only Malcolm knew how to get in — and Malcolm had used the knowledge.
‘What’s in there?’ I repeated.
He put on his airiest expression. ‘Just some things I didn’t want Moira to get her hands on.’
I remembered sharply the objects missing from his study.
‘The gold dolphin, the amethyst tree, the silver candelabra… those?’
‘You’ve been looking,’ he accused.
I shook my head. ‘I noticed they were gone.’
The few precious objects, all the same, hardly accounted for the severity of his first alarm.
‘What else is in there?’ I said.
‘Actually,’ he said, calmly now, ‘quite a lot of gold.’







Five
‘Some people buy and sell gold without ever seeing it,’ he said. ‘But I like possessing the actual stuff. There’s no fun in paper transactions. Gold is beautiful on its own account, and I like to see it and feel it. But it’s not all that easy to store it in banks or safety deposits. Too heavy and bulky. And insurance is astronomical. Takes too much of the profit. I never insure it.’
‘You’re storing it there in the wall… waiting for the price to rise?’
‘You know me, don’t you?’ He smiled. ‘Buy low, bide your time, sell high. Wait a couple of years, not often more. The price of gold itself swings like a pendulum, but there’s nothing, really, like gold shares. When gold prices rise, gold shares often rise by two or three times as much. I sell the gold first and the shares a couple of months later. Psychological phenomenon, you know, that people go on investing in gold mines, pushing the price up, when the price of gold itself is static or beginning to drop. Illogical, but invaluable to people like me.’
He sat looking at me with the vivid blue eyes, teaching his child.
‘Strategic Minerals, now. There never was anything like the Strategic Minerals Corporation of Australia. This year, the price of gold itself rose twenty-five per cent, but Strats - shares in Strategic Minerals - rose nearly a thousand per cent before they dropped off the top. Incredible. I got in near the beginning of those and sold at nine hundred and fifty per cent profit. But don’t be fooled, Strats happen only once or twice in a lifetime.’
‘How much,’ I said, fascinated, ‘did you invest in Strats?’
After a brief pause he said, ‘Five million. I had a feeling about them… they just smelted right. I don’t often go in so deep, and I didn’t expect them to fly so high, no one could, but there you are, all gold shares rose this year, and Strats rose like a skylark.’
‘How are they doing now?’ I asked.
‘Don’t know. I’m concerned with the present. Gold mines, you see, don’t go on for ever. They have a life: exploration, development, production, exhaustion. I get in, wait a while, take a profit, forget them. Never stay too long with a rising gold share. Fortunes are lost by selling too late.’
He did truly trust me, I thought. If he’d doubted me still, he wouldn’t have told me there was gold behind the brick door, nor that even after tax he had made approximately thirty million pounds on one deal. I stopped worrying that he was overstretching himself in buying the colt and a half-share in Blue Clancy. I stopped worrying about practically everything except how to keep him alive and spending.
I’d talked to someone once whose father had died when she was barely twenty. She regretted that she hadn’t ever known him adult to adult, and wished she could meet him again, just to talk. Watching Malcolm, it struck me that in a way I’d been given her wish: that the three years’ silence had been a sort of death, and that I could talk to him now adult to adult, and know him as a man, not as a father.
We spent a peaceful evening together in the suite, talking about what we’d each done during the hiatus, and it was difficult to imagine that outside, somewhere, a predator might be searching for the prey.
At one point I said, ‘You gave Joyce’s telephone number on purpose to the film man, didn’t you? And Gervase’s number to the retarded-children lady? You wanted me with you to see you buy the colt… You made sure that the family knew all about your monster outlays as soon as possible, didn’t you?’
‘Huh,’ he said briefly, which after a moment I took as admission. One misdirected telephone call had been fairly possible: two stretched credibility too far.
‘Thomas and Berenice,’ I said, ‘were pretty frantic over some little adventure of yours. What did you do to stir them up?’
‘How the hell do you know all this?’
I smiled and fetched the cassette player, and re-ran for him the message tape from my telephone. He listened grimly but with an undercurrent of amusement to Serena, Gervase and Joyce and then read Thomas’s letter, and when he reached Thomas’s intense closing appeal I waited for explosions.
They didn’t come. He said wryly, ‘I suppose they’re what I made them.’
‘No,’ I said.
‘Why not?’
‘Personality is mysterious, but it’s born in you, not made.’
‘But it can be brainwashed.’
‘Yes, OK,’ I said. ‘But you didn’t do it.’
‘Vivien and Alicia did… because of me.’
‘Don’t wallow in guilt so much. It isn’t like you.’
He grinned. ‘I don’t feel guilty, actually.’
Joyce, I thought, had at least played fair. A screaming fury she might have been on the subject of Alicia, but she’d never tried to set me against Malcolm. She had agreed in the divorce settlement when I was six that he should have custody of me: she wasn’t basically maternal, and infrequent visits from her growing son were all she required. She’d never made great efforts to bind me to her, and it had always been clear to me that she was relieved every time at my departure. Her life consisted of playing, teaching, and writing about bridge, a game she played to international tournament standard, and she was often abroad. My visits had always disrupted the acute concentration she needed for winning, and as winning gave her the prestige essential for lecture tours and magazine articles, I had more often raised impatience in her than comradeship, a feeling she had dutifully tried to stifle.
She had given me unending packs of cards to play with and had taught me a dozen card games, but I’d never had her razor memory of any and every card played in any and every game, a perpetual disappointment to her and a matter for impatience in itself. When I veered off to make my life in a totally different branch of the entertainment industry, she had been astonished at my choice and at first scornful, but had soon come round to checking the racing pages during the steeplechase season to see if I was listed as riding.
‘What did you tell Thomas and Berenice?’ I asked Malcolm again, after a pause.
With satisfaction he said, ‘I absentmindedly gave their telephone number to a wine merchant who was to let me know the total I owed him for the fifty or so cases of 1979 Pol Roger he was collecting for me to drink.’
‘And, er, roughly how much would that cost?’
‘The 1979, the Winston Churchill vintage, is quite exceptional, you know.’
‘Of course it would be,’ I said.
‘Roughly twenty-five thousand pounds, then, for fifty cases.’
Poor Thomas, I thought.
‘I also made sure that Alicia knew I’d given about a quarter of a million pounds to fund scholarships for bright girls at the school Serena went to. Alicia and I haven’t been talking recently. I suppose she’s furious I gave it to the school and not to Serena herself.’
‘Well, why did you?’
He looked surprised. ‘You know my views. You must all carve your own way. To make you all rich too young would rob you of incentive.’
I certainly did know his views, but I wasn’t sure I always agreed with them. I would have had bags of incentive to make a success of being a racehorse trainer if he’d lent, advanced or given me enough to start, but I also knew that if he did, he’d have to do as much for the others (being ordinarily a fair man), and he didn’t believe in it, as he said.
‘Why did you want them all to know how much you’ve been spending?’ I asked. ‘Because of course they all will know by now. The telephone wires will have been red hot.’
‘I suppose I thought… um… if they believed I was getting rid of most of it there would be less point in killing me… do you see?’
I stared at him. ‘You must be crazy,’ I said. ‘It sounds to me like an invitation to be murdered without delay.’
‘Ah well, that too has occurred to me of late.’ He smiled vividly. ‘But I have you with me now to prevent that.’
After a speechless moment I said, ‘I may not always be able to see the speeding car.’
‘I’ll trust your eyesight.’
I pondered. ‘What else have you spent a bundle on, that I haven’t heard about?’
He drank some champagne and frowned, and I guessed that he was trying to decide whether or not to tell me. Finally he sighed and said, ‘This is for your ears only. I didn’t do it for the same reason, and I did it earlier… several weeks ago, in fact, before Moira was murdered.’ He paused. ‘She was angry about it, though she’d no right to be. It wasn’t her money. She hated me to give anything to anyone else. She wanted everything for herself.’ He sighed, ‘I don’t know how you knew right from the beginning what she was like.’
‘Her calculator eyes,’ I said.
He smiled ruefully. He must have seen that look perpetually, by the end.
‘The nursing home where Robin is,’ he said unexpectedly, ‘needed repairs. So I paid for them.’
He wasn’t talking, I gathered, in terms of a couple of replaced window-frames.
‘Of course, you know it’s a private nursing home?’ he said. ‘A family business, basically.’
‘Yes.’
‘They needed a new roof. New wiring. A dozen urgent upgradings. They tried raising the residential fees too high and lost patients, familiar story. They asked my advice about fund-raising. I told them not to bother. I’d get estimates, and all I’d want in return was that they’d listen to a good business consultant who I’d send them.’ He shifted comfortably in his armchair. ‘Robin’s settled there. Calm. Any change upsets him, as you know. If the whole place closed and went out of business, which was all too likely, I’d have to find somewhere else for him, and he’s lost enough …’
His voice tapered off. He had delighted in Robin and Peter when they’d been small, playing with them on the carpet like a young father, proud of them as if they were his first children, not his eighth and ninth. Good memories: worth a new roof.
‘I know you still go to visit him,’ he said. ‘The nurses tell me. So you must have seen the place growing threadbare.’
I nodded, thinking about it. ‘They used to have huge vases of fresh flowers everywhere.’
‘They used to have top quality everything, but they’ve had to compromise to patch up the building. Country houses are open money drains when they age. I can’t see the place outliving Robin, really. You will look after him, when I’ve gone?’
‘Yes,’ I said.
He nodded, taking it for granted. ‘I appointed you his trustee when I set up the fund for him, do you remember? I’ve not altered it.’
I was glad that he hadn’t. At least, somewhere, obscurely, things had remained the same between us.
‘Why don’t we go and see him tomorrow?’ he said. ‘No one will kill me there.’
‘All right,’ I agreed: so we went in the hired car in the morning, stopping in the local town to buy presents of chocolate and simpletoys designed for three-year-olds, and I added a packet of balloons to the pile while Malcolm paid.
‘Does he like balloons?’ he asked, his eyebrows rising.
‘He gets frustrated sometimes. I blow the balloons up, and he bursts them.’
Malcolm looked surprised and in some ways disturbed. ‘I didn’t know he could feel frustration.’
‘It seems like that. As if sometimes he half remembers us… but can’t quite.’
‘Poor boy.’
We drove soberly onwards and up the drive of the still splendid-looking Georgian house which lay mellow and symmetrical in the autumn sunshine. Inside, its near fifty rooms had been adapted and transformed in the heyday of private medicine into a highly comfortable hospital for mostly chronic, mostly old, mostly rich patients. Short-stay patients came and went, usually convalescing after major operations performed elsewhere, but in general one saw the same faces month after month: the same faces ageing, suffering, waiting for release. Dreadfully depressing, I found it, but for Robin, it was true, it seemed the perfect haven, arrived at after two unsuccessful stays in more apparently suitable homes involving other children, bright colours, breezy nurses and jollying atmospheres. Robin seemed better with peace, quiet and no demands, and Malcolm had finally acted against professional advice to give them to him.
Robin had a large room on the ground floor with french doors opening on to a walled garden. He seldom went out into the garden, but he preferred the doors open in all weathers, including snowstorms. Apart from that, he was docile and easy to deal with, and if anyone had speculated on the upheavals that might happen soon if puberty took its natural course, they hadn’t mentioned it in my hearing.
He looked at us blankly, as usual. He seldom spoke, though he did retain the ability to make words: it was just that he seemed to have few thoughts to utter. Brain damage of that magnitude was idiosyncratic, we’d been told, resulting in behaviour individual to each victim. Robin spoke rarely and then only to himself, in private, when he didn’t expect to be overheard: the nurses sometimes heard him, and had told us, but said he stopped as soon as he saw them.
I’d asked them what he said, but they didn’t know, except forwords like ‘shoes’ and ‘bread’ and ‘floor’: ordinary words. They didn’t know why he wouldn’t speak at other times. They were sure, though, that he understood a fair amount of what others said, even if in a haze.
We gave him some pieces of chocolate which he ate, and unwrapped the toys for him which he fingered but didn’t play with. He looked at the balloon packet without emotion. It wasn’t a frustration day: on those, he looked at the packet and made blowing noises with his mouth.
We sat with him for quite a while, talking, telling him who we were while he wandered around the room. He looked at our faces from time to time, and touched my nose once with his finger as if exploring that I was really there, but there was no connection with our minds. He looked healthy, good looking, a fine boy: heartbreaking, as always.
A nurse came in the end, middle-aged, kind-faced, to take him to a dining-room for lunch, and Malcolm and I transferred to the office where my father was given a saviour’s welcome and offered a reviving scotch.
‘Your son, slow progress, I’m afraid.’ Earnest, dedicated people.
Malcolm nodded. No progress would have been more accurate.
‘We do our best for him always.’
‘Yes, I know.’ Malcolm drank the scotch, shook their hands, made our farewells. We left, as I always left, in sadness, silence and regret.
‘So bloody unfair,’ Malcolm said halfway back to London. ‘He ought to be laughing, talking, roaring through life.’
‘Yes.’
‘I can’t bear to see him, and I can’t bear not to. I’d give all my money to have him well again.’
‘And make a new fortune afterwards,’ I said.
‘Well, yeah, why not?’ He laughed, but still with gloom. ‘It would have been better if he’d died with the others. Life’s a bugger, sometimes, isn’t it?’
The gloom lasted back to the Savoy and through the next bottle of Bollinger, but by afternoon Malcolm was complaining of the inactivity I’d thrust upon him and wanting to visit cronies in the City. Unpredictability be our shield, I prayed, and kept my eyes open for speeding cars; but we saw the day out safely in offices, bars, clubs and a restaurant, during which time Malcolm increased his wealth by gambling a tenner at evens on the day’s closing price of gold whichfell by two pounds when the trend was upwards, ‘It’ll shoot right up next year, you watch.’
On Friday, despite my pleas for sanity, he insisted on accompanying me to Sandown Park races.
‘You’ll be safer here,’ I protested, ‘in the suite.’
‘I shan’t feel safer.’
‘At the races, I can’t stay beside you.’
‘Who’s to know I’ll be there?’
I gazed at him. ‘Anyone who guesses we are now together could know. They’ll know how to find me, if they look in the papers.’
‘Then don’t go.’
‘I’m going. You stay here.’
I saw, however, that the deep underlying apprehension which he tried to suppress most of the time would erupt into acute nervous anxiety if I left him alone in the suite for several hours, and that he might, out of boredom, do something much sillier than going to the races, like convincing himself that anyone in his family would keep a secret if he asked it.
Accordingly I drove him south of London and took him through the jockeys’ entrance gate to the weighing-room area where he made his afternoon a lot safer by meeting yet another crony and being instantly invited to lunch in the holy of holies.
‘Do you have cronies all over the world?’ I asked.
‘Certainly,’ he said, smiling broadly. ‘Anyone I’ve known for five minutes is a crony, if I get on with them.’
I believed him. Malcolm wasn’t easy to forget, nor was he hard to like. I saw the genuine pleasure in his immediate host’s face as they walked away together, talking, and reflected that Malcolm would have been a success in whatever career he had chosen, that success was part of his character, like generosity, like headlong rashness.
I was due to ride in the second race, a steeplechase for amateurs, and as usual had arrived two prudent hours in advance. I turned away from watching Malcolm and looked around for the owner of the horse I was about to partner, and found my path blocked by a substantial lady in a wide brown cape. Of all the members of the family, she was the last I would have expected to see on a racecourse.
‘Ian,’ she said accusingly, almost as if I’d been pretending to be someone else.
‘Hello.’
‘Where have you been? Why don’t you answer your telephone?’
Lucy, my elder half-sister. Lucy, the poet.
Lucy’s husband Edwin was, as always, to be found at her side, rather as if he had no separate life. The leech, Malcolm had called him unkindly in the past. From a Bugg to a leech.
Lucy was blessed with an unselfconsciousness about her weight which stemmed both from unworldliness and an overbelief in health foods. ‘But nuts and raisins are good for you,’ she would say, eating them by the kilo. ‘Bodily vanity, like intellectual arrogance, is a sickness of the soul.’
She was forty-two, my sister, with thick straight brown hair uncompromisingly cut, large brown eyes, her mother’s high cheekbones and her father’s strong nose. She was as noticeable in her own way as Malcolm was himself, and not only because of her shapeless clothes and dedicated absence of cosmetics. Malcolm’s vitality ran in her too, though in different directions, expressing itself in vigour of thought and language.
I had often, in the past, wondered why someone as talented and strongminded as she shouldn’t have made a marriage of equal minds, but in recent years had come to think she had settled for a nonentity like Edwin because the very absence of competition freed her to be wholly herself.
‘Edwin is concerned,’ she said, ‘that Malcolm is leaving his senses.’
For Edwin, read Lucy, I thought. She had a trick of ascribing her own thoughts to her husband if she thought they would be unwelcome to her audience.
Edwin stared at me uneasily. He was a good-looking man in many ways, but mean spirited, which if one were tolerant one would excuse because of the perpetual knife-edge state of his and Lucy’s finances. I wasn’t certain any more whether it was he who had actually failed to achieve employment, or whether Lucy had in some way stopped him from trying. In any event, she earned more prestige than lucre for her writing, and Edwin had grown tired of camouflaging the frayed elbows of his jackets with oval patches of thin leather badly sewn on.
Edwin’s concern, it seemed, was real enough although if it had been his alone they wouldn’t have come.
‘It isn’t fair of him,’ he said, meaning Malcolm. ‘Lucy’s trust fund was set up years ago before inflation and doesn’t stretch as far as itused to. He really ought to put that right. I’ve told him so several times, and he simply ignores me. And now he’s throwing his money away in this profligate way as if his heirs had no rights at all.’ Indignation shook in his voice, along with, I could see, a very definite fear of a rocky future if the fortune he’d counted on for so long should be snatched away in the last furlong, so to speak.
I sighed and refrained from saying that I thought that Malcolm’s heirs had no rights while he was alive. I said merely, soothingly, ‘I’m sure he won’t let you starve.’
‘That’s not the point,’ Edwin said with thin fury. ‘The point is that he’s given an immense amount of money to Lucy’s old college to establish post-graduate scholarships for poets.’
I looked from his pinch-lipped agitated mouth to Lucy’s face and saw shame where there should perhaps have been pride. Shame, I thought, because she found herself sharing Edwin’s views when they ran so contrary to her normal disdain for materialism. Perhaps even Lucy, I thought, had been looking forward to a comfortably off old age.
‘You should be honoured,’ I said.
She nodded unhappily. ‘I am.’
‘No,’ Edwin said, ‘It’s disgraceful.’
‘The Lucy Pembroke Scholarships,’ I said slowly.
‘Yes. How did you know?’ Lucy asked.
And there would be the Serena Pembroke Scholarships, of course. And the Coochie Pembroke Memorial Challenge Trophy …
‘What are you smiling at?’ Lucy demanded. ‘You can’t say you’ve made much of a success of your life so far, can you? If Malcolm leaves us all nothing, you’ll end up carting horse-muck until you drop from senility.’
‘There are worse jobs,’ I said mildly.
There were horses around us, and racecourse noises, and a skyful of gusty fresh air. I could happily spend my life, I knew, in almost any capacity that took me to places like Sandown Park.
‘You’ve wasted every talent you have,’ Lucy said.
‘My only talent is riding horses.’
‘You’re blind and stupid. You’re the only male Pembroke with decent brains and you’re too lazy to use them.’
‘Well, thanks,’ I said.
‘It’s not a compliment.’
‘No, so I gathered.’
‘Joyce says you’re sure to know where Malcolm is as you’ve finally made up your quarrel, though you’ll lie about it as a matter of course,’ Lucy said. ‘Joyce said you would be here today on this spot at this time, if I wanted to reach you.’
‘Which you did, rather badly.’
‘Don’t be so obtuse. You’ve got to stop him. You’re the only one who can, and Joyce says you’re probably the only one who won’t try… and you must try, Ian, and succeed, if not for yourself, then for the rest of the family.’
‘For you?’ I asked.
‘Well…’ She couldn’t openly abandon her principles, but they were bending, it seemed. ‘For the others,’ she said stalwartly.
I looked at her with new affection. ‘You’re a hypocrite, my dear sister,’ I said.
In smarting retaliation, she said sharply, ‘Vivien thinks you’re trying to cut the rest of us out and ingratiate yourself again with Malcolm.’
‘I expect she would,’ I said. ‘I expect Alicia will think it also, when Vivien has fed it to her.’
‘You really are a bastard.’
‘No,’ I said, my lips twitching, ‘that’s Gervase.’
I laughed, ‘I’ll tell Malcolm you’re concerned. I promise I will, somehow. And now I’ve got to change my clothes and ride in a race. Are you staying?’
Lucy hesitated but Edwin said, ‘Will you win?’
‘I don’t think so. Save your money.’
‘You’re not taking it seriously,’ Lucy said.
I looked straight at her eyes. ‘Believe me,’ I said, ‘I take it very seriously indeed. No one had a right to murder Moira to stop her taking half Malcolm’s money. No one has a right to murder Malcolm to stop him spending it. He is fair. He will leave us all provided for, when the time comes, which I hope may be twenty years from now. You tell them all to stop fretting, to ease off, to have faith. Malcolm is teasing you all and I think it’s dangerous, but he is dismayed by everyone’s greed, and is determined to teach us a lesson. So you tell them, Lucy, tell Joyce and Vivien and everyone, that the more we try to grab, the less we will get. The more we protest, the more he will spend.’
She looked back silently. Eventually she said, ‘I am ashamed of myself.’
‘Rubbish,’ Edwin said to me vehemently. ‘You must stop Malcolm. You must.’
Lucy shook her head, ‘Ian’s right.’
‘Do you mean Ian won’t even try?’ Edwin demanded incredulously.
‘I’m positive he won’t,’ Lucy said. ‘Didn’t you hear what he said? Weren’t you listening?’
‘It was all rubbish.’
Lucy patted my arm. ‘We may as well see you race, while we’re here. Go and get changed.’
It was a more sisterly gesture and tone than I was used to, and I reflected with a shade of guilt that I’d paid scant attention to her own career for a couple of years.
‘How is the poetry going?’ I asked. ‘What are you working on?’
The question caught her unprepared. Her face went momentarily blank and then filled with what seemed to be an odd mixture of sadness and panic.
‘Nothing just now,’ she said. ‘Nothing for quite a while,’ and I nodded almost apologetically as if I had intruded, and went into the weighing-room and through to the changing-room reflecting that poets, like mathematicians, mostly did their best work when young. Lucy wasn’t writing; had maybe stopped altogether. And perhaps, I thought, the frugality she had for so long embraced had begun to seem less worthy and less worth it, if she were losing the inner sustaining comfort of creative inspiration.
Poor Lucy, I thought. Life could be a bugger, as Malcolm said. She had already begun to value the affluence she had long despised or she wouldn’t have come on her mission to Sandown Park, and I could only guess at the turmoil in her spiritual life. Like a nun losing her faith, I thought. But no, not a nun. Lucy, who had written explicitly of sex in a way I could never believe had anything to do with Edwin (though one could be wrong), wouldn’t ever have been a nun.
With such random thoughts, I took off my ordinary clothes and put on white breeches and a scarlet jersey with blue stripes on the sleeves, and felt the usual battened-down excitement which made me breathe deeply and feel intensely happy. I rode in about fifty races a year, if I was lucky… and I would have to get another job fairly soon, I reflected, if I were to ride exercise regularly and stay fit enough to do any good.
Going outside, I talked for a while to the trainer and owner of the horse I was to ride, a husband and wife who had themselves riddenuntil twenty years earlier in point-to-point races and who liked to relive it all vicariously through me. The husband, George, was now a public trainer on a fairly grand scale, but the wife, Jo, still preferred to run her own horses in amateur races. She currently owned three steeplechasers, all pretty good. It did me no harm at all to be seen on them and to be associated in racing minds with that stable.
‘Young Higgins is jumping out of his skin,’ Jo said.
Young Higgins was the name of that day’s horse. Young Higgins was thirteen, a venerable gentleman out to disprove rumours of retirement. We all interpreted‘jumping out of his skin’ as meaning fit, sound and pricking his ears with enthusiasm, and at his age one couldn’t ask for much more. Older horses than he had won the Grand National, but Young Higgins and I had fallen in the great race the only time we’d tried it, and to my regret Jo had decided on no more attempts.
‘We’ll see you in the parade ring, then, Ian, before the race,’ George said, and Jo added, ‘And give the old boy a good time.’
I nodded, smiling. Giving all of us a good time was the point of the proceedings. Young Higgins was definitely included.
The minute George and Jo turned away to go off towards the grandstands, someone tapped me on the back of the shoulder. I turned round to see who it was and to my total astonishment found myself face to face with Lucy’s older brother, Malcolm’s first child, my half-brother Donald.
‘Good heavens,’ I said. ‘You’ve never been to the races in your life.’
He often told me he hadn’t, saying rather superciliously that he didn’t approve of the sordid gambling.
‘I haven’t come for the races,’ he said crossly. ‘I’ve come to see you about Malcolm’s taking leave of his senses.’
‘How… er …?’ I stopped. ‘Did Joyce send you?’ I said.
‘What if she did? We are all concerned. She told us where to find you, certainly.’
‘Did she tell the whole family?’ I asked blankly.
‘How do I know? She telephoned us. I daresay she telephoned everyone she could get hold of. You know what she’s like. She’s your mother, after all.’
Even so late in his life, he couldn’t keep out of his voice the old resentments, and perhaps also, I reflected, they were intensifying with age. My mother had supplanted his, he was saying, and any indiscretion my mother ever committed was in some way my fault.He had thought in that illogical way for as long as I’d been aware of him, and nothing had changed.
Donald was, in the family’s opinion, the brother nearest in looks to myself, and I wasn’t sure I liked it. Irrefutably, he was the same height and had blue eyes less intense in colour than Malcolm’s. Agreed, Donald had middling brown curly hair and shoulders wider than his hips. I didn’t wear a bushy moustache though, and I just hoped I didn’t walk with what I thought of as a self-important strut; and I sometimes tried to make sure, after I’d been in Donald’s company, that I absolutely didn’t.
Donald’s life had been so disrupted when Malcolm had ousted Vivien, Donald always told us, that he had never been able to decide properly on a career. It couldn’t have been easy, I knew, to survive such an upheaval, but Donald had only been nine at the time, a bit early for life decisions. In any event, as an adult he had drifted from job to job in hotels, coming to harbour at length as secretary of a prestigious golf club near Henley-on-Thames, a post which I gathered had proved ultimately satisfactory in social standing, which was very important to his self-esteem.
I didn’t either like or dislike Donald particularly. He was eleven years older than I was. He was there.
‘Everyone insists you stop Malcolm squandering the family money,’ he said, predictably.
‘It’s his money, not the family’s,’ I said.
‘What?’ Donald found the idea ridiculous. ‘What you’ve got to do is explain that he owes it to us to keep the family fortune intact until we inherit it. Unfortunately we know he won’t listen to any of us except you, and now that you appear to have made up your quarrel with him, you are elected to be our spokesman. Joyce thinks we have to convince you first of the need to stop Malcolm, but I told her it was ridiculous. You don’t need convincing, you want to be well off one day just the same as the rest of us, of course you do, it’s only natural.’
I was saved from both soul-searching and untrue disclaimers by the arrival of Helen, Donald’s wife, who had apparently been buying a racecard.
‘We’re not staying,’ Donald said disapprovingly, eyeing it.
She gave him a vague smile. ‘You never know,’ she said.
Beautiful and brainless, Malcolm had said of her, and perhaps he was right. Tall and thin, she moved with natural style and madecheap clothes look expensive: I knew they were cheap because she had a habit of saying where they’d come from and how much she’d paid for them, inviting admiration of her thriftiness. Donald always tried to shut her up.
‘Do tell us where to watch the races from,’ she said.
‘We’re not here for that,’ Donald said.
‘No, dear, we’re here because we need money now that the boys have started at Eton.’
‘No, dear,’ Donald said sharply.
‘But you know we can’t afford …’
‘Do be quiet, dear,’ Donald said.
‘Eton costs a bomb,’ I said mildly, knowing that Donald’s income would hardly stretch to one son there, let alone two. Donald had twin boys, which seemed to run in the family.
‘Of course it does,’ Helen said, ‘but Donald puts such store by it. “My sons are at Eton,” that sort of thing. Gives him standing with the people he deals with in the golf dub.’
‘Helen, dear, do be quiet.’ Donald’s embarrassment showed, but she was undoubtedly right.
‘We thought Donald might have inherited before the boys reached thirteen,’ she said intensely. ‘As he hasn’t, we’re borrowing every penny we can to pay the fees, the same as we borrowed for the prep school and a lot of other things. But we’ve borrowed against Donald’s expectations… so you see it’s essential for us that there really is plenty to inherit, as there are so many people to share it with. We’ll be literally bankrupt if Malcolm throws too much away… and I don’t think Donald could face it.’
I opened my mouth to answer her but no sound came out. I felt as if I’d been thrust into a farce over which I had no control.
Walking purposefully to join us came Serena, Ferdinand and Debs.







Six
‘Stay right here,’ I said to all of them. ‘I have to go into the weighing-room to deal with a technicality. Stay right here until I come out.’
They nodded with various frowns, and I dived into privacy in a desperate search for a sheet of paper and an envelope.
I wrote to Malcolm:
Half the family have turned up here, sent by Joyce. For God’s sake stay where you are, keep out of sight and wait until I come to fetch you.
I stuck the note into the envelope, wrote Malcolm’s name on the outside, and sought out an official who had enough rank to send someone to deliver it.
‘My father is lunching in the Directors’ dining-room,’ I said. ‘And it’s essential that he gets this note immediately.’
The official was obliging. He was going up to the Stewards’ room anyway, he said, and he would take it himself. With gratitude and only a minor lessening of despair — because it would be just like Malcolm to come down contrarily to confront the whole bunch — I went out again into the sunlight and found the five of them still faithfully waiting exactly where I’d left them.
‘I say,’ Debs said, half mocking, ‘you do look dashing in all that kit.’
Donald looked at her in surprise, and I had a vivid impression of his saying soon in his golf club, ‘My brother, the amateur’jockey…’, knowing that if I’d been a professional he would have hushed it up if he could. A real snob, Donald: but there were worse sins.
Debs, Ferdinand’s second wife, had come to the races in a black leather coat belted at the waist, with shoulder-length blond hair above and long black boots below. Her eyelids were purple, like her fingernails. The innocence I’d photographed in her a year ago was in danger of disappearing.
Ferdinand, shorter than Debs and more like Malcolm than ever, appeared to be in his usual indecision over whether I was to be loved or hated. I smiled at him cheerfully and asked what sort of a journey he’d had.
‘A lot of traffic,’ he said lamely.
‘We didn’t come here to talk about traffic,’ Serena said forbiddingly. ‘We want to know where Daddy is.’
Malcolm’s little Serena, now taller than he, was dressed that day in royal blue with white frills at neck and wrists, a white woollen hat with a pompom on top covering her cap of fair hair. She looked a leggy sixteen, not ten years older. Her age showed only in the coldness of her manner towards me, which gave no sign of thawing.
In her high-pitched, girlish voice she said, ‘We want him to settle very substantial sums on us all right now. Then he can go to blazes with the rest.’
I blinked. ‘Who are you quoting?’ I asked.
‘Myself,’ she said loftily, and then more probably added, ‘Mummy too. And Gervase.’
It had Gervase’s thuggish style stamped all over it.
Donald and Helen looked distinctly interested in the proposal. Ferdinand and Debs had of course heard it before.
‘Gervase thinks it’s the best solution,’ Ferdinand said, nodding.
I doubted very much that Malcolm would agree, but said only, ‘I’ll pass on your message next time he gets in touch with me.’
‘But Joyce is sure you know where he is,’ Donald objected.
‘Not exactly,’ I said. ‘Do you know that Lucy and Edwin are here too?’
They were satisfactorily diverted, looking over their shoulders to see if they could spot them in the growing crowds.
‘Didn’t Joyce tell you she was sending so many of you here?’ I asked generally, and it was Ferdinand, sideways, his face turned away, who answered.
‘She told Serena to come here. She told Serena to tell me, which she did, so we came together. I didn’t know about Donald and Helen or Lucy and Edwin. I expect she wanted to embarrass you.’
His eyes swivelled momentarily to my face, wanting to see my reaction. I don’t suppose my face showed any. Joyce might call me ‘darling’ with regularity but could be woundingly unkind at the same time, and I’d had a lifetime to grow armour.
Ferdinand happened to be standing next to me. I said on impulse into his ear, ‘Ferdinand, who killed Moira?’
He stopped looking for Lucy and Edwin and transferred his attention abruptly and wholly to me. I could see calculations going on in the pause before he answered, but I had no decoder for his thoughts. He was the most naturally congenial to me of all my brothers, yet the others were open books compared with him. He was secretive, as perhaps I was myself. He had wanted to build his own kitchen-wall hidey-hole when I’d built mine, only Malcolm had said we must share, that one was enough. Ferdinand had sulked and shunned me for a while, and smirked at Gervase’s dead rats. I wondered to what extent people remained the same as they’d been when very young: whether it was safe to assume they hadn’t basically changed, to believe that if one could peel back the layers of living one would come to the known child. I wanted Ferdinand to be as I had known him at ten, eleven, twelve — a boy dedicated to riding a bicycle while standing on his head on the saddle — and not in a million years a murderer.
‘I don’t know who killed Moira,’ he said finally. ‘Alicia says you did. She told the police it had to be you.’
‘I couldn’t have.’
‘She says the police could break your alibi if they really tried.’
I knew that they had really tried: they’d checked every separate five minutes of my day, and their manner and their suspicions had been disturbing.
‘And what do you think?’ I asked curiously.
His eyelids flickered. ‘Alicia says …’
I said abruptly, ‘Your mother says too damned much. Can’t you think for yourself?’
He was offended, as he would be. He hooked his arms through those of Debs and Serena and made an announcement. ‘We three are going to have a drink and a sandwich. If you fall off and kill yourself, no one will miss you.’
I smiled at him, though his tone had held no joke.
‘And don’t be so bloody forgiving,’ he said.
He whirled the girls away from me and marched them off. I wondered how he’d got the day off from work, though I supposed most people could if they tried. He was a statistician, studying to be an actuary in his insurance company. What were the probabilities, I wondered, of a thirty-two-year-old statistician whose wife had purple fingernails being present when his brother broke his neck at Sandown Park?
Donald and Helen said that they too would run a sandwich to earth (Donald’s words) and Helen added earnestly that she would care that I finished the race safely, whatever Ferdinand said.
‘Thanks,’ I said, hoping I could believe her, and went back into the changing-room for an interval of thought.
Lucy and Edwin might leave before the end of the afternoon, and so might Donald and Helen, but Ferdinand wouldn’t. He liked going racing. He’d said on one mellow occasion that he’d have been quite happy being a bookmaker; he was lightning fast at working out relative odds.
The problem of how to extract Malcolm unseen from the racecourse didn’t end, either, with those members of the family I’d talked to. If they were all so certain I knew where Malcolm was, one of the others, more cunning, could be hiding behind trees, waiting to follow me when I left.
There were hundreds of trees in Sandown Park.
The first race came and went, and in due course I went out to partner Young Higgins in the second.
Jo as usual had red cheeks from pleasure and hope. George was being gruffly businesslike, also as usual, telling me to be especially careful at the difficult first fence and to go easy up the hill past the stands the first time.
I put Malcolm out of my mind, and also murder, and it wasn’t difficult. The sky was a clear distant blue, the air crisp with the coming of autumn. The leaves on all those trees were yellowing, and the track lay waiting, green and springy, with the wide fences beckoning to be flown. Simple things; and out there one came starkly face to face with oneself, which I mostly found more exhilarating than frightening. So far, anyway.
Jo said, ‘Only eight runners, just a perfect number,’ and George said, as he always did, ‘Don’t lie too far back coming round the last long bend.’
I said I would try not to.
Jo’s eyes were sparkling like a child’s in her sixty-year-old face, and I marvelled that she had never in all that time lost the thrill of expectation in moments like these. There might be villains at every level in horse racing, but there were also people like Jo and George whose goodness and goodwill shone out like searchlights, who made the sport overall good fun and wholesome.
Life and death might be serious in the real world, but life and death on a fast steeplechaser on a Friday afternoon in the autumn sunshine was a lighthearted toss-up, an act of health on a sick planet.
I fastened the strap of my helmet, was thrown up on Young Higgins and rode him out onto the track. Perhaps if I’d been a professional and ridden up to ten times as often I would have lost the swelling joy that that moment always gave me: one couldn’t grin like a maniac, even to oneself, at a procession of bread-and-butter rides on cold days, sharp tracks, bad horses.
Young Higgins was living up to his name, bouncing on his toes and tossing his head in high spirits. We lined up with the seven others, all of whose riders 1 happened to know from many past similar occasions. Amateurs came in all guises: there was a mother, an aunt and a grandfather riding that afternoon, besides a journalist, an earl’s son, a lieutenant-colonel, a show-jumper and myself. From the stands, only a keen eye could have told one from the other without the guidance of our colours, and that was what amateur racing was all about: the equality, the levelling anonymity of the starting gate.
The tapes went up and we set off with three miles to go, almost two whole circuits, twenty-two jumps and an uphill run to the winning post.
The aunt’s horse, too strong for her, took hold of the proceedings and opened up an emphatic lead, which no one else bothered to cut down. The aunt’s horse rushed into the difficult downhill first fence and blundered over it, which taught him a lesson and let his rider recover control, and for about a mile after that there were no dramatic excitements. The first race I’d ever ridden in had seemed to pass in a whirling heaving flurry leaving me breathless and exhausted, but time had stretched out with experience until one could watch and think and even talk.
‘Give me room, blast you,’ shouted the lieutenant-colonel on one side of me.
‘Nice day,’ said the earl’s son chattily on the other, always a clown who enlivened his surroundings.
‘Shift your arse! yelled the mother to her horse, giving him a crack round that part of his anatomy. She was a good rider, hated slow horses, hated not to win, weighed a muscular ten stone and was scornful of the show-jumper, whom she had accused often of incompetence.
The show-jumper, it was true, liked to set his horse right carefully before jumps, as in the show-ring, and hadn’t managed to speed up in the several steeplechase races he’d ridden so far. He wasn’t in consequence someone to follow into a fence and I avoided him whenever possible.
The journalist was the best jockey in the race, a professional in all but status, and the grandfather was the worst but full of splendid reckless courage. More or less in a bunch, the whole lot of us came round the bottom bend and tackled the last three jumps of the first circuit. The aunt was still in front, then came the lieutenant-colonel, myself and the earl’s son in a row, then the mother just behind, with the show-jumper and the grand-father beside her. I couldn’t see the journalist: somewhere in the rear, no doubt, biding his wily time.
The lieutenant-colonel’s mount made a proper hash of the last of the three fences, jogging both of his rider’s feet out of the irons and tipping the military backside into the air somewhere in the region of the horse’s mane. Landing alongside and gathering my reins, I saw that the lieutenant-colonel’s balance was hopelessly progressing down the horse’s galloping shoulder as he fought without success to pull himself back into the saddle.
I put out an arm, grasped his jersey and yanked him upwards and backwards, shifting his disastrous centre of gravity into a more manageable place and leaving him slowing and bumping in my wake as he sat down solidly in the saddle, trying to put his feet back into his flying stirrups, which was never very easy at thirty miles an hour.
He had breathing space to collect things going up the hill, though, as we all did, and we swept round the top bend and down to the difficult fence again with not much change in order from the first time.
Someone had once long ago pulled me back into the saddle in that same way: it was fairly common in jump racing. Someone had also once tipped me straight into the air with an upward wrench of my heel, but that was another story. The lieutenant-colonel was saying ‘Thanks’ and also ‘Move over, you’re crowding me,’ more or less in the same breath.
After crossing the water jump for the second time over on the far side of the track, the show-jumper made a spurt to the front and then slowed almost to a standstill on landing over the next fence, having jumped especially pedantically, and the aunt crashed into the back of him with some singularly un-aunt-like language.
‘Lovely lady,’ said the earl’s son, appreciatively, as we passed the debacle. ‘How are you going yourself?’
‘Not bad,’ 1 said. ‘How are you?’
We jumped the last of the seven far-side fences together and in front, and put all our energies into staying there round the long last bend and over the three last fences. I could hear horses thudding behind me and the mother’s voice exhorting her slowcoach. Approaching the Pond fence, I could sense the earl’s son’s horse beginning to tire, I could see that precious winning post far ahead and the way to it clear, and for at least a few moments I thought I might win. But then the lieutenant-colonel reappeared fast at my elbow, still shouting for room, and between the last two fences, as I’d feared he would, the journalist materialised from the outback and made it look easy, and Young Higgins tired into Middle-Aged Higgins on the hill.
He and I finished third, which wasn’t too bad, with the earl’s son, persevering, not far away fourth.
‘A nice afternoon out,’ he said happily as we trotted back together, and I looked at the lights in his eyes and saw it was the same for him as for me, a high that one couldn’t put into words, an adventure of body and spirit that made of dismounting and walking on the ground a literal coming down to earth.
Jo was pleased enough, patting Young Higgins hard. ‘Ran a great race, didn’t you, old boy? Jumped like a stag.’
‘You’d have been second,’ said George, who had good binoculars, ‘if you’d let the lieutenant-colonel fall off.’
‘Yeah, well,’ I said, unbuckling the griths, ‘there were a lot of hooves down there.’
George smiled. ‘Don’t forget to weigh in.’ (He said it every time.) ‘Come for a drink in the Owners’ bar when you’ve changed.’
I accepted. It was part of the ritual, part of the bargain. They liked to re-live Young Higgins’ outing fence for fence in return for having given me the ride. They were still standing in the unsaddling enclosure talking to friends when I went out again in street clothes, and with welcoming smiles waved me into their group. None of my own family being in sight, I went with them without problems and, over glasses of Jo’s favourite brandy and ginger ale, earned my afternoon’s fun by describing it.
I returned to the weighing-room area afterwards and found that not only were all the same family members still on the racecourse, but that they had coalesced into an angry swarm and had been joined by one of the queen bees herself, my mother Joyce.
Joyce, in fur and a green hat, was a rinsed blonde with greenish eyes behind contact lenses which seldom missed a trick in life as in cards. Dismayed but blank-faced, I gave her a dutiful peck on her smooth cheek which, it seemed, she was in no mood to receive.
‘Darling,’ she said, the syllables sizzling with displeasure, ‘did you or did you not send that weasel Norman West to check up on my whereabouts last Friday?’
‘Er,’ I said.
‘Did you or did you not send him sniffing round Vivien on the same errand?’
‘Well,’ I said, half smiling, ‘I wouldn’t have put it as crudely, but I suppose so, yes.’
The battery of eyes from the others was as friendly as napalm.
‘Why?’ Joyce snapped.
‘Didn’t Norman West tell you?’
She said impatiently, ‘He said something nonsensical about Malcolm being attacked. I told him if Malcolm had been attacked, I would have heard of it.’
‘Malcolm was very nearly killed,’ I said flatly. ‘He and I asked Norman West to make sure that none of you could have done it.’
Joyce demanded to be told what had happened to Malcolm, and I told her. She and all the others listened with open mouths and every evidence of shock, and if there was knowledge, not ignorance, behind any of the horrified eyes, I couldn’t discern it.
‘Poor Daddy!’ Serena exclaimed. ‘How beastly.’
‘A matter for the police,’ Donald said forcefully.
‘I agree,’ I said. ‘I’m surprised they haven’t been to see all of you already, as they did when Moira died.’
Edwin said, with a shake of the head, ‘How near, how near,’ and then, hearing the regret in his voice as clearly as I did, added hurriedly, ‘What a blessing he woke up.’
‘When the police make their enquiries,’ I said, ‘they don’t exactly report the results to Malcolm. He wants to make sure for himself that none of the family was at Quantum last Friday afternoon. If you cooperate with Norman West when he gets to you, you’ll set Malcolm’s mind at rest.’
‘And what if we can’t prove where we were?’ Debs asked.
‘Or even remember?’ Lucy said.
‘Malcolm will have to live with it,’ Joyce said crisply.
‘Living with it would present him less problem,’ I said dryly, ‘It’s dying he wants to avoid.’
They stared at me in silence. The reality of Moira’s murder had been to them, I guessed, as to me, a slow-burning fuse, with seemingly no bad consequences at first, but with accelerating worries as time passed. Perhaps they, as I had done, had clung to the motiveless-intruder-from-outside theory at first because the alternative was surely unthinkable, but in the weeks since then, they must at least have begun to wonder. The fuse would heat soon into active suspicions, I saw, which might tear apart and finally scatter for ever the fragile family fabric.
Would I mind, I thought? Not if I still had Malcolm… and perhaps Ferdinand… and Joyce… and maybe Lucy, or Thomas… Serena… would I care if I never again laid eyes on Gervase?
The answer, surprisingly enough, was yes, I would mind. Imperfect, quarrelsome, ramshackle as it was, the family were origins and framework, the geography of living. Moira, ungrieved, was already rewriting that map, and if her murderer remained for ever undiscovered, if Malcolm himself — I couldn’t think of it — were killed, there would be no healing, no reforming, no telephone network for information, no contact, just a lot of severed galaxies moving inexorably apart.
The big bang, I thought, still lay ahead. The trick was to smother the fuse before the explosion, and that was all very well, but where was the burning point, and how long had we got?
‘Buy me a drink, darling,’ Joyce commanded. ‘We’re in deep trouble.’
She began to move off, but the others showed no signs of following. I looked at the seven faces all expressing varying degrees of anxiety and saw them already begin to move slightly away from each other, not one cohesive group, but Donald and Helen as a couple, Lucy and Edwin, a pair, and Ferdinand, Debs and Serena, the youngest trio.
Til tell Malcolm your fears,’ I said. ‘And your needs.’
‘Oh yes, please do,’ Helen said intensely.
‘And Gervase’s plan,’ Ferdinand added.
‘Do come on, darling,’ Joyce said peremptorily over her shoulder. ‘Which way is the bar?’
‘Run along, little brother,’ Lucy said with irony. Serena said, ‘Mumsie’s waiting,’ and Debs fairly tittered. I thought of sticking my toes in and making Joyce come back, but what did it matter? I could put up with the jibes, I’d survived them for years, and I understood what prompted them. I shrugged ruefully and went after Joyce, and could feel the pitying smiles on the back of my neck.
I steered Joyce into the busy Members’ bar which had a buffet table along one side with salads and breads and a large man in chef’s clothes carving from turkeys, haunches of beef and hams on the bone. I was hungry after riding and offered Joyce food, but she waved away the suggestion as frivolity. I bought her instead a large vodka and tonic with a plain ginger ale for myself, and we found spare seats at a table in a far corner where, after the merest glance around to make sure she wouldn’t be overheard among the general hubbub, she leaned forward until the brim of the green hat was practically touching my forehead and launched into her inquisition.
‘Where is your father?’ she said.
‘When did you last see your father?’ I amended.
‘What on earth are you talking about?’
‘That picture by Orchardson.’
‘Stop playing games. Where is Malcolm?’
‘I don’t know,’ I said.
‘You’re lying.’
‘Why do you want to find him?’
‘Why?’ She was astonished. ‘Because he’s out of his mind.’ She dug into her capacious handbag and brought out an envelope, which she thrust towards me. ‘Read that.’
I opened the envelope and found a small piece of newspaper inside, a snipped paragraph without headline or provenance.
It said:
Second-string British contender is Blue Clancy, second in last year’s Derby and winner this year of Royal Ascot’s King Edward VII Stakes. Owner Ramsey Osborn yesterday hedged his Arc bets by selling a half-share in his four-year-old colt to arbitrageur Malcolm Pembroke, who launched into bloodstock only this week with a two million guineas yearling at the Premium Sales.
Ouch, I thought.
‘Where did it come from?’ I asked.
‘What does it matter where it came from? That new “Racing Patter” column in the Daily Towncrier, as a matter of fact. 1 was drinking coffee this morning when I read it and nearly choked. The point is, is it true?’
‘Yes,’ I said.
‘What?’
‘Yes,’ I said again. ‘Malcolm bought half of Blue Clancy. Why shouldn’t he?’
‘Sometimes,’ my mother said forcefully, ‘you are so stupid I could hit you.’ She paused for breath. ‘And what exactly is an arbitrageur?’
‘A guy who makes money by buying low and selling high.’
‘Oh. Gold.’
‘And foreign currencies. And shares. And maybe racehorses.’
She was unmodified. ‘You know perfectly well he’s just throwing his money away to spite everybody.’
‘He didn’t like Moira being killed. He didn’t like being attacked himself. I shouldn’t think he’ll stop spending until he knows whether we have or haven’t a murderer in the family, and even then …’ I smiled, ‘he’s getting a taste for it.’
Joyce stared. ‘Moira was murdered by an intruder,’ she said.
I didn’t answer.
She took a large swallow of her vodka and tonic and looked at me bleakly. She had been barely twenty when I was born, barely nineteen when Malcolm had whisked her headlong from an antique shop in Kensington and within a month installed her in his house with a new wedding ring and too little to do.
Malcolm, telling me now and again about those days, had said, ‘She understood figures, you see. And she could beat me at cards. And she looked so damned demure. So young. Not bossy at all, like she was later. Her people thought me an upstart, did you know? Their ancestors traced back to Charles II, mine traced back to a Victorian knife-grinder. But her people weren’t rich, you know. More breeding than boodle. It was an impulse, marrying Joyce. There you are, I admit it. Turned out she didn’t like sex much, more’s the pity. Some women are like that. No hormones. So I went on seeing Alicia. Well, I would, wouldn’t I? Joyce and I got on all right, pretty polite to each other and so on, until she found out about Alicia. Then we had fireworks, all hell let loose for months on end, do you remember? Don’t suppose you remember, you were only four or five.’
‘Five and six, actually.’
‘Really? Joyce liked being mistress of the house, you know. She learned about power. Grew up, I suppose. She took up bridge seriously, and started voluntary work. She hated leaving all that, didn’t much mind leaving me. She said Alicia had robbed her of her self-esteem and ruined her position in the local community. She’s never forgiven her, has she?’
Joyce had returned to the small Surrey town where her parents had lived and later died, their social mantle falling neatly onto her able shoulders. She bullied the local people into good works, made continual bridge-tournament forays, earned herself a measure of celebrity, and no, had never forgiven Alicia.
In the bar at Sandown she was dressed, as always, with a type of businesslike luxury: mink jacket over grey tailored suit, neat white silk shirt, long strings of pearls, high-heeled shoes, green felt hat, polished calf handbag. ‘A well-dressed, well-bred, brassy blonde’ Alicia had once called her, which was both accurate and unfair, as was Joyce’s tart tit-for-tat opinion of Alicia as ‘White meat of chicken aboard the gravy train’.
Joyce drank most of the rest of her vodka and said, ‘Do you really think one of the family is capable of murder?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘But who?
‘That’s the question.’
‘It isn’t possible,’ she insisted.
‘Well,’ I said. ‘Take them one by one. Tell me why it’s impossible in each individual case, according to each person’s character. Start at the beginning, with Vivien.’
‘No, Ian,’ she protested.
‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Help me. Help Malcolm. Help us all.’
She gave me a long worried look, oblivious to the movement and noise going on all around us. The next race was already in progress but without noticeable thinning of the crowd who were watching it on closed circuit television above our heads.
‘Vivien,’ I prompted.
‘Impossible, just impossible. She’s practically dim-witted. If she was ever going to murder anybody, it would have been long ago and it would have been Alicia. Alicia ruined Vivien’s marriage, just like mine. Vivien’s a sniffler, full of self-pity. And why would she do it? For those three wimpish offspring?’
‘Perhaps,’ I said. ‘They all need money. She hasn’t enough herself to bail them out of their holes.’
‘It’s still impossible.’
‘All right,’ I said. ‘How about Donald? And Helen?’
Donald had been ten, more than half Joyce’s age, when she had married Malcolm, and he had been in and out of Quantum, as had Lucy and Thomas, whenever Malcolm had exercised his joint-custody rights and had them to stay. Joyce’s lack of interest in children had definitely extended to her step-children, whom she’d found noisy, bad tempered and foul mannered, though Malcolm disagreed.
‘Donald’s a pompous, snobbish ass,’ she said now, ‘and as insecure as hell under the bluster. Malcolm thinks Helen’s as brainless as she’s pretty, but I’d say you don’t need brains to murder, rather the opposite. I’d think Helen would fight like a fury to save her cubs from physical harm. But Moira wasn’t threatening her cubs, not directly. I’d think Helen could be only a hot-blood killer, but so could most people, driven hard enough to defend themselves or their young.’
I wondered if she knew about the school-fees crisis: if they hadn’t directly told her, she had got them remarkably right.
‘Lucy?’ I said.
‘Lucy thinks everyone is inferior to herself, especially if they have more money.’
Poor Lucy, I thought. ‘And Edwin?’ I said.
Joyce frowned. ‘Edwin …’
‘Edwin isn’t impossible?’ I asked.
‘He never gets time off from running errands. Not enough time anyway for waiting around to catch Moira alone in her glass house.’
‘But in character?’
‘I don’t know enough about him,’ Joyce confessed. ‘He yearns for money, that’s for sure, and he’s earned it, picking up after Lucy all these years. I don’t know his impatience level.”
‘All right then,’ I said, ‘what about Thomas?’
‘Thomas!’ Joyce’s face looked almost sad. ‘He wasn’t as insufferable as Donald and Lucy when he was little. I liked him best of the three. But that damned Vivien screwed him up properly, didn’t she? God knows why he married Berenice. She’ll badger him into the grave before he inherits, and then where will she be?’
Joyce finished the vodka and said. ‘I don’t like doing this, Ian, and I’m stopping right here.’
Thomas, I thought. She wasn’t sure about Thomas, and she doesn’t want to say so. The analysis had all of a sudden come to an unwelcome, perhaps unexpected, abyss.
‘Another drink?’ I suggested.
‘Yes. Gervase is drinking, did you know?’
‘He always drinks.’
‘Ursula telephoned me to ask for advice.’
‘Did she really?’ I was surprised. ‘Why didn’t she ask Alicia?’
‘Ursula detests her mother-in-law,’ Joyce said. ‘We have that in common. Ursula and I have become quite good friends.’
Amazing, I thought, and stood up to fetch the refills.
Joyce’s eyes suddenly widened in disbelief, looking beyond me.
‘I knew you were lying,’ she said bitterly. ‘There’s Malcolm.’







Seven
I turned, not knowing whether to be frightened or merely irritated.
Malcolm hadn’t seen Joyce, and he wasn’t looking for her or for me but solely for a drink. I made my way to the bar to meet him there and took him by the arm.
‘Why aren’t you bloody upstairs?’ I said.
‘I was outstaying my welcome, old chap. It was getting very awkward. They had an ambassador to entertain. I’ve been up there three bloody hours. Why didn’t you come and fetch me?’
‘Joyce,’ I said grimly, ‘is sitting over there in the corner. I am buying her a drink, and she saw you come in.’
‘Joyce!’ He turned round and spotted her as she looked balefully in our direction. ‘Damn it.’
‘Prowling around outside we also have Donald and Helen, Lucy and Edwin, Ferdinand and Debs, and Serena.’
‘Christ,’ he said. ‘Hunting in pairs.’
‘You may joke,’ I said, ‘and you may be right.’
‘I couldn’t stay up there. They were waiting for me to leave, too polite to tell me to go.’
He looked apprehensive, as well he might.
‘Will Joyce tell them all that I’m here?’
‘We’ll see if we can stop it,’ I said. ‘What do you want to drink? Scotch?’
He nodded and I squeezed through the throng by the bar and eventually got served. He helped me carry the glasses and bottles back to the table, and sat where I’d been sitting, facing Joyce. I fetched another chair from nearby and joined my ever non-loving parents.
‘Before you start shouting at each other,’ I said, ‘can we just take two things for granted? Joyce wants Malcolm to stop scattering largesse, Malcolm wants to go on living. Both ends are more likely to be achieved if we discover who murderered Moira in case it is Moira’s murderer who wishes also to kill Malcolm.’ I paused. ‘OK for logic?’
They both looked at me with the sort of surprise parents reserve for unexpected utterances from their young.
Malcolm said, ‘Surely it’s axiomatic that it’s Moira’s murderer who’s trying to kill me?’
I shook my head. ‘Ever heard of copycat crime?’
‘My God,’ he said blankly. ‘One possible murderer in the family is tragedy. Two would be …”
‘Statistically improbable,’ Joyce said.
Malcolm and I looked at her with respect.
‘She’s right,’ Malcolm said, sounding relieved, as if one killer were somehow more manageable than two.
‘OK,’ I agreed, wondering what the statistical probabilities really were, wondering whether Ferdinand could work them out, ‘OK, the police failed to find Moira’s murderer although they tried very hard and are presumably still trying …’
‘Trying to link me with an assassin,’ muttered Malcolm darkly.
‘We might, as a family,’ I said, ‘have been able to overcome Moira’s murder by making ourselves believe in the motiveless unknown outside-intruder theory …’
‘Of course we believe it,’ Joyce said faintly.
‘Not now, we can’t. Two unknown outside-intruder motiveless murders - because Malcolm was meant to die - are so statistically improbable as to be out of sight. The police haven’t found Moira’s murderer, but we have now got to try to do it ourselves. It’s no longer safe not to, which is why we engaged Norman West.’ I looked directly at Joyce. ‘Stop fussing over what Malcolm is spending and start thinking of ways to save his life, if only so that he can make more money, which he can do, but only if he’s alive.’
‘Ian …’ She was shocked.
‘You roused the whole family this morning on the telephone, telling them where to find me, and now seven of them that we know of are here, and others may be who’ve kept out of sight. Much though we hate the idea, Moira’s murderer may be here.’
‘No, no,’ Joyce exclaimed.
‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Malcolm’s primary defence against being murdered is staying out of reach of lethal instruments, which means people not knowing where to find him. Well, you, my darling mother, brought the whole pack here to the races, so now you’d better help Malcolm to leave before they catch him.’
‘I didn’t know he’d be here,’ she protested.
‘No, but he is. It’s time to be practical.’
No one pointed out that if she had known he’d be there, she would have sent everyone with even more zeal.
‘Do you have any ideas?’ Malcolm asked me hopefully.
‘Yes, I do. But we have to have Joyce’s help, plus her promise of silence.’
My mother was looking less than her normal commanding self and gave assurances almost meekly.
‘This is not a private bar,’ I said, ‘and if any of the family have bought Club passes, they may turn up in here at any moment, so we’d best lose no time. I’m going to leave you both here for a few minutes, but I’ll be back. Stay in this corner. Whatever happens, stay right here. If the family find you, still stay here. OK?’
They both nodded, and I left them sitting and looking warily at each other in the first tete-a-tete they’d shared for many a long year.
I went in search of the overall catering director whom I knew quite well because one of his daughters rode against me regularly in amateur races, and found him by sending urgent messages via the manager of the Members’ bar.
‘Ian,’ he said ten slow minutes later, coming to the bar from the back, where the bottles were, ‘what’s the trouble?’
He was a company director, head of a catering division, a capable man in his fifties, sprung from suburbia, upwardly mobile from merit, grown worldly wise.
I said the trouble was private, and he led me away from the crowds, through the back of the bar and into a small area of comparative quiet, out of sight of the customers.
My father, I told him, badly needed an immediate inconspicuous exit from the racecourse and wanted to know if a case of vintage Bollinger would ease his passage.
‘Not skipping his bookie, I hope?’ the caterer said laconically.
‘No, he wants to elope with my mother, his ex-wife, from under the eyes of his family.’
The caterer, amused, agreed that Bollinger might be nice. He also laughed at my plan, told me to put it into operation, he would see it went well, and to look after his Rosemary whenever she raced.
I went back through the bar to collect Malcolm and to ask Joyce to fetch her car and to drive it to where the caterers parked their vans, giving her directions. The two of them were still sitting alone at the table, not exactly gazing into each other’s eyes with rapture but at least not drawn apart in frost. They both seemed relieved at my reappearance, though, and Joyce picked up her handbag with alacrity to go to fetch her car.
‘If you see any of the others,’ I said, ‘just say you’re going home.’
‘I wasn’t born yesterday, darling,’ she replied with reviving sarcasm. ‘Run along and play games, and let me do my part.’
The game was the same one I’d thought of earlier in the changing-room, modified only by starting from a different point. It was just possible that the wrong eyes had spotted Malcolm in his brief passage outside from the exit door of the Directors’ rooms to the entrance door of the bar, but even if so, I thought we could fool them.
In the quiet private space at the rear of the bar, the catering director was watching the large chef remove his white coat and tall hat.
‘A case of vintage Bollinger for the caterer, a handout for the chef,’ I murmured in Malcolm’s ear. ‘Get Joyce to drop you at a railway station, and I’ll see you in the Savoy. Don’t move until I get there.’
Malcolm, looking slightly dazed, put on the chef’s coat and hat and pulled out his wallet. The chef looked delighted with the result and went back to slicing his turkeys in temporary shirtsleeves. Malcolm and the catering director left through the bar’s rear door and set off together through the racecourse buildings to go outside to the area where the caterers’ vans were parked. I waited quite a long anxious time in the bar, but eventually the catering director returned, carrying the white disguise, which he restored to its owner.
‘Your father got off safely,’ he assured me. ‘He didn’t see anyone he knew. What was it all about? Not really an elopement, was it?’
‘He wanted to avoid being assassinated by his disapproving children.’
The caterer smiled, of course not believing it. I asked where he would like the fizz sent and he took out a business card, writing his private address on the back.
‘Your father lunched with the Directors, didn’t he?’ he said. ‘I thought I saw him up there.’ His voice implied that doing favours for people who lunched with the Directors was doubly vouched for, like backing up a cheque with a credit card, and I did my best to reinforce further his perception of virtue.
‘He’s just bought a half share in an Arc de Triomphe runner,’ I said. ‘We’re going over for the race.’
‘Lucky you,’ he said, giving me his card. He frowned suddenly, trying to remember. ‘Didn’t Rosemary tell me something about your father’s present wife being pointlessly murdered some weeks ago? His late wife, I suppose I should say. Dreadful for him, dreadful.’
‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Well… some people connected with her turned up here today unexpectedly, and he wanted to escape meeting them.’
‘Ah,’ he said with satisfied understanding, in that case, I’m glad to have been of help.’ He chuckled. ‘They didn’t really look like elopers.’
He shook my hand and went away, and with a couple of deep breaths I left the Members’ bar and walked back to the weighing-room to pick up my gear. There was still one more race to be run but it already felt like a long afternoon.
George and Jo were there when I came out carrying saddle, helmet, whip and holdall, saying they’d thought they’d catch me before I left.
‘We’ve decided to run Young Higgins again two weeks tomorrow at Kempton,’ Jo said. ‘You’ll be free for that, won’t you?’
‘Yes, indeed.’
‘And Park Railings, don’t forget, at Cheltenham next Thursday.’
‘Any time, any place,’ I said, and they laughed, conspirators in addiction.
It occurred to me as they walked away, looking back and waving, that perhaps I’d be in Singapore, Australia or Timbuktu next week or the week after; life was uncertain, and that was its seduction.
I saw none of the family on my way to the exit gate, and none between there and my car. With a frank sigh of relief, I stowed my gear in the boot and without much hurry set off towards Epsom, a detour of barely ten miles, thinking I might as well pick up my mail and listen to messages.
The telephone answering machine did have a faculty for listening to messages from afar, but it had never worked well, and I’d been too lazy to replace the remote controller which, no doubt, needed new batteries anyway.
With equally random thoughts I drove inattentively onwards, and it wasn’t until I’d gone a fair distance that I realised that every time I glanced in the rear-view mirror I could see the same car two or three cars back. Some cars passed me: it never did, nor closed a gap to catch up.
I sat up, figuratively and literally, and thought, ‘What do you know?’ and felt my heart beat as at the starting gate.
What I didn’t know was whose car it was. It looked much like the hired one I was driving, a middle-rank four-door in underwashed cream; ordinary, inconspicuous, no threat to Formula One.
Perhaps, I thought sensibly, the driver was merely going to Epsom, at my own pace, so at the next traffic lights I turned left into unknown residential territory, and kept on turning left at each crossroads thereafter, reasoning that in the end I would complete the circle and end up facing where I wanted to go. I didn’t hurry nor continually look in the rear-view mirror, but when I was back again on a road — a different one — with signposts to Epsom, the similar car was still somewhere on my tail, glimpsed tucked in behind a van.
If he had only a minimal sense of direction, I thought, he would realise what I had done and guess I now knew he was following. On the other hand, the back roads between Sandown Park and Epsom were a maze, like most Surrey roads, and he might possibly not have noticed, or thought I was lost, or …
Catching at straws, I thought. Face facts. I knew he was there and he knew I knew and what should I do next?
We were already on the outskirts of Epsom and almost automatically I threaded my way round corners, going towards my flat. I had no reason not to, I thought. I wasn’t leading my follower to Malcolm, if that was what he had in mind. I also wanted to find out who he was, and thought I might outsmart him through knowing some ingenious short cuts round about where I lived.
Many of the houses in that area, having been built in the thirties without garages, had cars parked permanently on both sides of the streets. Only purpose-built places, like my block of flats, had adequate parking, except for two or three larger houses converted to flats which had cars where once there had been lawns.
I drove on past my home down the narrow roadway and twirled fast into the driveway of one of the large houses opposite. That particular house had a narrow exit drive also into the next tree-lined avenue: I drove straight through fast, turned quickly, raced round two more corners and returned to my own road to come up behind the car which had been following me.
He was there, stopped, awkwardly half-parked in too small a space with his nose to the kerb, rear sticking out, brake lights still shining: indecision showing all over the place. I drew to a halt right behind him, blocking his retreat, put on my brakes, climbed out, took three or four swift strides and opened the door on the driver’s side.
There was a stark moment of silence.
Then I said, ‘Well, well, well,’ and after that I nodded up towards my flat and said, ‘Come on in,’ and after that I said, ‘If I’d known you were coming, I’d have baked a cake.’
Debs giggled. Ferdinand, who had been driving, looked sheepish. Serena, unrepentant, said, ‘Is Daddy here?’
They came up to my flat where they could see pretty clearly that no, Daddy wasn’t. Ferdinand looked down from the sitting-room window to where his car was now parked beside mine in neat privacy, and then up at the backs of houses opposite over a nearby fence.
‘Not much of a view,’ he said disparagingly.
I’m not here much.’
‘You knew I was following you, didn’t you?’
‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Like a drink?’
‘Well… scotch?’
I nodded and poured him some from a bottle in the cupboard.
‘No ice,’ he said, taking the glass. ‘After that drive, I’ll take it neat.’
‘I didn’t go fast,’ I said, surprised.
‘Your idea of fast and mine round those goddam twisty roads are about ten miles an hour different.’
The two girls were poking about in the kitchen and bedrooms and I could hear someone, Serena no doubt, opening doors and drawers in a search for residues of Malcolm.
Ferdinand shrugged, seeing my unconcern. ‘He hasn’t been here at all, has he?’ he said.
‘Not for three years.’
‘Where is he?’
I didn’t answer.
‘We’ll have to torture you into telling,’ said Ferdinand. It was a frivolous threat we’d used often in our childhood for anything from ‘Where are the cornflakes’ to ‘What is the time’ and Ferdinand himself looked surprised that it had surfaced.
‘Mm,’ I said. ‘As in the tool shed?’
‘Shit,’ Ferdinand said. ‘I didn’t mean …’
‘I should absolutely hope not.’
We both remembered, though, the rainy afternoon when Gervase had put the threat into operation, trying to make me tell him where I’d hidden my new cricket bat which he coveted. I hadn’t told him, out of cussedness. Ferdinand had been there, too frightened of Gervase to protest, and also Serena, barely four, wide-eyed and uncomprehending.
‘I thought you’d forgotten,’ Ferdinand said. ‘You’ve never mentioned it.’
‘Boys will be bullies.’
‘Gervase still is.’
Which of us, I thought, was not as we had been in the green garden? Donald, Lucy, Thomas, Gervase, Ferdinand, Serena — all playing there long ago, children’s voices calling through the bushes, the adults we would become already forming in the gangling limbs, smooth faces, groping minds. None of those children… none of us… I thought protestingly, could have killed.
Serena came into the sitting-room carrying a white lace negligée and looking oddly shocked.
‘You’ve had a woman here!’ she said.
‘There’s no law against it.’
Debs, following her, showed a more normal reaction. ‘Size ten, good perfume, expensive tastes, classy lady,’ she said. ‘How am I doing?’
‘Not bad.’
‘Her face cream’s in the bathroom,’ Serena said. ‘You didn’t tell us you had a… a …’
‘Girl-friend,’ I said. ‘And do you have… a boy-friend?’
She made an involuntary face of distaste and shook her head. Debs put a sisterly arm round Serena’s shoulders and said, ‘I keep telling her to go to a sex therapist or she’ll end up a dry old stick, but she won’t listen, will you love?’
Serena wriggled free of Debs’ arm and strode off with the negligee towards the bedrooms.
‘Has anyone ever assaulted her?’ I asked Ferdinand. ‘She has that look.’
‘Not that I know of.’ He raised his eyebrows. ‘She’s never said so.’
‘She’s just scared of sex,’ Debs said blithely. ‘You wouldn’t think anyone would be, these days. Ferdinand’s not, are you, bunny?’
Ferdinand didn’t react, but said, ‘We’ve finished here, I think.’ He drained his scotch, put down his glass and gave me a cold stare as if to announce that any semi-thaw I might have perceived during the afternoon’s exchanges was now at an end. The ice-curtain had come down again with a clang.
‘If you cut us out with Malcolm,’ he said, ‘you’ll live to regret it.’
Hurt, despite myself, and with a touch of acid, I asked, is that again what Alicia says?’
‘Damn you, Ian,’ he said angrily, and made for the door, calling, ‘Serena, we’re going,’ giving her no choice but to follow.
Debs gave me a mock gruesome look as she went in their wake. ‘You’re Alicia’s number one villain, too bad, lovey. You keep your hooks off Malcolm’s money or you won’t know what hit you.’
There was a fierce last-minute threat in her final words, and I saw, as the jokey manner slipped, that it was merely a facade which hid the same fears and furies of all the others, and her eyes, as she went, were just as unfriendly.
With regret, I watched from the window as the three of them climbed into Ferdinand’s car and drove away. It was an illusion to think one could go back to the uncorrupted emotions of childhood, and I would have to stop wishing for it. I turned away, rinsed out Ferdinand’s glass, and went into my bedroom to see how Serena had left it.
The white negligée was lying on my bed. I picked it up and hung it in its cupboard, rubbing my cheek in the fabric and smelling the faint sweet scent of the lady who came occasionally for lighthearted interludes away from a husband who was all but impotent but nevertheless loved. We suited each other well: perfectly happy in ephemeral passion, with no intention of commitment.
I checked round the flat, opened a few letters and listened to the answering machine: there was nothing of note. I spent a while thinking about cars. I had arranged on the telephone two days earlier that the hotel in Cambridge would allow my own car to remain in their park for a daily fee until I collected it, but I couldn’t leave it there for ever. If I took a taxi to Epsom station, I thought, I could go up to London by train. In the morning, I would go by train to Cambridge, fetch my car, drive back to the flat, change to the hired car and drive that back to London. It might even be a shade safer, I thought, considering that Ferdinand, and through him the others, would know its colour, make and number, to turn that car in and hire a different one.
The telephone rang. I picked up the receiver and heard a familiar voice, warm and husky, coming to the point without delay.
‘How about now?’ she said. ‘We could have an hour.’
I could seldom resist her. Seldom tried.
‘An hour would be great. I was just thinking of you.’
‘Good,’ she said. ‘See you.’
I stopped worrying about cars and thought of the white lace negligee instead; more enticing altogether. I put two wine glasses on the table by the sofa and looked at my watch. Malcolm would scarcely have reached the Savoy, I thought, but it was worth a try; and in fact he picked up the telephone saying he had that minute walked into the suite.
‘I’m glad you’re safely back,’ I said. ‘I’ve been a bit detained. I’ll be two or three hours yet. Don’t get lost.’
‘Your mother is a cat,’ he said.
‘She saved your skin.’
‘She called me a raddled old roue done up like a fifth-rate pastrycook.’
I laughed and could hear his scowl down the line.
‘What do you want after caviar,’ he said, ‘if I order dinner?’
‘Chefs special.’
‘God rot you, you’re as bad as your mother.’
I put the receiver down with amusement and waited through the twenty minutes it would take until the doorbell rang.
‘Hello,’ she said, as I let her in. ‘How did the races go?’
I kissed her. ‘Finished third.’
‘Well done.’
She was older than I by ten or twelve years, also slender, auburn-haired and unselfconscious. I fetched the always-waiting champagne from the refrigerator, popped off the cork and poured our drinks. They were a ritual preliminary, really, as we’d never yet finished the bottle and, as usual, after half a glass, there was no point in sitting around on the sofa making small talk.
She exclaimed over the long black bruise down my thigh. ‘Did you fall off a horse?’
‘No, hit a car.’
‘How careless.’
I drew the bedroom curtains to dim the setting western sun and lay with her naked between the sheets. We were practised lovers and comfortable with each other, philosophical over the fact that the coupling was usually better for one than the other, rarely earth-moving for both simultaneously. That day, like the time before, it turned out ecstatic for her, less so for me, and I thought the pleasure of giving such pleasure enough in itself.
‘Was it all right for you?’ she said finally.
‘Yes, of course.’
‘Not one of your great times.’
‘They don’t come to order. Not your turn, my turn. It’s luck.’
‘A matter of friction and angles,’ she teased me, repeating what I’d once said. ‘Who’s showering first?’
She liked to return clean to her husband, acknowledging the washing to be symbolic. I showered and dressed, and waited for her in the sitting-room. She was an essential part of my life, a comfort to the body, a contentment in the mind, a bulwark against loneliness. I usually said goodbye with regret, knowing she would return, but on that particular afternoon I said, ‘Stay,’ knowing all the same that she couldn’t.
‘What’s the matter?’ she said.
‘Nothing.’
‘You shivered.’
‘Premonition.’
‘What of?’ She was preparing to go, standing by the door.
‘That this will be the last time.’
‘Don’t be silly,’ she said. ‘I’ll be back.’
She kissed me with what I knew was gratitude, the way I too kissed her. She smiled into my eyes. ‘I’ll be back.’
I opened the door for her and she went away lightheartedly, and I knew that the premonition had been not for her, but for myself.
I ferried the cars in the morning, going from London to Cambridge and Epsom and back to the hire firm, and no one followed me anywhere, as far as I could see.
When I’d departed, Malcolm had been full of rampaging indignation over the non-availability of first-class seats on any flight going to Paris the following day for the Arc de Triomphe.
‘Go economy,’ I said, ‘it’s only half an hour.’
It appeared that there were no economy seats either. I left him frowning but returned to find peace. He had chartered a private jet.
He told me that snippet later, because he was currently engaged with Norman West who had called to give a progress report. The detective still seemed alarmingly frail but the grey on-the-point-of-death look had abated to fawn. The dustbin clothes had been replaced by an ordinary dark suit, and the greasy hair, washed, was revealed as almost white and neatly brushed.
I shook his hand: damp, as before.
‘Feeling better, Mr West?’ I asked.
‘Thank you, yes.’
‘Tell my son what you’ve just said,’ Malcolm commanded. ‘Give him the bad news.’
West gave me a small apologetic smile and then looked down at the notepad on his knee.
‘Mrs Vivien Pembroke can’t remember what she did on the Friday,’ he said. ‘And she spent Tuesday alone at home sorting through piles of old magazines.’
‘What’s bad news about that?’ I asked.
‘Don’t be obtuse,’ Malcolm said impatiently. ‘She hasn’t an alibi. None of the whole damn bunch has an alibi.’
‘Have you checked them all?’ I said, surprised. ‘You surely haven’t had time.’
‘I haven’t,’ he agreed.
‘Figure of speech.’ Malcolm waved a hand. ‘Go on telling him, Mr West.’
‘I called on Mrs Berenice Pembroke.’ West sighed expressively. ‘She found me unwelcome.’
Malcolm chuckled sourly. ‘Tongue like a rhinoceros-hide whip.’
West made a small squirming movement as if still feeling the lash, but said merely, with restraint, ‘She was completely uncooperative.’
‘Was Thomas there, when you called?’ I asked.
‘No, sir, he wasn’t. Mrs Pembroke said he was at work. I later telephoned his office, to the number you gave me, hoping he could tell me where both his wife and himself had been at the relevant times, and a young lady there said that Mr Pembroke left the firm several weeks ago, and she knew nothing of his present whereabouts.’
‘Well,’ I said, stumped. ‘I didn’t know.’
‘I telephoned Mrs Pembroke again to ask where her husband worked now, and she told me to… er… drop dead.’
Thomas, I thought, had worked for the same firm of biscuit makers from the day he’d finished a course in book-keeping and accountancy. Berenice referred disparagingly to his occupation as ‘storekeeping’ but Thomas said he was a quantity surveyor whose job it was to estimate the raw materials needed for each large contract, and cost them, and pass the information to the management. Thomas’s promotions within the firm had been minor, such as from second assistant to first assistant, and at forty he could see, I supposed, that he would never be boardroom material. How bleak, I thought, to have to face his mid-life limitations with Berenice cramming them down his throat at every turn. Poor old Thomas …
‘Mrs Joyce Pembroke,’ West said, ‘is the only one who is definite about her movements. On each relevant day, she was playing bridge. She didn’t like me snooping, as she called it, and she wouldn’t say who she was playing bridge with as she didn’t want those people bothered.’
‘You can leave Mrs Joyce Pembroke out,’ I said.
‘Huh?’ Malcolm said.
‘You know perfectly well,’ I told him, ‘that Joyce wouldn’t kill you. If you’d had any doubts, you wouldn’t have gone off in a car with her yesterday.’
‘All right, all right,’ he said, grumbling. ‘Cross Joyce off.’
I nodded to West, and he put a line through Joyce.
‘Yesterday I called on Mrs Alicia Pembroke and then later on Mrs Ursula Pembroke.’ West’s face showed no joy over the encounters. ‘Mrs Alicia Pembroke told me to mind my own business, and Mrs Ursula Pembroke had been crying and wouldn’t speak to me.’ He lifted his hands out in a gesture of helplessness. ‘I couldn’t persuade either of them of the advantage of establishing alibis.’
‘Did you get any impression,’ I asked, ‘that the police had been there before you, asking the same questions?’
‘None at all.’
‘I told you,’ Malcolm said. ‘They didn’t believe I was attacked. They thought I’d just staged the whole thing.’
‘Even so …’
‘They checked everyone out over Moira, as you no doubt remember, and came up with a load of clean slates. They’re just not bothering to do it again.’
‘Do you happen to have their telephone number with you?’
‘Yes I do,’ he said, bringing a diary out of an inner pocket and flicking over the pages. ‘But they won’t tell you anything. It’s like talking to a steel door.’
I dialled the number all the same and asked for the superintendent.
‘In what connection, sir?’
‘About the attempted murder of Mr Malcolm Pembroke a week ago yesterday.’
‘One moment, sir.’
Time passed, and a different voice came on the line, plain and impersonal.
‘Can I help you, sir?’
‘About the attempted murder of Mr Malcolm Pembroke …’
‘Who are you, sir?’
‘His son.’
‘Er… which one?’
‘Ian.’
There was a brief rustling of paper.
‘Could you tell me your birth date, as proof of identity?’ Surprised, I gave it.
Then the voice said, ‘Do you wish to give information, sir?’
‘I wanted to find out how the investigation was going.’
‘It isn’t our custom to discuss that.’
‘But…’
‘But I can tell you, sir, that investigations into the alleged attack are being conducted with thoroughness.’
‘Alleged!’ I said.
‘That’s right, sir. We can find no evidence at all that there was another party involved.’
‘I don’t believe it.’
With slightly exaggerated patience but also a first flicker of sympathy, he said, ‘I can tell you, sir, that there was no evidence of Mr Pembroke being dragged from the garden to the garage, which he alleged must have happened. No marks on the path. No scrapes on the heels of Mr Pembroke’s shoes, which we examined at the time. There were no fingerprints except his own on the door handles of the car, no fingerprints except his anywhere. He showed no signs of carbon monoxide poisoning, which he explained was because he had delayed calling us. We examined the scene thoroughly the following morning, after Mr Pembroke had left home, and we found nothing at all to indicate the presence of an assailant. You can be sure we are not closing the case, but we are not at this time able to find grounds for suspicion of any other person.’
‘He was nearly killed,’ I said blankly.
‘Yes, sir, well I’m sorry, sir, but that’s how things stand.’ He paused briefly, ‘I can understand your disbelief, sir. It can’t be easy for you.’ He sounded quite human, offering comfort.
‘Thank you at least for talking to me,’ I said.
‘Right, sir. Goodbye.’
‘Goodbye,’ I said slowly, but he had already gone.
‘Now what’s the matter?’ Malcolm asked, watching my face.
I repeated what I’d just heard.
‘Impossible!’ Malcolm said explosively.
‘No.’
‘What then?’
‘Clever.’







Eight
‘Which door did you go out of, with the dogs?’ I asked.
‘The kitchen door, like I always do.’
‘The kitchen door is about five steps along that covered way from the rear door into the garage.’
‘Yes, of course it is,’ Malcolm said testily.
‘You told me that you set off down the garden with the dogs, and I suppose you told the police the same thing?’
‘Yes, of course I did.’
‘But you can’t really remember actually going. You remember that you meant to, isn’t that what you told me?’
He frowned, ‘I suppose it is.’
‘So what if you never made it to the garden, but were knocked out right there by the kitchen door? And what if you weren’t dragged from there into the garage, but carried?
His mouth opened. ‘But I’m …’
‘You’re not too heavy,’ I said. ‘I could carry you easily in a fireman’s lift.’
He was five foot seven, stocky but not fat. He weighed ten stone something, I would have guessed.
‘And the fingerprints?’ Norman West asked.
‘In a fireman’s lift,’ I said, ‘you sling the person you want to carry over your left shoulder, don’t you, with his head hanging down your back. Then you grasp his knees with your left arm, and hold his right wrist in your own right hand, to stop him slipping off?’
They both nodded.
‘So if you’re holding someone’s wrist, you can put his hand easily onto any surface you like, including car doorhandles… particularly,’ I said, thinking, ‘if you’ve opened the doors yourself first with gloves on, so that your victim’s prints will be on top of any smudges you have made.’
‘You should have been an assassin,’ Malcolm said. ‘You’d have been good at it.’
‘So now we have Malcolm slumped in the back seat, half lying, like you said. So next you switch on the engine and leave the doors open so that all the nice fumes pour into the car quickly.’
‘Doors?’ Malcolm interrupted.
‘The driver’s door and one of the rear doors, at the least.’
‘Oh, yes.’
‘And then you have,’ I said, ‘a suicide.’
‘And when I woke up,’ Malcolm said gloomily, ‘I put my prints all over the place. On the ignition key… everywhere.’
‘No one could have counted on that.’
‘It just looked bad to the police.’
We contemplated the scenario.
‘If it happened like that,’ West said, ‘as indeed it could have done, whoever attacked you had to know that you would go out of the kitchen door at around that time.’
Malcolm said bleakly, ‘If I’m at home, I always go for a walk with the dogs about then. Take them out, bring them back, give them their dinners, pour myself a drink. Routine.’
‘And… er… is there anyone in your family who doesn’t know when you walk the dogs?’
‘Done it all my life, at that time,’ Malcolm said.
There was a short silence, then I said, ‘I wish I’d known all this when that car nearly killed us at Newmarket. We really ought to have told the police.’
‘I was fed up with them,’ Malcolm said, ‘I’ve spent hours and hours with the suspicious buggers since Moira’s death. I’m allergic to them. They bring me out in a rash.’
‘You can’t blame them, sir. Most murdered wives are killed by their husbands,’ West said. ‘And frankly, you appeared to have an extremely strong motive.’
‘Rubbish,’ Malcolm said, ‘I don’t see how people can kill people they’ve loved.’
‘Unfortunately it’s common.’ West paused. ‘Do you want me to continue with your family, sir, considering how little progress I’ve been able to make with them?’
‘Yes,’ Malcolm said heavily. ‘Carry on. I’ll get Joyce to tell them all to answer your questions. She seems to be able to get them to do what she wants.’
To get them to do what they want, I thought. She couldn’t stir them into courses they didn’t like.
Norman West put his notebook into his jacket pocket and shifted his weight forward on his chair.
‘Before you go,’ I said, ‘I thought you might like to know that I asked the telephonist of the Cambridge hotel if anyone besides yourself had asked if a Mr Pembroke was staying there last weekend. She said they’d definitely had at least three calls asking for Mr Pembroke, two men and a woman, and she remembered because she thought it odd that no one wanted to talk to him, or would leave a message; they only wanted to know if he was there.’
‘Three!’ Malcolm exclaimed.
‘One would be Mr West,’ I pointed out. To West, I said, ‘In view of that, could you tell us who asked you to find my father?’
West hesitated. ‘I don’t positively know which Mrs Pembroke it was. And… er… even if I became sure during these investigations, well, no sir, I don’t think I could.’
‘Professional ethics,’ Malcolm said, nodding.
‘I did warn you, sir,’ West said to me, ‘about a conflict of interests.’
‘So you did. Hasn’t she paid you yet, then? No name on any cheque?’
‘No, sir, not yet.’
He rose to his feet, no one’s idea of Atlas, though world-weary all the same. He shook my hand damply, and Malcolm’s, and said he would be in touch. When he’d gone, Malcolm sighed heavily and told me to pour him some scotch.
‘Don’t you want some?’ he said, when I gave him the glass.
‘Not right now.’
‘What did you think of Mr West?’
‘He’s past it.’
‘You’re too young. He’s experienced.’
‘And no match for the female Pembrokes.’
Malcolm smiled with irony. ‘Few are,’ he said.
We flew to Paris in the morning in the utmost luxury and were met by a chauffeured limousine which took its place with regal slowness in the solid traffic jam moving as one entity towards Longchamp.
The French racecourse, aflutter with flags, seemed to be swallowing tout le monde with insatiable appetite, until no one could walk in a straight line through the public areas where the crowds were heavy with guttural vowels and garlic.
Malcolm’s jet/limousine package also included, I found, an invitation from the French Jockey Club, passes to everywhere and a Lucullan lunch appointment with the co-owner of Blue Clancy, Mr Ramsey Osborn.
Ramsey Osborn, alight with the joie de vivre gripping the whole place, turned out to be a very large sixtyish American who towered over Malcolm and took to him at once. Malcolm seemed to see the same immediate signals. They were cronies within two minutes.
‘My son, Ian,’ Malcolm said eventually, introducing me.
‘Glad to know you.’ He shook my hand vigorously. ‘The one who fixed the sale, right?’ His eyes were light grey and direct. ‘Tell you the truth, there’s a colt and a filly I want to buy for next year’s Classics, and this way Blue Clancy will finance them very nicely.’
‘But if Blue Clancy wins the Arc?’ I said.
‘No regrets, son.’ He turned to Malcolm. ‘You’ve a cautious boy, here.’
‘Yeah,’ Malcolm said. ‘Cautious like an astronaut.’
The Osborn grey eyes swivelled back my way. ‘Is that so? Do you bet?’
‘Cautiously, sir.’
He laughed, but it wasn’t unalloyed good humour. Malcolm, I thought, was much more to his liking. I left them sitting down at table together and, confident enough that no assassin would penetrate past the eagle-eyed doorkeepers of the upper citadel of the French Jockey Club, went down myself to ground level, happier to be with the action.
I had been racing in France a good deal, having for some years been assistant to a trainer who sent horses across the Channel as insouciantly as to York. Paris and Deauville were nearer anyway, he used to say, despatching me from Epsom via nearby Gatwick airport whenever he felt disinclined to go himself. I knew in consequence a smattering of racecourse French and where to find what I wanted, essential assets in the vast stands bulging with hurrying, vociferous, uninhibited French racegoers.
I loved the noise, the smell, the movement, the quick angers, the gesticulations, the extravagance of ground-level French racing. British jockeys tended to think French racegoers madly aggressive, and certainly once I’d actually had to defend with my fists a jockeywho’d lost on a favourite I’d brought over. Jockeys in general had been insulted and battered to the extent that they no longer had to walk through crowds when going out or back from races at many tracks, and at Longchamp made the journey from weighing-room to horse by going up an elevator enclosed with plastic walls like a tunnel, across a bridge, and down a similar plastic-tunnel escalator on the other side.
I wandered around, greeting a few people, watching the first race from the trainers’ stand, tearing up my losing pari-mutuel ticket, wandering some more, and feeling finally, without any work to do, without any horse to saddle, purposeless. It was an odd feeling. I couldn’t remember when I’d last gone racing without being actively involved. Racing wasn’t my playground, it was my work; without work it felt hollow.
Vaguely depressed, I returned to Malcolm’s eyrie and found him blossoming in his new role as racehorse owner. He was referring to Le Prix de l’Arc de Triomphe familiarly as‘the Arc’ as if it hadn’t swum into his consciousness a bare half-week earlier, and discussing Blue Clancy’s future with Ramsey Osborn as if he knew what he was talking about.
‘We’re thinking of the Breeders’ Cup,’ he said to me, and I interpreted the glint in his eyes as a frantic question as well as an instant decision.
‘If he runs well today,’ Osborn put in, qualifying it.
‘It’s a long way to California,’ I said, agreeing with him. ‘To the world championships, one might say.’
Malcolm was grateful for the information and far from dismayed by it. Pretty well the opposite, I saw. It would be to California we would go on the way to Australia, I guessed, rather than Singapore.
Lunch seemed to be continuing all afternoon, in the way French lunches do, with tidy circles of chateaubriand appearing, the empty plates to be cleared before small bundles of beans and carrots were served, followed by fresh little cheeses rolled in chopped nuts, and tiny strawberry tartlets with vanilla coulis. According to the menu, I had through my absence missed the écrevisses, the consommé, the crpês de volatille, the salade verte and the sorbet. Just as well, I thought, eyeing the friandises which arrived with the coffee. Even amateur jockeys had to live by the scales.
Malcolm and Ramsey Osborn passed mellowly to cognac and cigars and watched the races on television. No one was in a hurry:the Arc was scheduled for five o’clock and digestion could proceed until four-thirty.
Ramsey Osborn told us he came from Stamford, Connecticut, and had made his money by selling sports clothes. ‘Baseball caps by the million,’ he said expansively, ‘I get them made, I sell them to retail outlets. And shoes, shirts, jogging suits, whatever goes. Health is big business, we’d be nowhere without exercise.’
Ramsey looked as if he didn’t exercise too much himself, having pads of fat round his eyes, a heavy double chin and a swelling stomach. He radiated goodwill, however, and listened with kind condescension as Malcolm said reciprocally that he himself dealt modestly in currency and metal.
Ramsey wasn’t grasping Malcolm’s meaning, I thought, but then for all his occasional flamboyance Malcolm never drew general attention to his wealth. Quantum was a large comfortable Victorian family house, but it wasn’t a mansion: when Malcolm had reached mansion financial status, he’d shown no signs of wanting to move. I wondered briefly whether that would change in future, now that he’d tasted prodigality.
In due course, the three of us went down to the saddling boxes and met both Blue Clancy and his trainer. Blue Clancy looked aristocratic, his trainer more so. Malcolm was visibly impressed with the trainer, as indeed was reasonable, as he was a bright young star, now rising forty, who had already trained six Classic winners and made it look easy.
Blue Clancy was restless, his nostrils quivering. We watched the saddling ritual and the final touches; flick of oil to shine the hooves, sponging of nose and mouth to clean and gloss, tweaking of forelock and tack to achieve perfection. We followed him into the parade ring and were joined by his English jockey who was wearing Ramsey’s white, green and crimson colours and looking unexcited.
Malcolm was taking with alacrity to his first taste of big-time ownership. The electricity was fairly sparking. He caught my eye, saw what I was thinking, and laughed.
‘I used to think you a fool to choose racing,’ he said. ‘Couldn’t understand what you saw in it.’
‘It’s better still when you ride.’
‘Yes… I saw that at Sandown. And about time, I suppose.’
Ramsey and the trainer claimed his attention to discuss tactics with the jockey, and I thought of the summer holidays when we were children, when Gervase, Ferdinand and I had all learned to ride. We’d learned on riding-school ponies, cycling to the nearby stables and spending time there grooming, feeding and mucking out. We’d entered local gymkhanas, and booted the poor animals in pop-the-balloon races. We’d ridden them backwards, bareback and with our knees on the saddle, and Ferdinand, the specialist, standing briefly on his head. The ponies had been docile and no doubt tired to death, but for two or three years we had been circus virtuosi: and Malcolm had paid the bills uncomplainingly, but had never come to watch us. Then Gervase and Ferdinand had been whisked away by Alicia, and in the lonely vacuum afterwards I’d ridden almost every possible morning, laying down a skill without meaning it seriously, not realising, in the flurry of academic school examinations, that it was the holiday pastime that would beckon me for life.
Blue Clancy looked as well as any of the others, I thought, watching the runners walk round, and the trainer was displaying more confidence than uncertainty. He thanked me for fixing the sale (from which he’d made a commission) and assured me that the two-million-guinea yearling was now settled snugly in a prime box in his yard. He’d known me vaguely until then as another trainer’s assistant, a dogsbody, but as son and go-between of a new owner showing all signs of being severely hooked by the sport, I was now worth cultivation.
I was amused and far from minding. Life was like that. I might as well make the most of Malcolm’s coat-tails while I was on them, I thought. I asked if I could see round the trainer’s yard next time I was in Newmarket, and he said sure, he’d like it, and almost seemed to mean it.
‘I’m sometimes there with George and Jo,’ I said. ‘Schooling their few jumpers. I ride them in amateur’chases.’ Everyone in Newmarket knew who George and Jo were: they were the equivalent of minor royalty.
‘Oh, that’s you, is it?’ He put a few things together. ‘Didn’t realise that was you.’
‘Mm.’
‘Then come any time.’ He sounded warmer, more positive. ‘I mean it,’ he said.
The way upwards in racing, I thought, ironic at myself, could lead along devious paths. I thanked him without effusiveness, and said ‘Soon.’
Blue Clancy went out to the parade and the rest of us moved to the owners’ and trainers’ stand, which was near the core of things and buzzing with other similar groups locked in identical tensions.
‘What chance has he got?’ Malcolm demanded of me. ‘Seriously.’ His eyes searched my face as if for truth, which wasn’t what I thought he wanted to hear.
‘A bit better than he had on Thursday, since the second favourite has been scratched.’ He wanted me to tell him more, however unrealistic, so I said, ‘He’s got a good chance of being placed. Anything can happen. He could win.’
Malcolm nodded, not knowing whether or not to believe me, but wanting to. Well and truly hooked, I thought, and felt fond of him.
I thought in my heart of hearts that the horse would finish sixth or seventh, not disgraced but not in the money. I’d backed him on the pari-mutuel but only out of loyalty: I’d backed the French horse Meilleurs Voeux out of conviction.
Blue Clancy moved well going down to the start. This was always the best time for owners, I thought, while the heart beat with expectation and while the excuses, explanations, disappointments were still ten minutes away. Malcolm lifted my binoculars to his eyes with hands that were actually trembling.
The trainer himself was strung up, I saw, however he might try to disguise it. There was only one‘Arc’ in a year, of course, and too few years in a lifetime.
The horses seemed to circle for an interminable time at the gate but were finally fed into the slots to everyone’s satisfaction. The gates crashed open, the thundering rainbow poured out, and twenty-six of Europe’s best thoroughbreds were out on the right-hand circuit straining to be the fastest, strongest, bravest over one and a half miles of grass.
‘Do you want your binoculars?’ Malcolm said, hoping not.
‘No. Keep them, I can see.’
I could see Ramsey Osborn’s colours on the rails halfway back in the field, the horse moving easily, as were all the others at that point of the race. In the‘Arc’, the essentials were simple: to be in the first ten coming round the last long right-hand bend, not to swing too wide into the straight and, according to the horse’s stamina, pile on the pressure and head for home. Sometimes in a slow-starting‘Arc’, one jockey would slip the field on the bend and hang on to his lead; in others, there would be war throughout to a whisker verdict. Blue Clancy’s ‘Arc’ seemed to be run at give-no-quarter speed, and he came into the finishing straight in a bunch of flying horses, lying sixth or eighth, as far as I could see.
Malcolm shouted‘Come on,’ explosively as if air had backed up in his lungs from not breathing, and the ladies around us in silk dresses and hats, and the men in grey morning suits, infected by the same urgency, yelled and urged and cursed in polyglot babel. Malcolm put down the raceglasses and yelled louder, totally involved, rapt, living through his eyes.
Blue Clancy was doing his bit, I thought. He hadn’t blown up. In fact, he was hanging on to fifth place. Going faster. Fourth …
The trainer, more restrained than owners, was now saying, ‘Come on, come on’ compulsively under his breath, but two of the horses already in front suddenly came on faster than Blue Clancy and drew away from the field, and the real hope died in the trainer with a sigh and a sag to the shoulders.
The finish the crowd watched was a humdinger which only a photograph could decide. The finish Malcolm, Ramsey, the trainer and I watched was two lengths further back, where Blue Clancy and his jockey, never giving up, were fighting all out to the very end, flashing across the line absolutely level with their nearest rival, only the horse’s nose in front taking his place on the nod.
‘On the nod,’ the trainer said, echoing my thought.
‘What does that mean?’ Malcolm demanded. He was high with excitement, flushed, his eyes blazing. ‘Were we third? Say we were third.’
‘I think so,’ the trainer said. ‘There’ll be a photograph.’
We hurried down from the stand to get to the unsaddling enclosure, Malcolm still short of breath and slightly dazed. ‘What does on the nod mean?’ he asked me.
‘A galloping horse pokes his head out forward with each stride in a sort of rhythm, forward, back, forward, back. If two horses are as close as they were, and one horse’s nose is forward when it passes the finishing line, and the other horse’s happens to be back… well, that’s on the nod.’
‘Just luck, you mean?’
‘Luck.’
‘My God,’ he said, ‘I never thought I’d feel like that. I never thought I’d care. 1 only did it for a jaunt.’
He looked almost with wonderment at my face, as if I’d beenbefore him into a far country and he’d now discovered the mystery for himself.
Ramsey Osborn, who had roared with the best, beamed with pleasure when an announcement confirmed Blue Clancy’s third place, saying he was sure glad the half-share sale had turned out fine. There were congratulations all round, with Malcolm and Ramsey being introduced to the owners of the winner, who were Italian and didn’t understand Ramsey’s drawl. Press photographers flashed like popping suns. There were television cameras, enquiring journalists, speeches, presentations. Malcolm looked envious of the Italian owners: third was fine but winning was better.
The four of us went for a celebratory drink; champagne, of course.
‘Let’s go for it,’ Ramsey said. ‘The Breeders’ Cup. All the way.’
‘We’ll have to see how he is after today,’ the trainer said warningly. ‘He had a hard race.’
‘He’ll be all right,’ Ramsey said with hearty confidence. ‘Did you see the distance? Two lengths behind the winner. That’s world class and no kidding.’
The trainer looked thoughtful but didn’t argue. The favourite, undeniably world class, had finished second, victory snatched away no doubt by his earlier exhausting outing. He might not come back at all after his gruelling‘Arc’. The French favourite (and mine), Meilleurs Voeux, had finished fifth which made Blue Clancy better than I’d thought. Maybe he wouldn’t be disgraced in the Breeders’ Cup, if we went. I hoped we would go, but I was wary of hope.
The afternoon trickled away with the champagne, and Malcolm, almost as tired as his horse, sank euphorically into the limousine going back to the airport and closed his eyes in the jet.
‘My first ever runner,’ he said sleepily. ‘Third in the “Arc”. Not bad, eh?’
‘Not bad.’
‘I’m going to call the yearling Chrysos.’
‘Why Chrysos?’ I said.
He smiled without opening his eyes, it’s Greek for gold.’
Malcolm was feeling caged in the Savoy.
On Sunday night, when we returned from Paris, he’d hardly had the energy to undress. By Monday morning, he was pacing the carpetwith revitalised energy and complaining that another week in the suite would drive him bonkers.
‘I’m going back to Quantum,’ he said. ‘I miss the dogs.’
I said with foreboding, ‘It would take the family half a day at most to find out you were there.’
‘I can’t help it. I can’t hide for ever. You can come and stay close to me there.’
‘Don’t go,’ I said. ‘You’re safe here.’
‘Keep me safe at Quantum.’
He was adamant and began packing, and short of roping him to the bedstead, I couldn’t stop him.
Just before we left, I telephoned Norman West and found him at home — which didn’t bode well for the investigations. He was happy to tell me, he said, that it was now certain Mrs Deborah Pembroke, Ferdinand’s wife, couldn’t have been at Newmarket Bloodstock Sales, as on that day she had done a photo-modelling session. He had checked up with the magazine that morning, as Mrs Deborah had told him he could, and they had provided proof.
‘Right,’ I said. ‘What about Ferdinand himself?’
‘Mr Ferdinand was away from his office on both those days. Working at home on the Friday. The next week, he attended a course on the statistical possibilities of insurance fraud. He says that after registration on the Monday, they kept no record of attendance. I checked there too, and no one clearly remembers, they’re all half strangers to each other.’
I sighed. ‘Well… my father and I are going back to Quantum.’
‘That’s not wise, surely.’
‘He’s tired of imprisonment. Report to us there, will you?’
He said he would, when he had more news.
Cross off Debs, I thought. Bully for Debs.
I drove us down to Berkshire, stopping at Arthur Bellbrook’s house in the village to collect the dogs. The two full-grown Dobermanns greeted Malcolm like puppies, prancing around him and rubbing against his legs as he slapped and fondled them. Real love on both sides, I saw. Uncomplicated by greed, envy or rejection.
Malcolm looked up and saw me watching him.
‘You should get a dog,’ he said. ‘You need something to love.’
He could really hit home, I thought.
He bent back to his friends, playing with their muzzles, letting them try to snap at his fingers, knowing they wouldn’t bite. Theyweren’t guard dogs as such: he liked Dobermanns for their muscular agility, for their exuberance. I’d been brought up with relays of them around me, but it wasn’t the affection of dogs I wanted, and I’d never asked for one of my own.
I thought of the afternoon he’d let them out of the kitchen and then been hit on the head. The dogs must have seen or sensed someone there. Though not guard dogs, they should still have warned Malcolm.
‘Do those two dogs bark when strangers call?’ I asked.
‘Yes, of course.’ Malcolm straightened, still smiling, letting the lithe bodies press against his knees. ‘Why?’
‘Did they bark a week last Friday, when you set out to walk them?’
The smile died out of his face. With almost despair he said, ‘No. I don’t think so. I don’t remember. No… not especially. They were pleased to be going out.’
‘How many of the family do they know well?’ I said.
‘Everyone’s been to the house several times since Moira died. All except you. I thought at first it was to support me, but …’ he shrugged with disillusion, ‘they were all busy making sure none of the others ingratiated themselves with me and cut them out.’
Every possibility led back to the certainty we couldn’t accept.
Malcolm shuddered and said he would walk through the village with the dogs. He would meet people he knew on the way, and there were people in that village who’d been close friends with Vivien, Alicia and Joyce and had sided with them, and had since fed them inflammatory half-lies about Malcolm’s doings.
‘You know the village grapevine is faster than telex,’ I said. ‘Put the dogs in the car.’
He wouldn’t listen. It was only six days since the second time someone had tried to kill him, but he was already beginning to believe there would be no more attempts. Well, no more that morning, I supposed. He walked a mile and a half with the dogs, and I drove slowly ahead, looking back, making sure at each turn that he was coming into sight. When he reached the house safely, he said I was being over-protective.
‘I thought that was what you wanted,’ I said.
‘It is and it isn’t.’
Surprisingly, I understood him. He was afraid and ashamed of it, and in consequence felt urged to bravado. Plain straightforward fear, I thought, would have been easier to deal with. At least I got him towait outside with the dogs for company while I went into the house to reconnoitre, but no one had been there laying booby traps, no one was hiding behind doors with raised blunt instruments, no one had sent parcel bombs in the post.
I fetched him, and we unpacked. We both took it for granted I would sleep in my old room, and I made up the bed there. I had bought provisions in London to the extent of bread, milk, lemons, smoked salmon and caviar, a diet both of us now considered normal. There was champagne in the cellar and a freezer full of post-Moira TV dinners in cardboard boxes. We weren’t going to starve, I thought, inspecting them, though we might get indigestion.
Malcolm spent the afternoon in his office opening letters and talking to his stockbroker on the telephone, and at the routine time proposed to give the dogs their pre-dinner walk.
‘I’ll come with you,’ I said.
He nodded without comment, and in the crisp early October air we set off down the garden, through the gate into the field, and across to the willow-lined stream he had been aiming for ten days earlier.
We had all sailed toy boats down that stream when we’d been children, and picked watercress there, and got thoroughly wet and muddy as a matter of course. Alicia had made us strip, more than once, before she would let us into her bridal-white kitchen.
‘Last Monday,’ Malcolm said casually, watching the dogs sniff for water rats round the tree roots, ‘I made a new will.’
‘Did you?’
‘I did. In Cambridge. I thought I might as well. The old one left a lot to Moira. And then, after that Friday… well, I wanted to put things in order, in case… just in case.’
‘What did you do with it?’ I asked.
He seemed amused. ‘The natural question is surely, “What’s in it? What have you left to me?”’
‘Mm,’ I said dryly. ‘I’m not asking that, ever. What I’m asking is more practical.’
‘I left it with the solicitor in Cambridge,’
We were wandering slowly along towards the stream, the dogs quartering busily. The willow leaves, yellowing, would fall in droves in the next gale, and there was bonfire smoke drifting somewhere in the still air.
‘Who knows where your will is?’ I asked.
‘I do. And the solicitor.’
‘Who’s the solicitor?’
‘I saw his name on a brass plate outside his office and went in on impulse. I’ve got his card somewhere. We discussed what I wanted, he had it typed up, and I signed it with witnesses in his office and left it there for safekeeping.’
‘For a brilliant man,’ I said peaceably, ‘you’re as thick as two planks.’
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Malcolm said explosively, ‘You’re bloody rude,’ and, after a pause, in what way am I thick? A new will was essential.’
‘Suppose you died without telling me or anybody else you’d made it, or where it could be found?’
‘Oh.’ He was dismayed, then brightened. ‘The solicitor would have produced it.’
If he knew you by reputation, if he had any idea of the sums involved, if he heard you were dead, if he were conscientious, and if he knew who to get in touch with. If he were lazy, he might not bother, he’s under no obligation. Within a month, unless you boasted a bit about your wealth, he’ll have forgotten your will’s in his files.’
‘You seem to know an awful lot about it.’
‘Joyce worked for years for the Citizens Advice Bureau, do you remember? I used to hear lurid tales of family squabbles because no one knew where to find a will they were sure had been made. And equally lurid tales of family members knowing where the will was and burning it before anyone else could find it, if they didn’t like what was in it.’
‘That’s why I left it in safekeeping,’ Malcolm said. ‘Precisely because of that.’
We reached the far boundary of the field. The stream ran on through the neighbour’s land, but we at that point turned back.
‘What should I do then?’ he asked. ‘Any ideas?’
‘Send it to the probate office at Somerset House.’
‘How do you mean?’
‘Joyce told me about it, one time. You put your will in a special envelope they’ll send you if you apply for it, then you take it or send it to the central probate office. They register your will there and keep it safe. When anyone dies and any solicitor anywhere applies for probate, the central probate office routinely checks its files. If it has ever registered a will for that person, that’s die envelope that will be opened, and that’s the will that will be proved.’
He thought it over. ‘Do you mean, if I registered a will with the probate office, and then changed my mind and wrote a new one, it wouldn’t be any good?’
‘You’d have to retrieve the old will and re-register the new one. Otherwise the old will would be the one adhered to.’
‘Good God. I didn’t know any of this.’
‘Joyce says not enough people know. She says if people would only register their wills, they couldn’t be pressured into changing them when they’re gaga or frightened or on their deathbeds. Or at least, wills made like that would be useless.’
‘I used to laugh, rather, at Joyce’s voluntary work. Felt indulgent.’ He sighed. ‘Seems it had its uses.’
The Citizens Advice Bureau, staffed by knowledgeable armies of Joyces, could steer one from the cradle to the grave, from marriage to divorce to probate, from child allowance to old age supplements. I’d not always listened attentively to Joyce’s tales, but I’d been taken several times to the Bureau, and I seemed to have absorbed more than I’d realised.
‘I kept a copy of my new will,’ Malcolm said. ‘I’ll show it to you when we go in.’
‘You don’t need to.’
‘You’d better see it,’ he said.
I didn’t argue. He whistled to the dogs who left the stream reluctantly, and we made our way back to the gate into the garden.
‘Just wait out here while I check the house,’ I said.
He was astonished. ‘We’ve only been out for half an hour. And we locked the doors.’
‘You regularly go out for half an hour at this time. And how many of the family still have keys to the house?’
He was silent. All of the people who had ever lived there could have kept their keys to the house, and there had never been any need, before now, to change the locks.
‘Stay here, then?’ I asked, and he nodded sadly.
The kitchen door was still locked. I let myself in and went all through the house again, but it was quiet and undisturbed, and doors that I’d set open at certain angles were still as I’d left them.
I called Malcolm and he came into the kitchen and began getting the food for the dogs.
‘Are you going through this checking rigmarole every single time we leave the house?’ he said, sounding as if he didn’t like it.
‘Yes, until we get the locks changed.’
He didn’t like that either, but expressed his disapproval only in a frown and a rather too vigorous scraping of dog food out of a tin.
‘Fill the water bowls,’ he said rather crossly, and I did that and set them down again on the floor.
‘It isn’t so easy to change the locks,’ he said. ‘They’re all mortice locks, as you know, set into the doors. The one on the front door is antique.’
The front door keys were six inches long and ornate, and there had never been more than three of them, as far as I knew.
‘All right,’ I said, if we keep the front door bolted and the keys in your safe, we won’t change that one.’
A little pacified, he put the filled dinner bowls on the floor, wiped his fingers and said it was time for a noggin. I bolted the kitchen door on the inside and then followed him through the hall to the office, where he poured scotch into two glasses and asked if I wanted to desecrate mine with ice. I said yes and went back to the kitchen to fetch some. When I returned, he had taken some sheets of paper from his open briefcase and was reading them.
‘Here you are. Here’s my will,’ he said, and passed the papers over.
He had made the will, I reflected, before he had telephoned me to put an end to our quarrel, and I expected not to figure in it in consequence, but I’d done him an injustice. Sitting in an armchair and sipping the whisky, I read through all the minor bequests to people like Arthur Bellbrook, and all the lawyerly gobbledegook ‘upon trust’ and without commas, and came finally to the plain language.
‘To each of my three divorced wives Vivien Joyce and Alicia I bequeath the sum of five hundred thousand pounds.
‘My son Robin being provided for I direct that the residue of my estate shall be divided equally among my children Donald Lucy Thomas Gervase Ian Ferdinand and Serena.’
A long clause followed with provisions for ‘if any of my children shall pre-decease me’, leaving ‘his or her share’ to the grandchildren.
Finally came two short sentences:
I bequeath to my son Ian the piece of thin wire to be found on my desk. He knows what he can do with it.’
Surprised and more moved than I could say, I looked up from the last page and saw the smile in Malcolm’s eyes deepen to a throaty chuckle.
‘The lawyer chap thought the last sentence quite obscene. He said I shouldn’t put that sort of thing in a will.’
I laughed. ‘I didn’t expect to be in your will at all.’
‘Well…” He shrugged. ‘I’d never have left you out. I’ve regretted for a long while… hitting you… everything.’
‘Guess I deserved it.’
‘Yes, at the time.’
I turned back to the beginning of the document and re-read one of the preliminary paragraphs. In it, he had named me as his sole executor, when I was only his fifth child. ‘Why me?’ I said.
‘Don’t you want to?’
‘Yes. I’m honoured.’
‘The lawyer said to name someone I trusted.’ He smiled lopsidedly. ‘You got elected.’
He stretched out an arm and picked up from his desk a leather pot holding pens and pencils. From it, he pulled a wire about ten inches long and about double the thickness, of the sort used by florists for stiffening flower stalks.
If this one should get lost,’ he said, ‘just find another.’
‘Yes. All right.’
‘Good.’ He put the wire back in the pot and the pot back in the desk.
‘By the time you pop off,’ I said, ‘the price of gold might have risen out of sight and all I’d find in the wall would be spiders.’
‘Yeah, too bad.’
I felt more at one with him than at any time since he’d telephoned, and perhaps he with me. I hoped it would be a very long time before I would have to execute his will.
‘Gervase,’ I said, ‘suggests that you should distribute some of your money now, to… er… reduce the estate tax.’
‘Does he? And what do you think?’
I think,’ I said, ‘that giving it to the family instead of to scholarships and film companies and so on might save your life.’
The blue eyes opened wide. ‘That’s immoral.’
‘Pragmatic’
‘I’ll think about it.’
We dined on the caviar, but the fun seemed to have gone out of it.
‘Let’s have shepherd’s pie tomorrow,’ Malcolm said. ‘There’s plenty in the freezer.’
We spent the next two days uneventfully at Quantum being careful, but with no proof that care was needed.
Late on Tuesday afternoon, out with the dogs and having made certain that Arthur Bellbrook had gone home, we walked round behind the kitchen wall and came to the treasure house.
A veritable sea of nettles guarded the door. Malcolm looked at them blankly. ‘The damn things grow overnight.’
I pulled my socks over the bottoms of my trousers and assayed the traverse; stamped down an area by the bottom of the door and with fingers all the same stinging felt along to one end of the wooden sill and with some effort tugged it out. Malcolm leaned forward and gave me the piece of wire, and watched while I stood up and located the almost invisible hole. The wire slid through the tiny tube built into the mortar and, under pressure, the latch inside operated as smoothly as it had when I’d installed it. The wire dislodged a metal rod out of a slot, allowing the latch to spring open.
‘I oiled it,’ Malcolm said. ‘The first time I tried, it was as rusty as hell.’
I pushed the edge of the heavy narrow door and it opened inwards, its crenellated edges disengaging from the brick courses on each side with faint grating noises but with no pieces breaking off.
‘You built it well,’ Malcolm said. ‘Good mortar.’
‘You told me how to mix the mortar, if you remember.’
1 stepped into the small brick room which was barefy four feet across at the far end and about eight feet long, narrowing in a wedge-shape towards the door which was set into one of the long walls. The wider end wall was stacked to waist height with flat wooden boxes like those used for chateau-bottled wines. In front, there were two large cardboard boxes with heavily taped-down tops. I stepped further in and tried to open one of the wine-type boxes, but those were nailed shut. I turned round and took a couple of steps back and stood in the doorway, looking out.
‘Gold at the back, treasures in front,’ Malcolm said, watching me with interest.
‘I’ll take your word for it.’
The air in the triangular room smelled faintly musty. There was no ventilation, as I’d told Arthur Bellbrook, and no damp course, either. I reset the rod into the latch on the inside, as it wouldn’t shut unless one did, and stepped outside. My teenage design limitations meant that one had to go down on one’s knees to close the door the last few inches, hooking one’s ringers into a hollow under the bottom row of bricks and pulling hard. The door and walls fitted together again like pieces of jigsaw, and the latch inside clicked into place. I replaced the sill under the door, kicking it home, and tried to encourage the crushed nettles to stand up again.
‘They’ll be flourishing again by morning,’ Malcolm said. ‘Rotten things.’
‘Those cardboard boxes are too big to come out through the door,’ I observed, rubbing stings on my hands and wrists.
‘Oh, sure. I took them in empty and flat, then set them up, and filled them bit by bit.’
‘You could take those things out again now.’
There was a pause, then he said, Til wait. As things are at present, they might as well stay there.’
I nodded. He whistled to the dogs and we went on with the walk. We had given up referring explicitly to fear of the family, but it still hung around us like grief. On our return from the field, Malcolm waited outside without comment until I checked through the house, and prosaically began feeding the dogs on my report of all clear.
Neither of us discussed how long all the precautions were going to have to go on. Norman West’s latest report had been as inconclusive as his first, and by Wednesday evening the pitiful summary I’d been making of his results read as follows:

	DONALD:	
	busy about the golf club. Cannot pinpoint any times. 
	HELEN:	
	working at home making Henley souvenirs. 
	LUCY:	
	reading, walking, writing, meditating. 
	EDWIN:	
	housework, shopping for groceries, going to public library. 
	THOMAS:	
	looking for new job, suffering headaches. 
	BERENICE:	
	housekeeping, looking after children, uncooperative. 
	GERVASE:	
	commuting to London, in and out of his office, home late. 
	URSULA:	
	looking after daughters, unhappy.  
	FERDINAND:	
	on statistics course, no attendance records. 
	DEBS:	
	photo-session vouched for on Newmarket Sales day. 
	SERENA:	
	teaching aerobics mornings and most evenings, shopping for clothes afternoons. 
	VIVIEN:	
	pottering about, can’t remember. 
	ALICIA:	
	probably the same, unhelpful. 
	JOYCE:	
	playing bridge.

All one could say, I thought, was that no one had made any effort to produce alibis for either relevant time. Only Debs had a firm one, which had been arranged and vouched for by others. All the rest of the family had been moving about without timing their exits and entrances: normal behaviour for innocent people.
Only Joyce and I lived beyond half an hour’s drive from Quantum. All of the others, from Donald at Henley to Gervase at Maidenhead, from Thomas near Reading to Lucy near Marlow, from Ferdinand in Wokingham to Serena in Bracknell, and even Vivien in Twyford and Alicia near Windsor, all of them seemed to have put down roots in a ring round the parent house like thistledown blown on the wind and reseeding.
The police had remarked on it when investigating Moira’s murder, and had checked school runs and train timetables until they’d been giddy. They had apparently caught no one lying, but that seemed to me inconclusive in a family which had had a lot of practice in misrepresentation. The fact had been, and still was, that anybody could have got to Quantum and home again without being missed.
I spent a short part of that Wednesday wandering around Moira’s greenhouse, thinking about her death.
The greenhouse was invisible from the house, as Arthur Bellbrook had said, set on a side lawn which was bordered with shrubs. I wondered whether Moira had been alarmed to see her killer approach. Probably not. Quite likely, she had herself arranged the meeting, stating time and place. Malcolm had once mentioned that she didn’t like casual callers, preferring them to telephone first. Perhaps it had been an unforeseen killing, an opportunity seized. Perhaps there had been a quarrel. Perhaps a request denied. Perhaps one of Moira’s specials in acid-sweet triumphs, like picking Arthur Bellbrook’s vegetables.
Moira in possession of Quantum, about to take half of everything Malcolm owned. Moira smugly satisfied, oblivious to her danger. I doubted if she had believed in her nightmare death even while it was happening.
Malcolm spent the day reading the Financial Times and making phone calls: yen, it appeared from snatches I overheard, were behaving gruesomely from Malcolm’s point of view.
Although making calls outward, neither of us was keen to answer inward calls since that morning, when Malcolm had been drenched by a shower of recriminations from Vivien, all on the subject of meanness. He had listened with wry pain and given me a resume once Vivien had run out of steam.
‘One of the cats in the village told her we were here, so now the whole family will know,’ he said gloomily. ‘She says Donald is bankrupt, Lucy is starving and Thomas got the sack and can’t deal with unemployment. Is it all true? It can’t be. She says I should give them twenty thousand pounds each immediately.’
‘It wouldn’t hurt,’ I said. ‘It’s Gervase’s idea watered down.’
‘But I don’t believe in it.’
I explained about Donald’s school fees crisis, Lucy’s crumbling certainties, Thomas with Berenice chipping away at his foundations. He said their troubles lay in their own characters, which was true enough. He said if he gave those three a hand-out, he would have to do it for us all, or there would be a shooting civil war among Vivien, Joyce and Alicia. He made a joke of it, but he was stubborn. He had provided for us through our trust funds. The rest was up to us. He hadn’t changed his mind. He’d thought over Vivien’s suggestion, and the answer was no.
He telephoned back to Vivien and to her fury told her so. I could hear her voice calling him wicked, mean, cruel, vindictive, petty, sadistic, tyrannical and evil. He took offence, shouted at her to shut up, shut up, and finally slammed down the receiver while she was still in full flood.
All Vivien had achieved, I thought, was to make him dig his toes in further.
I thought him pig-headed, I thought him asking to be murdered. I looked at the unrelenting blue eyes daring me to argue, and wondered if he thought giving in would be weakness, if he thought baling out his children would diminish his own self-respect.
I said nothing at all. I was in a bad position to plead for the others, as I stood to gain myself. I hoped for many reasons that he would be able to change his mind, but it had to come from inside. I went out to Moira’s greenhouse to give him time to calm down, and when I returned neither of us mentioned what had passed.
On the dogs’ walk that afternoon, I reminded him that I was due to ride at Cheltenham the following day, and asked if he had any cronies in that direction with whom he could spend the time.
‘I’d like to see you ride again,’ he said.
He constantly surprised me.
‘What if the family come too?’
‘I’ll dress up as another chef.’
I didn’t know that it was wise, but again he had his own way, and I persuaded myself he would come to no harm on a racecourse. When we got there, I introduced him to George and Jo who congratulated him on Blue Clancy and took him off to lunch.
I looked around apprehensively all afternoon for brothers, sisters, mother and step-mothers, but saw none. The day was cold and windy with everyone turning up collars and hunching shoulders to keep warm, with hats on every head, felt, tweed, wool and fur. If anyone had wanted to hide inside their clothes, the weather was great for it.
Park Railings gave me a splendid ride and finished fourth, less tired than his jockey, who hadn’t sat on a horse for six days. George and Jo were pleased enough, and Malcolm, who had been down the track with them to watch one of the other steeplechases from beside one of the jumps, was thoughtful.
‘I didn’t realise you went so fast,’ he said, going home. ‘Such speed over those jumps.’
‘About thirty miles an hour.’
‘I suppose I could buy a steeplechaser,’ he said, ‘if you’d ride it.’
‘You’d better not. It would be favouritism.’
‘Huh.’
We went thirty miles towards Berkshire and came to a hostelry he liked where we stopped for the late afternoon noggins (Arthur Bellbrook was taking the dogs home with him for the night) and waited lazily until dinner.
We talked about racing, or rather Malcolm asked questions and I answered them. His interest seemed inexhaustible, and I wondered if it would die as fast as it had sprung up. He couldn’t wait to find out what Chrysos might do next year.
We ate without hurrying, lingering over coffee, and went on home, pulling up yawning outside the garage, sleepy from fresh air and French wine.
Til check the house,’ I said without enthusiasm.
‘Oh, don’t bother, it’* ‘arr’
‘I’d better check it. Honk the horn if you see something you don’t like.’
I left him in the car, let myself into the kitchen and switched on the lights. The door to the hall was closed as usual, to keep the dogs, when they were there, from roaming through the house. I opened the door to the hall and switched on the hall lights.
I stopped there briefly, looking round.
Everything looked quiet and peaceful, but my skin began to crawl just the same, and my chest felt tight from suddenly suspended breath.
The door to the office and the door to the sitting-room were not as I had left them. The door to the office was more than half open, the door to the sitting-room all but closed; neither standing at the precise narrow angle at which I’d set them every time we’d been out.
I tried to remember whether I’d actually set the doors before leaving that morning, or whether I’d forgotten. But I had set them. I knew I had. I’d picked up my saddle and other gear in the hall after doing it, and shut the hall-to-kitchen door, and locked the outside door, leaving the dogs with Arthur Bellbrook in the garden.
I hadn’t until then thought of myself as a coward, but I felt dead afraid of going further into the house. It was so large, so full of dark corners. There were two cellars, and the several unlit attic bedrooms of long-gone domestic servants, and the boxroom deep with shadows. There were copious cupboards everywhere and big empty wardrobes. I’d been round them all three or four times during the past few days, but not at night, and not with the signals standing at danger.
With an effort, I took a few steps into the hall, listening. I had no weapon. I felt nakedly vulnerable. My heart thumped uncomfortably. The house was silent.
The heavy front door, locked and bolted like a fortress, had not been touched. I went over to the office, reached in with an arm, switched on the light and pushed the half-open door wider.
There was no one in there. Everything was as Malcolm had left it in the morning. The windows shone blackly, like threats. Taking a deep breath, I repeated the procedure with the sitting-room, but also checking the bolts on the french windows, and after that with the dining-room, and the downstairs cloakroom, and then with worse trepidation went down the passage beside the stairs to the big room that had been our playroom when we were children and a billiard room in times long past.
The door was shut. Telling myself to get on with it, I opened the door, switched on the light, pushed the door open.
There was no one there. It wasn’t really a relief, because I would have to go on looking. I checked the storeroom opposite, where there were stacks of garden furniture, and also the door at the end of the passage, which led out into the garden: securely bolted on the inside. I went back to the hall and stood at the bottom of the stairs, looking upward.
It was stupid to be so afraid, I thought. It was home, the house I’d been brought up in. One couldn’t be frightened by home.
One was.
I swallowed. I went up the stairs. There was no one in my bedroom. No one in five other bedrooms, nor in the boxroom, no one in the bathrooms, no one in the plum and pink lushness of Malcolm’s own suite. By the end, I was still as scared as I’d been at the beginning, and I hadn’t started on cellars or attics or small hiding places.
I hadn’t looked under the beds. Demons could be waiting anywhere to jump out on me, yelling. Giving in, I switched off all the upstairs lights and went cravenly back to the hall.
Everything was still quiet, mocking me.
I was a fool, I thought.
Leaving the hall and kitchen lights on, I went back to Malcolm who started to get out of the car when he saw me coming. I waved him back and slid in beside him, behind the driving wheel.
‘What’s the matter?’ he said.
‘Someone may be here.’
‘What do you mean?’
I explained about the doors.
‘You’re imagining things.’
‘No. Someone has used their key.’
We hadn’t yet been able to have the locks changed, although the carpenter was due to be bringing replacements the following morning. He’d had difficulty finding good new locks to fit into such old doors, he’d said, and had promised them for Thursday, but I’d put him off until Friday because of Cheltenham.
‘We can’t stay out here all night,’ Malcolm protested. ‘It’s bound to be the wind or something that moved the doors. Let’s go to bed, I’m whacked.’
I looked at my hands. They weren’t actually shaking. I thought for a while until Malcolm grew restless.
‘I’m getting cold,’ he said. ‘Let’s go in, for God’s sake.’
‘No… we’re not sleeping here.’
‘What? You can’t mean it.’
‘I’ll lock the house, and we’ll go and get a room somewhere else.’
‘At this time of night?’
‘Yes.’ I made to get out of the car and he put a hand on my arm to catch my attention.
‘Fetch some pyjamas, then, and washing things.’
I hesitated. ‘No, I don’t think it’s safe.’ I didn’t say I couldn’t face it, but I couldn’t.
‘Ian, all this is crazy.’
‘It would be crazier still to be murdered in our beds.’
‘But just because two doors …’
‘Yes. Because.’
He seemed to catch some of my own uneasiness because he made no more demur, but when I was headed again for the kitchen he called after me, ‘At least bring my briefcase from the office, will you?’
I made it through the hall again with only a minor tremble in the gut; switched on the office light, fetched his briefcase without incident and set the office door again at its usual precise angle. I did the same to the sitting-room door. Perhaps they would tell us in the morning, I thought, whether or not we had had a visitor who had hidden from my approach.
I went back through the hall, switched the lights off, shut the hall-to-kitchen door, let myself out, left the house dark and locked and put the briefcase on the car’s back seat.
On the basis that it would be easiest to find a room in London, particularly at midnight, for people without luggage, I drove up the M4 and on Malcolm’s instructions pulled up at the Ritz. We might be refugees, he said, but we would be staying in no camp, and he explained to the Ritz that he’d decided to stay overnight in London as he’d been delayed late on business.
‘Our name is Watson,’ I said impulsively, thinking suddenly of Norman West’s advice and picking out of the air the first name I could think of. ‘We will pay with travellers’ cheques.’
Malcolm opened his mouth, closed it again, and kept blessedly quiet. One could write whatever name one wanted onto travellers’ cheques.
The Ritz batted no eyelids, offered us connecting rooms (no double suites available) and promised razors, toothbrushes and a bottle of scotch.
Malcolm had been silent for most of the journey, and so had I, feeling with every heart-calming mile that I had probably overreacted, that maybe I hadn’t set the doors, that if any of the family had let themselves into the house while we were out, they’d been gone long before we returned. We had come back hours later than anyone could have expected, if they were judging the time it would take us to drive from Cheltenham.
I could have sat at the telephone in the house and methodically checked with all the family to make sure they were in their own homes. I hadn’t thought of it, and I doubted if I could have done it, feeling as I had.
Malcolm, who held that sleeping pills came a poor second to scotch, put his nightcap theory to the test and was soon softly snoring. I quietly closed the door between our two rooms and climbed between my own sheets, but for a long time lay awake. I was ashamed of my fear in the house which I now thought must have been empty. I had risked my neck without a qualm over big fences that afternoon: I’d been petrified in the house that someone would jump out on me from the dark. The two faces of courage, I thought mordantly: turn one face to the wall.
We went back to Berkshire in the morning and couldn’t reach Quantum by car because the whole village, it seemed, was out and blocking the road. Cars and people everywhere: cars parked along the roadsides, people walking in droves towards the house.
‘What on earth’s going on?’ Malcolm said.
‘Heaven knows.’
In the end I had to stop the car, and we finished the last bit of the journey on foot.
We had to push through crowds and were unpopular until people recognised Malcolm, and made way for him, and finally we reached the entrance to the drive… and there literally rocked to a stop.
To start with there was a rope stretched across it, barring our way, with a policeman guarding it. In front of the house, there were ambulances, police cars, fire-engines… swarms of people in uniform moving purposefully about.
Malcolm swayed with shock, and I felt unreal, disconnected from my feet. Our eyes told us: our brains couldn’t believe.
There was an immense jagged gaping hole in the centre of Quantum.
People standing near us in the gateway, round-eyed, said, ‘They say it was the gas.’







Ten
We were in front of the house, talking to policemen. I couldn’t remember walking up the drive.
Our appearance on the scene had been a shock to the assembled forces, but a welcome one. They had been searching for our remains in the rubble.
They told us that the explosion had happened at four-thirty in the morning, the wumph and reverberation of it waking half the village, the Shockwaves breaking windows and setting dogs howling. Several people had called the police, but when the force had reached the village, everything had seemed quiet. No one knew where the explosion had occurred. The police drove round the extended neighbourhood until daylight, and it was only then that anyone saw what had happened to Quantum.
The front wall of the hall, the antique front door with it, had been blown out flat onto the drive, and the centre part of the upper storey had collapsed into the hall. The glass in all the windows had disappeared.
‘I’m afraid it’s worse at the back,’ a policeman said phlegmatically. ‘Perhaps you’d come round there, sir. We can at least tell everyone there are no bodies.’
Malcolm nodded mechanically and we followed the policeman round to the left, between the kitchen and garage, through to the garden and along past the dining-room wall. The shock when we rounded onto the terrace was, for all the warning, horrific and sickening.
Where the sitting-room had been, there was a mountain of jumbled dusty bricks, plaster, beams and smashed furniture spilling outwards onto the grass. Malcolm’s suite, which had been above the sitting-room, had vanished, had become part of the chaos. Those of the attic rooms that had been above his head had come down too. The roof, which had looked almost intact from the front, had at therear been stripped of tiles, the old sturdy rafters standing out against the sky like picked ribs.
My own bedroom had been on one side of Malcolm’s bedroom: all that remained of it were some shattered spikes of floorboards, a strip of plaster cornice and a drunken mantle clinging to a cracked wall overlooking a void.
Malcolm began to shake. I took off my jacket and put it round his shoulders.
‘We don’t have gas,’ he said to the policeman. ‘My mother had it disconnected sixty years ago because she was afraid of it.’
There was a slight spasmodic wind blowing, enough to lift Malcolm’s hair and leave it awry. He looked suddenly frail, as if the swirling air would knock him over.
‘He needs a chair,’ I said.
The policeman gestured helplessly to the mess. No chairs left.
‘I’ll get one from the kitchen. You look after him.’
‘I’m quite all right,’ Malcolm said faintly.
‘The outside kitchen door is locked, sir, and we can’t allow you to go in through the hall.’
I produced the key, showed it to him, and went along and in through the door before he could stop me. In the kitchen, the shiny yellow walls themselves were still standing, but the door from the hall had blown open, letting in a glacier tongue of bricks and dust. Dust everywhere, like a veil. Lumps of plaster had fallen from the ceiling. Everything glass, everything china in the room had cracked apart. Moira’s geraniums, fallen from their shelves, lay in red farewell profusion over her all-electric domain.
I picked up Malcolm’s pine armchair, the one thing he had insisted on keeping through all the changes, and carried it out to where I’d left him. He sank into it without seeming to notice it and put his hand over his mouth.
There were firemen and other people tugging at movable parts of the ruins, but the tempo of their work had slowed since they’d seen we were alive. Several of them came over to Malcolm, offering sympathy, but mostly wanting information, such as were we certain there had been no one else in the house?
As certain as we could be.
Had we been storing any gas in the house? Bottled gas? Butane? Propane? Ether?
No.
Why ether?
It couid be used for making cocaine.
We looked at them blankly.
They had already discovered, it seemed, that there had been no mains gas connected. They were asking about other possibilities because it nevertheless looked like a gas explosion.
We’d had no gas of any sort.
Had we been storing any explosive substances whatsoever?
No.
Time seemed disjointed.
Women from the village, as in all disasters, had brought hot tea in thermos flasks for the men working. They gave some to Malcolm and me, and found a red blanket for Malcolm so that I could have my jacket back in the chill gusty air. There was grey sheet cloud overhead: the light was grey, like the dust.
A thick ring of people from the village stood in the garden round the edges of the lawn, with more arriving every minute across the fields and through the garden gate. No one chased them away. Many were taking photographs. Two of the photographers looked like Press.
A police car approached, its siren wailing ever louder as it made slow progress along the crowded road. It wailed right up the drive, and fell silent, and presently a senior-looking man not in uniform came round to the back of the house and took charge.
First, he stopped all work on the rubble. Then he made observations and wrote in a notebook. Then he talked to the chief of the firemen. Finally he came over to Malcolm and me.
Burly and black moustached, he said, as to an old acquaintance, ‘Mr Pembroke.’
Malcolm similarly said, ‘Superintendent,’ and everyone could hear the shake he couldn’t keep out of his voice. The wind died away for a while, though Malcolm’s shakes continued within the blanket.
‘And you, sir?’ the superintendent asked me.
‘Ian Pembroke.’
He pursed his mouth below the moustache, considering me. He was the man I’d spoken to on the telephone, I thought.
‘Where were you last night, sir?’
‘With my father in London,’ I said. ‘We’ve just… returned.’
I looked at him steadily. There were a great many things to be said, but I wasn’t going to rush into them.
He said noncommittally, ‘We will have to call in explosive experts as the damage here on preliminary inspection, and in the absence of any gas, seems to have been caused by an explosive device.’
Why didn’t he say bomb, I thought irritably. Why shy away from the word? If he’d expected any reaction from Malcolm or me, he probably got none as both of us had come to the same conclusion from the moment we’d walked up the drive.
If the house had merely been burning, Malcolm would have been dashing about, giving instructions, saving what he could, dismayed but full of vigour. It was the implications behind a bomb which had knocked him into shivering lassitude: the implications and the reality that if he’d slept in his own bed, he wouldn’t have risen to bath, read the Sporting Life, go to his bank for travellers’ cheques and eat breakfast at the Ritz.
And nor, for that matter, would I.
‘I can see you’re both shocked,’ the superintendent said unemotionally. ‘It’s clearly impossible to talk here, so I suggest you might come to the police station.’ He spoke carefully, giving us at least theoretically the freedom of refusing.
‘What about the house?’ I said. ‘It’s open to the four winds. Apart from this great hole, all the windows are broken everywhere else. There’s a lot of stuff still inside… silver… my father’s papers in his office… some of the furniture.’
‘We will keep a patrol here,’ he said, ‘If you’ll give the instructions, we’ll suggest someone to board up the windows, and we’ll contact a construction firm with a tarpaulin large enough for the roof.’
‘Send me the bill,’ Malcolm said limply.
‘The firms concerned will no doubt present their accounts.’
‘Thanks anyway,’ I said.
The superintendent nodded.
A funeral for Quantum, I thought. Coffin windows, pall roof. Lowering the remains into the ground would probably follow. Even if any of the fabric of the house should prove sound enough, would Malcolm have the stamina to rebuild, and live there, and remember?
He stood up, the blanket clutched around him, looking infinitely older than his years, a sag of defeat in the cheeks. Slowly, in deference to the shaky state of his legs, Malcolm, the superintendent and I made our way along past the kitchen and out into the front drive.
The ambulances had departed, also one of the fire-engines, but therope across the gateway had been overwhelmed, and the front garden was full of people, one young constable still trying vainly to hold them back.
A bunch in front of the rest started running in our direction as soon as we appeared, and with a feeling of unreality I saw they were Ferdinand, Gervase, Alicia, Berenice, Vivien, Donald, Helen… I lost count.
‘Malcolm,’ Gervase said loudly, coming to a halt in front of us, so that we too had to stop. ‘You’re alive!’
A tiny flicker of humour appeared in Malcolm’s eyes at this most obvious of statements, but he had no chance of answering as the others set up a clamour of questions.
Vivien said, ‘I heard from the village that Quantum had blown up and you were both dead.’ Her strained voice held a complaint about having been given erroneous news.
‘So did I,’ Alicia said. ‘Three people telephoned… so I came at once, after I’d told Gervase and the others, of course.’ She looked deeply shocked, but then they all did, mirroring no doubt what they could see on my own face but also suffering from the double upset of misinformation.
‘Then when we all get here,’ Vivien said, ‘we find you aren’t dead.’ She sounded as if that too were wrong.
‘What did happen?’ Ferdinand asked. ‘Just look at Quantum.’
Berenice said, ‘Where were you both, then, when it exploded?’
‘We thought you were dead,’ Donald said, looking bewildered.
More figures pushed through the crowd, horror opening their mouths. Lucy, Edwin and Serena, running, stumbling, looking alternately from the wounded house to me and Malcolm.
Lucy was crying, ‘You’re alive, you’re alive!’ Tears ran down her cheeks. ‘Vivien said you were dead.’
‘I was told they were dead,’ Vivien said defensively. Dim-witted… Joyce’s judgement came back.
Serena was swaying, pale as pale. Ferdinand put an arm round her and hugged her. ‘It’s all right, girl, they’re not dead after all. The old house’s a bit knocked about, eh?’ He squeezed her affectionately.
‘I don’t feel well,’ she said faintly. ‘What happened?’
‘Too soon to say for certain,’ Gervase said assertively. ‘But I’d say one can’t rule out a bomb.’
They repudiated the word, shaking their heads, covering their ears. Bombs were for wars, for wicked schemes in aeroplanes, for busstations in far places, tor cold-hearted terrorists… for other people. Bombs weren’t for a family house outside a Berkshire village, a house surrounded by quiet green fields, lived in by an ordinary family.
Except that we weren’t an ordinary family. Ordinary families didn’t have fifth wives murdered while planting geraniums. I looked around at the familiar faces and couldn’t see on any of them either malice or dismay that Malcolm had escaped. They were all beginning to recover from the shock of the wrongly reported death and also beginning to realise how much damage had been done to the house.
Gervase grew angry. ‘Whoever did this shall pay for it!’ He sounded pompous more than effective.
‘Where’s Thomas?’ I asked.
Berenice shrugged waspishly. ‘Dear Thomas went out early on one of his useless job-hunting missions. I’ve no idea where he was going. Vivien telephoned after he’d left.’
Edwin said, ‘Is the house insured against bombs, Malcolm?’
Malcolm looked at him with dislike and didn’t answer.
Gervase said masterfully, ‘You’d better come home with me, Malcolm. Ursula will look after you.’
None of the others liked that. They all instantly made counterproposals. The superintendent, who had been listening with attentive eyes, said at this point that plans to take Malcolm home would have to be shelved for a few hours.
‘Oh, really?’ Gervase stared down his nose. ‘And who are you?’
‘Detective Superintendent Yale, sir.’
Gervase raised his eyebrows but didn’t back down. ‘Malcolm’s done nothing wrong.’
‘I want to talk to the superintendent myself,’ Malcolm said. ‘I want him to find out who tried to destroy my house.’
‘Surely it was an accident,’ Serena said, very upset.
Ferdinand still had his arm round her. ‘Face facts, girl.’ He hesitated, looking at me. ‘Vivien and Alicia told everyone you were both living here again… so how come you escaped being hurt?’
‘Yes,’ Berenice said. ‘That’s what I asked.’
‘We went to London for a night out and stayed there,’ I said.
‘Very lucky,’ Donald said heartily, and Helen, who stood at his elbow and hadn’t spoken so far at all, nodded a shade too enthusiastically and said, ‘Yes, yes.’
‘But if we’d been in the office,’ I said, ‘we would have been all right.’
They looked aiong the front of the house to the far corner where the office windows were broken but the walls still stood.
‘You wouldn’t be in the office at four-thirty in the morning,’ Alicia said crossly. ‘Why should you be?’
Malcolm was growing tired of them. Not one had hugged him, kissed him, or made warm gestures over his survival. Lucy’s tears, if they were genuine, had come nearest. The family obviously could have accommodated his death easily, murmuring regrets at his graveside, maybe even meaning them, but looking forward also with well-hidden pleasure to a safely affluent future. Malcolm dead could spend no more. Malcolm dead would free them to spend instead.
‘Let’s go,’ he said to the superintendent, ‘I’m cold.’
An unwelcome thought struck me. ‘Did any of you,’ I asked the family, ‘tell Joyce… about the house?’
Donald cleared his throat. ‘Yes, I… er… broke it to her.’
His meaning was clear. ‘You told her we were dead?’
‘Vivien said you were dead,’ he said, sounding as defensive as she had. ‘She said I should tell Joyce, so I did.’
‘My God,’ I said to the superintendent, ‘Joyce is my mother. I’ll have to phone her at once.’
I turned instinctively back to the house, but the superintendent stopped me, saying the telephones weren’t working.
He, I and Malcolm began to move towards the gate, but we had gone only halfway when Joyce herself pushed through the crowd and ran forward, frantically, fearfully distraught.
She stopped when she saw us. Her face went white and she swayed as Serena had done, and I sprinted three or four long strides and caught her upright before she fell.
‘It’s all right,’ I said, holding her. ‘It’s all right. We’re alive.’
‘Malcolm …’
‘Yes, we’re both fine.’
‘Oh, I thought… Donald said… I’ve been crying all the way here, I couldn’t see the road …’ She put her face against my jacket and cried again with a few deep gulps, then pushed herself off determinedly and began searching her tailored pockets for a handkerchief. She found a tissue and blew her nose. ‘Well, darling,’ she said, ‘as you’re alive, what the hell’s been going on?’
She looked behind Malcolm and me and her eyes widened.
‘The whole bloody tribe come to the wake?’ To Malcolm she said, ‘You’ve the luck of the devil, you old bugger.’
Malcolm grinned at her, a distinct sign of revival.
The three ex-wives eyed each other warily. Any mushy idea that the near-death of the man they’d all married and the near-destruction of the house they’d all managed might have brought them to sisterly sympathy was a total non-starter.
‘Malcolm can come and stay with me,’ Joyce said.
‘Certainly not,’ Alicia said instantly, clearly alarmed. ‘You can take your precious Ian. Malcolm can go with Gervase.’
‘I won’t have it,’ Vivien said sharply, if Malcolm’s going anywhere, ‘It’s fitting he should stay with Donald, his eldest son.’
Malcolm looked as if he didn’t know whether to laugh or scream.
‘He’s staying with me,’ I said. ‘If he wants to.’
‘In your flat?’ Ferdinand asked.
I had an appalling vision of my flat disintegrating like Quantum but, unlike Quantum, killing people above and below.
‘No, not there,’ I said.
‘Then where, darling?’ Joyce asked.
‘Wherever we happen to be.’
Lucy smiled. It was the sort of thing she was happy with. She pulled her big brown cloak closer round her large form and said that it sounded a thoroughly sensible proposal. The others looked at her as if she were retarded instead of the brains of the tribe.
‘I’ll go wherever I want to,’ Malcolm said flatly, ‘and with Ian.’
I collected a battery of baleful glares, all of them as ever afraid I would scoop their shares of the pool: all except Joyce, who wanted me to.
‘As that’s settled,’ she said with a hint of maternal smugness which infuriated all the others, ‘I want to see just how bad the damage is to the house.’ She looked at me briefly. ‘Come along, darling, you can show me.’
‘Run along, mummy’s boy,’ Gervase said spitefully, smarting from having been spurned by Malcolm.
‘Poor dear Ian, tied to mummy’s apron strings.’ Berenice’s effort came out thick with detestation. ‘Greedy little Ian.’
‘It isn’t fair,’ Serena said plaintively, ‘Ian gets everything, always. I think it’s beastly.’
‘Come on, darling,’ Joyce said, ‘I’m waiting.’
I felt rebellious, tried to smother it, and sought for a different solution.
‘You can all come,’ I said to them. ‘Come and see what really happened here.’
The superintendent had in no way tried to break up the family party but had listened quietly throughout. I happened to catch his eye at that point, and he nodded briefly and walked back beside Malcolm as everyone slowly moved round to the rear of the house.
The extent and violence of the damage there silenced even Gervase. All of the mouths gaped: in all eyes, horrified awe.
The chief fireman came over and with a certain professional relish began in a strong Berkshire accent to point out the facts.
‘Blast travels along the lines of least resistance,’ he said. ‘This is a good strong old house, which I reckon is why so much of it is still standing. The blast, see, travelled outwards, front and back from a point somewhere near the centre of the main upper storey. Some of the blast went upwards into the roof, bringing down some of those little attic bedrooms, and a good bit of blast, I’d reckon, blew downwards, making a hole that the upper storey and part of the attic just collapsed into, see what I mean?’
Everyone saw.
‘There’s this wall here,’ he pointed to the one between what had been the sitting-room and what was still the dining-room, ‘this wall here, with the chimney built into it, this is one of the main load-bearing walls. It goes right up to the roof. Same the other side, more or less. Those two thick walls stopped the blast travelling sideways, except a bit through the doorways.’ He turned directly to Malcolm. ‘I’ve seen a lot of wrecked buildings, sir, mostly burned, it’s true, but some gas explosions, and I’d say, and mind you, you’d have to get a proper survey done, but I’d say, on looking at this house, that although it got a good shaking you could think of rebuilding it. Good solid Victorian house, otherwise it would have folded up like a pack of cards.’
‘Thank you,’ Malcolm said faintly.
The fireman nodded. ‘Don’t you let any fancy demolition man tell you different, sir. I don’t like people being taken advantage of when they’re overcome by disasters. I’ve seen too much of that, and it riles me. What I’m telling you is a straight opinion. I’ve nothing to gain one way or the other.’
‘We’re all grateful,’ I said.
He nodded, satisfied, and Gervase finally found his voice.
‘What sort of bomb was it?’ he asked.
‘As to that, sir, I wouldn’t know. You’d have to wait for the experts.’ The fireman turned to the superintendent. ‘We shut off the electricity at the meter switch in the garage when we got here, and likewise turned off the mains water under a man-hole cover out by the gate. The storage tank in the roof had emptied through the broken pipes upstairs and water was still running when we got here, and all that water’s now underneath the rubble. There’s nothing I can see can start a fire. If you want to go into the upper storey at the sides, you’ll need ladders, the staircase is blocked. I can’t vouch for the dividing walls up there, we looked through the windows but we haven’t been inside, you’d have to go carefully. We didn’t go up to the attic much, bar a quick look from up the ladder. But down here, you should be all right in the dining-room and in that big room the other side of this mess, and also in the kitchen and the front room on the far side.’
‘My office,’ Malcolm said.
The superintendent nodded, and I reflected that he already knew the layout of the house well from earlier repeated visits.
‘We’ve done as much as we can here,’ the fireman said. ‘All right if we shove off now?’
The superintendent, agreeing, went a few steps aside with him in private consultation and the family began to come back from suspended animation.
The Press photographers moved in closer, and took haphazard pictures of us, and a man and a woman from different papers approached with insistent questions. Only Gervase seemed to find those tolerable and did all the answering. Malcolm sat down again on the pine chair, which was still there, and gathered his blanket around him, retreating into it up to his eyes like a Red Indian.
Vivien, spotting him, went over and told him she was tired of standing and needed to sit down and it was typically selfish of him to take the only seat, and an insult to her, as she was the senior woman present. Glancing at her with distaste, Malcolm got to his feet and moved a good distance away, allowing her to take his place with a self-satisfied smirk. My dislike of Vivien rose as high as her cheekbones and felt as shrewish as her mouth.
Alicia, recovered, was doing her fluttery feminine act for the reporters, laying out charm thickly and eclipsing Serena’s little-girl ploy. Seeing them together, I thought that it must be hard for Serena to have a mother who refused to mature, who in her late fifties stilldressed and behaved like an eighteen-year-old, who for years had blocked her daughter’s natural road to adulthood. Girls needed a motherly mother, I’d been told, and Serena didn’t have one. Boys needed one too, and Joyce wasn’t one, but I’d had a father all the time and in the end I’d also had Coochie, and Serena hadn’t had either, and there lay all the difference in the world.
Edwin was having as hard a time as Donald in putting on a show of rejoicing over Malcolm’s deliverance.
‘It’s all very well for you,’ he said to me bitterly, catching my ironic look in his direction. ‘Malcolm despises me - and don’t bother to deny it, he makes it plain enough - and I don’t see why I should care much for him. Of course, I wouldn’t wish him dead …’
‘Of course not,’ I murmured.
‘… but, well, if it had happened …’ he stopped, not actually having the guts to say it straight out.
‘You’d have been glad?’ I said.
‘No.’ He cleared his throat. ‘I could have faced it,’ he said.
I almost laughed. ‘Bully for you, Edwin,’ I said. ‘Hang in there, fellow.’
‘I could have faced your death, too,’ he said stuffily.
Oh well, I thought. I asked for that.
‘How much do you know about bombs?’ I asked.
‘That’s a ridiculous question,’ he said, and walked off, and I reflected that Norman West had reported Edwin as spending an hour most days in the public library, and I betted one could find out how to make bombs there, if one persevered.
Berenice said to me angrily, ‘It’s all your fault Thomas is out of work.’
I blinked. ‘How do you make that out?’
‘He’s been so worried about Malcolm’s behaviour that he couldn’t concentrate and he made mistakes. He says you could get Malcolm to help us, but of course I tell him you won’t, why should you, you’re Malcolm’s pet.’ She fairly spat the last word, the rage seething also in her eyes and tightening all the cords in her neck.
‘You told Thomas that?’ I said.
‘It’s true,’ she said furiously. ‘Vivien says you’ve always been Malcolm’s favourite and he’s never been fair to Thomas.’
‘He’s always been fair to all of us,’ I said positively, but of course she didn’t believe it.
She was older than Thomas by four or five years and had married him when she was well over thirty and (Joyce had said cattily) desperate for any husband that offered. Ten years ago, when I’d been to their wedding, she had been a thin, moderately attractive woman lit up by happiness. Thomas had been proud of himself and proprietary. They had looked, if not an exciting couple, stable and full of promise, embarking on a good adventure.
Ten years and two daughters later, Berenice had put on weight and outward sophistication and lost whatever illusions she’d had about marriage. I’d long supposed it was basic disappointment which had made her so destructive of Thomas, but hadn’t bothered to wonder about the cause of it. Time I did, I thought. Time I understood the whole lot of them, because perhaps in that way we might come to know who could and who couldn’t murder.
To search through character and history, not through alibis. To listen to what they said and didn’t say, to learn what they could control, and what they couldn’t.
I knew, as I stood there looking at the bunch of them, that only someone in the family itself could go that route, and that if I didn’t do it, no one else would.
Norman West and Superintendent Yale could dig into facts. I would dig into the people. And the problem with that, I thought, mocking my own pretension, was that the people would do anything to keep me out.
I had to recognise that what I was going to do could produce more trouble than results. Spotting the capability of murder could elude highly-trained psychiatrists, who had been known to advise freedom for reformed characters only to have them go straight out and kill. A highly-trained psychiatrist I was not. Just someone who could remember how we had been, and could learn how we were now.
I looked at the monstrously gutted house and shivered. We had returned unexpectedly on Monday; today was Friday. The speed of planning and execution was itself alarming. Never again were we likely to be lucky. Malcolm had survived three attacks by sheer good fortune, but Ferdinand wouldn’t have produced healthy statistics about a fourth. The family looked peacefully normal talking to the reporters, and I was filled with a sense of urgency and foreboding.







Eleven
One of Malcolm’s dogs came bounding across the grass towards him, followed a few seconds later by the other. Malcolm put a hand out of his blanket and patted them, but with more absentmindedness than welcome. After them came Arthur Bellbrook with a face of consternation and concern which lightened considerably when he set eyes on Malcolm. In his grubby trousers and ancient tweed jacket, he came at a hobbling run in old army boots and fetched up very out of breath at Malcolm’s side.
‘Sir! You’re alive! I went to Twyford to fetch some weedkiller. When I got back, they told me in the village …’
‘Gross exaggeration,’ Malcolm said, nodding.
Arthur Bellbrook turned to me, panting. ‘They said you were both dead. I couldn’t get down the road… had to come across the fields. Look at the house!’
I explained about our going to London, and asked him what time he’d gone home the previous day.
‘Four o’clock, same as always. Say three-forty, then. About then.’ He was beginning to get his breath back, his eyes round with disbelief as he stared at the damage.
Nearer to three-thirty, I privately reckoned, if he was admitting to going home early at all.
‘Did you go in the house at any time during the day?’ I asked.
He switched his gaze from the ruins to me and sounded aggrieved. ‘No, I didn’t. You know I couldn’t have. You’ve been locking the place like it’s a fortress since you came back, and I didn’t have a key. Where could I have got a key from?’
I said placatingly, ‘It’s just that we’re anxious… someone got in, they must have.’
‘Not me.’ He was slightly mollified. ‘I was working in the kitchen garden all day, digging potatoes and such like. I had the two dogswith me, tied up on their leads. If anyone had tried to get in the house, they’d have barked for sure, but they didn’t.’
Malcolm said, ‘Arthur, could you keep the dogs with you for another day or two?’
‘Yes, I…’ He looked helplessly at the heap of rubble spilling out across the terrace and onto the lawn. ‘What do you want me to do about the garden?’
‘Just… carry on,’ Malcolm said. ‘Keep it tidy.’ It didn’t seem incongruous to him to polish the setting, though I thought that perhaps, left to its own, nature would scatter leaves and grow longer grass and soften the raw brutality of the jagged edges.
The superintendent, seeing Arthur Bellbrook, came across to him and asked the same questions that I had. Again, they seemed to know each other well, undoubtedly from Moira’s investigations, and if there didn’t seem to be friendship, there was clearly a mutual respect.
The reporters, having sucked the nectar from Gervase, advanced on Malcolm and on the gardener and the superintendent. I moved away, leaving them to it, and tried to talk to Ferdinand.
He was unfriendly and answered with shrugs and monosyllables.
‘I suppose,’ I said bitterly, ‘you would rather I was lying in shreds and bloody tatters under all that lot.’
He looked at the tons of fallen masonry. ‘Not really,’ he said coolly.
‘That’s something.’
‘You can’t expect us to like it that you’ve an inside edge with Malcolm.’
‘You had three years,’ I pointed out, ‘during which he wouldn’t speak to me. Why did you waste them? Why didn’t you get an inside edge yourself?’
‘We couldn’t get past Moira.’
I half smiled. ‘Nor could I.’
‘It’s now we’re talking about,’ he said. He looked greatly like Malcolm, right down to the stubbornness in the eyes.
‘What do you want me to do, walk away and let him be murdered?’ I said.
‘Walk away …?’
‘That’s why he wants me with him, to try to keep him safe. He asked me to be his bodyguard, and I accepted.’
Ferdinand stared. ‘Alicia said …’
‘Alicia is crazy,’ I interrupted fiercely. ‘So are you. Take a look at yourself. Greed, jealousy and spite, you’ve let them all in. I won’t cut you out with Malcolm, I’d never attempt it. Try believing that instead, brother, and save yourself a lot of anxiety.’
I turned away from him in frustration. They were all illogical, I thought. They had almost begged me to use any influence I had with Malcolm to stop him spending and bale them out, and at the same time they believed I would ditch them to my own advantage. But then people had always been able to hold firmly to two contradictory ideas at the same time, as when once, in racing’s past, Stewards, Press and public alike had vilified one brilliant trainer as ‘most crooked’, and elected one great jockey as‘most honest’, blindly and incredibly ignoring that it was the self-same trusted jockey who for almost all of his career rode the brilliant trainer’s horses. I’d seen a cartoon once that summed it up neatly:‘Entrenched belief is never altered by the farts.’
I wished I hadn’t lashed out at Ferdinand. My idea of detection from the inside wasn’t going to be a riotous success if I let my own feelings get in the way so easily. I might think the family unjust, they might think me conniving: OK, I told myself, accept all that and forget it. I’d had to put up with their various resentments for much of my life and it was high time I developed immunity.
Easier said than done, of course.
Superintendent Yale had had enough of the reporters. The family had by this time divided into two larger clumps, Vivien’s and Alicia’s, with Joyce and I hovering between them, belonging to neither. The superintendent went from group to group asking that everyone should adjourn to the police station. ‘As you are all here,’ he was saying, ‘we may as well take your statements straight away, to save you being bothered later.’
‘Statements?’ Gervase said, eyebrows rising.
‘Your movements yesterday and last night, sir.’
‘Good God,’ Gervase said. ‘You don’t think any of us would have done this, do you?’
‘That’s what we have to find out.’
‘It’s preposterous.’
None of the others said anything, not even Joyce.
The superintendent conferred with a uniformed colleague who was busy stationing his men round the house so that the ever-increasing spectators shouldn’t get too close. The word must have spread, Ithought. The free peepshow was attracting the next villages, if not Twyford itself.
Much of the family, including Malcolm, Joyce and myself, packed into the three police cars standing in the front drive, and Gervase, Ferdinand and Serena set off on foot to go back to the transport they had come in.
‘I wouldn’t put it past Alicia,’ Joyce said darkly to the superintendent as we drove past them towards the gate, ‘to have incited that brood of hers to blow up Quantum.’
‘Do you have any grounds for that statement, Mrs Pembroke?’
‘Statement? It’s an opinion. She’s a bitch.’
In the front passenger seat, Yale’s shoulders rose and fell in a sigh.
The road outside was still congested with cars, with still more people coming on foot. Yale’s driver stopped beside Joyce’s car, which she’d left in the centre of the road in her haste, and helped to clear room for her to turn in. With her following, we came next to the hired car Malcolm and I had arrived in, but as it was hopelessly shut in on three sides by other locked vehicles, we left it there and went on in the police car.
In his large modern police station with its bullet-proofed glass enquiry desk, the superintendent ushered us through riot-proofed doors to his office and detailed a policewoman to take Joyce off for some tea. Joyce went protesringly, and Yale with another sigh sat us down in his bare-looking Scandinavian-type place of business.
He looked at us broodingly from behind a large desk. He looked at his nails. He cleared his throat. Finally he said to Malcolm, ‘AH right. You don’t have to say it. I do not believe you would blow up your house just to make me believe that someone is trying to kill you.’
There was a long pause.
‘That being so,’ he said, as we both sat without speaking, ‘we must take the attack in the garage more seriously.’
He was having a hard time, I thought. He ran a finger and thumb down his large black moustache and waited for comments from us that still didn’t come.
He cleared his throat again. ‘We will redouble our efforts to find Mrs Moira Pembroke’s killer.’
Malcolm finally stirred, brought out his cigar case, put a cigar in his mouth and patted his pockets to find matches. There was a plastic notice on Yale’s desk saying NO SMOKING. Malcolm, his glance restingon it momentarily, lit the match and sucked the flame into the tobacco.
Yale decided on no protest and produced a glass ashtray from a lower drawer in his desk.
‘I would be dead twice over,’ Malcolm said, ‘if it weren’t for Ian.’
He told Yale about the car roaring straight at us at Newmarket.
‘Why didn’t you report this, sir?’ Yale said, frowning.
‘Why do you think?’
Yale groomed his moustache and didn’t answer.
Malcolm nodded. ‘I was tired of being disbelieved.’
‘And… er… last night?’ Yale asked.
Malcolm told him about our day at Cheltenham, and about Quantum’s inner doors. ‘I wanted to sleep in my own bed. I was tired. Ian absolutely wouldn’t have it, and drove us to London.’
Yale looked at me steadily. ‘Did you have a premonition?’
‘No, I don’t think so.’ I hadn’t felt a shiver, as I had in my flat. Perhaps the premonition in the flat had been for the house. ‘I was just… frightened,’ I said.
Malcolm glanced at me with interest.
Yale said, ‘What of?’
‘Not of bombs,’ I said. ‘I never considered that. Frightened there was someone in the house. I couldn’t have slept there, that’s all.’ I paused. ‘I saw the way the car drove at my father at Newmarket — it hit my leg, after all - and I believed him, of course, about being attacked and gassed in the garage. I knew he wouldn’t have murdered Moira, or have had her murdered by anyone else. I believe absolutely in his extreme danger. We’ve been moving around, letting no one know where to find us, until this week.’
‘My fault,’ Malcolm said gloomily. ‘I insisted on coming back here. Ian didn’t want to.’
‘When the doors were moved,’ I said, ‘it was time to go.’
Yale thought it over without comment for a while and then said, ‘When you were in the house looking round, did you see anything unusual except for the doors?’
‘No, nothing.’
‘Nothing where it shouldn’t be? Or absent from where it should have been?’
I thought back to that breathless heart-thumping search. Whoever had moved the doors must at least have looked into the office and the sitting-room. I hadn’t bothered with the position of any of the otherdoors except closing the one from the kitchen to the hall. Someone could have looked into all the rooms in the house, for all I knew.
‘No,’ I said in the end. ‘Nothing else seemed out of place.’
Yale sighed again. He sighed a lot, it seemed to me. ‘If you think of anything later, let me know.’
‘Yes, all right.’
‘The time-frame we’re looking at,’ he said, ‘is between about three-forty p.m., when the gardener went home taking the dogs, and ten-thirty p.m., when you returned from Cheltenham.’ He pursed his lips. ‘If you hadn’t stayed out to dinner, what time would you have been home?’
‘We meant to stay out to dinner,’ Malcolm said. ‘That’s why Arthur had the dogs.’
‘Yes, but if…’
‘About six-thirty,’ I said. ‘If we’d gone straight home after the last race.’
‘We had a drink at the racecourse after the last race,’ Malcolm said. ‘I had scotch, Ian had some sort of fizzy gut-rot.’ He tapped ash into the ashtray. He was enjoying having Yale believe him at last, and seemed to be feeling expansive.
‘Ian thinks,’ he said, ‘that I was probably knocked out just outside the kitchen door that day, and that I was carried from there straight into the garage, not dragged, and that it was someone the dogs knew, as they didn’t bark. They were jumping up and down by the kitchen door, I can remember that, as they do if someone they know has come. But they do that anyway when it’s time for their walk, and I didn’t give it a thought.’ He inhaled a lot of smoke and let it out into the superintendent’s erstwhile clean air. ‘Oh yes, and about the fingerprints …’ He repeated what I’d said about firemen’s lifts.
Yale looked at me neutrally and polished his moustache. He was difficult to read, I thought, chiefly because he didn’t want to be read. All policemen, I supposed, raised barriers and, like doctors and lawyers, tended not to trust what they were told, which could be bitterly infuriating to the truthful.
He must have been forty or forty-five, I supposed, and had to be competent to have reached that rank. He looked as if he habitually had too little exercise and too many sandwiches, and gave no impression of wallowing in his own power. Perhaps now he’d dropped his over-smart suspicions of Malcolm, he could actually solve his case, though I’d heard the vast majority of criminals were injail because of having been informed on, not detected. I did very much want him to succeed. I wished he could spontaneously bring himself to share what he was thinking, but I supposed he’d been trained not to. He kept his counsel anyway on that occasion, and I kept mine, and perhaps it was a pity.
A policewoman came in and said, looking harassed, that she didn’t know where to put the Pembroke family.
Yale thought briefly and told her to show them all to his office. Malcolm said, ‘Oh God,’ and dragged on his cigar, and presently the whole troop arrived.
I got to my feet and Alicia immediately sat on my chair. Vivien and Joyce both glared at Malcolm, still seated, willing him to rise, which he didn’t. Which of them could he possibly give his chair to, I thought, stifling laughter, without causing exmarital bloodshed?
With a straight face, Yale asked the policewoman to fetch two more chairs, and I couldn’t even tell if he were amused or simply practical. When Vivien and Joyce were suitably enthroned, he looked around and counted us all: thirteen.
‘Who’s missing?’ he asked.
He got various answers:‘My wife, Debs’, ‘Thomas, my husband’, ‘Ursula, of course.’
‘Very well. Now, if any of you know anything or guess anything about the explosion at Quantum House, I want to hear about it.’
‘Terrorists,’ Vivien said vaguely.
Everyone ignored her and no one else made any suggestion.
‘While you are here,’ Yale said, ‘I’ll ask you all to answer certain questions. I’ll have my personnel write down your answers, and of course after that you can leave. The questions are, what were you doing yesterday between three in the afternoon and midnight, what were you doing a week last Tuesday between the same hours, and what were you doing two weeks ago today, Friday, also between three p.m. and midnight.’
Edwin said crossly, ‘We’ve already answered most of those questions for that wretched man, West. It’s too much to go over it all again.’
Several of the others nodded.
Yale looked blank. ‘Who is West?’
‘A detective,’ Berenice said. ‘I sent him away with a flea in his ear, I can tell you.’
‘He was awfully persistent,’ Helen said, not liking the memory. ‘Itold him I couldn’t possibly remember exactly, but he went on prying.’
‘Dreadful little man,’ Serena said.
‘He said I was illegitimate,’ Gervase complained sourly. ‘It’s thanks to Joyce that he knew.’
Yale’s mouth opened and closed again and he took a deep breath. ‘Who is West?’ he asked intensely.
‘Fellow I hired,’ Malcolm said. ‘Private detective. Hired him to find out who was trying to kill me, as I reckoned the police weren’t getting anywhere.’
Yale’s composure remained more or less intact. ‘All the same,’ he said, ‘please answer the questions again. And those of you without husband and wife here, please answer for them as best you can.’ He looked around at all the faces, and I would have sworn he was puzzled. I looked to see what he had seen, and I saw the faces of ordinary people, not murderers. Ordinary people with problems and hang-ups, with quirks and grievances. People anxious and disturbed by the blasting of the house that most had lived in and all had visited. Not one of them could possibly be a murderer, I thought. It had after all to be someone from outside.
I felt a lot of relief at this conclusion until I realised I was raising any excuse not to have to find a murderer among ourselves; yet we did have to find one, if Malcolm were to live. The dilemma was permanent.
‘That’s all for now,’ Yale said, rising to his feet. ‘My staff will take your statements in the interview rooms. And Mr Pembroke senior, will you stay here a moment? And Mr Ian Pembroke also? There are the arrangements to be made about the house.’
The family left me behind with bad grace. ‘It’s my job, not Ian’s, to see to things. I am the eldest.’ That was Donald. ‘You need someone with know-how.’ That was Gervase, heavily. ‘It’s not Ian’s house.’ Petulance from Edwin.
Yale managed however to shovel them all out, and immediately the door had closed, I said, ‘While they’re all in the interview rooms, I’m taking my father out of here.’
‘The house …’ Malcolm began.
‘I’ll see to the house later. We’re leaving here now, this minute. If Superintendent Yale will lend us a police car, fine; otherwise we’ll catch buses or taxis.’
‘You can have a police car within reason,’ Yale said.
‘Great. Then… urn… just take my father to the railway station. I’ll stay here.’
‘All right.’
To Malcolm, I said, ‘Go to London. Go to where we were last night. Use the same name. Don’t telephone anyone. Don’t for God’s sake let anyone know where you are.’
‘You’re bloody arrogant.’
‘Yes. This time, listen to me.’
Malcolm gave me a blue glare, stubbed out his cigar, stood up and let the red blanket drop from his shoulders to the floor.
‘Where will you be?’ Yale asked him.
‘Don’t answer,’ I said brusquely.
Malcolm looked at me, then at the superintendent. ‘Ian will know where I am. If he doesn’t want to tell you, he won’t. Gervase tried to burn some information out of him once, and didn’t succeed. He still has the scars …’ he turned to me ‘… don’t you?’
‘Malcolm!’ I protested.
Malcolm said to Yale, ‘I gave Gervase a beating he’ll never forget.’
‘And he’s never forgiven me,’ I said.
‘Forgiven you? For what? You didn’t snitch to me. Serena did. She was so young she didn’t really understand what she’d been seeing. Gervase could be a proper bully.’
‘Come on,’ I said, ‘we’re wasting time.’
Superintendent Yale followed us out of his office and detailed a driver to take Malcolm.
‘I’ll come in the car, once I can move it,’ I said to him. ‘Don’t go shopping, I’ll buy us some things later. Do be sensible, I beg you.’
‘I promise,’ he said; but promises with Malcolm weren’t necessarily binding. He went out with the driver and I stood on the police station steps watching his departure and making sure none of the family had seen him or could follow.
Yale made no comment but waved me back to his office. Here he gave me a short list of reputable building contractors and the use of his telephone. I chose one of the firms at random and explained what was needed, and Yale took the receiver himself and insisted that they were to do minimum weather-proofing only, and were to move none of the rubble until the police gave clearance.
‘When the driver returns from taking your father,’ he said to me, disconnecting, ‘we can spare him to ferry you back to your car.’
‘Thank you.’
‘I’m trusting you, you know, to maintain communications between me and your father.’
‘I’ll telephone here every morning, if you like.’
‘I’d much rather know where he is.’
I shook my head. ‘The fewer people know, the safer.’
He couldn’t exactly accuse me of taking unreasonable precautions, so he left it, and asked instead, ‘What did your half-brother burn you with?’
‘A cigarette. Nothing fancy.’
‘And what information did he want?’
‘Where I’d hidden my new cricket bat,’ I answered: but it hadn’t been about cricket bats, it had been about illegitimacy, which I hadn’t known at the time but had come to understand since.
‘How old were you both?’
‘I was eleven. Gervase must have been thirteen.’
‘Why didn’t you give him the bat?’ Yale asked.
‘It wasn’t the bat I wouldn’t give him. It was the satisfaction. Is this part of your enquiries?’
‘Everything is,’ he said laconically.
The hired car was movable when I got back to it and as it was pointing in that direction I drove it along to Quantum. There were still amazing numbers of people there, and I couldn’t get past the now more substantial barrier across the drive until the policeman guarding it had checked with Superintendent Yale by radio
‘Sorry, sir,’ one of them said, finally letting me in. ‘The superintendent’s orders.’
I nodded and drove on, parking in front of thf .bease beside two police cars which had presumably returned from taking the many family members to their various cars.
I had already grown accustomed to the sight of the house; it still looked as horrific but held no more shocks. Another policeman walked purposefully towards me as I got out of the car and asked what I wanted. To look through the downstairs windows, I said.
He checked by radio. The superintendent replied that I could look through the windows as long as the constable remained at my side, and as long as 1 would point out to him anything I thought looked wrong. I readily agreed to that. With the constable beside me, I walked towards the place where the hall could still be discerned,skirting the heavy front door, which had been blown outwards, frame and all, when the brickwork on either side of it had given way.
QUANTUM IN ME FUIT lay face downwards on the gravel. I did the best I could. Someone’s best, I thought, grateful to be alive, hadn’t quite been good enough.
‘Don’t go in, sir,’ the young constable said warningly. ‘There’s more could come down.’
I didn’t try to go in. The hall was full of ceilings and floors and walls from upstairs, though one could see daylight over the top of the heap, the daylight from the back garden. Somewhere in the heap were all of Malcolm’s clothes except the ones he’d worn to Cheltenham, all his vicuna coats and handmade shoes, all of the gold-and-silver brushes he’d packed on his flight to Cambridge, and somewhere, too, the portrait of Moira.
Jagged arrows of furniture stuck up from the devastation like the arms of the drowning, and pieces of dusty unrecognisable fabric flapped forlornly when a gust of wind took them. Tangled there, too, was everything I’d brought with me from my flat, save only my racing kit - saddle, helmet and holdall—which was still in the boot of the car along with Malcolm’s briefcase. Everything was replaceable, I supposed; and I felt incredibly glad I hadn’t thought of bringing the silver-framed picture of Coochie and the boys.
There was glass everywhere along the front of the house, fallen from the shattered windows. With the constable in tow, I crunched along towards the office, passing the ruins of the downstairs cloakroom on the way, where a half-demolished wall had put paid to the plumbing.
The office walls themselves, like those of the kitchen, were intact, but the office door that I’d set at such a careful angle was wide open with another brick and plaster glacier spilling through it. The shockwave that must have passed through the room to smash its way out through the windows had lifted every unweighted sheet of paper and redistributed it on the floor. Most of the pictures and countless small objects were down there also, including, I noticed, the pen pot holding the piece of wire. Apart from the ancient bevelled glass of a splendid breakfront bookcase which stood along one wall, everything major looked restorable, though getting rid of the dust would be a problem in itself.
I spent a good deal of time gazing through the open spaces of the office windows, but in the end had to admit defeat. The positions oftoo much had been altered for me to see anything inexplicably wrong. I’d seen nothing significant in there the previous evening when I’d fetched Malcolm’s briefcase, when I’d been wide awake with alarm to such things.
Shaking my head I moved on round the house, passing the still shut and solidly bolted garden door which marked the end of the indoor passage. The blast hadn’t shifted it, had dissipated on nearer targets. Past it lay the long creeper-covered north wall of the old playroom, and I walked along there and round into the rear garden.
The police had driven stakes into the lawn and tied ropes to them, making a line for no one to cross. Behind the rope the crowd persisted, open-eyed, chattering, pointing, coming to look and moving away to trail back over the fields. Among them Arthur Bellbrook, the dogs at his side, was holding a mini-court in a semicircle of respectful listeners. The reporters and Press photographers seemed to have vanished but other cameras still clicked in a barrage. There was a certain restrained orderliness about everything which struck me hard as incongruous.
Turning my back to the gawpers, I looked through the playroom window, seeing it, like the office, from the opposite angle to the previous night. Apart from the boxroom and my bedroom, it was the only room unmetamorphosed by Moira, and it still looked what it had been for forty years, the private domain of children.
The old battered armchairs were still there, and the big table that with a little imagination had been fort, boat, spaceship and dungeon in its time. The long shelves down the north wall still bore generations of train sets, building sets, board games and stuffed toys. Robin and Peter’s shiny new bicycles were still propped there, that had been the joy of their lives in the week before the crash. There were posters of pop groups pinned to the walls and a bookcase bulging with reprehensible tastes.
The explosion on the other side of the thick load-bearing wall had done less damage to the playroom than to anywhere else I’d seen; only the broken windows and the ubiquitous dust, which had flooded in from the passage, showed that anything had happened. A couple of teddy bears had tumbled off the shelves, but the bicycles were still standing.
Anything there that shouldn’t be there, anything not there that should be, Yale had said. I hadn’t seen anything the night before in those categories, and I still couldn’t.
With a frustrated shrug, I skirted the poured-out guts of the house and on the far side looked through the dining-room windows. Like the playroom, the dining-room was relatively undamaged, though here the blast had blown in directly from the hall, leaving the now familiar tongue of rubble and covering everything with a thick grey film. For ever after, I would equate explosions with dust.
The long table, primly surrounded by high-backed chairs, stood unmoved. Some display plates held in wires on the wall had broken and fallen off. The sideboard was bare, but then it had been before. Malcolm had said the room had hardly been used since he and Moira had taken to shouting.
I continued round to the kitchen and went in through the door, to the agitation of the constable. I told him I’d been in there earlier to fetch the pine chair, which someone had since brought back, and he relaxed a very little.
‘That door,’ I said, pointing to one in a corner, ‘leads to the cellars. Do you know if anyone’s been down there?’
He didn’t think so. He was pretty sure not. He hadn’t heard anyone mention cellars.
The two underground rooms lay below the kitchen and dining-room, and without electric lights I wasn’t keen to go down there. Still… what excuse did I have not to?
Malcolm kept some claret in racks there, enough to grieve him if the bottles were broken. Coochie had used the cellars romantically for candlelit parties with red-checked tablecloths and gypsy music, and the folding tables and chairs were still stacked there, along with the motley junk of ages that was no longer used but too valuable to throw away.
‘Do you have a torch, constable?’ I asked.
No, he hadn’t. I went to fetch the one I’d installed by habit in the hired car and, in spite of his disapproval, investigated downstairs. He followed me, to do him justice.
To start with, the cellars were dry, which was a relief as I’d been afraid the water from the storage tank and the broken pipes would have drained down and flooded them.
None of Malcolm’s bottles was broken. The chimney wall, continuing downwards as sturdy foundations, had sheltered everything on its outer side as stalwartly below as it had above.
The dire old clutter of pensioned-off standard lamps, rocking-chair, pictures, tin trunk, tiger skin, bed headboard, tea-trolley, alltook brief life in the torchlight and faded back to shadow. Same old junk, undisturbed.
All that one could say again was that nothing seemed to be there in the cellar that shouldn’t be, and nothing not there that should. Shrugging resignedly, I led the way upstairs and closed the door.
Outside again, I looked into the garage, which seemed completely untouched, and walked round behind it to the kitchen garden. The glass in the old greenhouse was broken, and I supposed Moira’s little folly, away on the far side of the garden, would have suffered the same fate.
I dearly wanted to go down to the far end of the kitchen garden to make sure the gold store was safe, but was deterred by the number of interested eyes already swivelled my way, and particularly by Arthur Bellbrook’s.
The wall itself looked solid enough. The crowds were nowhere near it, as it was away to the left, while they were coming in from the fields on the right.
The constable stood by my side, ready to accompany me everywhere.
Shrugging, I retreated. Have faith, I thought, and drove away to London.







Twelve
Malcolm had achieved a double suite at the Ritz with views of Green Park. He had lunched on Strasbourg pâté and Dover sole, according to the remains on the white-clothed room-service table, and had reached the lower half of a bottle of Krug.
‘How are the shakes?’ I said, putting his briefcase down beside him.
‘Were you followed here?’ he asked.
‘I was not.’
He was doing his best to pretend he had regained total command of himself, yet I guessed the train journey had been an anxious and lonely ordeal. It was difficult for me to imagine the escalating trauma within him. How could anyone be the target of deadly unrelenting virulence and not in the end break down? I’d got to invent something better for him, I thought, than cooping him up in millionaire cells. Make him safe, give him back his lightheartedness, set him free.
‘Um,’ I said, i hope your passport’s still in your briefcase.’
‘Yes, it is.’ He had taken it in his briefcase to Paris.
‘Good.’
An unfortunate thought struck him. ‘Where’s yours?’ Malcolm asked.
‘In the rubble. Don’t worry, I’ll get a replacement. Do you have a visa for America?’
‘Yes. I also had one for Australia once, but they only last a year. If we go, we’ll have to get new visas from Australia House.’
‘How about if you go to America tomorrow?’ I said.
‘Tomorrow? How can I?’
‘I’ll take you safely to Heathrow and see you off.’
‘Dammit, that’s not what I meant.’
‘No,’ I said. ‘Well… the Breeders’ Cup races are three weeks tomorrow at Santa Anita. Why don’t we phone Ramsey Osborn? Why don’t we phone Blue Clancy’s trainer? Why don’t you fly to Los Angeles tomorrow and have a n’ne old time at the races for three weeks? They have racing every day on the same track. If I know you, you’ll be cronies with the racetrack committee immediately. Ramsey Osborn will send introductions. You can stay where the Breeders’ Cup organisers do, at the Beverly Wilshire hotel which I’ve heard is right at the end of Rodeo Drive where there’s a man’s shop so expensive you have to make an appointment to be let in. Buy a few shirts there, it’ll make a nice dent in your bankroll. Forget Quantum. Forget the bloody family. They won’t know where you are and they’ll never find you.’
I stopped only a fraction for breath, not long enough for him to raise objections. ‘On the Tuesday after the Breeders’ Cup, they’re running the Melbourne Cup in Melbourne, Australia. That’s their biggest race. The whole country stops for it. A lot of the people from the Breeders’ Cup will go on to Australia. You’ll have made cronies among them by the dozen. I’ve heard it’s all marvellous. I’ve never been, and I’d love to. I’ll join you as soon as my passport’s renewed and I’ll go on minding your back - if you still want me to.’
He had listened at first with apathy, but by the end he was smiling. I’d proposed the sort of impulsive behaviour that had greatly appealed to him in the past, and it still did, I was grateful to see.
‘A damn sight better than rotting at the Ritz,’ he announced.
‘Great,’ I said. ‘Get out your diary for the numbers.’
It was soon settled. Blue Clancy would go over for the Breeders’ Cup as long as he was fit. Ramsey Osborn, booming away in Stamford, Connecticut, promised introductions galore to a score of very dear friends he’d met a couple of times out West. Why didn’t Malcolm stop off at Lexington on the way and feast his eyes on some real bloodstock? Ramsey had some very good friends in Lexington who would be delighted to have Malcolm stay with them. Ramsey would call them and fix it. Stay by the phone, you guys, he said. He would fix it and call back. It was breakfast time in Connecticut, he said. It would be an hour earlier in Lexington. He would see if the lazy so and so’s were out of bed.
Whether they were or they weren’t, Ramsey phoned back within twenty minutes. As before, Malcolm talked on the sitting-room telephone, I on the extension in my bedroom.
‘All set,’ Ramsey said. ‘They’re expecting you, Malcolm, tomorrow, and I’m flying down Sunday. They’re real sweet guys, you’ll love them. Dave and Sally Cander. Dogwood Drift Farm, outside of Lexington.’ He read out the telephone number. ‘You got that?’
Malcolm had got it.
Ramsey asked where Malcolm was planning to stay for the Breeders’ Cup. ‘Beverly Wilshire? Couldn’t be better. Centre of the universe. I’ll make reservations right away.’
Malcolm explained he needed a two-bedroom suite for himself and me. Sure thing, Ramsey agreed. No problem. See you, he said. We had made his day, he said, and to have a good one.
The sitting-room seemed smaller and quieter when he’d gone off the line, but Malcolm had revitalised remarkably. We went at once by taxi to Australia House where Malcolm got his visa without delay, and on the way back stopped first at his bank for more travellers’ cheques and then in Piccadilly a little short of the Ritz to shop in Simpson’s for replacement clothes from the skin up, not forgetting suitcases to pack them in. Malcolm paid for all of mine with his credit card, which was a relief. I hardly liked to ask him outright for my fare to California, but he’d thought of my other finances himself already and that evening gave me a bumper cheque to cover several additional destinations.
‘Your fare and so on. Pay Arthur Bellbrook. Pay Norman West. Pay the contractors for weatherproofing Quantum. Pay for the hired car. Pay your own expenses. Anything else?’
‘Tickets to Australia?’
‘We’ll get those in the morning. I’ll pay for them here, with mine to Lexington. If we can get you a Los Angeles ticket without a date on, I can pay for that, too.’
We made plans about telephone calls. He was not to phone me, I would phone him.
We dined in good spirits, the dreadful morning at least overlaid. He raised his glass: ‘To Blue Clancy’ and ‘To racing’ and ‘To life.’
‘To life,’ I said.
I drove him to Heathrow in the morning safely as promised, and saw him on his way to Lexington via New York and Cincinnati. He was fizzing at least at half strength and gave me a long blue look before he departed.
‘Don’t think I don’t know what I owe you,’ he said.
‘You owe me nothing.’
‘Bloody Moira,’ he said unexpectedly, and looked back and waved as he went.
Feeling good about him, I telephoned from the airport to Superintendent Yale but got one of his assistants: his chief was out at Quantum and had left a message that if I phoned I was to be asked if I could join him. Yes, I could, I agreed, and arrived in the village about forty minutes later.
The road to the house wasn’t as congested as the day before, but fresh waves of sightseers still came and went continuously. I drove up to the gate and after radio consultation the constable there let me pass. Another policeman was at my side the moment I stopped in front of the house. Different men, both of them, from the day before.
Superintendent Yale appeared from the direction of the kitchen, having been alerted by the gateman, I surmised.
‘How is Mr Pembroke?’ he asked, shaking hands with every sign of having adopted humanity as a policy.
‘Shaken,’ I said.
He nodded understandingly. He was wearing an overcoat and looked cold in the face, as if he’d been out of doors for some time. The mild wind of yesterday had intensified rawly and the clouds looked more threatening, as if it would rain. Yale glanced with anxiety at the heavens and asked me to go round with him to the back garden.
The front of the house looked sad and blind, with light brown plywood hammered over all the windows and a heavy black tarpaulin hanging from under the roof to hide the hole in the centre. At the rear, the windows were shuttered and the bare roof rafters were covered but the devastated centre was still open to the elements. Several men in hard hats and overalls were working there, slowly picking up pieces from the huge jumble and carrying them to throw them into a rubbish skip which stood a short distance away across the lawn.
‘Do they propose to move all that by hand?’ I asked.
‘As much as is necessary,’ Yale said. ‘We’ve got a surprise for you.’ He waved to a man in beige overalls with a blue hard hat who came over to us and asked me my name.
‘Ian Pembroke,’ I said obligingly.
He unzipped the front of his overalls, put a hand inside and drew out a battered navy-blue object which he held out to me with a small satisfied smile. ‘You may need this,’ he said.
Never a truer word. It was my passport.
‘Where on earth did you find it?’ I said, delighted.
He shrugged and pointed to the mess. ‘We always come across a few things unharmed. We’re making a pile of them for you, but don’t get your hopes up.’
I zipped the passport into my new Simpson’s Barbour and thought gratefully that I wouldn’t have to trail around getting a new one.
‘Have you found any gold-and-silver-backed brushes?’ I asked.
‘Not so far.’
‘They’re my father’s favourite things.’
‘We’ll look out for them,’ he said. ‘Now, we’d like you to help us in return.’
‘Anything I can.’
He was a lean, highly professional sort of man, late forties I guessed, giving an impression of army. He said his name was Smith. He was an explosives expert.
‘When you first came here yesterday morning,’ he said, ‘did you smell anything?’
I was surprised. I thought back.
‘Brick dust,’ I said. ‘The wind was stirring it up. It was in my throat.’
He grunted. ‘This looks like a gas explosion, but you’re quite certain, aren’t you, that there was no gas in the house?’
‘Absolutely certain.’
‘Do you know what cordite smells like?’ he asked.
‘Cordite? Like after a gun’s been fired, do you mean?’
“That’s right.’
‘Well, yes, I know what it smells like.’
‘And you didn’t smell that here yesterday morning?’
I looked at him, puzzled. ‘No one was shot,’ I said.
He smiled briefly. ‘Do you know what cordite is?’ he asked.
‘Not really.’
‘It was used very commonly as a general explosive,’ he said, ‘before Nobel invented dynamite in 1867. It’s less fierce than dynamite. It’s sort of high-grade gunpowder, and it’s still used in some types of quarries. It explodes comparatively slowly, at about two thousand five hundred metres per second, or a little over. It explodes like a gas. It doesn’t punch small holes through walls like a battering ram. It’s rather like an expanding balloon that knocks them flat.’
I looked at the house.
‘Yes, like that,’ Smith said.
‘Cordite …’ I frowned. ‘It means nothing.’
‘Its strong smell lingers,’ he said.
‘Well… we didn’t get here until ten, and the explosion was at four-thirty in the morning, and it was fairly windy, though not as rough as today. I should think any smell had blown away.’ I paused. ‘What about all the people who were here before us? What do they say?’
‘They’re not here today,’ Smith said succinctly. ‘I haven’t asked them.’
‘No one said anything to me about a smell,’ I said.
Smith shrugged. ‘We’ll do microscopic tests. We would do, anyway. But it looks to me as if cordite is a strong possibility.’
‘Can you buy cordite?’ I asked vaguely. ‘Can anyone?’
‘No, they definitely can’t,’ Smith said with decision. ‘Twenty years or so ago, maybe, but not now. Since terrorism became a part of life, most sorts of explosives are highly regulated. It’s extremely difficult for the general public to get hold of them. There are a few explosive substances on the open market, but detonators to set them off are not.’
I found I was thinking of cordite in terms of the small quantities used in firearms, whereas to knock down half a house …
‘How much cordite would that have taken?’ I asked, gesturing to the results.
‘I haven’t yet worked it out. A good deal.’
‘What would it have been in?’
‘Anything.’
‘What does it look like? Is it like jelly?’
‘No, you’re thinking of high-explosive TNT. That’s liquid when it’s fed into bomb cases, then it gels inside. Bombs dropped from aircraft are that sort. Cordite is loose grains, like gunpowder. To get a useful result, you have to compress it. Confine it. Then you need heat to start off the chemical reaction, which proceeds at such a rate that the ingredients appear to explode.’
‘Appear!’ I said, and added hastily, ‘OK, I take your word for it, don’t explain.’
He gave me a slightly pitying look but let up on the lecture and went back to searching in the ruins. Superintendent Yale asked if any of the Pembrokes had ever had any connection whatever with quarries. None that I knew of, I said. It was most improbable.
‘Or had friends who had quarries, or who worked in quarries?’
I didn’t know. I’d never heard of any.
My gaze wandered away from Smith and his fellow diggers after truth, and I became more aware of the audience beyond the rope in the garden. There weren’t anything like as many as the day before, but clearly the work in progress was a draw in itself.
Arthur Bellbrook was there again, talking away. He must enjoy the celebrity, I thought. He’d been the one who’d found Moira, and now there was the house… Arthur was talking as if he owned the news, rocking back on his heels and sticking his stomach out. The dogs on their leads patiently waited. It didn’t matter to them, I supposed, that Arthur was into maybe the twentieth account of life and death with the Pembrokes.
A stray piece of memory connected Arthur to the smell of cordite, and I couldn’t think why that should be until I remembered him carrying his shotgun into the house on the day he’d thought I was a burglar.
I cast the stray thought out but it sauntered back, telling me it was nothing to do with Arthur and shotguns.
What then?
I frowned, trying to remember.
‘What’s the matter?’ Yale said, watching me.
‘Nothing, really.’
‘You’ve thought of something. One of your family does have a quarry connection, is that it?’
‘Oh no,’ I half laughed. ‘Not that. The smell of cordite …’
The smell of cordite on a misty morning, and the gardener… not Arthur, but old Fred before him… telling us children to keep out of the way, to go right back out of the field, he didn’t want our heads blown off…
I remembered abruptly, like a whole scene springing to life on a film screen. I walked across to where Smith in his hard blue hat bent to his task and said, without preamble, ‘Does cordite have another name?’
He straightened, with a piece of brick and plaster in his hand.
‘I suppose so,’ he said. ‘It’s commonly called “black powder”.’
Black powder.
‘Why?’ he said.
‘Well, we had some here once. But long ago, when we were children. Twenty years ago at least, probably more. But I suppose… some of the family could have remembered… as I just have.’
Yale, who had followed me to listen, said, ‘Remember what?’
‘There used to be four or five great old willow trees down by the stream, across the field.’ I pointed. ‘Those you can see now are only twenty years old or so. They grow very fast… they were planted after they took the old trees down. They were splendid old trees, huge, magnificent.’
Yale made hurrying-up motions with his hands, as if to say the state of long-gone willows, however patrician, was immaterial.
‘They were at the end of their lives,’ I said. ‘If there was a gale, huge branches would crack off. Old Fred, who was the gardener for years here before Arthur, told my father they weren’t safe and they’d have to come down, so he got some foresters to come and fell them. It was dreadful seeing them come down …’ I didn’t think I’d tell Yale that half the family had been in tears. The trees had been friends, playground, climbing frames, deepest purple imaginary rain forests: and, afterwards, there was too much daylight and the dead bodies being sawn up for firewood and burned on bonfires. The stream hadn’t looked the same when open to bright sunshine; rather ordinary, not running through dappled mysterious shade.
‘Go on,’ Yale said with half-stifled impatience. ‘What’s all this about trees?’
‘The stumps,’ I said. ‘The tree men sawed the trees off close to the ground but left the stumps, and no one could get them out. A tractor came from a nearby farm and tried …’ We’d had a great time then, having rides all day. ‘Anyway, it failed. Nothing else would move the stumps, and Fred didn’t want to leave them there to rot, so he decided to blow them up… with black powder.’
‘Ah,’ Yale said.
Black powder had sounded, somehow, as if it ought to belong to pirates. We’d been most impressed. Fred had got his powder and he’d dug a hole down below the stubborn roots of the first stump, and filled it and set off one enormous explosion. It was just as well he’d cleared us out of the field first because the blast had knocked Fred himself flat although he’d been about a hundred feet away. The first tree stump had come popping out of the ground looking like a cross between an elephant and an octopus, but Malcolm, who came running in great alarm to see what had happened, forbade Fred to blow up the others. As I told the gist of this to Yale and Smith, the second reel of the film was already unrolling in my mind, and I stopped fairly abruptly when I realised what I was remembering.
‘Fred,’ I said, ‘carried the box of black powder back to the tool shed and told us never to touch it. We were pretty foolish but not that crazy. We left it strictly alone. And there the box stayed until it got covered over with other junk and we didn’t notice it or think of it any more …’ I paused, then said, ‘Wouldn’t any explosive be useless after all this time?’
‘Dynamite wouldn’t last much more than a year in a tool shed,’ Smith said. ‘One hot summer would ruin it. But black powder -cordite - is very stable, and twenty years is immaterial.’
‘What are we waiting for?’ Yale said, and walked towards the tool shed which lay behind the garage on the near side of the kitchen garden.
The tool shed was a place I hadn’t thought of looking into the day before: but even if 1 had, I doubted if I would have remembered the black powder. Its memory had been too deep.
‘Where is this box?’ Yale asked.
I looked at the contents of the tool shed in perplexity. 1 hadn’t been in there for years, and in that time it had passed from Fred to Arthur. Fred had had an upturned orange box to sit on while he waited through heavy showers: Arthur had an old fireside chair. Fred had had a tray with a cracked mug and a box of sugar cubes and had come indoors to fetch his tea: Arthur had an electric kettle. Fred had tended old tools lovingly: Arthur had shiny new ones with paint still on the handles.
Beyond the tools and the chair, in the centre section of the spacious shed, were things like mowers, chainsaws and hedgeciippers and, at the furthest shadowy end, the flotsam by-passed by time, like the stuff in the cellar, stood in forgotten untidy heaps.
It all looked unpromisingly undisturbed, but Yale called up a pair of young policemen and told them to take everything out of the tool shed and lay each object separately on the ground. Smith went back to the rubble, but Yale and I watched the policemen and so did Arthur Bellbrook, who came hurrying across the moment he saw what was happening.
‘What’s going on?’ he said suspiciously.
‘When did you last clean out the tool shed?’ Yale asked.
Arthur was put out and beginning to bridle.
‘Just say,’ I said to him. ‘We just want to know.’
‘I’ve been meaning to,’ he said defensively. ‘That’s Fred’s old rubbish, all that at the back.’
The superintendent nodded, and we all watched the outgoing procession of ancient, rusting, broken and neglected tat. Eventually one of the men came out with a dirty wooden box which I didn’t recognise at first because it was smaller than I’d seen in my memory. He put it on the ground beside other things, and I said doubtfully, i think that’s it.’
‘Mr Smith,’ Yale called.
Mr Smith came. Yale pointed at the box, which was about the size of crates used for soft drink bottles, and Smith squatted beside it.
The lid was nailed shut. With an old chisel, Smith prised it open and peeled back the yellowish paper which was revealed. Inside the paper, half-filling the box, there was indeed black powder.
Smith smelled it and poked it around. ‘It’s cordite, all right, and in good condition. But as it’s here, it obviously hasn’t been used. And anyway, there wouldn’t have been anything like enough in this box to have caused that much damage to the house.’
‘Well,’ I said weakly, ‘it was only an idea.’
‘Nothing wrong with the idea,’ Smith said. He looked around at the growing collection of discards. ‘Did you find any detonators?’
He had everyone open every single packet and tin: a lot of rusty staples and nails saw daylight, and old padlocks without keys and rotting batteries, but nothing he could identify as a substance likely to set off an explosion.
‘Inconclusive,’ he said, shrugging, and returned to his rubble.
Yale told Arthur to leave the cordite where it was and do what he liked with the rest, and Arthur began throwing the decaying rubbish into the skip.
I tried to apologise for all the waste of time, but the superintendent stopped me.
‘When you saw the tree stump blown up, which of your brothers and sisters were there?’
I sighed, but it had to be faced. ‘Gervase, Ferdinand and I were always together at that time, but some of the older ones were there too. They used to come for weekends still after they were grown up. Vivien used to make them, so that Malcolm wouldn’t cut them out. Alicia hated it. Anyway, I know Lucy was there, because she wrote a poem about roots shrieking blindly to the sky.’
Yale looked sceptical.
‘She’s a poet,’ I said lamely. ‘Published.’
‘The roots poem was published?’
‘Yes.’
‘All right, then. She was there. Who else?’
‘Someone was carrying Serena on his shoulders when we had to leave the field for the explosion. I think it must have been Thomas. He used to make her laugh.’
‘How old were you all at that time?’ Yale asked.
‘I don’t know exactly.’ I thought back. Alicia had swept out not very long after. ‘Perhaps I was thirteen. Gervase is two years older, Ferdinand one year younger. Lucy would have been… um… twenty-two, about, and Thomas nineteen. Serena must have been six, at that rate, and Donald… I don’t know if he was there or not… he would have been twenty-four.’
Yale thoughtfully pulled out his notebook and asked me to repeat the ages, starting with Donald.
‘Donald twenty-four, Lucy twenty-two, Thomas nineteen, Gervase fifteen, myself thirteen, Ferdinand twelve, Serena six.’
‘Right,’ he said, putting a full-stop.
‘But what does it matter, if the cordite is still here?’ I said.
‘They all saw the force of the explosion,’ he said. ‘They all saw it knock the gardener over from a hundred feet away, isn’t that what you said?’
I looked at the shattered house and said forlornly, ‘None of them could have done it.’
Yale put his notebook away. ‘You might be right,’ he said.
Smith again came over to join us. ‘You’ve given me an idea,’ he said to me. ‘You and your tree roots. Can you draw me a plan of where the rooms were, exactly, especially those upstairs?’
I said I thought so, and the three of us went into the garage out of the wind, where I laid a piece of paper on the bonnet of Moira’s car and did my best.
‘The sitting-room stretched all the way between the two thick walls, as you know,’ I said. ‘About thirty feet. Above that…’ I sketched, ‘there was my room, about eight feet wide, twelve deep, with a window on the short side looking out to the garden. Malcolm’s bedroom came next, I suppose about fifteen feet wide and much deeper than mine. The passage outside bent round it… and then his bathroom, also looking out to the garden, with a sort ofdressing-room at the back of it which also led out of the bedroom …’ I drew it. ‘Malcolm’s whole suite would have been about twenty-two feet wide facing the garden, by about seventeen or eighteen feet deep.’
Yale studied the drawing. ‘Your room and the suite together were more or less identical with the sitting-room, then?’
‘Yes, I should think so.’
‘A big house,’ he commented.
‘It used to be bigger. The kitchen was once a morning-room, and where the garage is now there were kitchens and servants’ halls. And on the other side, where the passage now goes out into the garden, there were gun-rooms and flower-rooms and music-rooms, a bit of a rabbit warren. I never actually saw the wings, only photographs of them. Malcolm had them pulled down when he inherited the house, to make it easier to deal with without the droves of servants his mother had.’
‘Hm,’ he said. ‘That explains why there are no sideways-facing windows on the ground floor.’
‘Yes,’ I agreed.
He borrowed my pen and did some calculations and frowned.
‘Where exactly was your father’s bed?’
I drew it in. ‘The bed was against the wall between his room and the large landing, which was a sort of upstairs place to sit in, over the hall.’
‘And your bed?’
‘Against the wall between my room and Malcolm’s.’
Smith considered the plan for some time and then said, ‘I think the charge here was placed centrally. Did your father by any chance have a chest, or anything, at the foot of his bed?’
‘Yes, he did,’ I said, surprised. ‘A long box with a padded top for a seat. He kept his tennis things in it, when he used to play.’
‘Then I’d think that would be where the explosion occurred. Or under your father’s bed. But if there was a box at the foot, I’d bet on that.’ Smith borrowed the pen again for some further calculations and looked finally undecided.
‘What’s the matter?’ I asked.
‘Mm… well, because of your tree roots, I was thinking of an explosive that farmers and landowners use sometimes which is safer than cordite. They blow up tree trunks, clear blocked ditches, that sort of thing. You can buy the ingredients anywhere without restrictions and mix it yourself.’
‘That sounds extraordinary,’ I said.
He smiled slightly, it’s not so easy to get the detonators to set it off.’
‘What is it, then?’ I asked.
Yale, too, was listening with great interest.
‘Fertiliser and diesel oil,’ Smith said.
‘What?’ I sounded disappointed and Smith’s smile expanded.
‘Ammonium nitrate,’ he said. ‘You can buy it in fine granules from seed merchants and garden centres, places like that. Mix it with fuel oil. Dead simple. As far as I remember, but I’d have to look it up to be sure, it would be sixteen parts fertiliser to one part oil. The only problem is,’ he scratched his nose, i think you’d need a good deal of it to do the sort of damage we have here. I mean, again I’d have to look it up, but I seem to remember it’ll be volume in cubic metres over three, answer in kilos.’
‘What volume?’ I asked.
‘The volume of the space you want cleared by the explosion.’
He looked at the mixed emotions I could feel on my face and dealt at least with the ignorance.
‘Say you want effective destruction of everything within a space three metres by three metres by three metres. Twenty-seven cubic metres, OK? Volume of your bedroom, near enough. Divide by three, equals nine. Nine kilos of explosive needed.’
‘Is that,’ I said slowly, ‘why reports of terrorist attacks are often so definite about the weight of the bomb used?’
‘Absolutely. The area cleared directly relates to the size of the… er… bomb. If you can analyse the type of explosive and measure the area affected, you can tell how much explosive was needed.’
Superintendent Yale was nodding as if he knew all that.
‘But you don’t think this bomb went off in my bedroom,’ I said.
‘No, I don’t. Nine kilos of ammonium nitrate in your bedroom would have annihilated it and made a nasty hole all round, but I wouldn’t have thought it would bring half a house down. So if we locate the device in that foot-of-the-bed box, we are looking at something in the region of…’ he did some more calculations ‘… say at least seventy-five cubic metres for your father’s bedroom … that’s twenty-five kilos of explosive.’
‘That’s heavy,’ I said blankly.
‘Yes. A large suitcaseful. But then you’d need a suitcaseful also if you were using cordite. For demolishing this whole house, you’d have needed four times that amount, placed in about four places on the ground floor right against the thickest walls. People often think a small amount of explosive will do a tremendous lot of damage, but it doesn’t.’
‘What sets it off, then?’ I asked.
‘Ah.’ He smiled the professional smile that wasn’t about to give away its secrets. ‘Let’s just say fulminate of mercury, plus, I should say, an electrical circuit.’
‘Please do explain,’ I said.
He hesitated, then shrugged. ‘ANFO won’t explode on its own, it’s very stable.’
‘What’s ANFO?’ I interrupted.
‘Ammonium nitrate fuel oil. The first letters. ANFO for short.’
‘Oh yes. Sorry.’
‘So you stick into it a package of something that explodes fast: the detonator, in fact. Then you arrange to heat the detonating substance, either with a burning fuse, or by an electrical circuit which can be achieved by ordinary batteries. The heat sets off the detonator, the detonator detonates the ANFO. And bingo …’
‘Bang, you’re dead.’
‘Quite right.’
‘At four-thirty in the morning,’ I said, ‘it would probably be a time-bomb, wouldn’t it?’
Mr Smith nodded happily. ‘That’s what we’re looking for. If it was an alarm clock, for instance, we’ll probably find the pieces. We usually do if we look hard enough. They don’t vaporise in the explosion, they scatter.’







Thirteen
I drove unhurriedly to Epsom but as soon as I let myself into my flat, I knew I wouldn’t stay there. It was too negative, too empty, too boring. I wouldn’t live there much longer, I thought.
There were a few letters, a few bills, a few messages on the answering machine, but nothing of great interest. If I’d been blown up at Quantum along with Malcolm, it wouldn’t have made any vital difference to anybody, and I didn’t like that thought very much.
I went into the bedroom to see what I’d got left in the way of clothes and came to the white lace negligee. Well, maybe she would have been sorry for a while. I wished I could phone her, but it was forbidden: her husband would answer as he had once before when I’d tried, and too many‘sorry, I’ve got the wrong number’s would raise the suspicions of the dimmest of men, which he reputedly wasn’t.
Apart from her, I thought, making a mental inventory, I mostly knew a lot of racing people on the borderline between acquaintance and friend. Enough to be asked to parties, enough for contentment at work. I knew I wasn’t in general unpopular. It was enough, I guessed. Or it had seemed enough, up to now.
I had enjoyed being with Malcolm more than I’d realised. I missed him already, and in the twelve days I’d spent with him, I’d developed a taste for spontaneity which made sitting around in my flat impossible. I packed a pair of breeches and a sweater, added some limp old shirts to the new ones in the Simpson’s suitcase, closed up the flat and went down to the car-park.
My own car stood there, but I took the hired one again, meaning to turn it in some time and return for my own by train. First stop was at the bank to drop through the letter box an envelope containing Malcolm’s cheque, with a paying-in slip to lodge it in my account.After that, I set off again in the overall direction of Quantum, but without really knowing where I was going.
I felt an awful aversion to the task of searching the psyches of the family, but I ended up in a place from where visiting them all would be easy, taking by impulse a turn onto the road to the village of Cookham and booking a room there in an old inn friendly with dark oak beams and log fires.
Norman West was out. I phoned him on the hour at four and five and reached him at six. He said apologetically that he had stopped working on the Pembroke case, there was nothing else he could do. He was sorry he hadn’t been able to solve the… er… problem, and should he send his account to Mr Pembroke at the Savoy, or at Quantum House?
‘Neither,’ I said. ‘We’d like you to carry on working.’ And I told him what had happened to Quantum and very nearly to ourselves.
‘Dear me,’ he said.
I laughed internally, but I supposed‘dear me’ was as apt a comment as any.
‘So would you mind traipsing all the way round again to ask what everyone was doing the day before yesterday between three p.m. and midnight?’
He was silent for an appreciable interval. Then he said, ‘I don’t know that it would be useful, you know. Your family were unhelpful before. They would be doubly unhelpful again. Surely this time the police will make exhaustive enquiries? I think I must leave it to them.’
I was more dismayed than I expected. ‘Please do reconsider,’ I said. ‘If the police go asking the family their movements, and then you do also, I agree they won’t like it. But if after that I too go and ask, they may be upset enough or angry enough to let out things that could tell us… one way or another.’ I paused. ‘I suppose I’m not making much sense.’
‘Do you remember what you said to me about stepping on a rattlesnake?’ he said.
‘Well, yes.’
‘You’re proposing to stir up one with a stick.’
‘We absolutely have to know who the rattlesnake is.’
I heard him sigh and could feel his disinclination.
‘Look,’ I said, ‘could you just meet me somewhere? You gave my father and me summaries of what all the family were doing on thosetwo days we asked about, but there must be much more you could tell me. If you don’t want to visit them again, could you just… help me?’
‘I don’t mind doing that,’ he said. ‘When?’
‘Tonight? Tomorrow?’
Tonight he was already working. Tomorrow he was taking his wife to visit their grandchildren all day as it was Sunday, but his evening would be free. He knew the pub I was staying in, he would come there, he said; he would meet me in the bar at seven.
I thanked him for that anyway, and next telephoned two stables along on the Downs to ask the trainers if I could ride exercise on their horses for several mornings, if it would be useful to them. The first said no, the second said yes, he was a couple of lads short and he’d be glad of the free help. Start Monday, first lot, pull out at seven-thirty, could I be there by seven-fifteen?
‘Yes,’ I said appreciatively.
‘Stay to breakfast.’
Sanity lay in racing stables, I thought, thanking him. Their brand of insanity was my sort of health. I couldn’t stay away for long. I felt unfit, not riding.
I spent the evening in the bar in the pub, mostly listening to a lonely man who felt guilty because his wife was in hospital having her guts rearranged. I never did discover the reason for the guilt but while he grew slowly drunk, I learned a lot about their financial troubles and about his anxieties over her illness. Not a riotously amusing evening for me, though he said he felt better himself from being able to tell a perfect stranger all the things he’d been bottling up. Was there anyone at all, I wondered, going to bed, who went through life feeling happy?
I dawdled Sunday away pleasurably enough, and Norman West, true to his word, appeared at seven.
His age was again very apparent from the grey-white hair downwards, and when I remarked that he looked tired, he said he’d been up most of the previous night but not to worry, he was used to it. Had he been to see his grandchildren? Yes, he had: lively bunch. He accepted a double scotch with water and, under its reviving influence, opened the large envelope he was carrying and pulled out some papers.
‘Your photographs of the family are in here,’ he said, patting the envelope, ‘and I’ve also brought these copies of all my notes.’ He laidthe notes on the small table between us. ‘You can have them to keep. The originals are in my files. Funny thing,’ he smiled fleetingly, ‘I used to think that one day I’d write a book about all my cases, but there they are, all those years of work, sitting in their files, and there they’ll stay.’
‘Why don’t you write it?’ I asked.
‘I’m better at following people.’
I reflected that following people was what he’d been good at when Joyce had first employed him, and that probably we’d expeaed too much of him, setting him to unravel attempted murders.
He said, ‘You’ll find there’s a definite pattern about the movements of your family, and at the same time an absence of pattern. The murder of Mrs Moira and the gassing of Mr Pembroke both took place at about five in the evening, and at five almost all your family are habitually on the move. Mind you, so is most of the working population. It’s a time of day when it’s easy to lose an hour or so without anyone noticing. Traffic jams, left work late, stopped for a drink, watched television in shop windows… I’ve heard all those from erring husbands. The list is limitless of things people think up as excuses for getting home late. With a family like yours, where practically no one has a set time for leaving a place of work, it’s even easier. That’s why it’s been almost hopeless establishing alibis, and I’m pretty sure the police found the same thing over Mrs Moira. When there’s no expectation of anyone arriving at a regular time, no one looks at the dock.’
‘I do understand,’ I said thoughtfully.
‘Newmarket was a bit different,’ he said, ‘because it meant someone being away from their normal environment for a whole day, assuming that Mr Pembroke was followed from his hotel when he left at lunchtime for Newmarket. And one has to assume that a follower would be in position much earlier than that, because he wouldn’t know when Mr Pembroke would leave, or where he would go.’ He cleared his throat and sipped his whisky. ‘I thought it would be simple in those circumstances to discover which family member had been away all of that Tuesday, but in fact it wasn’t, as you’ll read. Now, if the explosive device was planted in Quantum House between four when the gardener usually left and six, when you might have returned from the races, we’re back to the… er …’
‘Five o’clock shadow,’ I said.
He looked mildly shocked. It wasn’t a laughing matter. ‘I’ve nodoubt the same pattern will be found,’ he said. ‘No one will be able, or willing, to say exactly where they were or where anyone else was during that period.’
‘We may be lucky,’ I said.
He said maybe, and looked unconvinced.
‘Couldn’t you please tell me,’ I said, ‘which Mrs Pembroke got you to find Malcolm? I know all about your ethics, but after this bomb… can’t you? Whose name was on the cheque?’
He considered, staring at his drink as if to find wisdom in the depths. He sighed heavily, and shrugged.
‘I didn’t get paid,’ he said. ‘The cheque never came. I’m not sure, but I think… I think it was the voice of Mrs Alicia Pembroke.’ He shook his head. ‘I asked her if it was her, when I interviewed her. She said it wasn’t but I think she was lying. But two other people found out on their own account, don’t forget, by doing exactly as I did, telephoning around.’
‘I won’t forget.’
He looked at me sombrely. ‘I hope Mr Pembroke can’t be found as easily at this moment.’
‘I don’t think so,’ I said.
‘Can I give you some advice?’
‘Please do.’
‘Carry a weapon with you.’
‘Mr West!’
‘Even if it’s only a pot of pepper,’ he said, ‘or a can of spray paint. There’s a good deal of enmity towards you in your family because of your favoured status with Mr Pembroke. You were supposed to die with him in the house, I should imagine. So don’t go unprepared.’
I swallowed and thanked him. He nodded and prosaically produced a smaller envelope from an inner pocket, which contained his account. I wrote him his cheque. He took it, inspected it, and put it away.
He rose wearily to his feet and shook my hand. ‘Any time you want to,’ he said, ‘phone me. I don’t mind talking, if it will help.’
I thanked him again and he went greyly away, leaving me on my own with his notes and a feeling of nakedness.
I began reading the notes. It so happened that he had reversed his original working order, or perhaps the order had become reversed during the copying: in any event, the eldest-to-youngest progression had been transposed, and it was Serena’s notes which came first.
Norman West had written all his notes in longhand with aide-memoires to himself, and I could almost hear his radio-announcer voice in my head as I read.
Miss Serena Pembroke (26) unmarried, lives at 14 Mossborough Court, Bracknell, a block of flats just off the Easthatnpstead Road, turn left by the pub. Flats built during Bracknell’s new-town expansion, middle-income, business people tenants, keep themselves to themselves. Pretty girl, one of the neighbours said (No 12) but don’t know her name. Miss S. has lived there three months. One bedroom, one sitting-room, kit, bath, all small.
Miss S. works at Deanna’s Dance and Aerobics Studio, High Street, Bracknell, teaching aerobics. Private business, sloppily run (my opinion), owned by Mrs Deanna Richmond (45?) whose mind is on a younger gent with a hairy chest, gold chain showing, rubbish.
Miss S. works mornings Monday to Friday 8.00 to 1.30 pm, taking classes, first office workers, then housewives. Miss S. and another girl (Sammy Higgs) work in rotation, half hour on, half off. Miss S’s times are 8-8.30, 9-9.30, 10- 10.30,11-11.30, 12-12.30, 1-1.30 most days.
Miss S. and Sammy H. are both good workers. Trie clients I spoke to said classes v. good. Continuous, therefore popular. A girl can drop in on way to office, on way home after taking children to school, etc. Sign in, pay on way out. Clients come from all over — large clientele.
Evening classes, Monday to Friday, 7 pm-8.30 only. Miss S. does these alone. (S. Higgs does afternoons 1—30—4 pm.) Evenings quite social — rests for clients’ drinks etc. Well attended.
Miss S. has bad menstrual cramps every month. Can’t dance or exercise. Always two days off. The Tuesday of Newmarket Sales was one of these days - the second. Miss S. called in Monday morning in pain, didn’t work, no one expected her Tuesday, she returned Wednesday. Mrs Deanna Richmond’s daughter stands in on these occasions and also if either girl especially asks for time off otherwise. No records kept of these times.
Miss S. leads sober, hard-working, regulated life.
Likes pretty clothes, a bit immature (my opinion), has few friends. Goes to her brother’s house (Mr Ferdinand) a good deal at weekends, or to her mother’s (Mrs Alicia).
No ascertainable iove life.
Miss S. likes shopping and window-shopping. On the Friday of attack on Mr Pembroke she says she bought food and frilly white blouse at Marks and Spencers, she thinks. (Not sure of die day.) She buys something to wear about four times a week probably -tights, leotards, sweaters, etc. ‘Has to look nice for her clients.’
Miss S. owns two-year-old grey/silver Ford Escort, but usually jogs one mile to work to warm up. Drives only if cold or wet. Car clean from automatic car-wash: Miss S. goes through same car-wash approx every two weeks. Car-wash people corroborate, but can’t remember exact dates.
Miss S. says Mr Ian must have killed Mrs Moira because she (Mrs Moira) took away both Mr Pembroke and his (Mr Ian’s) inheritance, and he hated her. She says Mr Ian must have tried to kill Mr Pembroke for the money. The police are fools not to arrest him, she says. I told her Mr Ian couldn’t have killed Moira or attacked his father as he was seeing round a racehorse training stable forty miles away at both times, with thirty or more witnesses. I said he obviously hadn’t been driving the car which nearly ran him down. She says he could have arranged it. In my opinion, Miss S. doesn’t want to be convinced of Mr Ian’s innocence. She wants the killer to be Mr Ian because she doesn’t want to find any others in her family guilty. If it is Mr Ian, she can bear it, she says, because it would serve him right for being Daddy’s pet. (Muddled thinking!)
End of enquiry.
The three pages of notes on Serena were held together with a paperclip. I shuffled Serena to the bottom of the pack and came to the next paperclip, holding notes on Debs and Ferdinand.
Norman West used grey paperclips, not silver. Most appropriate, I thought.
The first page read:
Mrs Deborah Pembroke (27) second wife of Mr Ferdinand, lives with him at Gables Cottage, Reading Road, Wokingham, Berkshire.
Mrs Deborah works as a photographic model chiefly for mailorder catalogues, and was engaged in London on the Tuesday of Newmarket Sales modelling a succession of swimsuits. There were two other models there, also a photographer and two assistants,also a dresser, a representative of the mail-order firm and a notetaker. The swimsuit session went on until 6 pm. Mrs D. was there until the end. Vouched for without possibility of doubt. Mrs Debs has no firm alibi for the previous Friday evening. She finished work early in London at 3.30 (corroborated by mailorder people) and drove home. No witness to arrival (Mr Ferdinand was out).
Owing to her Tuesday engagement, Mrs Debs could not have been at Newmarket. Friday, inconclusive.
Mrs Debs drives her own car, a scarlet Lancia. When I inspected it, it was dusty overall, with no sign of contact with Mr Ian.
Mrs Debs appeared undisturbed in the main by my questions and gave the following answers. She says her husband is the only good one in the Pembroke family, the only one with any sense of humour. She says he listens to his mother too much, but she’ll change that in time. She says they’ll be well off one day as long as Mr Ian doesn’t queer their pitch. She said that she was happy enough and is in no hurry to have children. She objected to my asking about such a personal matter.
End of enquiry.
I turned over the page and on the next one found:
Mr Ferdinand Pembroke (32) married to Deborah (2nd wife), lives at Gables Cottage, Reading Road, Wokingham, Berks.
Mr Ferdinand is a statistician/actuary for the Merchant General Insurance Company, head office in Reading, Berks. He works about a third of the time at home, where he has a computer with a link to the one in the insurance company offices. Both he and his company like the arrangement, which means he can do exacting work without constant interruption. In addition, his company arranged for him to go on an anti-fraud course, as they are pleased with his ability.
I visited his office and explained to his boss that Mr Pembroke senior wanted to prove his children couldn’t have been implicated in attacking him. Mr Ferdinand’s boss wanted to be helpful, but in the end couldn’t satisfy me.
Mr F. was not in the office on Friday afternoon, nor on the following Tuesday. On the Friday he’d worked at home, on Tuesday he was on the course.
I checked with the course at the Bingham Business Institute, Cityof London. Mr F. signed in on the first day, Monday, but after that no stringent attendance records were kept. Mr F. couldn’t suggest anyone on the course who knew him well enough to swear he was there on Tuesday. I asked if he had made notes on the lectures. He said he didn’t take any: the Tuesday lectures were about statistical probabilities and how to calculate them; basic stuff which he knew about. I checked this on the course schedule. The Tuesday lectures were as he said.
Mr Ferdinand drives a cream/grey Audi. It was clean when I saw it. Mr F. says he washes it himself with a brush on a hose (he showed it to me) and he does it frequently. He says he likes things to be clean.
Although he was working at home on the Friday afternoon, he was not in when Mrs Debs arrived from London. He says he had finished the job he’d been working on and decided to drive over to Henley and feed the ducks on the Thames. He found it peaceful. He liked the fresh air. He often did it, had done all his life, he said. He didn’t know Mrs Debs was finishing work as early as 3.30 that day, but he said that wouldn’t have stopped him going out. They were independent people and not accountable to each other for every minute.
I stopped reading and lifted my head. It was true that Ferdinand had always been attracted to the ducks. I couldn’t count the number of times we’d walked along the Henley towpath, scattering bread and listening to the rude laughter of the mallards. Malcolm was the one who took us, whenever Alicia started throwing plates. She squawked rather like the ducks, I’d thought, and had had enough sense not to say so.
I went on reading:
Mr Ferdinand is hard working and successful, going to be more so. (My opinion and his boss’s.) He has planning ability and energy. He is physically like his father, stocky and strong. (I remember Mr Pembroke 28 years ago. He threatened to throw me over his car when he found out I’d been following him, and I believed he could do it. Mr Ferdinand is the same.)
Mr F. can be very funny and good company, but his moods change to black disconcertingly fast. He is casual with his wife, not possessive. He is protective of his sister Serena. He is attentive to his mother, Mrs Alicia. He seems to have ambivalent feelingsabout Mr Pembroke and Mr Ian; I gathered from his inconsistent attitude that he liked them both in the past but no longer trusts them. Mr F. is capable of hate, I think.
End of enquiry.
I put Debs and Ferdinand to the back of the pile but had no mental stamina left for the next section on Ursula and Gervase. I put all the notes into the envelope and ate some pub steak instead and decided I would see the family in the age-reversed order Norman West had handed me, taking the easy ones first. Where was the bravado that had led me to tell Malcolm at Cambridge that I would stay with him just because it was dangerous?
Where indeed.
Somewhere under the rubble of Quantum.
In the morning, I rode out on the windy Downs, grateful for the simplicity of horses and for the physical pleasure of using one’s muscles in the way they were trained for. Vigour seemed to flow of its own accord in my arms and legs, and I thought that maybe it was the same for a pianist sitting down after a few days to play; there was no need to work out what to do with one’s fingers, it was easy, it was embedded in one’s brain, the music came without thought.
I thanked my host sincerely after breakfast and drove towards Quantum thinking of the telephone call I’d made to Malcolm the evening before. It had been nearly midnight for me: nearly six, early evening, for him.
He had arrived safely, he said, and Dave and Sally Cander were true blue cronies. Ramsey Osborn had flown down. The Canders were giving a party, starting in five minutes. He’d seen some good horses. He’d had some great new ideas for spending money (wicked chuckle). How were things in England?
He sounded satisfactorily carefree, having shed depression with the miles, and I said things were the same as when he left except that the house was wrapped up in tarpaulins. The state of the house troubled him for roughly ten seconds, and after that he said he and Ramsey might be leaving Lexington on Tuesday or Wednesday; he wasn’t sure.
‘Wherever you go,’ I said, ‘will you please give the Canders a telephone number where I can reach you?’
‘I promise,’ he said blithely. ‘Hurry up with your passport, and come over.’
‘Soon.’
‘I’ve got used to you being with me. Keep looking round for you. Odd. Must be senile.’
‘Yes, you sound it.’
He laughed. ‘It’s a different world here, and I like it.’
He said goodbye and disconnected, and I wondered how many horses he would have bought by the time I reached him.
Back at the pub in Cookham, I changed out of riding clothes and dutifully telephoned Superintendent Yale. He had nothing to tell me, nor I to tell him: the call was short.
‘Where is your father?’ he asked conversationally.
‘Safe.’
He grunted. ‘Phone me,’ he said, and I said, ‘Yes.’
With a heavy lack of enthusiasm I returned to the car and pointed its nose towards Bracknell, parking in one of the large featureless carparks and walking through to the High Street.
The High Street, long before, had been the main road through a minor country town; now it was a pedestrian backwater surrounded by the factories, offices and convoluted ring roads of mushroom progress. ‘Deanna’s Dance and Aerobics Studio’ looked like a wide shop-front flanked by a bright new shiny newsagent on one side and on the other a photographic shop whose window display seemed to consist chiefly of postcard-sized yellow fluorescent labels with prices on, mostly announcing ‘20% OFF’.
Deanna’s studio consisted firstly of a reception area with a staircase on one side leading upwards. A young girl sitting behind the reception desk looked up and brightened when I pushed open the glass entrance door and stepped onto some thick grey carpet, but lost interest when I asked for Serena, explaining I was her brother.
‘Back there,’ she said. ‘She’s taking class at the moment.’
Back there was through white-painted double doors. I went through and found myself in a windowless but brightly lit and attractive area of small tables and chairs, where several women sat drinking from polystyrene cups. The air vibrated with the pulse of music being played somewhere else, and when I again asked for Serena and was directed onwards, I came to its source.
The studio itself ran deeply back to end in a wall of windows overlooking a small strip of garden. The floor was of polished wood,sprung somehow so that it almost bounced underfoot. The walls were white except for the long left-hand one, which was entirely of looking-glass. The music, warm and insistent, invited rhythmic response.
Serena herself danced with her back to the mirror. Facing her, in three spread-out rows, was a collection of clients, all female, bouncing in unison on springy ankles, arms and legs swinging in circles and kicks. On every face, concentration and sweat. ‘Go for the burn,’ Serena commanded, looking happy, and her class with an increase of already frenetic energy, presumably went.
‘Great, ladies, that’s great,’ Serena said eventually, stopping jumping and switching off the music machine which stood in a corner near where I’d come in. She gave me an unfriendly glance but turned with radiance back to the customers. ‘If any of you want to continue, Sammy will be here within a minute. Take a rest, ladies.’
A few of the bodies stayed. Most looked at the clock on the wall and filed panting into a door marked‘changing rooms’.
Serena said, ‘What do you want?’
‘Talk.’
She looked colourful but discouraging. She wore a bright pink long-sleeved body-stocking with white bouncing shoes, pink and white leg-warmers and a scarlet garment like a chopped off vest. ‘I’ll give you five minutes,’ she said.
She was hardly out of breath. A girl who was apparently Sammy Higgs came in in electric blue and started taking charge, and Serena with bad grace led me back through the refreshment area and the entrance hall and up the stairs.
‘There are no classes up here just now. Say what you’ve come for and then go.’
Upstairs, according to a notice on the wall, Deanna offered ballroom dancing tuition, also‘ballet and posture’. Serena stood with her hands on her skinny pink hips and waited.
‘Malcolm wants me to find out who bombed Quantum,’ I said.
She glowered at me. ‘Well, I didn’t.’
‘Do you remember the day old Fred blew up the tree stump?’
‘No,’ she said. She didn’t bother to think, hadn’t tried to remember.
‘Thomas gave you a ride on his shoulders out of the field, and the blast of the explosion knocked old Fred over.’
‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’
‘Why are you so hostile?’
‘I’m not. Where’s Daddy?’
‘With friends,’ I said. ‘It saddens him that you’re hostile.’
She said bitterly, ‘That’s a laugh. He’s rejected all of us except you. And I’ll bet you killed Moira.’
‘He hasn’t rejected you,’ I said. ‘And I didn’t.’
‘He kicked us all out. I loved him when I was little.’ Tears appeared suddenly in her eyes and she shook them angrily away. ‘He couldn’t wait to get rid of me.’
‘He tried to keep you, but Alicia wouldn’t have it. She fought him in the courts for custody, and won.’
‘He didn’t want me,’ she said fiercely. ‘He only said so to spite Mummy, to make her suffer. I know all about it.’
‘Alicia told you?’
‘Of course she did. Daddy couldn’t wait to get rid of us, to get rid of Mummy, to get married again, to… to… throw everything about us out of the house, to tear out all the pretty rooms… blot us out.’
She was deeply passionate with the old feelings, still smouldering after twenty years. I remembered how upset I’d been when Alicia tore out my own mother’s kitchen, how I’d felt betrayed and dispossessed. I had been six, as Serena had been, and I still remembered it clearly.
‘Give him a chance,’ I suggested.
‘I did give him a chance. I offered to help him after Moira died and he still didn’t want me. And look at the way he’s behaving,’ she said. ‘Throwing money away. If he thinks I care a tuppenny damn about his stupid scholarships, he’s a fool. You can toady up to him all you like, but I’m not going to. He can keep his damned money. I can manage without it.’
She looked hard-eyed and determinedly stubborn. The old man in all of us, I thought.
‘You’ve had your five minutes,’ she said. She side-stepped me in swift movements and made for the stairs. ‘See you at the funeral.’
‘Whose funeral?’ I asked, following her.
‘Anyone’s,’ she said darkly, and ran weightlessly down the stairs as if skimming were more normal than walking.
When I reached the entrance hall, she was vanishing through the white double doors. It was pointless to pursue her. I left Deanna’s studio feeling I had achieved nothing, and with leaden spirits went back to the car and drove to Wokingham to call on Ferdinand.
I half-hoped he wouldn’t be in, but he was. He came to the door frowning because I had interrupted him at his computer, and grudgingly let me in.
‘We’ve nothing to say,’ he said, but he sounded more resigned than forbidding; half-relaxed, as he’d been in my flat.
He led the way into the front room of the bungalow he and Debs had bought on the road to Reading. The front room was his office, a perfectly natural arrangement to Ferdinand, since Malcolm’s office had always been at home.
The rest of the bungalow, which I’d visited two or three times before, was furnished sparsely in accordance with Debs’ and Ferdinand’s joint dislike of dirt and clutter. One of the three bedrooms was completely empty, one held a single bed and a chest of drawers (for Serena’s visits), and in the third, the couple’s own, there was a mattress on a platform and a wall of cupboards and enclosed shelves that Ferdinand had put together himself. The sitting-room held two chairs, a standard lamp, a lot of floor cushions and a television set. In the tidy kirchen, there was a table with four stools. All visible life was in the office, though even there, in direct contrast to Malcolm’s comfortable shambles, a spartan order of neatness ruled.
Ferdinand’s computer bore a screenful of graphics. He glanced at it and then looked with some impatience back to me.
‘What do you want?’ he asked. ‘I’ve a lot to do after being away on a course.’
‘Can’t you save all that,’ I gestured to the screen, ‘or whatever it is you do? Record it, and come out to a pub for krtich.’
He shook his head and looked at his witch. Then, in indecision, said, ‘I suppose I have to eat,’ and fiddled about with the computer. ‘All right. Half an hour, max.’
I drove us to the town centre and he pointed out a pub with a carpark. The bar was full of business people similarly out for lunch breaks, and I bought scotch and sandwiches after a good deal of polite elbowing. Ferdinand had secured a table from which he was clearing the past customer’s detritus with a finicky expression.
‘Look,’ I said, handing him his drink as we sat down, ‘Malcolm wants me to find out who’s trying to kill him.’
‘It isn’t me,’ he said. He took a swallow, unconcerned.
‘Do you remember old Fred blowing up the tree roots, that time? When we were about twelve or thirteen? When the blast blew old Fred flat?’
He stared. ‘Yes, I do,’ he said slowly, ‘but that’s years ago. It can’t have anything to do with the house.’
‘Why not?’ I asked. ‘That bang made a big impression on us. Memories last more or less for ever, they just need digging up. The explosives expert working at Quantum asked if I knew what cordite was, and I remembered old Fred.’
Ferdinand did his own digging. ‘Black powder… in a box.’
‘Yes, it’s still there in the tool shed. Still viable, but not used on the house. They’re working now on its being a homemade explosive called ANFO.’
Ferdinand was visibly shaken and after a minute said, ‘I suppose I hadn’t considered… what it was.’
‘Do you know what ANFO is?’ I asked.
He said no uncertainly, and I thought he wasn’t being truthful. Perhaps he felt that knowing could be considered guilt. I needed to jolt him into being more positive. Into being an ally, if I could.
‘Malcolm’s made a new will,’ I said.
‘And left you the lot, I suppose,’ he sneered bitterly.
‘No,’ I said. ‘If he dies from normal causes, we all inherit equally.’ I paused, and added an invention. ‘If someone murders him, it all goes to charities. So how about you getting on the telephone and telling the whole tribe to help me find out who’s trying to do them out of their future?’







Fourteen
In my room at Cookham in the evening, I read Norman West’s notes on Gervase and Ursula.
Gervase first:
Mr Gervase Pembroke (35) lives with Mrs Ursula at 14 Grant St., Maidenhead, a detached house with a quarter-acre garden in good residential neighbourhood. They have been married for 11 years and have 2 daughters (8 and 6) both attending a private school.
Mr G. is a stockbroker who commutes to the City firm of Wells, Gibson 6c Cathcart. (Wells, Gibson and Cathcart have all died or retired long ago, but the respected name is kept.) Mr Gervase works for his own commission within the firm: each partner does. He has flexible working hours; he’s his own boss to a great extent. He used to work harder than he does now but has become erratic of late, according to the firm’s lady receptionist. She didn’t like to say outright, but I gathered Mr G. sometimes returns from lunch the worse for drink, and sometimes doesn’t return at all.
She didn’t of course note down such times. She said she’d heard two of the other partners discussing Mr G., saying he’d lost his nerve and was selling his clients only gilts. They thought that too much playing safe was bad stockbroking. She had no qualms in denigrating Mr G., who she said has a filthy temper when things don’t go his way, and never appreciates how hard she works (!)
I requested to interview Mr G. at his place of work. I was shown into his office and explained who I was. He said he knew. I said as a preliminary that I understood he was the illegitimate son of Mrs Alicia Pembroke, and the interview ended immediately. He physically hustled me out (bruise on left arm). He said I’d insulted him. Perhaps I did! I managed to say that if he could produce office records - letters written, brokerage transactions - for the Tuesday in question, he would be in the clear. He said to consult his secretary, which I did. Mr G. went into the office that morning, she confirmed, and dictated two letters. Mr G. told her he was going to see a new client, and left at 10.30 am. She didn’t know who the client was, he was not listed on Mr G’s office diary. It was more usual for new clients to come to the office, but not invariable. Mr G. didn’t return to the office that day, but returned Wednesday in bad mood (with a hangover?).
Mr G. left the office the previous Friday (secretary’s notes) at midday, didn’t return. (Mr G. worked normally all day Monday.)
Mr G. commutes by train, leaves off-white Rover in station carpark. His car clean and unmarked when I saw it.
Visited Mr G. at his home to ask about the client on Tuesday re solid alibi. Mr G. said none of my business. Guess: client was either a mistress or a bottle, or else Mr G. wants me to believe that.
Mr G.’s alcohol problem is serious (my opinion) but not incapacitating. He has strong masterful manner, but must have insecurities (illegitimacy??) to make him drink and treat people badly. (His secretary does not love him.) Mr G. appears to make good income, no sign of financial straits.
Attentive to Mrs Alicia. Bossy and possessive with his wife and children. Jealous of Mr Ian and (my judgement) fears him. (I don’t know why this is. Something in the past? Mr Pembroke’s preference?) Despises but also fears Mr Pembroke. (A lot of bluster when he talked of him.)
Mr G. is physically strong but getting less so, I’d think. Takes little exercise, somewhat overweight. Difficult personality. A bully.
End of enquiry.
I paperdipped Gervase together with a sigh. Norman West, for all his ineffective appearance, had a way of getting to the heart of things pretty smartly.
What had he made of Ursula, I wondered. Ursula, the quiet wife, who had talked in tears to Joyce. Pretty enough in an insipid way, she was like an unfinished painting, without highlights. Pleasant enough to me whenever Gervase allowed, she had never told me her thoughts. I turned with unexpected interest to the West view of Gervase’s wife.
Mrs Ursula Pembroke (35) wife of Mr Gervase, lives with him at 14 Grant St., Maidenhead. She has no employment beyond looking after children and household. A cleaner comes in Monday to Friday mornings, 9 am to 1 pm, stays Tuesdays and Thursdays until 4 pm, also baby-sits whenever asked. (I had to make two visits to Mrs U. On the first occasion she had been crying and wouldn’t talk. On the second she was cooperative.)
The daughters’ school is at the other end of Maidenhead. Mrs U. shares the school-run with a family nearby; Mrs U’s mornings are Tuesday and Thursday; afternoons Mon., Wed. and Fri. Mrs U’s car is a cream Austin. Clean.
On the Friday of the attack on Mr Pembroke, the daughters were invited to tea by the other school-run family (the mother corroborates). Mrs U. left the daughters there after school (4 pm). Picked them up about 6.30.
On the following Tuesday, Mrs U. arranged for the cleaner to stay and give the daughters their tea as she wanted a day out in London. The cleaner told me Mrs U. did the school run, came back and changed, and drove away to the station to catch the train. She (Mrs U.) said she would be back late as she would go to the cinema after she’d done her shopping. Mrs U. has done this several times lately. She returned at 10 pm. Cleaner went home. (Mrs U. gave me permission to consult the cleaner.) Mrs U. says she didn’t go to the cinema, she didn’t like the look of the films, she just had dinner in a steak house. She also said she had been into a church to pray. She hadn’t bought anything (nothing fitted).
Mrs U. nervous and evasive about trip to London. Did she go to Newmarket? Possible (my opinion) that she goes to London to meet someone, doesn’t want cleaner or husband to know. Who? Lover? Not possible, she hasn’t the air, they can’t hide that inner excitement. Priest? Friend unacceptable to Mr G.? Doctor? Some sort of solace, I would say.
Mrs U. unhappy woman but wouldn’t unbutton. Loyal. Any wife of Mr G. liable to be unhappy (my opinion). Mrs U. doesn’t like having the cleaner around for so long. Mr G. insists on cleanliness. Mrs U. gets tired of the cleaner’s incessant chatter. All adds to Mrs U’s stress. Mrs U. would like a job or to do voluntary work. Mr G. won’t have it. ‘The children come first.’ (Mrs U. obviously very fond of the children.)
Mrs U. wishes Mr Pembroke would give all the family a lot of money now so that they would stop griping about it. She sees nothing wrong in Mr Ian, but her husband won’t let her talk to him. She could like Mr Pembroke, she thinks he’s funny and generous, but her husband ditto. She can’t go against her husband. She has no money of her own, I’d say. She’s in a trap. (Can’t support children herself, couldn’t leave without them.)
Does she believe killing Mr Pembroke could solve her problems? Does she believe if Mr G. becomes richer it will make things right? I could tell her it won’t.
End of enquiry.
Poor Mrs U. Poor Ursula. Could she have blown up Quantum? Perhaps, if she’d wanted to. She sounded desperate enough for anything, but if she had any sense, her desperation should drive her to beg from Malcolm, not to kill him.
I clipped Ursula behind Gervase: forever in his shadow.
I wondered why she’d married him, but then I’d attended their wedding also, and if one hadn’t in the past been on the wrong end of his glowing cigarette, one could have taken him as he seemed on the surface, confident, good looking, positive and strong. A rising young stockbroker. A catch.
I put Gervase and Ursula back in the envelope but they wouldn’t stay there, they stuck like burrs in my mind.
There must be thousands, hundreds of thousands of sad marriages like that, I thought, where the unhappiness came from inside. Probably one could more easily withstand disasters that came from without, survive wars, poverty, illness, grief. Much harder to find any good way forward when personality disintegrated. Each of them was disintegrating, Ursula because of Gervase, Gervase because of…
Because of Malcolm? Because of Malcolm’s boredom with Vivien, his affair with Alicia, his quick marriage to Joyce? Because of illegitimacy? But Ferdinand had been a product of the same process, and Ferdinand was whole.
There were questions without answers. The most likely answers were often wrong. I didn’t know why Gervase was disintegrating: I thought only that the process had already begun when we both lived at Quantum; had maybe begun in the womb.
I slept with troubled dreams and went to ride the next morning as if for therapy and release. Solace, Norman West’s word, met the case. The raw morning, the moving horses, the filthy language and the crude jokes, a daily fix of the sort of reality I’d chosen at eighteen. I didn’t know why I’d liked horses so much. Choice sprang from deep needs, but where did the needs come from?
I wasn’t accustomed to thinking in that way. I usually coasted along, not worrying much, doing my job, enjoying riding in races, making love without strings. Lazy in many respects, I dared say, but uncomplicated. An opt-out that had come to an abrupt end with meeting Malcolm at Newmarket.
It was Tuesday.
Ursula’s cleaner, I thought, driving back to Cookham, would currently be chatting away with no respite for Ursula until the girls got back from school. I wondered if Ursula was quietly going bananas at 14 Grant St., Maidenhead. I changed into ordinary clothes and went along there to find out.
The cleaner came to the door; middle-aged, in a flowered overall, with an inquisitive face. Mrs Pembroke was lying down with a headache, she said, and yes, perhaps she could go upstairs and ask her if her brother-in-law might take her out to lunch. Perhaps I would like to wait in the hall.
I waited, and presently Ursula came downstairs looking wan and wearing a coat and gloves.
‘Oh!’ she said faintly when she saw me. ‘I thought it was Ferdinand.’
I’d hoped she would. I said, ‘Where would you best like to go?’
‘Oh.’ She was irresolute. She looked back up the stairs and saw the cleaner watching interestedly from the landing. If she didn’t come out with me, she’d be stuck with explaining.
‘Come on,’ I said persuasively. ‘The car’s warm.’
It sounded a silly thing to say, but I suppose she listened to the intention, not the words. She continued across the hall and came with me out of the front door, closing it behind us.
‘Gervase won’t like this,’ she said.
‘Why should he know?’
‘She’ll find a way of telling him.’ She gestured back to the house, to the cleaner. ‘She likes to make trouble. It brightens up her life.’
‘Why do you keep her?’
She shrugged. ‘I hate housework. If I sack her, I’d have to do it. Gervase thinks she’s thorough, and he pays her. He said he wouldn’t pay anyone else.’
She spoke matter-of-factly, but I was startled by the picture of domestic tyranny. We got into the car and I drove out of the town and towards the village of Bray, and twice more on the way she said, ‘Gervase won’t like this.’ We stopped at a small roadside restaurant and she chose homemade soup and moussaka, several times looking over her shoulder as if her husband would materialise and pounce.
I ordered a carafe of red wine. Not for her, she protested, but when it came she drank it almost absentmindedly. She had removed the coat and gloves to reveal a well-worn grey skirt topped by a blue sweater with a cream shirt underneath. She wore a string of pearls. Her dark hair was held back at one side by a tortoiseshell slide, and there was no lipstick on her pale mouth. The sort of appearance, I supposed, that Gervase demanded.
When the soup came, she said, ‘Ferdinand phoned last night and told Gervase that Malcolm had made a new will, according to you.’
‘Yes, he made one,’ I agreed. ‘He showed it to me.’
‘Gervase didn’t tell me,’ she said. ‘He phoned Alicia and told her, and I listened. That’s what usually happens. He doesn’t tell me things, he tells his mother.’
‘How do you get on with Alicia?’ I asked.
She very carefully drank the soup already in her spoon. She spoke as if picking her way through a minefield.
‘My mother-in-law,’ she said intensely, ‘has caused more trouble than anyone since Eve. I can’t talk about her. Drink your soup.’
I had the impression that if she once started talking about Alicia, she would never stop. I wondered how to start her, but when I tentatively asked what she meant about trouble, she shook her head vehemently.
‘Not here,’ she said.
I left it. She talked about her children, which she could do without strain, looking almost animated, which saw us through to the moussaka.
‘What do you do on your trips to London?’ I asked casually.
She looked amazed, then said, ‘Oh yes, that wretched Mr West. Gervase was furious with him. Then Gervase was annoyed with me also, and wanted to know where I’d been. I’d been wandering around, that’s all.’ She ate her moussaka methodically. ‘Ferdinand told Gervase and Gervase told Alicia something about a tree stump. What was that all about?’
I explained about the cordite.
She nodded. ‘Gervase told Alicia he’d had a good laugh when old Fred was knocked flat.’
She seemed undisturbed by the thought of explosives. We finished the lunch, I paid the bill, and we set off on the short road back to Maidenhead. A little way along there, I stopped the car in a lay-by and switched off the engine.
She didn’t ask why we’d stopped. After a pause she said, ‘Alicia is ruining our marriage, I suppose you know that?’
I murmured an assent.
‘I’d known Gervase for only four months when we got married. 1 didn’t realise… She’s twisted him from birth, hasn’t she? With her awful lies and spite. She sets him against you all the time. Gervase says terrible things about you sometimes… I mean, violent… I hate it. I try to tell him not to, but he doesn’t listen to me, he listens to her. She says you sneer at him, you think you’re much superior, because you’re legitimate. I know you don’t. Gervase believes her though. She tells him over and over that Malcolm threw them out and never loved them. She’s wicked. And look what she’s done to Serena. Gervase says she was a bright girl, but Alicia wouldn’t let her stay on at school, Alicia wanted her to be a little girl, not to grow up. And Serena hates all men, and it’s Alicia’s fault. The only men Serena will let touch her are Ferdinand and Gervase. It’s such a waste. Alicia got rid of Ferdinand’s first wife, did you know? Went on and on at her until she couldn’t stand it and left. I don’t know how Debs puts up with her. It’s driving me insane, you know, her drip, drip, drip. She’s the worst enemy you’ll ever have. If it was you that had been murdered, she would have done it.’
‘She wasn’t always like that,’ 1 said, as she paused. ‘When she lived at Quantum, she treated me the same as Ferdinand and Gervase.’
‘Then it must have started when Malcolm kept you there on your own, and as she’s got older it’s got worse. She’s much worse now than she was when we got married, and she was bad enough then. She hated Coochie, you know, and Coochie was nice, wasn’t she? I was sorry when Coochie died. But Coochie banned all the family from staying in the house except you, and I should think that’s when Alicia turned against you. Or let it all out. I bet it was there inside all the time. Like Gervase keeps things in and lets them out violently … so does Serena, and Ferdinand too… they’re all like that. I wish Alicia would die. I can understand people wanting to kill. I would like to kill Alicia.’
She stopped abruptly, the raw truth quivering in her voice.
‘Drive me home,’ she said, i shouldn’t have said that.’
I didn’t immediately restart the engine. I said, ‘Is it Alicia that’s causing Gervase to drink?’
‘Oh!’ Ursula gulped, the flow of anger ending, the misery flooding back. ‘It’s just… everything. I can see he’s unhappy, but he won’t let me help him, he won’t talk to me, he just talks to her, and she makes it worse.’
I sighed and set off towards Grant Street. Alicia hadn’t quite reached sixty: the worst of the witches could outlive them all.
‘I shouldn’t have told you all this,’ Ursula said, when I stopped at the door. ‘Gervase won’t like it.’
‘Gervase won’t know what you’ve said.’
She fished a handkerchief out of her handbag and blew her nose.
‘Thank you for the lunch. Did your mother tell you we’ve had lunch a few times in London, she and I? She gives me good advice. I can’t tell Gervase, he’d be furious.’
I nodded. ‘Joyce told me you were friends.’
‘She’s awfully catty about Alicia. It cheers me up no end.’ She gave me a wan smile and got out of the car. She waved as she opened her front door: I waved back and drove away, and covered the few miles to Cookham.
I thought it might be interesting to see what Norman West had made of Alicia, and I searched through the notes until I came to her.
West had written:
Mrs Alicia Pembroke (59) refused to speak to me at all on my first visit and was ungracious and edgy on my second.
Mrs Alicia lives at 25 Lions Court, London Road, Windsor, a block of flats. She still maintains she can’t remember what she was doing on the Friday or the Tuesday: she was pottering about, she says. ‘One day is much like another.’ I think she’s being obstructive for the sake of it.
Mrs A. drives a big silver/grey Fiat. Clean, no damage.
Mrs A. antagonistic to me personally because of my following her in Mrs Joyce’s divorce case, although in the end she benefited. Twenty-eight years ago! She remembers every detail of that time. Can’t remember last Tuesday …
I asked her if she had ever engaged me to work for her. She said no. (?)
Mrs A. has changed from the Miss A. I followed. Miss A. was full of giggles, very little-girl. Mrs A. still dresses very young, acts young, but is embittered. Odd how some women flower in love affairs and wither in marriage. Seen it often. Seems as if the spice of secrecy and naughtiness is what they love, not the man himself.
Mrs A. very bitter on subject of Mr Pembroke spending money. Mr Ian’s name brought angry looks. Mrs A. turned me out.
End of enquiry.
Short and unsweet, I thought.
I couldn’t face going to see Alicia at that moment. I didn’t think her physically capable of carrying Malcolm while he was unconscious, and I didn’t think her efficient enough to construct a bomb: good enough reasons for avoiding something I wanted to do as much as jump into a crocodile-infested swamp.
I didn’t want to talk to Gervase either, but that couldn’t be as easily avoided.
I drove back to Grant Street in the early evening and parked along the road from No 14 waiting for the master to return. It wasn’t until I was sitting there that I remembered Norman West’s advice about defence. Pepper… paint… I couldn’t see myself throwing either in Gervase’s eyes, or anyone else’s for that matter. Gervase was, goddammit, my brother. Half-brother. Cain killed Abel. Abel hadn’t had his pepper ready, or his paint.
Upon that sober reflection, Gervase came home.
His Rover turned into his house’s short driveway and pulled up outside the garage. Gervase, carrying a briefcase, let himself in through the front door. Five minutes later, I walked along the road and rang the bell.
The door was opened by one of the children, who called over her shoulder, ‘It’s Ian.’
Gervase, still in his City suit, came immediately into the hall from his sitting-room, looking inhospitable and carrying a cut-glass tumbler half filled with what I expected was scotch.
‘Ferdinand phoned me,’ he said authoritatively, it’s the police’s business to look into the bombing of Quantum, not yours.’
‘Malcolm asked me to,’ I said.
‘You’d better come in, I suppose.’ He was grudging, but pointed me to the room he’d left. ‘Do you want a drink?’
‘Yes, please.’
He poured from the scotch bottle into a duplicate tumbler, and handed me the glass, gesturing to the matching jug of water which stood on a silver tray. I diluted my drink and sipped it, and said, ‘Thanks.’
He nodded, busy with his own.
There was no sign of Ursula, but I could hear the two girls’ high voices in the kitchen and supposed she was with them. They would tell her I had come, and she would be worrying about her lunch.
‘Ferdinand told me about Malcolm’s new will,’ Gervase said with annoyance, it’s ridiculous putting in that clause about being murdered. What if some random mugger bumps him off? Do we all lose our inheritance?’
‘Some random mugger is unlikely. A paid assassin might not be.’
Gervase stared. ‘That’s rubbish.’
‘Who killed Moira?’ I said. ‘Who’s tried three times to kill Malcolm?’
‘How should I know?’
‘I think you should put your mind to it.’
‘No. It’s for the police to do that.’ He drank. ‘Where is he now?’
‘Staying with friends.’
‘I offered him a bed here,’ he said angrily, ‘but I’m not good enough, I suppose.’
‘He wanted to be away from the family,’ I said neutrally.
‘But he’s with you.’
‘No, not any more.’
He seemed to relax a little at the news. ‘Did you quarrel again?’ he said hopefully.
We were still standing in the centre of the room, as the offer of a drink hadn’t extended to a chair also. There were fat chintz-covered armchairs in a stylised flower pattern on a mottled grey carpet, heavy red curtains and a brick fireplace with a newly-lit fire burning. I’d been in his house about as seldom as in Ferdinand’s, and I’d never been upstairs.
‘We haven’t quarrelled,’ I said. ‘Do you remember when old Fred blew up the tree stump?’
He found no difficulty in the change of subject. ‘Ferdinand said you’d asked that,’ he said. ‘Yes, of course I remember.’
‘Did Fred show you how he set off the explosive?’
‘No, he damn well didn’t. You’re not trying to make out that I blew up the house, are you?’ His anger, always near the surface, stoked up a couple of notches.
‘No,’ I said calmly, i should have said, did Fred show you or anyone else how he set off the explosive.’
‘I can only speak for myself,’ he said distinctly, ‘and the answer is no.’
Gervase was heavy and, I thought, getting heavier. His suit looked filled. I had never quite grown to his height. He was the tallest and biggest of all Malcolm’s children and easily the most forceful. He looked a strong successful man, and he was cracking up for lack of a piece of paper that no one gave a damn about except himself.
Perhaps, I thought, there was something of that obsessiveness in us all. In some it was healthy, in others destructive, but the gene that had given Malcolm his Midas obsession with gold had been a dominant strain.
Gervase said, ‘Will Malcolm ante up anything before he dies?’
His voice was as usual loud and domineering, but I looked at him speculatively over my glass. There had been an odd sub-note of desperation, as if it weren’t just of academic interest to him, but essential. Norman West’s notes recycled themselves:‘… lost his nerve and was selling only gilts. Too much playing safe was bad stockbroking…’ Gervase, who had seemed comfortably fixed, might all of a sudden not be.
I answered the words of the question, not the implications. ‘I did ask him to. He said he would think about it.’
‘Bloody old fool,’ Gervase said violently. ‘He’s playing bloody games with us. Chucking the stuff away just to spite us. Buying bloody horses. I could strangle him.’ He stopped as if shocked at what he’d more or less shouted with conviction. ‘Figure of speech,’ he said, hard-eyed.
‘I’H try again,’ I said, ignoring it, ‘but Vivien tried, and rubbed him up the wrong way so that he stuck his toes in. Malcolm’s obstinate, the way we all are, and the more anyone tries to push him, the harder he’ll resist.’
‘It’s you that got him to buy horses. He wouldn’t have thought of it on his own.’ He was glaring at me. ‘Two million pounds for a bloody colt. Do you realise what two million pounds means? Have you any idea? Two million pounds for a four-legged nothing? He’s raving mad. Two million pounds invested in any one of us would give us freedom from worry for the rest of our lives, and he goes and spends it on a horse. Retarded children are bad enough, half a million for retarded children… but that’s not enough for him, is it? Oh no. He buys that bloody horse Blue Clancy, and how many more millions did that cost him? How many?’ He was insistent, belligerent, demanding, his chin thrust aggressively forward.
‘He can afford it,’ I said, i think he’s very rich.’
‘Think!’ Gervase grew even angrier. ‘How do you know he isn’t flinging away every penny? I’ll find a way of stopping him. He’s got to be stopped.’
He suddenly stretched out his free hand and plucked my half-full glass from my grasp.
‘Go on, get out of here,’ he said. ‘I’ve had enough.’
I didn’t move. I said, ‘Throwing me out won’t solve any problems.’
‘It’ll make a bloody good start.’ He put both glasses on the table and looked ready to put thought into action.
‘When Malcolm fled to Cambridge,’ I said, ‘did Alicia tell you where he was?’
‘What?’ It stopped him momentarily. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about. Go on, get out.’
‘Did you telephone to Malcolm’s hotel in Cambridge?’
He hardly listened. He embarked on a heartfelt tirade. ‘I’m fed up with your sneers and your airs and graces. You think you’re better than me, you always have, and you’re not. You’ve always weaselled into Malcolm’s good books and set him against us and he’s blind and stupid about you… and get out.’ He stepped forward threateningly, one hand in a fist.
‘But you still want me to plead your case,’ I said, standing still.
His mouth opened but no words came out.
‘Alicia tells you I sneer at you,’ I said, ‘but I don’t. She tells you lies, you believe them. I’ve never set Malcolm against you. You hit me now, and I might think of it. If you want me to try to get him to cough up, you’ll put that fist down and give me my scotch back, and I’ll drink it and go.’
After a long staring pause, he turned his back on me. I took it as agreement to the terms and picked up one of the glasses, not sure whether it was mine or his.
It was his. The drink was much stronger, hardly any water in it at all. I put it down and picked up the other. He didn’t turn round, didn’t notice.
‘Gervase,’ I said dispassionately, ‘try a psychiatrist.’
‘Mind your own bloody business.’
I drank a mouthful of scotch but as a token only, and put the glass down again.
‘Goodbye,’ I said.
He still showed me his back, and was silent. I shrugged wryly and went out into the hall. Ursula and the two girls stood in the kitchen doorway looking anxious. I smiled at them lopsidedly and said to Ursula, ‘We’ll get through it somehow.’
‘I hope so.’ Forlorn hope, she was saying.
‘I’ll be back,’ I said, not knowing if I meant it, but meaning anyway that anything I could do to help her or Gervase, I would do.
I let myself out of the front door quietly, and back at Cookham telephoned to the Canders in Lexington. I talked to Mrs Cander; Sally.
Malcolm had gone to Stamford, Connecticut with Ramsey, she said. She thought they were fixing some kind of deal. She and Dave had really enjoyed Malcolm’s visit and Malcolm had just loved the horse farms. Yes, of course she had Ramsey’s phone number, he was an old friend. She read it out to me. I thanked her and she said sure thing and to have a nice day.
Ramsey and Malcolm were out. A woman who answered said to try at five-thirty. I tried at five-thirty Connecticut time and they were still out. The woman said Mf Osborn was a busy man and would I like to leave a message. I asked her to tell Mr Pembroke that his son Ian had phoned, but that there was no special news. She would do that, she said.
I went to bed and in the morning rode out on the Downs, and afterwards, from the house of the trainer whose horses I was riding, got through to Superintendent Yale’s police station. He was there and came on the line.
‘Where are you?’
‘At the moment in a racing stable near Lambourn.’
‘And your father?’
‘I don’t know.’
He made a disbelieving grunt. ‘What time could you meet me at Quantum House?’
I looked at my watch. ‘In riding clothes,’ I said, ‘in forty-five minutes. If you want me to change, add on an hour.’ ‘Come as you are,’ he said. ‘Mr Smith says there’s something to see.’







Fifteen
At Quantum, the heap of rubble had reduced to merely a mess.
I walked round to the back of the house and found two men in hard hats barely ankle deep as they methodically removed debris brick by brick from house to rubbish skip. The wind had abated and the clouds had relented to the extent that a pale sunshine washed the scene, making it to my eyes more of a wasteland than ever.
Superintendent Yale stood beside a trestle table that had been erected on the lawn, with the explosive Smith in his beige overalls and blue hat standing close beside him, heads bent in conference. There were no spectators any more on the far side of the rope across the lawn, not even Arthur Bellbrook. I walked over to the experts and said good morning.
‘Good morning,’ they said, looking up.‘Glad you came,’ Smith said.
He stretched out a casual hand and picked up an object from the table, holding it out to me.
‘We’ve found this,’ he said.‘What do you think?’
I took the thing from him. It had been a coil of thin plastic-coated wire, but the coils had been stretched so that the wire was straighter, but still curled. It was about eighteen inches long. The plastic coating had been white, I thought. About an inch of bare wire stuck out of the plastic at each end. Onto the plastic, near one end, someone had bonded a hand from a clock. The hand pointed to the bare wire, so that the wire was an extension of the hand.
I looked at it with despair, though not with shock. I’d been fearing and hoping… trying not to believe it possible.
When I didn’t ask what it was, Yale said with awakening suspicion,‘Does your silence mean that you know what it is?’
I looked up at the two men. They hadn’t expected me to know, were surprised by my reaction, even astonished.
‘Yes,’ I said drearily, ‘I do know. Did you find any other bits?’
Smith pointed to a spot on the table. I took a step sideways and stared down. There were some pieces of metal and plastic, but not those I’d expected. No cogwheels or springs. A grey plastic disc with a small hole in the centre.
‘Was this a clock?’ I said dubiously.
‘A battery-driven clock,’ Smith said.‘There’s the coil from the electric motor.’
The coil was tiny, about a centimetre in diameter.
‘How did you find it in all this rubbish?’ I asked.
‘We found various remains of the padded box which used to stand at the foot of Mr Pembroke’s bed. These small pieces became embedded in the lid when the box blew apart. The wire with the clock’s hand on it, and this…’ he picked up the flat plastic disc ‘… were in the same area.’ He turned the plastic disc over to reveal a clock face on the other side.‘There should also be at least one other piece of wire somewhere, and some of the clock case and a battery or two, but we haven’t found those yet. This was not actually an alarm clock, I don’t think. We’ve found no sign of an alarm mechanism.’
‘No, it won’t have been an alarm clock,’ I said.
The superintendent had been growing restive during Smith’s account and could contain himself no longer.
‘Will you please explain your familiarity with this device,’ he said formidably.‘Did the gardener use this sort of thing for blowing up the tree trunk?’
‘No, I don’t think so. This device wasn’t meant for setting off bombs. It was a toy.’
‘What sort of toy?’
‘Well… it was for switching things on. Torch bulbs, mostly. Like the lights we had on a station in a train set. A buzzer, sometimes. It was incredibly simple.’
‘Explain,’ Yale commanded.
I glanced at Smith. He was nodding resignedly.
‘You get an old or cheap dock,’ I said.‘We had wind-up clocks, not a battery clock. You fix a length of wire to one of the hands, like this, so that a bare bit of wire sticks out and makes the hand much longer.’
‘The hands are still on the clock, I take it?’
‘Oh yes. Though sometimes we’d pull the minute hand off and just use the hour hand, because it’s stronger, even though it’s shorter. All you need is for the bare wire to reach out beyond the edge of the clock face. We used glue to stick the wire to the hand. Then you have a long bit of wire coming out from the centre of the front of the clock, and you fasten the free end of that to a battery. One of those nine-volt batteries with things like press-studs at the end.’ Smith was still nodding. Yale looked very much as if I shouldn’t know such things.
‘We made quite a lot of other gadgets,’ I said, hearing the defensiveness in my voice.‘Buzzers for morse codes. Rudimentary telephones. Not just time-switches. I made a lock once which could only be operated with a straight piece of wire.’ And it still worked fine, although I wasn’t going to show him.
Yale sighed.‘So in this case, we’ve got the wire fixed to the clock’s hand at one end and to a battery at the other, right? Go on from there.’
‘You need two more lengths of wire. One goes from the battery to whatever you want to activate. In our case, it was usually a torch bulb screwed into a metal holder. We fastened a bare end of wire to the metal holder. Then the third wire went back from the metal holder to the clock. We fixed this wire with glue to the clock case itself, not to the hands, in such a way that the bare end of wire was pointing out forwards, towards you if you were facing the clock like this.’ I demonstrated with the clock face.‘We usually stuck it on over the number twelve, at the top, but you could fix it anywhere you liked. Then you wind up the clock and set the hand with the wire where you want it, and just wait. The wired hand travels round towards the jutting out wire and eventually hits against it at right angles. The circuit is thus complete from the clock wires to the battery to the light and back to the clock, so the light goes on. The clock hand keeps on trying to go round and the jutting wire keeps stopping it, so the light stays on. Well…’ I finished lamely,‘that’s what happened when we made them.’
‘Them?’ Yale said with apprehension.
‘They were easy to make. They were interesting. I don’t know how many we had, but quite a few.’
‘My God.’
‘There might be one still in the playroom,’ I said.‘The old train sets are there.’
Yale looked at me balefully.‘How many of your family saw these devices?’ he asked.
‘Everyone.’
‘Who made them?’
‘I did, Gervase did, and Ferdinand. Thomas did. I don’t remember who else.’
‘But your whole family knows how to make a simple time-switch?’
‘Yes, I should think so.’
‘And why,’ he said,‘haven’t you mentioned this before?’
I sighed and twisted the wired clock hand round in my fingers.‘Because,’ I said,‘for starters I didn’t think of it until after I’d left here the other day. After we’d been digging out the black powder and so on, and I’d been looking back to the past. I didn’t want you to find this. I wanted you to find something sophisticated, that no one in the family could have thought up.’
‘Hra,’ he said, seeming to accept it.‘How many people outside your family knew about these clocks?’
‘Several did, I suppose, but it was such a long time ago. No one would remember, would they?’
‘They might.’ Yale turned to Smith.‘This toy, is this really what set off the bomb?’
Smith nodded.‘It sounds just right. Wire in a detonator where the Pembroke children had a torch bulb …’ He spread his hands.‘It wouldn’t need more current than that.’
Not surprisingly, they decided to take a look in the playroom. They picked their way cautiously across the ankle-twisting rubble and headed for the passage which was comparatively clear by this time. The playroom, when we reached it, was shadowy inside, with the windows boarded up. Light of sorts seeped in through the door, but it took a few minutes for eyes to acclimatise, during which Yale bumped into the bicycles, knocking them over. I helped him pick them up. He wanted to know whose they were, and I told him about Peter and Robin.
He made no especial comment but watched while I went over to the shelves and began peering into boxes. I hadn’t been in the room at all since the twins had gone, and their own playthings had overlaid those outgrown and abandoned by their elder brothers and sisters so that most of what I was looking at was unfamiliar and seemed to belong to strangers. It took several minutes to locate the box I thought I wanted, and to pick it off the shelves and put it on the table.
Someone, Coochie I dared say, had packed the trains away for good after Gervase and Ferdinand had left and I’d been busy with school and horses. At one time, the tracks had run permanently round half the room, but Peter and Robin had been television-watchers more than the rest of us, and hadn’t dragged them out again. I opened the box and found the old treasures undisturbed, looking more battered than I’d thought, with rust on the much-used wheels.
I lifted out a couple of engines and some coaches, then followed them with a tunnel, a signal box with green and red bulbs and a brown plastic railway station adorned with empty bulb-holders among the advertisement stickers. I suppose to any adult, his childhood’s rediscovered toys look smaller, deader, less appealing than he remembers. The trains were dusty and sad, relics ready for the skip outside, melancholic. The little lights had long gone out.
I took everything out of the box, but there were no clocks.
‘Sorry,’ I said.‘They could be in anything, really. If they’re here.’
Smith began looking into any box whose contents weren’t easily identifiable by the picture on top. Yale, with a no-hope expression, followed suit. I packed the trains back into oblivion with regret.
‘Well, just look here,’ Smith said suddenly.‘Gold mine.’
He had produced from a jumble of Lego constructions a bright new-looking clock with a Mickey Mouse face in unfaded techni-colour. Mickey’s hands in fat white gloves were the hands of the clock. To the minute hand was fixed a coil of white plastic-covered wire. A second white coil was stuck to the scarlet clock casing, its bared end jutting out over noon. When Smith held it all up, the white coils stretched out and down like curling streamers.
I looked at it blankly.
‘I’ve never seen that one before,’ I said.‘We didn’t make them decorative. Ours were …’ I sought for the word ‘… utilitarian.’
Smith picked away among the Lego.‘Can’t find a battery,’ he reported.‘Nor a torch bulb, for that matter.’ A pause.‘Wait a minute …’ He rattled around and, finally, triumphantly produced a red and white Lego tower with a bulb-holder lodged inside near the top.
‘A lighthouse, wouldn’t you say?’ he asked, standing it upright.‘Neat.’
‘Someone made this for your twin brothers,’ Yale said.‘Are you sure you never saw it?’
I shook my head.‘I didn’t live here then, only visited. The twinshad a short attention span, anyway. They tired of new toys pretty quickly. Always wanted to get on with the next thing.’
‘I’ll find out who made it,’ Yale said.‘Can you sort out a box to put it in? I’ll give you a receipt, of course.’
Smith found him an empty Lego box and into it they packed the bright co-star of an act that had brought half the house down. There was room in the box for the lighthouse, so they took that, too. Yale solemnly wrote a receipt on a page of his notebook and gave it to me, and with him carrying the box we went out into the daylight, blinking as our eyes adjusted after the gloom.
As we walked back in the general direction of the trestle table, Smith said,‘We’ve put all the clothes we’ve found on a table in the garage. I’m afraid they’re mostly torn and unwearable, but you might want to see. All the personal things we’ve salvaged are in a cardboard carton. Do you want to take those today, or wait until we’re finished?’
‘Look now, take later,’ I said.
Smith half smiled.‘They’re in that box under the table.’
I squatted down beside the brown cardboard carton and opened the top flaps. Inside there was quite a good collection of dusty bits and pieces, more than I would have imagined. I picked out one of Malcolm’s precious brushes and ran my finger over the gold and silver chased backing. The dust came off and the metal shone in the sunlight. He would be pleased, I thought.
‘We’ve found five of those,’ Smith observed.‘Two are badly dented, the others look all right.’
‘There were eight,’ I said.‘In his dressing-room.’
He shrugged.‘We might find more.’
I turned over a few things in the box. Mostly they were uninteresting, like a bottle of aspirins from the bathroom. At the bottom, I came across one or two things of my own - an empty spongebag and the tape recorder.
I lifted the recorder out, straightened up and put it on the table. Pressed the start button. Absence of results.
‘It was just a chance you might want it,’ Smith said philosophically, ‘It doesn’t work as it is, but you might want to get it mended.’
‘Probably cheaper to buy a new one,’ I said. I pressed the rewind and fast-forward buttons pointlessly, and then the eject button, which worked. The plastic lid staggered open, revealing a tape within. I had to think for a minute which tape it was and thenremembered it was only the one from my answering machine; nothing interesting. I shut the lid and put the recorder back in the box under the table.
‘If you find my camera, now that would be good news,’ I said, straightening again.
Yale had lost interest and was preparing to leave.
‘Was it yours?’ said Mr Smith, ‘It’s in the skip, I’m afraid. Badly smashed.’
‘Oh well…’
‘Were you insured?’
I shook my head.‘Never thought of it.’
Smith made sympathetic gestures and went back to the rubble. The superintendent said I should telephone him the following morning without fail. He ran his thumb and finger down his moustache and asked me if I now knew who had bombed the house.
‘No,’ I said. ‘I don’t. Do you?’
He wouldn’t say he didn’t, but he didn’t. He picked up the Lego box and marched off with it, and I went to look at the clothes in the garage.
Nothing was worth saving, I thought. All highly depressing. My jodhpur boots with the toes flattened, Malcolm’s vicuna coats with triangular tears. I left it all as it lay and started out on a quick hike round the garden to make sure all was well with the gold, and came upon Arthur Bellbrook digging potatoes within six feet of it. My heart jumped a bit. His was undisturbed.
We exchanged good mornings and remarks about the weather. He asked what he should do with the potatoes and I told him to take them home. He nodded his thanks. He complained that the pick-up trucks for the rubbish skips were ruining the lawn. He said souvenir hunters had stripped Mrs Pembroke’s fancy greenhouse of every single geranium, including the cuttings, but not to worry, without glass in the windows they would have died in the first frost. It had been a mild autumn, but frost would come soon.
He looked along the length of the kitchen garden, his back towards the end wall. He would dig everything over, he said, ready for winter.
I left him bending again to his task, not sure whether he was a guardian of the gold or a threat to it. Malcolm had a nerve, I thought, hiding his stockpile in that place and seeing Arthur work close to it day after day. Malcolm had more nerve than was good for him.
I drove to the pub in Cookham, where they were getting used to my hours, took a bath, put on trousers, shirt and jersey and, accompanied by Norman West’s notes, went down to the bar for a drink before lunch.
 I read:
Mr Thomas Pembroke (39) lives with his wife Berenice at 6 Arden Haciendas, Sonning, Nr. Reading, in the strip of new townhouses where old Arden House used to be. Two daughters (9 and 7) go to comprehensive school.
Mr T. used to work as quantity surveyor for Reading firm of biscuit makers, Shutleworth Digby Ltd. He got sacked for wrong estimates several weeks ago. I was told unofficially at the firm that he’d cost them thousands by ordering six times the glace cherries needed for a run of‘dotted pinks’. (Had to laugh!) No laughing matter when tons of sliced almonds turned up after‘nut fluffs’ had been discontinued. Mr T. didn’t contest sacking, just left. Firm very relieved. Mr T. had been getting more and more useless, but had long service.
Mr T. didn’t tell his wife he’d lost his job, but went off as if to work every day. (Common reaction.) On Newmarket Sales Tuesday he was‘walking about’, same as the previous Friday. Pressed, he says he probably went to the public library in Reading, he did that most days; also sat around wherever there were seats, doing nothing. He read the job-offer pages in newspapers, but apparently did little to find work. No heart. (My opinion.)
Mr T. on brink of nervous breakdown (my opinion). I interviewed him in coffee shop. His hands trembled half the time, rattling cup against teeth, and he’s not yet forty. Alcohol? Don’t think so. Nerves shot to hell.
Mr T. drives old grey Austin 1100. Has slight dent in front wing. Mr T. says it’s been there weeks. Car dirty, could do with wash. Mr T. says he has no energy for things like that.
Mr T’s opinion of Mr Ian is very muddled (like the rest of him). Mr Ian is‘best of bunch, really’, but also Mr T. says Mr Ian is Mr Pembroke’s favourite and it isn’t fair. (!)
End of enquiry.
With a sigh, I put Thomas to the back and read about Berenice; no happy tale.
Mrs Berenice Pembroke (44 according to Mrs Joyce), wife of Mr Thomas, lives at 6 Arden Haciendas. No job. Looks after daughters, spends her days doing housework and reading trashy romances (according to Mrs Joyce again!).
Mrs B. very hard to interview. First visit, nothing. Second visit, a little, not much. She couldn’t produce alibi for either day.
I asked about children and school journeys. Mrs B. doesn’t drive them, they go by bus. They walk alone along pavement in residential side-road to and from bus stop, which is about one-third of mile away, on the main thoroughfare. Mrs B’s mother lives actually on the bus route. The girls get off the bus there most afternoons and go to their grandmother’s for tea.
Interviewed Mrs B’s mother. Not helpful. Agreed girls go there most days. Sometimes (if cold, wet or dark) she drives them home at about 7 pm. Other days, they finish journey by bus. I asked why they go there for tea so often and stay so late. Told to mind my own business. Younger girl said Granny makes better teas, Mummy gets cross. Told to shut up by older girl. Mrs B’s mother showed me out.
Mrs B. drives old white Morris Maxi, clean, no marks on it.
Mrs B. gave no opinion of Mr Ian when asked, but looked as if she could spit. Says Mr Pembroke is wicked. Mrs B. slammed her front door (she hadn’t asked me in!).
End of enquiry.
I put Berenice, too, back in the packet, and cheered myself up just a fraction with a slice of pork pie and a game of darts.
From the outside, Arden Haciendas were dreadful: tiny houses of dark brown-red brick set at odd angles to each other, with dark-framed windows at odd heights and dark front doors leading from walled front gardens one could cross in one stride. Nevertheless, Arden Haciendas, as Joyce had informed me a year earlier when Thomas had moved there, were socially the in thing, as they had won a prize for the architect.
God help architecture, I thought, ringing the bell of No 6.
 hadn’t been to this house before: had associated Thomas and Berenice always with the rather ordinary bungalow they’d bought at the time of their wedding.
Berenice opened the door and tried to close it again when she sawme, but I pushed from my side and put my shoe over the threshold, and finally, with ill grace, she stepped back.
‘We don’t want to see you,’ she said.‘Dear Thomas isn’t well. You’ve no right to shove your way in here. I hate you.’
‘Well, hate or not, I want to talk to Thomas.’
She couldn’t say he wasn’t there, because I could see him. Inside, the Haciendas were open-plan with rooms at odd angles to each other, which explained the odd-angled exteriors. The front door led into an angled off-shoot of the main room, which had no ceiling where one would expect it, but soared to the rafters. Windows one couldn’t see out of let daylight in at random points in the walls. Horrible, I thought, but that was only, as Mr West would say, my opinion.
Thomas rose to his feet from one of the heavily-stuffed armchairs brought from the bungalow, old comfortable chairs looking incongruous in all the aggressive modernity. There was no carpet on the woodblock floor; Thomas’s shoes squeaked on it when he moved.
‘Come in, old chap,’ he said.
‘We don’t want him,’ Berenice objected.
Thomas was looking haggard and I was shocked. I hadn’t seen him, I realised, for quite a long time. All youth had left him, and I thought of him as he had been at eighteen or nineteen, laughing and good-humoured, coming for weekends and making Serena giggle.
Twenty years on, he looked middle-aged, the head balder than when I’d last taken his photograph, the ginger moustache less well tended, the desperation all-pervading. Norman West’s assessment of early breakdown seemed conservative. It looked to me as if it had already happened. Thomas was a lot further down the line to disintegration than Gervase.
Ferdinand, he confirmed in answer to my question, had told him about Malcolm’s will and about Malcolm’s wish that I should try to find out who wanted to kill him. Thomas couldn’t help, he said.
I reminded him of the day old Fred blew up the tree stump. Ferdinand had mentioned that too, he said. Thomas had been there. He remembered it clearly. He had carried Serena on his shoulders, and Fred had been blown flat.
‘And do you remember the time-switches we used to make, with wire on the clocks’ hands?’
He stared, his eyes gaunt. After a long pause, he said,‘Yes.’
‘Thomas, after Gervase and Ferdinand left Quantum, did you or they make any more of them?’
Berenice interrupted,‘Dear Thomas couldn’t make a time-switch to save his life, could you, darling?’ Her voice was pitying, sneering, unkind. Thomas sent her a haunted look but no protest.
‘Someone gave Robin and Peter a Mickey Mouse clock with white plastic-covered wires stuck on it,’ I said.‘Very bright and attractive.’
Thomas shook his head helplessly.
‘In the rubble at Quantum, they’ve found a clock hand stuck onto some white plastic-covered wire.’
‘Oh, my God,’ Thomas said miserably.
‘So what?’ Berenice demanded.‘Dear Thomas does over-act so.’
‘So,’ I said,‘someone who knew how to make these time-switches blew up Quantum.’
‘What of it?’ she said. ‘I can’t see Thomas doing it. Not enough nerve, have you, darling?’
Thomas said to me,‘Have a drink?’
Berenice looked disconcerted. Asking me to have a drink had been for Thomas an act of rebellion against her wishes. There hadn’t been many of them, I guessed. I accepted with thanks, although it was barely five-thirty and to my mind too early. I’d chosen the hour on purpose, hoping both that Thomas would have returned from his day’s wanderings and that the daughters would stop at their grandmother’s house on their way home from school.
Thomas squeaked across the floor to the kitchen, which was divided from the main room only by a waist-high counter, and began opening cupboards. He produced three tumblers which he put clumsily on the counter, and then sought in the fridge interminably for mixers. Berenice watched him with her face screwed into an expression of long-suffering impatience and made no move to help.
‘We have some gin somewhere,’ he said vaguely, having at last found the tonic, ‘I don’t know where Berenice puts things. She moves them about.’
‘Dear Thomas couldn’t find a book in a library.’
Thomas gave her a look of black enmity which she either didn’t see or chose to ignore. He opened another cupboard, and another, and in his wife’s continued unhelpful silence finally found a nearly full bottle of Gordon’s gin. He came round into the main room and poured from the bottle into three glasses, topping up inadequately from a single bottle of tonic.
He handed me a glass. I didn’t much care for gin, but it was no time to say so.
He held out the second glass to Berenice.
‘I don’t want any,’ she said.
Thomas’s hand was trembling. He made an awkward motion as if to raise the glass to his own lips, then put it down with a bang on the counter, and in an uncoordinated movement accidentally knocked the gin bottle over so that it fell to the floor, smashing into green shiny pieces, the liquid spreading in a pool.
Thomas bent down to pick up the bits. Berenice didn’t help.
She said,‘Thomas can’t get anything right, can you, darling?’ The words were no worse than others, but the acid sarcasm in her voice had gone beyond scathing to unbearable.
Thomas straightened with a face filled with passionate hatred, the worm turning at last, and by the neck he held the top part of the green bottle, the broken edges jagged as teeth.
He came up fast with his hand rising. Berenice, cushioned in complacency, wasn’t even looking at him and seemed not to begin to understand her danger.
Malcolm said I had fast reactions… I dropped my own drink, grasped Berenice by both arms and swung her violently round and out of the slicing track of the razor-sharp weapon. She was furiously indignant, protesting incredulously, sprawling across the floor where I’d almost thrown her, still unaware of what had been happening.
Thomas looked at the damage he’d done to me for a long blank second, then he dropped the fearsome bottle and turned to stumble off blindly towards his front door. I took two strides and caught him by the arm.
‘Let me go …’ He struggled, and I held on.‘Let me go… I can’t do anything right… she’s right.’
‘She’s bloody wrong.’
I was stronger than he. I practically dragged him across the room and flung him into one of the armchairs.
‘I’ve cut you,’ he said.
‘Yes, well, never mind. You listen to me. You both listen to me. You’re over the edge. You’re going to have to face some straight facts.’
Berenice had finally realised how close she’d come to needing stitches. She looked with anger at the point of my left shoulder wherejersey and shirt had been ripped away, where a couple of cuts were bleeding. She turned to Thomas with a bitterly accusing face and opened her mouth.
‘Shut up,’ I said roughly.‘If you’re going to tell him he’s incompetent, don’t do it. If you’re going to complain that he could have cut you instead, yes he could, he was trying to. Sit down and shut up.’
‘Trying to?’ She couldn’t believe it. She sat down weakly, her hair awry, her body slack, eyes shocked.
‘You goaded him too far. Don’t you understand what you’ve been doing to him? Putting him down, picking him to pieces every time you open your mouth? You have now completely succeeded. He can’t function any more.’
‘Dear Thomas -’ she began.
‘Don’t say that. You don’t mean it.’
She stared.
‘If he were your dear Thomas,’ I said,‘you would help him and encourage him, not sneer.’
‘I’m not listening to this.’
‘You just think what you stirred up in Thomas today, and if I were you, I’d be careful.’ I turned to Thomas,‘And it’s not all her fault. You’ve let her do it, let her carp all this time. You should have stopped her years ago. You should have walked out. You’ve been loyal to her beyond reason and she’s driven you to want to kill her, because that’s what I saw in your face.’
Thomas put a hand over his eyes.
‘You were dead lucky you didn’t connect with her mouth or her throat or whatever you were going for. There would have been no going back. You just think what would have happened, both of you. The consequences to yourselves, and to your girls. Think!: I paused.
‘Well, it’s beyond facing.’
‘I didn’t mean it,’ Thomas mumbled.
‘I’m afraid you did,’ I said.
‘He couldn’t have done,’ Berenice said.
‘He did mean it,’ I said to her.‘It takes quite a force to tear away so much woollen jersey. Your only hope is to believe to the depths of your soul that he put all his goaded infuriated strength behind that blow. I’ll tell you, I was lucky too. I was moving away fast trying to avoid being cut, and it can have been only the points of the glass that reached my skin, but I’ll remember the speed of them …’ I broke off, not knowing how else to convince her. I didn’t want to say, ‘It bloody hurts,’ but it did.
Thomas put his head in his hands.
‘Come on,’ I said to him, ‘I’m taking you out of here. On your feet, brother.’
‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Berenice said.
‘If I leave him here, will you cuddle him?’
The negative answer filled her whole face. She wouldn’t have thought of it. She was aggrieved. It would have taken little time for her to stoke up the recriminations.
‘When the firemen have gone,’ I said, ‘fires often start again from the heat in the embers.’
I went over to Thomas. ‘Come on. There’s still life ahead.’
Without looking up, he said in a dull sort of agony, ‘You don’t know… It’s too late.’
I said ‘No’ without great conviction, and then the front door opened with a bang to let in the two girls.
‘Hello,’ they said noisily, bringing in swirls of outside air. ‘Granny turned us out early. What’s going on? What’s all this glass on the floor? What’s all the blood on your arm?’
‘A bottle got broken,’ I said, ‘and I fell on it.’
The young one looked at the bowed head of her father, and in a voice that was a devastating mimic of her mother’s, vibrating with venom and contempt, she said, ‘I’ll bet it was Dear Thomas who broke it.’
Berenice heard for herself what she’d been doing to her husband. Heard what she was implanting in her own children. The revelation seemed to overwhelm her, and she sought for excuses.
‘If we had more money… If only Malcolm… It’s not fair …’
But they had two cars, thanks to their trust fund, and a newly-built townhouse, and Thomas’s unemployment had brought no immediate financial disaster: money wasn’t their trouble, nor would it cure it.
‘Why didn’t you get a job?’ I said. ‘What did you ever expect of Thomas? That he’d set the world alight? He did the best he could.’
Quantum in me fuit…
I wanted a son,’ she said flatly. ‘Thomas got a vasectomy. He said two children were enough, we couldn’t afford any more. It wasn’t fair. Malcolm should have given us more money. always wanted a son.’
Dear God, I thought: flat simple words at the absolute heart of things, the suppurating disappointment that she had allowed to poison their lives. Just like Gervase, I thought. So much unhappiness from wanting the unobtainable, so much self-damage.
I could think of nothing to say. Nothing of help. It was too late.
I went across to Thomas and touched him on the shoulder. He stood up. He didn’t look at his family, or at me. I put my hand lightly under his elbow and steered him to the front door, and in unbroken silence we left the wasteland of his marriage.







Sixteen
I took Thomas to Lucy’s house.
It seemed to me, as I drove away from the pretentious Haciendas, that Lucy’s particular brand of peace might be just what Thomas needed. I couldn’t take him to Vivien, who would demolish him further, and Joyce, who was fond of him, would be insufferably bracing. I frankly didn’t want him with me in Cookham; and Donald, influenced by Berenice, tended to despise him.
Lucy was in, to my relief, and opened the front door of the farm cottage where she and Edwin led the simple life near Marlow.
She stared at us. At my red arm. At Thomas’s hanging head.
‘Sister, dear,‘ I said cheerfully. ‘Two brothers needing succour come knocking at thy gate. Any chance of hot sweet tea? Loving looks? A sticking plaster?’
Edwin appeared behind her, looking peevish. ‘What’s going on?’
To Lucy, I said, ‘We cracked a bottle of gin, and I fell on it.’
‘Are you drunk?’ she said.
‘Not really.’
‘You’d better come in.’
‘Ferdinand has been on the telephone,’ Edwin said without welcome, staring with distaste at my blood as we stepped over his threshold. ‘He warned us you’d be turning up some time. You might have had the courtesy to let us know in advance.’
‘Sorry,’ I said dryly.
Lucy glanced swiftly at my face. ‘This is trouble?’
‘Just a spot.’
She took Thomas by the arm and led him out of the tiny entrance hall into her book-filled sitting-room. Edwin’s and Lucy’s cottage consisted of two rooms downstairs, which had been partly knocked into one, with a modern bathroom tacked on at the back. The stairs, which were hidden behind a latched door, led up to three rooms where one had to inch round the beds, bending one’s head so as not to knock it on the eaves. Laura Ashley wallpaper everywhere covered uneven old plaster, and rag rugs provided warmth underfoot. Lucy’s books were stacked in columns on the floor along one wall in the sitting-room, having overflowed the bookcases, and in the kitchen there were wooden bowls, pestles and mortar, dried herbs hanging.
Lucy’s home was unselfconscious, not folksy. Lucy herself, large in dark trousers and thick handknitted sweater, sat Thomas in an armchair and in a very short time thrust a mug of hot liquid into his unwilling hand.
‘Drink it, Thomas,’ I said. ‘How about some gin in it?’ I asked Lucy.
‘It’s in.’
I smiled at her.
‘Do you want some yourself?’ she said.
‘Just with milk.’ I followed her into the kitchen. ‘Have you got any tissues I could put over this mess?’
She looked at my shoulder. ‘Are tissues enough?’
‘Aspirins?’
I don’t believe in them.’
‘Ah.’
I drank the hot tea. Better than nothing. She had precious few tissues, when it came to the point, and far too small for the job. I said I would leave it and go along to the hospital later to get it cleaned up. She didn’t argue.
She said, ‘What’s all this about?’ and dipped into a half-empty packet of raisins and then offered me some, which I ate.
‘Thomas has left Berenice. He’s in need of a bed.’
‘Not here,’ she protested. ‘Take him with you.’
I will if you won’t keep him, but he’d be better off here.’
She said her son, my nephew, was up in his bedroom doing his homework.
‘Thomas won’t disturb him,’ I said.
She looked at me doubtfully. ‘There’s something you’re not telling me.’
‘The last straw,’ I said, ‘has just broken Thomas. If someone doesn’t treat him kindly, he’ll end up in the nut house or the suicide statistics and I am not, repeat not, joking.’
‘Well…’
‘That’s my girl.’
‘I’m not your girl,’ she said tartly. ‘Perhaps I’m Thomas’s.’ Her face softened slightly. ‘All right, he can stay.’
She ate another handful of raisins and went back to the sitting-room, and I again followed. Edwin had taken the second armchair. Lucy lowered her bulk onto a leather stool beside Thomas, which left me on my feet looking around. There were no other seats. Resignedly I sat on the floor and rested my back against a wall. Neither Lucy nor Edwin commented. Neither had invited me to sit.
‘As I’m here,’ I said, ‘I may as well ask the questions I was going to come and ask tomorrow.’
‘We don’t want to answer,’ Edwin said. ‘And if you get blood on the wallpaper you can pay for redecorating.’
‘The police will come,’ I said, twisting slightly out of harm’s way. ‘Why not practise on me? They’ll ask about the timing device that set off the bomb at Quantum.’
Thomas stirred. ‘I made it, you know. The Mickey Mouse dock.’
It was the first time he’d spoken since we’d left his house. Lucy looked as if she thought him delirious, then raised her eyebrows and started to concentrate.
‘Not that,’ she said, troubled.
‘Do you remember those docks?’ I asked.
‘Of course I do. We’ve got one upstairs, that Thomas made for our son.’
‘What sort of face has it got?’
‘A sailing ship. Did the Mickey Mouse clock explode …?’
‘No,’ I said. ‘The one actually used had a grey plastic dial with white numbers. The Mickey Mouse clock was intact, in the playroom.’
Thomas said dully, ‘I haven’t made one for years.’
‘When did you make the Mickey Mouse for Robin and Peter?’ I asked.
‘I didn’t make it for them. I made it a long time ago for Serena. She must have given it to them. It made her laugh, when I made it.’
‘You were a nice boy, Thomas,’ Lucy said. ‘Funny and kind.’
Edwin said restlessly, ‘I would have thought any timing device would have been blown to unrecognisable fragments by such a big bomb.’
‘It seems they often find pieces,’ I said.
‘Do you mean,’ he demanded, ‘that they’ve actually sifted through all those tons of rubbish?’
‘More or less. They know it was a battery clock. They found part of the motor.’
‘It serves Malcolm right the house was blown up,’ Edwin said with barely suppressed violence. ‘Flinging money about on ridiculous scholarships. Keeping us poor. I suppose you’re all right, aren’t you?’ There was a sneer there for me, openly. ‘He’s never been fair to Lucy. You’ve always been in the way, smarming him up, taking the lion’s share. He gives you whatever you ask for while we have to struggle along on a pittance.’
‘Is that the authentic voice of Vivien?’ I asked.
It’s the truth!’
‘No,’ I said, If’s what you have been told over and over again, but it’s not the truth. Most people believe a lie if they’re told it often enough. It’s easy enough after all to believe a lie if you’ve heard it only once. Especially if you want to believe it.’
Lucy looked at me intently. ‘You care about this, don’t you?’
‘About being cast perpetually as the family villain? Yes, I dare say I do. But I was thinking also of Thomas. He’s been told ad infinitum that he’s useless, and now he believes it. I’m going now, Lucy.’ I stood up without haste. ‘You tell Thomas over and over that he’s a worthwhile person, and maybe he’ll begin to believe that instead. You have to believe in yourself to get anywhere.’
‘Oh yes,’ she said quietly. ‘You do.’
‘What you’ve written,’ I said, ‘is for ever.’
Her eyes widened. ‘How do you know… that I’ve lost…’
I guessed.’ I bent and kissed her cheek, to her surprise. ‘Are you seriously in need?’
‘Financially?’ She was startled. ‘No worse than usual.’
‘Of course we are,’ Edwin said to her waspishly. ‘You’re earning almost nothing now and you still spend a fortune on books.’
Lucy looked only mildly embarrassed, as if she’d heard that often before.
‘If I held the purse-strings,’ Edwin complained, ‘you’d use the public library, as I do.’
‘Why don’t you work, Edwin?’ I asked.
‘Lucy doesn’t like bustle.’ He seemed to think it explanation enough. ‘We’d be perfectly happy if Malcolm trebled Lucy’s trust fund, as he ought to. He has millions, we live in a hovel. It’s not fair.’
‘Doesn’t Lucy despise money?’ I asked. ‘And people who have it? Do you want her to become what she despises?’
Edwin glared.
Lucy looked at me blandly. ‘There’s no such state as perfection,’ she said.
I drove back to Reading, to the hospital that had an emergency room open all evening, and there got my shoulder and upper arm cleaned and stitched. There were three cuts, it seemed, variously deep but nothing frightful, and they had long stopped bleeding: with the stitches, they would heal almost instantly. The staff advised painkillers pro tern. I thanked them and eventually drove to Cookham feeling more than slightly tired but chiefly hungry, and having remedied both conditions satisfactorily, set off again next morning to ride. There was no problem there with the stitches: they were tender to the touch and stiff when I lifted my arm, but that was all.
Restored yet again in spirit by the dose of fresh air, I took a lazy day off from the emotional battering of the family and went to London to get my American and Australian visas. It was only a week since I’d ridden Park Railings at Cheltenham and it felt like eternity. I bought a new sweater and had my hair cut and thought about Ursula ‘wandering about’ through days of escape. One could wander for hours in London, thinking one’s thoughts.
On an impulse, I telephoned Joyce, not expecting her to be in.
‘Darling,’ she yelled. ‘I’m going out. Bridge. Where are you?’
‘In a phone box.’
‘Where’s your father?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘Darling, you’re infuriating. What did you ring for?’
‘I suppose… just to hear your voice.’
It seemed to stump her entirely. ‘Are you out of your head? You tell that old bugger… tell him…’ She choked on it.
‘That you’re glad he’s alive?’ I suggested.
‘Don’t let the old sod get blown up.’
‘No,’ I said.
‘Must rush, darling. Don’t break your neck. ‘Bye…’
‘ ‘Bye now,’ I said.
I wondered if she ever talked on the telephone except at the top of her voice. The decibels were comforting, somehow. At least she never sounded bored. I would rather infuriate her than bore her, I thought.
I went unhurriedly back to Cookham and in the evening bent again to Norman West’s notes.,
Of Edwin, he had said:
Mr Edwin Pembroke (53) né Bugg, lives with his wife Lucy in No 3 Wrothsay Farm Cottages, near Marlow. One son (15), attends state school, bicycles to school, has latchkey, gets his own tea, goes upstairs, does homework, working for exams, conscientious, doesn’t know if his parents were around on the Friday or Tuesday at specified hours, doesn’t expect so. He comes downstairs about 8 or 9 pm, they all eat vegetarian meal then. (No TV!) Mrs L. cooks in a wok. Mr E. washes up.
Mr E. does the housework (not much) and shopping, mostly vegetables. He spends hours reading in public library (librarians agree). Goes to pub, spends more hours over one beer (barman indignant). Takes laundry to laundromat. Listens to radio. Spends hours doing crossword puzzles. (The garden’s untidy. Mr E. doesn’t like gardening. They grow only runner beans, they’re easy.)
Mr E. and Mrs L. share an old Hillman, which Mr E. mostly drives. (Mrs L. has licence.) Car dusty and rusty, no dents.
Mr E. good-looking man, complete drone (my opinion). Idle life suits him. Mr E’s idle life seems to suit Mrs L. also-no accounting for people. She does less than he does, come to think. Mr E. has sharp sarcastic manner on occasions. Detests Mr Ian, curses Mr Pembroke but at same time wants money from him (!). Definitely thinks of Mr Pembroke’s money too much, broods on it, talked about it all the time.
End of enquiry.
Of Lucy, among other things, he had written:
Mrs L. spends large parts of the day unaware of what’s going on around her (my opinion). I had to repeat several questions. It seemed she didn’t hear me, but nothing wrong with her ears. She listens to things going on in her own head (can’t put it very well). Has no alibis for Friday or Tuesday. Can’t remember where she was. (I believe it.) Goes for rambling walks. Mrs L. very troubled over something, but wouldn’t say what. She ate a tinful of peanuts while I was there, looked surprised when they’d gone.
So much for Lucy and Edwin, I thought. What about Donald and Helen?
Donald Pembroke (44) eldest of Mr Pembroke’s offspring, lives at Marblehill House, detached chalet-style house which goes with his job, Secretary, Marblehill Golf Club (rich club, high fees) near Henley-on-Thomas. Long waiting list for membership, rich members.
Mr D. has staff (green keeper, club steward, etc). He himself oversees and runs the whole place, is said to be good at it, members like him, say he gets things done, runs tight ship, decent bar, club rooms, tournaments etc, always listens to and deals with complaints, seen as friend, authority figure, social equal. Mr D. likes his work. His social standing extremely important to him (my opinion). Keeps up high appearances.
As to alibis for the Friday and Tuesday in question: no alibis ascertainable. Is always ‘round the place’, never at any place at set hours except first thing in the mornings (9 am) to see to post with office staff. Has Mondays off, works Saturdays and Sundays.
Walks to work (barely 100 yds). Usually returns home at 7 pm (much earlier in winter), sometimes stays until bar closes. Often walks round later to see all is well everywhere. Dedicated.
Mr D. has daughter in art school, high fees. Also twin sons who have started this term at Eton, previously at good prep, school. (How does he afford it?)
Mr D. drives silver Mercedes, 2 years old. Clean. No marks of collision with Mr Ian.
Mr D. thinks it’s very bad news Mr Ian is back in Mr Pembroke’s favour. Certain to mean less inheritance for him (Mr D.). He’s angry about that. But he also thinks Mr Ian the only one who can persuade Mr Pembroke to distribute some wealth now. Sees no inconsistency in these beliefs. (He’ll use Mr Ian, doesn’t have to trust him, he said.) Thinks Mr Pembroke’s recent expenditure unreasonable, ‘insane’ (!). Says he’s senile.
Mr D. gave me rapid answers; busy. Says his financial affairs were none of my business, edgy on subject. Is he in debt? (My opinion, considering his expenses, probably.) Champagne lifestyle.
End of enquiry.
And Helen?
Mrs Helen Pembroke (43) wife of Mr D. Very good looking lady. Very worried, wouldn’t say what about.
I interviewed her in Marblehill House - big name for fairly ordinary-sized three-bedroom, nice sitting-room, though, overlooking golf course. Good furniture, appearance of wealth.
Mrs H. works at home (on dustsheet in dining-room) painting views of Henley by hand onto plates, jugs, boxes; all china. Very quick, very good (to my eyes), nice pictures. They go off to be glazed, she said, then sell in local shops. Reasonably paid, she says. (What’s reasonable? She says her work was to be seen as a hobby. Mr D. refers to it in that way.)
Mrs H. works alone nearly every day, no alibis for Friday or Tuesday. Sometimes drives into Henley to shop, no regular pattern. Mrs H. has white Cavalier, clean, no dents.
No children at home. Daughter shares flat with friends near art school (more expense).
Mrs H. ultra-loyal to Mr D. Says my enquiries unnecessary. Says it’s ridiculous to suppose Mr D. would attack his father. Out of the question. (My opinion, she wasn’t too sure.) They need more cash badly (my opinion).
Mrs H. mostly shares Mr D’s opinion of Mr Ian, but doesn’t seem to dislike him personally.
End of enquiry.
On Friday morning, I called in on a public library and looked up ‘explosives’ in encyclopaedias. Ammonium nitrate was there, also the proportion of fertiliser to diesel oil needed, also the formula for relating volume to kilos. The knowledge was available to anyone who sought it.
On Friday after lunch I went to the Marblehill Golf Club and found Donald in the clubroom placating a foursome who had arrived late and missed their game.
‘Go over to the house,’ he said when he saw me. ‘I can’t talk here.’ He turned decisively back to the problem in hand and I did what I was told, like a good little brother.
Helen was resigned more than annoyed to see me. ‘Ferdinand said you would come, and we had the police here yesterday. Not that we could tell them anything, or you either.’
She was wearing a painter’s smock over jeans and looked dressed by Dior. She took me into the sitting-room and pointed to a chair, and with unconscious grace sat herself half-on, half-off a polished table, raising her wrists to keep her paint-smudged hands away from the furniture.
Donald came bustling in, telling me he could give me ten minutes. ‘Don’t see what you can do,’ he said. ‘Leave it to the police.’
‘What did they ask you?’
‘About Fred blowing up the tree stump. I said yes, of course we’d been there. Helen and I weren’t then married. It was the first time she’d met Malcolm, she was staying the weekend.’
‘Saturday morning,’ she said, nodding. ‘The gardener came in specially to blow up the tree trunks. Not something one would forget, seeing him knocked flat. I took a photograph of the tree roots afterwards. It’s still in one of our albums.’
‘And the time-switch clocks, do you remember those?’ I asked.
‘Naturally,’ Donald said.
Helen added, ‘Dear Thomas made two for our boys for their birthday once, when they could just tell the time.’ She had said Dear Thomas, I noticed, as if she had meant it, not as Berenice said it. ‘They got lost in one of our moves.’
‘Where’s Malcolm?’ Donald asked brusquely.
‘I don’t know.’
‘You’re lying,’ he said, but for once I wasn’t. Malcolm and Ramsey Osborn had left the Osborn residence, according to the female voice on the line the evening before, and had given her no number at which they could be reached. I could try again tomorrow, she said. Mr Osborn should have let her know by then; he usually did.
‘Did either of you,’ I asked, ‘trace Malcolm to Cambridge the weekend he was put in the car?’
I hadn’t expected any answer but negative, but the question came at them unexpectedly and Helen practically jumped.
‘Did you?’ I said to her.
‘No, of course not,’ Donald said quickly. ‘We had no way of knowing he would go to Newmarket Sales, if that’s what you’re inferring.’
‘The hotel at Cambridge said three people - two men and a
woman - had asked if Malcolm was staying there,’ I said. ‘One was Norman West, who were the others? I’m not saying you went to Newmarket Sales, just did one of you trace Malcolm?’
They looked at me glumly. Then Helen said, ‘I suppose so.’
‘Why?’ I asked.
Donald cleared his throat, I needed his signature on a guarantee.’
‘Go on, what guarantee?’
‘For a temporary bank loan.’ He swallowed. ‘I thought he might…’
‘We had to have the money in a hurry,’ Helen said. ‘The bank manager told Donald we could borrow it if Malcolm would guarantee it. Then we couldn’t get hold of Malcolm. We had to think where he might be, and he’s always going to Cambridge. Donald and I just talked about it, guessing, wondering… And then, well, Donald went over to the club house and I just picked up the AA book and found those hotels in Cambridge, and without really believing in it I tried two… only two… and he was there, at the second. When Donald came home I told him and the extraordinary thing was, he’d had the same idea and got the same result.’ She paused. ‘We were pretty desperate, you see.’
‘Don’t say that,’ Donald said.‘ “Desperate“ gives the wrong picture.’
‘What did you need the money for?’ I asked.
They looked at each other, foreheads wrinkled in worry. Finally, reluctantly, but as if coming to a decision, Donald said, ‘We had some interest to pay unexpectedly. I had negotiated three months’ deferment of interest on a loan, or at least I thought I had, and then I got a threatening demand. I had to pay at once or they’d start proceedings.’ The desperation he said wasn’t there, definitely had been; it still echoed in his voice, i couldn’t have it getting around the golf club, could I?’ he demanded. ‘No one in the family could lend me a large sum in a hurry. Our ordinary bank overdraft is always at maximum. The finance company was inflexible. I knew Malcolm wouldn’t give me the money, he has those stupid warped views, but I did think he might guarantee… just for a short while…’
To save the whole pack of cards collapsing, perhaps he might. Malcolm wasn’t cruel. He’d lent Edwin money sometimes in the past. Donald, I thought, had stood a good chance.
‘But when you’d found where he was, you didn’t get in touch with him, did you?’
‘No,’ Donald said, i didn’t relish telling Malcolm our troubles. I didn’t want to look a fool, and Helen thought of a different way out.’
I looked at her enquiringly.
‘Popped my baubles,’ she said with a brave attempt at lightness. ‘Took them to London. All my lovely rocks.’ She held her head high, refusing to cry.
‘Pawned them?’ I said.
‘We’ll get them back,’ she said valiantly, trying to believe it.
‘What day did you pop them?’
‘Wednesday. Donald took the money in cash to the finance company, and that gives us a three-months’ breather.’
Wednesday, I thought. The day after someone had failed to kill Malcolm at Newmarket.
‘When did the finance company start threatening you?’
‘The Thursday before,’ Helen said. ‘They gave us a week. They were utterly beastly, Donald said.’
‘Vivien tried to get Malcolm to give us some money,’ Donald said with resentment, ‘and he flatly refused.’
‘Well,’ I said, half smiling, ‘she called him an evil, wicked, vindictive tyrant, and that’s not the best way in the world to persuade Malcolm to be generous. If she’d used honey, she might have succeeded.’
Helen said, ‘You’re the only one he’ll listen to. I don’t care if you get millions more than us. All the others are furious about it, they don’t believe it about equal shares in his will, but I don’t care. If you could just… I mean…’
‘I’ll try,’ I promised, ‘but the equal shares are true.’
It fell on deaf ears. They believed what they believed, the whole lot of them, feeding and reinforcing their fears every time they consulted.
I left Donald and Helen among their antique furniture and behind their shaky facade and trundled along to Quantum to see how things were developing.
Not fast, was the answer. The place was abandoned except for a solitary uniformed policeman sitting in a police car outside what had been the front door. One could see right through the house now. The tarpaulin that had hung from the roof had come down. The policeman was the one who had accompanied me on my tour of peering in through the windows, and I gathered he was pleased to have a visitor to enliven a monotonous stint.
He picked up his car radio and spoke into it to the effect that MrIan Pembroke had come by. A request came back, which he relayed to me: would Mr Pembroke please drop in at the police station when he left? Mr Pembroke would.
The policeman and I walked round to the back of the house. Mr Smith had gone, also his helpers. The last of the rubble was away from the house and overflowing a skip. A flat black plastic sheet, the sort used for roofing hayricks, lay where a week ago the walls of my bedroom had come tumbling down. The interior doors had been sealed with plywood, like the windows, to deter looters, and the broken end of the staircase had been barred off. A house with its centre torn out; a thirty-foot yawn between surviving flanks.
‘It looks terrible,’ I said, and the policeman agreed.
Arthur Bellbrook was cleaning his spades, getting ready to leave. I gave him a cheque for his wages for that week and the next, and added a chunk for the care of the dogs. He gave me dignified thanks. He hoped Mr Pembroke was all right, poor man, and I said I thought so.
I had my picture in the paper,’ he said. ‘Did you see it?’
I said I was sorry I hadn’t.
‘Oh, well. I did.’ He shrugged disappointedly and set off homewards, and I walked down to where he’d earlier been digging potatoes, and then further, to check that the nettles were still untrampled on the far side of the wall.
The green sea looked dusty and ageing but upright. They too, I supposed, would die with the frost.
The policeman was watching me incuriously. I stopped and stared at the house from a distance, giving the impression that that’s why I had gone as far as I had, and then walked back and took my leave. The house from a distance looked just as bad, if not worse.
Superintendent Yale shook my hand. Things were almost friendly at the police station but they were no nearer discovering who had planted the bomb. Enquiries were proceeding, the superintendent said, and perhaps I could help.
‘Fire away,’ I said.
‘We interviewed the former gardener, Fred Perkins,’ Yale said. ‘We asked him about the tree stump and what he used to blow it up. Besides cordite, that is. What sort of a fuse.’
I was interested. ‘What did he say? Does he remember?’
‘He said he’d got the black powder and some detonators and some fuse cord from a quarryman friend of his. The black powder was in the box which we saw, the detonators were in a separate tin with the cord and the instructions.’
‘The instructions!’ I repeated incredulously.
‘Yes.’ He sighed. ‘Fred Perkins says he followed the instructions because he’d never blown anything up before. He said he used a bit of extra black powder just to make sure.’
‘It was quite an explosion.’
‘Yes. We asked him what he’d done with the other detonators. He says Mr Pembroke took them away from him that morning, when he came running out of the house. We need to ask Mr Pembroke what he did with them, so… er… where is he?’
‘I really don’t know,’ I said slowly, ‘and that’s the truth. I can probably find him, but it’ll take a day or two.’ I thought for a moment, then said, ‘Surely he would have thrown away those detonators years ago.’
If he had any sense he wouldn’t have thrown them anywhere,’ Yale said. ‘Mr Smith says you handle detonators with extreme caution if you don’t want to lose a finger or an eye. They can explode if you knock or drop them or make them too warm. Mr Pembroke’s correct course would have been to turn them over to the police.’
‘Maybe he did,’ I said.
‘We’d like to find out.’
‘But would detonators still detonate after twenty years?’ I asked.
‘Mr Smith thinks it possible, perhaps likely. He wouldn’t take any liberties, he said.’
‘What does a detonator look like?’ I asked.
He hesitated, but said, ‘Mr Smith said we might be looking for a small aluminium tube about the thickness of a pencil or slightly less, about six centimetres long. He says that’s what the army used. He used to be in the Royal Engineers. He says the tube contains fulminate of mercury, and the word “fulminate” means to flash like lightning.’
‘He should know.’
‘Fred Perkins can’t clearly remember what his detonators looked like. He remembers he had to fasten the cord into the end of the tube with pliers. Crimp it in. Mr Smith says civilians who touch explosives should be certified.’
I reflected. ‘Did Mr Smith find out exactly what the Quantum bomb was made of?’
‘Yes. ANFO, as he thought. He said the whole thing was amateur in the extreme.’
‘Amateurs,’ I said dryly, ‘run faster than anyone else.’
As an amateur, I went to Kempton Park the next day and on Young Higgins beat the hell out of a lot of professionals.
I didn’t know what possessed me. It seemed that I rode on a different plane. I knew it was the horse who had to be fast enough; the jockey, however determined, couldn’t do it on his own. Young Higgins seemed inspired and against more formidable opponents than at Sandown produced a totally different race.
There were no aunts riding this time, no lieutenant-colonels falling off. No earl’s son to chat to. No journalist to make it look easy. For some reason, George and Jo had entered Young Higgins in a high-class open three-mile steeplechase, and I was the only amateur in sight.
I’d ridden against an all-professional field of top jockeys a few times before, and it was usually a humbling experience. I had the basic skills and a good deal of touch. I could get horses settled and balanced. I liked speed, I liked the stretch of one’s spirit: but there was always a point against top professionals at which that wasn’t enough.
George and Jo were unfussed. Young Higgins was fitter than at Sandown, they thought, and at Kempton there was no hill to tire him. They were bright-eyed and enthusiastic, but not especially hopeful. ‘We didn’t want to change you for a professional,’ they said in explanation. ‘It wouldn’t have been fair.’
Maybe not fair, but prudent, I thought. The top pros raced with sharper eyes, better tactics, more strength, quicker reactions. Theirs was an intenser determination, a fiercer concentration. Humour was for before and after, not during. Race-riding was their business, besides their pleasure, and some of them thought of amateur opponents as frivolous unfit nuisances who caused accidents and endangered lives.
Perhaps because of an arrogant desire to prove them wrong, perhaps because of the insights and realities I’d faced in a traumatic week, perhaps because of Young Higgins himself: I rode anywaywith a new sharp reveiationary perception of what was needed for winning, and the horse and I came home in front by four lengths to a fairly stunned silence from the people on the stands who’d backed everything else on the card but us.
George and Jo were vindicated and ecstatic. Young Higgins tossed his head at the modest plaudits. A newspaperman labelled the result as a fluke.
I’d cracked it, I thought. I’d graduated. That had been real professional riding. Satisfactory. But I was already thirty-three. I’d discovered far too late the difference between enjoyment and fire. I’d needed to know it at nineteen or twenty. I’d idled it away.
‘This is no time,’ Jo said laughing, ‘to look sad.’







Seventeen
I flew to New York two days later, still not knowing where to find Malcolm.
The voice at Stamford, Connecticut, always helpful but uninformed, had thought, the previous evening, that the gentlemen might have gone back to Kentucky: they’d been talking of buying a horse that they’d seen there a week earlier. Another horse, not the one they’d bought yesterday.
It was just as well, I thought, that Donald and Helen and Thomas and Berenice and Edwin and Lucy and Vivien and Joyce didn’t know. That Gervase, Ursula, Alicia, Ferdinand, Debs and Serena hadn’t heard. All fourteen of them would have fallen upon Malcolm and torn him apart.
I chose New York for the twin reasons that Stamford, Connecticut, was barely an hour and a halPs drive away (information from the voice) and that everyone should see New York some time. My journeys before that had been only in Europe, to places like Paris, Rome, Athens and Oslo. Beaches and race-meetings and temples. Horses and gods.
I was heading for a hotel on 54th Street, Manhattan, that the voice had recommended: she would tell Mr Pembroke I would be there, as soon as she knew where Mr Pembroke was. It seemed as good an arrangement as any.
Superintendent Yale didn’t know I’d left England, nor did any of the family. I sighed with deep relief on the aeroplane and thought about the visits I’d made the day before to Alicia and Vivien. Neither had wanted to see me and both had been abrasive, Alicia in the morning, Vivien in the afternoon.
Alicia’s flat outside Windsor was spacious and overlooked the Thames, neither of which pleasures seemed to please her. She did reluctantly let me in, but was unplacated by my admiration of her view.
She was, in fact, looking youthfully pretty in a white wool dress and silver beads. Her hair was pulled high in a velvet bow on the crown, and her neat figure spoke of luck or dieting. She had a visitor with her already when I called, a fortyish substantial-looking man introduced coquettishly as Paul, who behaved with unmistakable lordliness, the master in his domain. How long, I wondered, had this been going on?
‘You might have said you were coming,’ Alicia complained. ‘Ferdinand said you would, some time. I told him to tell you not to.’
‘It seemed best to see everyone,’ I said neutrally.
‘Then hurry up,’ she said. ‘We’re going out to lunch.’
‘Did Ferdinand tell you about Malcolm’s new will?’
‘He did, and I don’t believe a word of it. You’ve always been Malcolm’s wretched little pet. He should have sent you back to Joyce when I left. I told him to. But would he listen? No, he wouldn’t.’
‘That was twenty years ago,’ I protested.
‘And nothing’s changed. He does what he likes. He’s utterly selfish.’
Paul listened to the conversation without stirring and with scant apparent interest but he did, it seemed, have his influence. With an arch look at him, Alicia said, ‘Paul says Gervase should force Malcolm to give him power of attorney.’
I couldn’t off-hand think of anything less likely to happen.
‘Have you two known each other long?’ I asked.
‘No,’ Alicia said, and the look she gave Paul was that of a flirt of sixteen.
I asked her if she remembered the tree stump. ‘Of course. I was furious with Malcolm for letting Fred do anything so ridiculous. The boys might have been hurt.’
And did she remember the switches? How could she forget them, she said, they’d been all over the house. Not only that, Thomas had made another one for Serena some time later. It had sat in her room gathering dust. Those clocks had all been a pest.
‘You were good to me in those old days,’ I said.
She stared. There was almost a softening round her eyes, but it was transitory, i had to be,’ she said acidly. ‘Malcolm insisted.’
‘Weren’t you ever happy?’ I asked.
‘Oh, yes.’ Her mouth curled in a malicious smile. ‘When Malcolm came to see me, when he was married to Joyce. Before that weaselly detective spoiled it.
I asked her if she had engaged Norman West to find Malcolm in Cambridge.
She looked at me with wide empty eyes and said blandly, ‘No, I didn’t. Why would I want to? I didn’t care where he was.’
‘Almost everyone wanted to find him to stop him spending his money.’
‘He’s insane,’ she said. ‘Paranoid. He should hand control over to Gervase, and make sure that frightful Ursula isn’t included. She’s the wrong wife for Gervase, as I’ve frequently told him.’
‘But you didn’t ask Norman West to find Malcolm?’
‘No, I didn’t,’ she said very sharply. ‘Stop asking that stupid question.’ She turned away from me restlessly. ‘It’s high time you went.’
I thought so too, on the whole. I speculated that perhaps the presence of Paul had inhibited her from saying directly to my face the poison she’d been spreading behind my back. They would dissect me when I’d gone. He nodded coolly to me as I left. No friend of mine, I thought.
If my visit to Alicia had been unfruitful, my call on Vivien was less so. Norman West’s notes had been minimal: name, address, sorting magazines, no alibis. She wouldn’t answer any of my questions either, or discuss any possibilities. She said several times that Malcolm was a fiend who was determined to destroy his children, and that I was the devil incarnate helping him. She hoped we would both rot in hell. (I thought devils and fiends might flourish there, actually.)
Meanwhile, I said, had she employed Norman West to find Malcolm in Cambridge? Certainly not. She wanted nothing to do with that terrible little man. If I didn’t remove myself from her doorstep she would call in the police.
It can’t be much fun,’ I said, ‘living with so much hatred in your head.’
She was affronted. ‘What do you mean?’
‘No peace. All anger. Very exhausting. Bad for your health.’
‘Go away,’ she said, and I obliged her.
I drove back to Cookham and spent a good deal of the evening on the telephone, talking to Lucy about Thomas and to Ferdinand about Gervase. ‘We are all our brothers’ keepers,’ Lucy said, and reportedthat Thomas was spending most of the time asleep. ‘Retreating,’ Lucy said.
Lucy had spoken to Berenice. ‘Whatever did you say to her, Ian? She sounds quite different. Subdued. Can’t see it lasting long, can you? I told her Thomas was all right and she started blubbing.’
Lucy said she would keep Thomas for a while, but not for his natural span.
Ferdinand, when he heard my voice, said, ‘Where the hell have you been? All I get is your answering machine. Did you find out who killed Moira?’ There was anxiety, possibly, in his voice.
‘I found out a few who didn’t,’ I said.
‘That’s not what I asked.’
‘Well,’ I said, ‘like you with your computer, I’ve fed in a lot of data.’
‘And the result?’
‘The wheels are turning.’
‘Computers don’t have wheels. Come to think of it, though, I suppose they do. Anyway, you’ve left a whole trail of disasters behind you, haven’t you? I hear Thomas has left Berenice, and as for Gervase, he wants your guts for taking Ursula out to lunch. Did you do that? Whatever for? You know how possessive he is. There’s a hell of a row going on.’
‘If you want to hang on to Debs,’ I said, ‘don’t listen to Alicia.’
‘What the hell’s that got to do with Gervase and Ursula having a row?’ he demanded.
‘Everything.’
He was furious. ‘You’ve always got it in for Alicia.’
‘The other way round. She’s a dedicated troublemaker who’s cost you one wife already.’ He didn’t immediately answer. I said, ‘Gervase is knocking back a fortune in scotch.’
‘What’s that got to do with anything?’
‘How do you cope so well with illegitimacy?’
‘What?’
‘Everything’s linked. So long, pal. See you.’ I put the receiver down with a sigh, and ate dinner, and packed.
In the morning, having paid a few bills, I took the hired car to Heathrow and turned it in there and, with a feeling of shackles dropping off, hopped into the air.
*     *     *
I spent four nights in New York before I found Malcolm; or before he found me, to be more precise.
In daily consultations, the Stamford voice assured me that 1 wasn’t forgotten, that the message would one day get through. I had a vision of native bearers beating through jungles, but it wasn’t like that, it transpired. Malcolm and Ramsey had simply been moving from horse farm to horse farm through deepest Kentucky, and it was from there he finally phoned at eight-ten in the morning.
‘What are you doing in New York?’ he demanded.
‘Looking at skyscrapers,’ I said.
I thought we were meeting in California.’
‘Well, we are,’ I said. ‘When?’
‘What’s today?’
‘Friday.’
‘Hang on.’
I heard him talking in the background, then he returned. ‘We’re just going out to see some horses breeze. Ramsey reserved the rooms from tomorrow through Saturday at the Beverly Wilshire, he says, but he and I are going to spend a few more days here now. You go to California tomorrow and I’ll join you, say, on Wednesday.’
‘Couldn’t you please make it sooner? I do need to talk to you.’
‘Did you find something out?’ His voice suddenly changed gear, as if he’d remembered almost with shock the world of terrors he’d left behind.
‘A few things.’
‘Tell me.’
‘Not on the telephone. Not in a hurry. Go and see the horses breeze and meet me tomorrow.’ I paused. ‘There are horses in California. Thousands of them.’
He was quiet for a few moments, then he said, i owe it to you. I’ll be there,’ and disconnected.
I arranged my air ticket and spent the rest of the day as I’d spent all the others in New York, wandering around, filling eyes and ears with the city… thinking painful private thoughts and coming to dreadful conclusions.
Malcolm kept his word and, to my relief, came without Ramsey who had decided Stamford needed him if Connecticut were to survive. Ramsey, Malcolm said, would be over on Wednesday, we would allhave three days at the races and go to Australia on Saturday night.
He was crackling with energy, the eyes intensely blue. He and Ramsey had bought four more horses in partnership, he said in the first three minutes, and were joining a syndicate to own some others down under.
A forest fire out of control, I thought, and had sympathy for my poor brothers.
The Beverly Wilshire gave us a suite with brilliant red flocked wallpaper in the sitting-room and vivid pink and orange flowers on a turquoise background in the bedrooms. There were ornate crimson curtains, filmy cream inner curtains, a suspicion of lace, an air of Edwardian roguishness brought up to date. Rooms to laugh in, I thought. And with little wrought-iron balconies outside the bowed windows looking down on a pool with a fountain and gardens and orange trees, not much to complain of.
We dined downstairs in a bar that had tables at one end and music, and Malcolm said I looked thinner.
‘Tell me about the horses,’ I said; and heard about them through the smoked salmon, the salad, the veal and the coffee.
‘Don’t worry,’ he said, near the beginning. ‘They’re not all as expensive as Blue Clancy and Chrysos. We got all four for under a million dollars, total, and they’re two-year-olds ready to run. Good breeding; the best. One’s by Alydar, even.’
I listened, amused and impressed. He knew the breeding of all his purchases back three generations, and phrases like ‘won a stakes race’ and ‘his dam’s already produced Group I winners’ came off his tongue as if he’d been saying them all his life.
‘Do you mind if I ask you something?’ I said eventually.
‘I won’t know until you ask.’
‘No… urn… just how rich are you?’
He laughed. ‘Did Joyce put you up to that question?’
‘No. I wanted to know for myself.’
‘Hm.’ He thought. ‘I can’t tell you to the nearest million. It changes every day. At a rough estimate, about a hundred million pounds. It would grow now of its own accord at the rate of five million a year if I never lifted a finger again, but you know me, that would be boring, I’d be dead in a month.’
‘After tax?’ I said.
‘Sure.’ He smiled. ‘Capital gains tax usually. I’ve spent a year’s investment income after tax on the horses, that’s all. Not as much asthat on all those other projects that the family were going bananas about. I’m not raving mad. There’ll be plenty for everyone when I pop off. More than there is now. I just have to live longer. You tell them that.’
I told them you’d said in your will that if you were murdered, it would all go to charity.’
‘Why didn’t I think of that?’
‘Did you think any more of letting the family have some of the lucre before you… er… pop off?’
‘You know my views on that.’
‘Yes, I do.’
‘And you don’t approve.’
‘I don’t disapprove in theory. The trust funds were generous when they were set up. Many fathers don’t do as much. But your children aren’t perfect and some of them have got into messes. If someone were bleeding, would you buy them a bandage?’
He sat back in his chair and stared moodily at his coffee.
‘Have they sent you here to plead for them?’ he asked.
‘No. I’ll tell you what’s been happening, then you can do what you like.’
‘Fair enough,’ he said, ‘but not tonight.’
‘All right.’ I paused. ‘I won a race at Kempton, did you know?’
‘Did you really?’ He was instantly alive with interest, asking for every detail. He didn’t want to hear about his squabbling family with its latent murderer. He was tired of being vilified while at the same time badgered to be bountiful. He felt safe in California although he had, I’d been interested to discover, signed us into the hotel as Watson and Watson.
‘Well, you never know, do you?’ he’d said. ‘It may say in the British papers that Blue Clancy’s coming over, and Ramsey says this hotel is the centre for the Breeders’ Cup organisers. They’re having reception rooms here, and buffets. By Wednesday, he says, this place will be teeming with the international racing crowd. So where, if someone wanted to find me, do you think they’d look first?’
I think Norman West gave us good advice.’
‘So do I.’
The Watsons, father and son, breakfasted the following morning out in the warm air by the pool, sitting in white chairs beside a whitetable under a yellow sun umbrella, watching the oranges ripen amid dark green leaves, talking of horrors.
I asked him casually enough if he remembered Fred and the tree roots.
‘Of course I do,’ he said at once. ‘Bloody fool could have killed himself.’ He frowned. ‘What’s that got to do with the bomb at Quantum?’
‘Superintendent Yale thinks it may have given someone the idea.’
He considered it. ‘I suppose it might.’
‘The superintendent, or some of his men, asked old Fred what he’d used to set off the cordite…’ I told Malcolm about the cordite still lying around in the tool shed’… and Fred said he had some detonators, but after that first bang, you came out and took them away.’
‘Good Lord, I’d forgotten that. Yes, so I did. You were all there, weren’t you? Pretty well the whole family?’
‘Yes, it was one of those weekends. Helen says it was the first time she met you, she was there too, before she was married to Donald.’
He thought back, i don’t remember that. I just remember there being a lot of you.’
‘The superintendent wonders if you remember what happened to the detonators after you’d taken them away.’
He stared. ‘It’s twenty years ago, must be,’ he protested.
‘It might be the sort of thing you wouldn’t forget.’
He shook his head doubtfully.
‘Did you turn them over to the police?’
‘No.’ He was definite about that, anyway. ‘Old Fred had no business to have them, but I wouldn’t have got him into trouble, or the friend he got them from, either. I’ll bet they were nicked.’
‘Do you remember what they looked like?’ I asked.
‘Well, yes, I suppose so.’ He frowned, thinking, pouring out more coffee. ‘There was a row of them in a tin, laid out carefully in cotton wool so that they shouldn’t roll about. Small silverish tubes, about two and a half inches long.’
‘Fred says they had instructions with them.’
He laughed. ‘Did he? A do-it-yourself bomb kit?’ He sobered suddenly. ‘I suppose it was just that. I don’t remember the instructions, but I dare say they were there.’
‘You did realise they were dangerous, didn’t you?’
I probably did, but all those years ago ordinary people didn’tknow so much about bombs. I mean, not terrorist bombs. We’d been bombed from the air, but that was different. I should think I took the detonators away from Fred so he shouldn’t set off any more explosions, not because they were dangerous in themselves, if you see what I mean?’
‘Mm. But you did know you shouldn’t drop them?’
‘You mean if I’d dropped them, I wouldn’t be here talking about it?’
‘According to the explosives expert working at Quantum, quite likely not.’
‘I never worked with explosives, being an adjutant.’ He buttered a piece of croissant, added marmalade and ate it. His service as a young officer in his war had been spent in arranging details of troop movements and as assistant to camp commanders, often near enough to the enemy but not seeing the whites of their eyes. He never spoke of it much: it had been history before I was born.
‘I remembered where the cordite was, even after all this time,’ 1 said. ‘If you imagine yourself going into the house with this tin of detonators, where would you be likely to put it? You’d put it where you would think of looking for it first, wouldn’t you?’
‘Yes,’ he nodded, ‘always my system.’ A faraway unfocused look appeared in his eyes, then he suddenly sat bolt upright.
‘I know where they are! I saw the tin not so very long ago, when I was looking for something else. I didn’t pay much attention. It didn’t even register what was in it, but I’m pretty sure now that that’s what it was. It’s a sort of sweet tin, not very big, with a picture on top.’
‘Where was it, and how long ago?’
‘Surely,’ he said, troubled, ‘they’d be duds by this time?’
‘Quite likely not.’
‘They’re in the office.’ He shrugged self-excusingly. ‘You know I never tidy that place up. I’d never find anything ever again. I’m always having to stop people tidying it.’
‘Like Moira?’
‘She could hardly bear to keep her hands off.’
‘Where in the office?’ I remembered the jumble in his desk drawer when I’d fetched his passport. The whole place was similar.
‘On top of some of the books in the breakfront bookcase. Bottom row, right over on the right-hand side, more or less out of sight when the door’s closed. On top of the Dickens.’ His face suddenly split intoa huge grin, i remember now, by God. I put it there because the picture on the tin’s lid was The Old Curiosity Shop.’
I rubbed my hand over my face, trying not to laugh. Superintendent Yale was going to love it.
‘They’re safe enough there,’ Malcolm said reasonably, ‘behind glass. I mean, no one can pick them up accidentally, can they? That’s where they are.’
I thought it highly likely that that’s where they weren’t, but I didn’t bother to say so. ‘The glass in the breakfront is broken,’ I said.
He was sorry about that. It had been his mother’s, he said, like all the books.
‘When did you see the tin there?’ I asked.
‘Haven’t a clue. Not all that long ago, I wouldn’t have thought, but time goes so quickly.’
‘Since Moira died?’
He wrinkled his forehead. ‘No, probably not. Then, before that, I was away from the house for a week or ten days when I couldn’t stand being in the same place with her and she obdurately wouldn’t budge. Before that, I was looking for something in a book. Not in Dickens, a shelf or two higher. Can’t remember what book, though I suppose I might if I went back and stood in front of them and looked at the titles. Altogether, over three months ago, I should say.’
I reflected a bit and drank my coffee. ‘I suppose the bookcase must have been moved now and then for redecorating. The books taken out…’
‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Malcolm interrupted with amusement. ‘It weighs more than a ton. The books stay inside it. Redecorating goes on around it, and not at all if I can help it. Moira tried to make me take everything out so she could paint the whole office dark green. I stuck my toes in. She had the rest of the house. That room is mine.’
I nodded lazily. It was pleasant in the sunshine. A few people were sunbathing, a child was swimming, a waiter in a white jacket came along with someone else’s breakfast. All a long way away from the ruins of Quantum.
From that quiet Sunday morning and on until Wednesday, Malcolm and I led the same remote existence, being driven round Los Angeles and Hollywood and Beverly Hills in a stretch-limousine Malcolm seemed to have hired by the yard, neck-twisting like tourists, goingout to Santa Anita racetrack in the afternoons, dining in restaurants like Le Chardonnay.
I gradually told him what was happening in the family, never pressing, never heated, never too much at one time, stopping at once if he started showing impatience.
‘Donald and Helen should send their children to state schools,’ he said moderately.
‘Maybe they should. But you sent Donald to Marlborough, and you went there yourself. Donald wants the best for his boys. He’s suffering to give them what you gave him effortlessly.’
‘He’s a snob to choose Eton.’
‘Maybe, but the Marlborough fees aren’t much less.’
‘What if it was Donald and Helen who’ve been trying to kill me?’
‘If they had plenty of money they wouldn’t be tempted.’
‘You’ve said that before, or something like it.’
‘Nothing has changed.’
Malcolm looked out of the long car’s window as we were driven up through the hills of Bel Air on the way to the racetrack.
‘Do you see those houses perched on the cliffs, hanging out over space? People must be mad to live like that, on the edge.’
I smiled. ‘You do,’ I said.
He liked Santa Anita racetrack immediately and so did I; it would have been difficult not to. Royal palms near the entrances stretched a hundred feet upward, all bare trunks except for the crowning tufts, green fronds against the blue sky. The buildings were towered and rurreted, sea-green in colour, with metal tracery of stylised palm leaves along the balconies and golden shutters over rear-facing windows. It looked more like a chateau than a racecourse, at first sight.
Ramsey Osborn had given Malcolm fistfuls of instructions and introductions and, as always, Malcolm was welcomed as a kindred spirit upstairs in the Club. He was at home from the first minute, belonging to the scene as if he’d been born there. I envied him his ease and didn’t know how to acquire it. Maybe time would do it. Maybe millions. Maybe a sense of achievement.
While he talked easily to almost strangers (soon to be cronies) about the mixing of European and American bloodlines in thoroughbreds, I thought of the phone call I’d made at dawn on Monday morning to Superintendent Yale. Because of the eight-hour timedifference, it was already afternoon with him, and I thought it unlikely I would reach him at first try. He was there, however, and came on the line with unstifled annoyance.
‘It’s a week since you telephoned.’
‘Yes, sorry.’
‘Where are you?’
‘Around,’ I said. His voice sounded as clear to me as if he were in the next room, and presumably mine to him, as he didn’t at all guess I wasn’t in England, i found my father,’ I said.
‘Oh. Good.’
I told him where Malcolm had stored the detonators. ‘On top of The Old Curiosity Shop, as appropriate.’
There was a shattered silence, i don’t believe it,’ he said.
‘The books are all old and leatherbound classics standing in full editions. Poets, philosophers, novelists, all bought years ago by my grandmother. We were all allowed to borrow a book occasionally to read, but we had to put it back. My father had us well trained.’
‘Are you saying that anyone who borrowed a book from that bookcase could have seen the detonators?’
‘Yes, I suppose so, if they’ve been there for twenty years.’
‘Did you know they were there?’
‘No. I didn’t read those sort of books much. Spent my time riding.’
Lucy, I thought, had in her teens plunged into poets as a fish into its native sea, but twenty years ago she had been twenty-two and writing her own immortality. None of the rest of us had been scholars. Some of grandmother’s books had never been opened.
‘It is incredible that when someone thought of making a bomb, the detonators were to hand,’ Yale complained.
‘Other way round, wouldn’t you think?’ I said. ‘The availability of the detonators suggested the bomb.’
‘The pool of common knowledge in your family is infuriating,’ he said. ‘No one can be proved to have special access to explosives. No one has a reliable alibi… except Mrs Ferdinand… Everyone can make a timing device and nearly all of you have a motive.’
Irritating,’ I agreed.
‘That’s the wrong word,’ he said sourly. ‘Where’s your father?’
‘Safe.’
‘You can’t stay in hiding for ever.’
‘Don’t expect to see us for a week or two. What chance is there of your solving the case?’ Enquiries were proceeding, he said with starch. If I came across any further information, I would please give it to him.
Indeed, I said, I would.
‘When I was younger,’ he said to my surprise, ‘I used to think I had a nose for a villain, that I could always tell. But since then, I’ve met embezzlers I would have trusted my savings to, and murderers I’d have let marry my daughter. Murderers can look like harmless ordinary people.’ He paused. ‘Does your family know who killed Moira Pembroke?’
I don’t think so.’
‘Please enlarge,’ he said.
‘One or two may suspect they know, but they’re not telling. I went to see everyone. No one was even guessing. No one accusing. They don’t want to know, don’t want to face it, don’t want the misery.’
‘And you?’
‘I don’t want the misery either, but I also don’t want my father killed, or myself.’
‘Do you think you’re in danger?’
‘Oh, yes,’ I said. ‘In loco Moira.’
‘As chief beneficiary?’
‘Something like that. Only I’m not chief, I’m equal. My father made a new will saying so. I’ve told the family but they don’t believe it.’
‘Produce the will. Show it to them.’
‘Good idea,’ I said. ‘Thank you.’
‘And you,’ he paused, ‘do you know, yourself?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘Guess, then.’
‘Guessing is one thing, proof is another.’
I might remind you it’s your duty …’
‘It’s not my duty,’ I interrupted without heat, ‘to go off half-cocked. My duty to my family is to get it right or do nothing.’
I said goodbye to him rather firmly and concluded, from his tone as much as his words, that the police had no more information than I had, and perhaps less: that they hadn’t managed (if they’d tried) to find out where the grey plastic clock had come from or who had bought it, which was their only lead as far as I could see and a pretty hopeless proposition. It had been a cheap mass-production clock, probably on sale in droves.
Malcolm said on one of our car journeys, after I’d been telling him about Berenice, ‘Vivien, you know, had this thing about sons.’
‘But she had a boy first. She had two.’
‘Yes, but before Donald was born, she said she wouldn’t look at the baby if it was a girl. I couldn’t understand it. I’d have liked a girl. Vivien’s self-esteem utterly depended on having a boy. She was obsessed with it. You’d have thought she’d come from some dreadful tribe where it really mattered.’
It did matter,’ I said. ‘And it matters to Berenice. All obsessions matter because of their results.’
‘Vivien never loved Lucy, you know,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘She shoved her away from her. I always thought that was why Lucy got fat and retreated into poetic fantasies.’
‘Berenice shoves off her daughters onto her mother as much as she can.’
‘Do you think Berenice murdered Moira?’ he said doubtfully.
I think she thinks that having more money would make her happier, which it probably would. If you were going to think of any… er… distribution, I’d give it to the wives as well as the husbands. Separately, I mean. So they had independence.’
‘Why?’ he said.
‘Gervase might value Ursula more if she didn’t need him financially.’
‘Ursula’s a mouse.’
‘She’s desperate.’
‘They’re all desperate,’ he said with irritation, it’s all their own faults. The fault, dear Brutus, is not in our stars but in ourselves, that we are underlings.’
I dare say,’ I said.
‘The bell captain at the hotel gave me a tip for the fourth race.’
Back to horses.
Another day, another journey.
Malcolm said, ‘What did Serena say, when you saw her?’
‘She said you could stuff your money, or words to that effect.’
Malcolm laughed.
‘She also said,’ I went on, ‘that Alicia told her you’d only tried to get custody of her that time so as to be cruel to Alicia.’
‘Alicia’s a real bitch.’
‘She’s got a lover, did you know?’ I said.
He was thunderstruck. ‘Who is he?’
‘Someone else’s husband, I should think. That’s what she likes, isn’t it?’
‘Don’t be so bloody accurate.’
Further down the road we were talking about the time-switch clocks, which had been an unwelcome piece of news to him also.
‘Thomas was best at making them, wasn’t he?’ Malcolm said. ‘He could do them in a jiffy. They were his idea originally, I think. Serena brought one over for Robin and Peter which Thomas had made for her years ago.’
I nodded. ‘A Mickey Mouse clock. It’s still there in the playroom.’
‘Serena made them a lighthouse of Lego to go with it, I remember.’ He sighed deeply. ‘I miss Coochie still, you know. The crash happened not long after that.’ He shook his head to rid it of sadness. ‘What race shall we choose for the Coochie Memorial Trophy? What do you think?’
On another day, I asked why Ferdinand didn’t mind being illegitimate when Gervase did, to the brink of breakdown.
‘I don’t know,’ Malcolm said. ‘Gervase always thinks people are sneering and laughing, even now. Someone rubbed his nose in it when he was young, you know. Told him he was rubbish, a mistake, should have been aborted. Boys can be bloody cruel. Gervase got aggressive to compensate, I suppose. Nothing ever worried Ferdinand very much. He’s like me in more than looks.’
‘Only two wives so far,’ I said incautiously.
‘Why don’t you get married?’ he asked.
I was flippant. ‘Haven’t met the one and only. Don’t want five.’
‘Don’t you trust yourself?’ he said.
Christ, I thought, that was sharp, that was penetrating. That was unfair. It was because of him that I didn’t trust myself: because in inconstancy, I felt I was very much his son.
His imprint, for better or worse, was on us all.







Eighteen
On Wednesday, the Beverly Wilshire came alive as Ramsey had prophesied and Ramsey himself blew in with gusto and plans. We would go to parties. We would go round the horse barns. We would go to a Hollywood Gala Ball.
The Breeders’ Cup organisers opened their reception room where everyone concerned with the races could have breakfast and cocktails (together if they liked) and talk about horses, could arrange cars and rickets and talk about horses, could meet the people they’d met at Epsom and Longchamp and talk about horses. Well-mannered people in good suits and silk dresses, owners whose enthusiasm prompted and funded the sport. Big bucks, big business, big fun.
Malcolm adored it. So did I. Life in high gear. Early on Friday, we went out to the racecourse to see Blue Clancy in his barn and watch him breeze round the track in his last warm-up before the big one. His English trainer was with him, and his English lad. There was heady excitement, a lot of anxiety. The orderly bustle of stable life, the smells, the swear words, the earthy humour, the pride, the affection, the jealousies, the injustices, the dead disappointments, all the same the world over.
Blue Clancy looked fine, worked well, threw Malcolm and Ramsey into back-slapping ecstasies. ‘Wait until, tomorrow,’ the trainer said cautiously, watching them. ‘We’re taking on the best in the world, don’t forget. The hot money is for a California-bred horse.’
‘What’s hot money?’ Malcolm demanded.
‘The bets made by people in the know. People with inside information.’
Who cared, Malcolm said. He couldn’t remember ever having more fun in his life: and I thought his euphoria was at least partly due to his three close approaches to losing it.
Along with a thousand others, we went to the ball, though in the stretch-limo, not a converted pumpkin, and in the vast sound stage which had lately held a split-open aeroplane for filming cabin dramas, Malcolm danced with several ladies he’d known well for two days. He spent his time laughing. He was infectious. Everyone around him lit up like nightlights, banishing gloom.
We slept, we ate breakfast, we went to the races. The smog that all week had covered the mountains everyone swore were there on the far side of the track, relented and evaporated and disclosed a sunlit rocky backdrop worthy of the occasion. Tables with tablecloths had appeared overnight throughout the Club stands, and overworked black-coated waiters sweated under huge trays of food, threading through ever-moving racegoers, never dropping the lot.
There were seven Breeders’ Cup races; various distances, variously aged horses. The first five each offered a total purse (for first, second, third and so on) of one million dollars. Blue Clancy’s race, the one-and-a-half-mile Turf, had a purse of two million, and the climactic event, the Breeders’ Cup Classic, promised three. They weren’t racing for peanuts. The owner of the winner of Blue Clancy’s race would be personally richer by six hundred and twenty-nine thousand dollars, enough to keep him in Bollinger for weeks.
We cheered home the first five winners. We went down to the saddling stalls and saw Blue Clancy prepared. We went up to the stands and bit our nails.
Five of the seven races were run on the dirt track, two on grass, of which this was the second; and most of the European horses were running on grass, the green stuff of home. Blue Clancy was taking on the Epsom Derby winner, the Arc de Triomphe winner and the winner of the Italian Derby. On paper, he looked to have an outside chance of coming fourth. In Malcolm’s and Ramsey’s eyes, he was a shoo-in. (Malcolm had learned the local jargon.)
Blue Clancy broke cleanly from the gate away on the far side of the course and his English jockey held him handily in sixth place all down the far side. Ramsey and Malcolm were looking through binoculars and muttering encouragements. Blue Clancy, not hearing them, swung into the long left-hand bottom bend in no better position and was still lying sixth when the field crossed the dirt track as they turned for home. Malcolm’s muttering grew louder. ‘Come on, you bugger. Come on.’
There was no clear leader. Three horses raced together in front, followed by a pair together, then Blue Clancy alone. Too much to do, I thought: and the agile colt immediately proved me wrong. His jockey swung him wide of the others to allow him a clear run and gave him unmistakable signals that now was the time that mattered, now, this half-minute, if never again.
Blue Clancy accelerated. Malcolm was shouting, Ramsey was speechless. Blue Clancy in third place, all the crowds roaring. Blue Clancy still faster, second now. Malcolm silent, mouth open, eyes staring. The incredible was happening, awesome, breathtaking… and Blue Clancy had definitely, indubitably won.
Malcolm’s eyes were like sapphires lit from inside. He still couldn’t speak. Ramsey grabbed him by the arm and pulled him, and the two of them ran, almost dancing, weaving through slowcoaches, making their way down to greet their champion’s return. I followed close on their heels, marvelling. Some owners were always lucky, some owners always weren’t; it was an inexplicable fact of racing life. Malcolm’s luck was stupendous. It always had been, in everything except wives. I should have known, I supposed, that it would come with him onto the track. King Midas had touched him, and Blue Clancy was his latest gold.
I wondered ironically what the family would say. The fortune he’d flung away on horses had already come back: Blue Clancy was worth at least double what he’d been before the Arc.
Chrysos, I daydreamed, would win the Derby. The tadpole film (about sharks actually, Malcolm had told me) would win at Cannes. The Pol Roger would appreciate. Everyone would see the point of not murdering the golden goose (Wrong sex, never mind. It was a lightheaded day.) We could return home to welcomes and safety.
Only it wasn’t like that. We would return home to an unassessable danger, and it was essential to be aware of it, and to plan.
Sobered as always by what lay ahead, I nevertheless went to a post-race party in fine spirits, and after that to Los Angeles airport to fly through the night to Australia. The party, the people came with us. Melbourne took up the impetus, pressing forward to its own Cup, always held on the first Tuesday in November. Everything, they told us there, stopped for the race. Schoolchildren had a holiday and the Melbourne shops closed. The Hyatt Hotel, where we stayed (Watson and Watson), had a lobby criss-crossed by people known better in Newmarket, all with the ready grins of kids out of school.
Ramsey had surpassed himself in the matter of reservations. Even to reach our floor, we had to use a special key in the elevator, and there was a private lounge up there for cocktails and breakfast (but separately). Malcolm appreciated it, took it all in his stride, ordered champagne, breathed Melbourne air and became an instant Australian.
Out at Flemington racecourse (no château), there was less sophistication than at Santa Anita, just as much enthusiasm, very good food, a much better parade ring. Malcolm found the day’s racing less compulsive than Paris or California through not owning a runner. He’d tried to remedy this on arrival, but no one would sell one of the top bunch, and he wanted nothing less. Instead, he set about gambling with method but only in tens and soon tired of it, win or lose. I left him and Ramsey in the Committee rooms and wandered down to the crowd as in Paris, and wondered how many in the throng struggled with intractable problems in their shirtsleeves, no shirts, carnival hats. When the party was over, Malcolm would grow restless and want to move on, and I wasn’t ready. Under the shade trees, surrounded by beer cans, listening to the vigorous down-under language, I searched for the solution that would cause us least grief.
There was no truly easy way out. No overlooking or dodging what had been done to Moira. But if someone could plead guilty and plead diminished responsibility owing to stress, there might be a quiet trial and a lifetime for us of visiting a sort of hospital instead of a rigorous prison. Either way, any way, there were tears in our future.
On top of that I had to be right, and I had to convince Malcolm beyond any doubt that I was. Had to convince all the family, and the police, without any mistake. Had to find a way of doing it that was peaceful and simple, for all our sakes.
I watched the Melbourne Cup from ground level, which meant in effect that I didn’t see much of it because of the other thousands doing the same. On the other hand, I was closer to the horses before and after, watching them walk, listening to comments, mostly unflattering, from knowledgeable elbowers striving for a view.
The Melbourne Cup runners were older and more rugged than stars back home. Some were eight or nine. All raced far more often, once a week not being unusual. The favourite for that day’s race had won on the course three days earlier.
They were racing for a purse of a million Australian dollars, of which sixty-five per cent went to the winner, besides a handsome gold cup. Thwarted this year, Malcolm, I imagined, would be back next year. He’d met in Paris and California several of the owners now standing in the parade ring and I could guess the envy he was feeling. No one was as passionate as a new convert.
When the race was finally off, I couldn’t hear the commentary for the exhortations around me, but it didn’t much matter: the winner was owned by one of the international owners and afterwards I found Malcolm beside the winner’s enclosure looking broody and thinking expensive thoughts.
‘Next year,’ he said.
‘You’re addicted.’
He didn’t deny it. He and Ramsey slapped each other on the back, shook hands and promised like blood brothers to meet regularly on every major racecourse in the world. Ramsey, the bulky manufacturer of millions of baseball caps, had somewhere along the line realised what ‘metal’ really meant in Malcolm’s vocabulary and from cronies they had become comfortable friends, neither feeling at an advantage over the other.
They discussed staying on in Australia but Ramsey said the baseball caps needed guidance. Malcolm wavered about going to see some gold mines in Kalgoorlie but decided on a gold share broker in Melbourne instead. We spent Melbourne Cup night in a farewell dinner, and when Ramsey had departed in the morning and left us alone in the quiet breakfast room upstairs, Malcolm looked at me as if coming down to earth for the first time since we’d left England. With a touch of despondency, he asked for how long he was to be exiled for safety’s sake.
‘But you’ve enjoyed it,’ I said.
‘God, yes.’ The remembrance flashed in his eyes. ‘But it’s not real life. We have to go back. I know I’ve avoided talking about it, it’s all dreadful. 1 know you’ve been thinking about it all this time. I could see it in your face.’
I’ve come to know them all so much better,’ I said, ‘my brothers and my sisters. I didn’t care for them all that much, you know, before Moira died. We’ve always met of course from time to time, but I’d forgotten to a great extent what we had been like as children.’ I paused for a bit, but he didn’t comment. ‘Since the bomb went off at Quantum,’ I said, ‘a great deal of the past has come back. And I’ve seen, you know, how the present has grown out of that past. How my sisters-in-law and my brother-in-law have been affected by it. How people easily believe lies, old and new. How destructive it is to yearn for the unobtainable, to be unsatisfied by anything else. How obsessions don’t go away, they get worse.’
He was silent for a while, then said, ‘Bleak.’ Then he sighed and said, ‘How much do they need, then? How much should I give them? I don’t believe in it, but I see it’s necessary. Their obsessions have got worse as I’ve grown richer. If the money wasn’t there, they’d have sorted themselves out better. Is that what you’re saying?’
‘Yes, partly.’ It hadn’t been, entirely, but as it had produced a reaction I’d wanted but hadn’t expected, I kept quiet.
‘All right, then,’ he said. ‘I’ve had a bloody good holiday and I’m feeling generous, so draw up a list of who’s to get what.’
‘All equal,’ I said.
He began to protest, but sighed instead. ‘What about you, then?’
‘I don’t know. We’ll decide about that later.’
‘I thought you wanted half a million to set up as a trainer.’
‘I’ve changed my mind. For now, anyway. There’s something else I want to do first.’
‘What’s that?’
I hesitated. I’d barely admitted it to myself, had certainly told no one else.
‘Go on,’ he urged.
‘Be a jockey. Turn professional.’
‘Good Lord,’ he said, astonished, ‘haven’t you left it too late?’
‘Maybe. We’ll see. I’ll have three or four years, perhaps. Better than not trying.’
‘You amaze me.’ He reflected. ‘Come to think of it, you’ve constantly amazed me since you came to Newmarket Sales. It seems I hardly knew you before.’
‘That’s how I feel nbout you,’ I said, ‘and about all of the family.’
We set off homewards later the same day, travelling west via Singapore. Malcolm’s gold share broker happened to be going there at the same time, so I changed places with him on the aeroplane and let the two of them say things like ‘percussion and rotary air blast drilling to get a first idea’ and ‘diamond core drilling is necessary for estimating reserves accurately’, which seemed to entertain them for hours.
I thought meantime about invitations. About invitations like meat over bear pits. The right invitation would bring the right visitor. The problem was how to make the invitation believable.
Part of the trouble was time. When we reached England, Malcolm would have been out of harm’s way for four weeks, and I for almost three. We’d been safe, and I’d had time to reflect: those on the plus side. On the minus, as far as the invitation was concerned, was the fact that it would be six weeks since Malcolm had survived in the garage, and ten since Moira had died. Would a classic trap invitation work after so long an interval? Only one thing to do: try it and see.
Malcolm’s voice was saying,’… a section assaying five point eight grams per tonne’ and a bit later,’… Big Bell’s plant milling oxide and soft rock’, and’… the future is good in Queensland, with those epithermal gold zones at Woolgar’. The broker listened and nodded and looked impressed. My old man, I thought, really knows his stuff. He’d told me at one point on our journeyings that there were roughly twenty-five hundred active gold mines in Australia and that it would soon rival or even surpass Canada as a producer. I hadn’t known gold was big in Canada. I was ignorant, he said. Canada had so far come regularly second to South Africa in the non-communist world.
We’d taught each other quite a lot, I thought, in one way and another.
I would need someone to deliver the invitation. Couldn’t do it myself.
‘Market capitalisation per ounce…’ I heard the broker saying in snatches, and’… in situ reserves based on geological interpretation…’
I knew who could deliver the invitation. The perfect person.
‘As open-cut mining cost as little as two hundred Australian dollars an ounce …’
Bully for open-cut mining, I thought, and drifted to sleep.
We left spring behind in Australia on Wednesday and came home to winter on Friday in England. Malcolm and I went back to the Ritz as Mr and Mr Watson and he promised with utmost sincerity that he wouldn’t telephone anyone, not even his London broker. I went shopping in the afternoon and then confounded him at the brandy and cigar stage late that evening by getting through to Joyce.
‘But you said…’ he hissed as he heard her voice jump as usual out of the receiver.
‘Listen,’ I hissed back. ‘Hello, Joyce.’
‘Darling! Where are you? What are you doing? Where’s your father?’
‘In Australia,’ I said.
‘What?’ she yelled.
‘Looking at gold mines,’ I said.
It made sense to her, as it would make sense to them all.
‘He went to California, I saw it in the paper,’ she said. ‘Blue Clancy won a race.’
‘We went to Australia afterwards.’
‘We? Darling, where are you now?’
‘It doesn’t matter where I am,’ I said. ‘To make it safe for us to come home, will you help to find out who killed Moira?’
‘But darling, the police have been trying for weeks… and anyway, Ferdinand says it has to be Arthur Bellbrook.’
‘It’s not Arthur Bellbrook,’ I said.
‘Why not?’ She sounded argumentative, still wanting it to be Arthur, wanting it to be the intruder from outside. ‘He could have done it easily. Ferdinand says he could have done everything. It has to be him. He had a shot-gun, Ferdinand says.’
I said, ‘Arthur didn’t use his shot-gun. More importantly, he wouldn’t have made a timing device exactly like we’d made as children, and he hadn’t a motive.’
‘He could have detested Moira.’
‘Absolutely,’ I said, ‘but why should he want to kill Malcolm, whom he liked? I saw his face when he found Malcolm was alive that morning after the bomb, and he was genuinely glad.’
‘Everyone wants it to be Arthur Bellbrook,’ she said obstinately. ‘He found her body.’
‘If the police thought he’d done it, they wouldn’t have been so suspicious of Malcolm.’
‘You’ve got an answer for everything,’ she complained.
I had myself for a while wished it to be Arthur. After all, there had been the affair of the prize vegetables (but he’d sounded philosophical about them, and would anyone kill for so little?) and he’d been in the army and might know about explosives. But he stood to lose rather than gain from Malcolm’s death, and it was beyond believing that he would trace Malcolm to Cambridge, follow him to Newmarket Sales and try to run him down. That was the work of obsession. Arthur placidly digging potatoes; Arthur enjoying the temporary fame; Arthur looking after the dogs. Arthur had been the personification of stolid, sensible balance.
Besides, whoever had tried to run Malcolm down at Newmarket had guessed Malcolm would leave the sales with me and would come to the car-park, and at that point Arthur would have had no reason to think so. He didn’t know me. Hadn’t met me until he came into the house with his shot-gun, thinking I was a burglar. I’d had to exclude Arthur, although with regret.
Joyce said, ‘Darling, how do you expect to succeed where the police have failed?’
‘The police can’t do what we can do.’
‘What do you mean? What can we do?’
I told her. Malcolm’s mouth opened and there was a long silence from Joyce.
‘Let me get this straight,’ she said eventually. ‘You want me to telephone to everyone in the family…’
Everyone? I said emphatically. ‘If a husband answers, tell him, then ask to speak to the wife, and tell her too. And vice versa.’
‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I’m to say you’re in Australia, both of you. Right?’
‘Yes.’
‘I’m to gush. Dreadful word, where did you learn it? I’m to let all this drip out as if it were of absolutely no importance but something I’ve just thought of? Darling, you can’t mean I have to ring up Alicia}’
‘Especially Alicia. Tell her I told you she has a boyfriend. That should stir her up nicely.’
‘Darling, you don’t mean it!’
‘Ask her. And… er… do you know if the police are still guarding Quantum?’
‘They told Donald that if he wanted constant guards, he’d have to get his own now. No one in the family wants to spend the money, so the police just have it on their occasional surveillance list, apparently.’
‘And has anything else much happened in the family since we’ve been away?’
‘No, nothing new. Thomas left Berenice, did you know that?’
‘Yes… Is he still with Lucy?’
‘Yes, darling, I think so. Do you want me to tell him too?’
‘You might as well.’
‘I’m to think of something to phone them about and gossip a bit, and then I’m to say that I don’t really care who killed Moira, but I don’t think the police were thorough. Is that right? They never thought of looking for her notepad, the one she used to keep in the kitchen, in one of the drawers of those dazzling white cabinets. When anyone telephoned when she was in the kitchen, which was a lot of the time, she doodled their names with stars and things round it and wrote notes like “Donald, Sunday, noon” when people were coming to visit. I’m to say the police could never have found it but I’ve just remembered it, and I wonder if it’s still there. I’m thinking of telling the police about it after the weekend. Is that right?’
‘That’s right,’ I said.
‘And I’m to say, what if she wrote down the name of her murderer?’
‘Yes,’ I said.
‘Darling, why do you think her murderer telephoned? To make an appointment to kill her? You don’t mean that, do you?’
‘To make an appointment to see her, yes. To kill her, I don’t know.’
‘But why, darling? Why do you think the killer telephoned?’
‘Because Malcolm told me she didn’t like people just dropping in,’ I said. ‘She preferred people to telephone first. And because Moira’s greenhouse can’t be seen from the road, the drive, or from any windows of Quantum. Malcolm made her put it where it was well out of sight on that patch of lawn surrounded by shrubs, because he didn’t like it. If anyone had come to see Moira unannounced that evening, they’d have found the house empty. If they’d telephoned first, she’d have said to come round to the greenhouse, that’s where she’d be.’
‘I suppose that’s logical, darling. The police always did say she knew her killer, but I didn’t want to believe it unless it was Arthur Bellbrook. He knew her. He fits all round, darling.’
If Arthur had killed her, why would he go back later and find her body?’
‘Darling, are you sure it wasn’t Arthur Bellbrook?’
‘Positive.’
‘Oh dear. All right then, darling. You want me to start those phone calls tomorrow but definitely not before ten o’clock, and to go on all day until I’ve reached everyone? You do realise, I hope, that I’m playing in a sort of exhibition bridge game tomorrow evening?’
‘Just keep plugging along.’
‘What if they’re out, or away?’
‘Same thing. If nothing happens and we get no results, I’ll phone you on Monday evening.’
‘Darling, let me go to Quantum with you.’
‘No, definitely not.’ I was alarmed. ‘Joyce, promise me you’ll stay in Surrey. Promise!’
‘Darling, don’t be so vehement. All right, I promise,’ She paused. ‘Was that old bugger in good nick when you last saw him?’
In excellent nick,’ I said.
‘Can’t help being fond of him, darling, but don’t bloody tell him I said so. Can’t go back, of course. But well, darling, if there’s one thing I regret in my life it’s getting that frightful man West to catch him with Alicia. If I’d had any bloody sense, darling, I’d have turned a blind eye and let him have his bit on the side. But there it is, I was too young to know any better.’
She said goodbye cheerfully, however, promising to do all the phone calls in the morning, and I put the receiver down slowly.
‘Did you hear any of that last bit?’ I asked Malcolm.
‘Not a lot. Something about if she’d had any sense, she wouldn’t have done something or other.’
‘Wouldn’t have divorced you,’ I said.
He stared incredulously. ‘She insisted on it.’
‘Twenty-seven years later, she’s changed her mind.’
He laughed. ‘Poor old Joyce.’ He spent no more thought on it. ‘Moira didn’t doodle on notepads that I know of.’
‘I dare say she didn’t. But if you were a murderer, would you bet on it?’
He imagined it briefly, i’d be very worried to hear from Joyce. I would think long and hard about going to Quantum to search for the notepad before she told the police.’
‘And would you go? Or would you think, if the police didn’t find it when Moira was first murdered, then it isn’t there? Or if it is there, there’s nothing incriminating on it?’
I don’t know if I would risk it. I think I would go. If it turned out to be a silly trap of Joyce’s, I could say I’d just come to see how the house was doing.’ He looked at me questioningly. ‘Are we both going down there?’
‘Yes, but not until morning. I’m jet-lagged. Don’t know about you. I need a good sleep.’
He nodded. ‘Same for me.’
‘And that shopping you were doing?’ he eyed the several Fortnum & Mason carrier bags with tall parcels inside. ‘Essential supplies?’
‘Everything I could think of. We’ll go down by train and…’
He waved his cigar in a negative gesture. ‘Car and chauffeur.’ He fished out his diary with the phone numbers. ‘What time here?’
Accordingly, we went in the morning in great comfort and approached Quantum circumspectly from the far side, not past the eyes of the village.
The chauffeur goggled a bit at the sight of the house, with its missing centre section and boarded-up windows and large new sign saying: ‘Keep out. Building unsafe.’
‘Reconstructions,’ Malcolm said.
The chauffeur nodded and left, and we carried the Fortnum & Mason bags across the windy central expanse and down the passage on the far side of the staircase, going towards the playroom.
Black plastic sheeting still covered all the exposed floor space, not taut and pegged down, but wrinkled and slack. Our feet made soft crunching noises on the grit under the plastic and there were small puddles here and there as if rain had blown in. The boarded-up doors and the barred stairs looked desolate, and far above, over the roof, the second black plastic sheet flapped like sails between the rafters.
Sad, sad house. Malcolm hadn’t seen it like that, and was deeply depressed. He looked at the very solid job the police had made of hammering the plywood to the door-frame of the playroom and asked me politely how I proposed to get in.
‘With your fingernails?’ he suggested.
I produced a few tools from one of the bags. ‘There are other shops in Piccadilly,’ I said. ‘Boy scouts come prepared.’
I’d thought it likely that I wouldn’t be able to get the plywood off easily as I understood they’d used four-inch nails, so I’d brought a hammer and chisel and a saw, and before Malcolm’s astonished gaze proceeded to dig a hole through the plywood and cut out a head-high, body-wide section instead. Much quicker, less sweat.
‘You didn’t think of all this since yesterday, did you?’ he asked.
‘No. On the plane. There were a lot of hours then.’
I freed the cut-out section and put it to one side, and we went inton the playroom. Nothing had changed in there. Malcolm fingered the bicycles when his eyes had adjusted to the partial light, and I could see the sorrow in his body.
It was by that time nine-thirty. If Joyce by any chance phoned the right person first, the earliest we could have a visitor was about half past ten. After that, anything was possible. Or nothing.
Malcolm had wanted to know what we would do if someone came.
‘All the family have keys to the outside kitchen door,’ I said. ‘We never had the locks changed, remember? Our visitor will go into the kitchen that way and we will go round and… er…’
‘Lock him in,’ Malcolm said.
‘Roughly, yes. And then talk about confessing. Talk about what to do with the future.’
I went round myself to the kitchen door and made sure it did still unlock normally, which it did. I locked it again after a brief look inside. Still a mess in there, unswept.
I returned to the playroom and from the bags produced two stick-on mirrors, each about eight inches by ten.
‘I thought you’d brought champagne,’ Malcolm grumbled. ‘Not saws and bloody looking-glasses.’
‘The champagne’s there. No ice.’
‘It’s cold enough without any bloody ice.’ He wandered aimlessly round the playroom, finally slumping into one of the armchairs. We had both worn layers of the warmest clothes we had, leaving the suitcases in the Ritz, but the raw November air looked as if it would be a match for the Simpson’s vicuna overcoat and my new Barbour, and the gloves I had bought for us in the same shop the day before. We were at least out of the wind which swirled round and through the house, but there was no heat but our own.
I stuck one of the mirrors onto the cut-out piece of plywood, and the other at the same height onto the wall which faced the playroom door, the side wall of the staircase: stuck it not exactly opposite the door but a little further along towards the hall.
‘What are you doing?’ Malcolm asked.
‘Just making it possible for us to see anyone come up the drive without showing ourselves. Would you mind sitting in the other chair, and telling me when the mirrors are at the right angle? Look into the one on the stair wall. I’ll move the other. OK?’
He rose and sat in the other chair as I’d asked, and I moved the plywood along and angled it slightly until he said, ‘Stop. That’s it. I can see a good patch of drive.’
I went and took his place and had a look for myself. It would have been better if the mirrors had been bigger, but they served the purpose. Anyone who came to the house that way would be visible.
If they came across the fields we’d have to rely on our ears.
By eleven, Malcolm was bored. By eleven-thirty, we’d temporarily unbolted and unlocked the door at the end of the passage and been out into the bushes to solve the problem posed by no plumbing. By twelve, we were into Bollinger in disposable glasses (disgusting, Malcolm said) and at twelve-thirty ate biscuits and pâté.
No one came. It seemed to get colder. Malcolm huddled inside his overcoat in the armchair and said it had been a rotten idea in the first place.
I had had to promise him that we wouldn’t stay overnight. I thought it unlikely anyway that someone would choose darkness rather than daylight for searching for a small piece of paper that could be anywhere in a fairly large room, and I’d agreed to the chauffeur returning to pick us up at about six. Left to myself, I might have waited all night, but the whole point of the exercise was that Malcolm himself should be there. We would return in the morning by daybreak.
He said, ‘This person we’re waiting for… you know who it is, don’t you?’
‘Well… I think so.’
‘How sure are you, expressed as a percentage?’
‘Um… ninety-five.’
‘That’s not enough.’
‘No, that’s why we’re here.’
‘Edwin,’ he said. ‘It’s Edwin, isn’t it?’
I glanced across at him, taking my gaze momentarily off the mirrors. He wanted it to be Edwin. He could bear it to be Edwin. In Edwin’s own words, he could have faced it. Edwin might possibly have been capable of killing Moira, I thought: an unplanned killing, shoving her head into the potting compost because the open bag of it gave him the idea. I didn’t think he had the driving force, the imagination or the guts to have attempted the rest.
When I didn’t contradict him, Malcolm began saying, ‘If Edwin comes…’ and it was easier to leave it that way.
Time crept on. It was cold. By two-thirty, to stoke our internal fires, we were eating rich dark fruit cake and drinking claret. (Heresy, Malcolm said. We should have had the claret with the pate and the champagne with the cake. As at weddings? I asked. God damn you, he said.)
I didn’t feel much like laughing. It was a vigil to which there could be no good end. Malcolm knew as well as I did that he might be going to learn something he fervently didn’t want to know. He didn’t deep down want anyone to come. And I wanted it profoundly.
By three-thirty, he was restless. ‘You don’t really mean to go through all this again tomorrow, do you?’
I watched the drive. No change, as before. ‘The Ritz might give us a packed lunch.’
‘And Monday? Not Monday as well.’ He’d agreed on three days before we’d started. The actuality was proving too much.
‘We’ll give up on Monday when it gets dark,’ I said.
‘You’re so bloody persistent.’
I watched the mirrors. Come, I thought. Come.
‘Joyce might have forgotten the phone calls,’ Malcolm said.
‘She wouldn’t forget.’
‘Edwin might have been out.’
‘That’s more likely.’
A light-coloured car rolled up the drive, suddenly there.
No attempt at concealment. No creeping about, looking suspicious. AH confidence. Not a thought given to entrapment.
I sat still, breathing deeply.
She stood up out of the car, tall and strong. She went round to the passenger side, opened the door, and lifted out a brown cardboard box which she held in front of her, with both arms round it, as one holds groceries. I’d expected her to go straight round to the kitchen door, but she didn’t do that, she walked a few steps into the central chasm, looking up and around her as if with awe.
Malcolm noticed my extreme concentration, rose to his feet and put himself between me and the mirrors so that he could see what 1 was looking at. I thought he would be stunned and miserably silent, but he was not in the least.
‘Oh, no,’ he said with annoyance. ‘What’s she doing here?’
Before I could stop him, he shot straight out of the playroom and said, ‘Serena, do go away, you’re spoiling the whole thing.*
I was on his heels, furious with him. Serena whirled round when she heard his voice. She saw him appear in the passage. I glimpsed her face, wide-eyed and scared. She took a step backwards, and tripped on a fold of the black plastic floor covering, and let go of the box. She tried to catch it… touched it… knocked it forward.
I saw the panic on her face. I had an instantaneous understanding of what she’d brought.
I yanked Malcolm back with an arm round his neck, twisting and flinging us both to find shelter behind the wall of the staircase.
We were both still falling when the world blew apart.







Nineteen
I lay short of the playroom door trying to breathe. My lungs felt collapsed. My head rang from the appalling noise, and the smell of the explosive remained as a taste as if my mouth were full of it.
Malcolm, on his stomach a few feet away, was unconscious.
The air was thick with dust and seemed to be still reverberating, though it was probably my concussion. I felt pulped. I felt utterly without strength. I felt very lucky indeed.
The house around us was still standing. We weren’t under tons of new rubble. The tough old load-bearing walls that had survived the first bomb had survived the second - which hadn’t anyway been the size of a suitcase.
My chest gave a heave, and breath came back. I moved, struggled to get up, tried things out. I felt bruised and unwell, but there were no broken bones; no blood. I rolled to my knees and went on them to Malcolm. He was alive, he was breathing, he was not bleeding from ears or nose: at that moment, it was enough.
I got slowly, weakly, to my feet, and walked shakily into the wide centre space. 1 could wish to shut my eyes, but one couldn’t blot it out. One had to live through terrible things if they came one’s way.
At the point where the bomb had exploded, the black floor covering had been ripped right away, and the rest was doubled over and convoluted in large torn pieces. Serena - the things that had been Serena - lay among and half under the black folds of plastic: things in emerald and frilly white clothes, pale blue leg-warmers, dark blue tights; torn edges of flesh, scarlet splashes… a scarlet pool.
I went round covering the parts of her completely with the black folds, hiding the harrowing truth from anyone coming there unprepared. I felt ill. I felt as if my head were full of air. I was trembling uncontrollably. I thought of people who dealt often with such horrors and wondered if they ever got hardened.
Malcolm groaned in the passage. I went back to him fast. He was trying to sit up, to push himself off the floor. There was a large area already beginning to swell on his forehead, and I wondered if he’d simply been knocked out through hitting the wood floor at high speed.
‘God,’ he said in anguish. ‘Serena… oh dear God.’
I helped him to his groggy feet and took him out into the garden through the side-door, and round past the office to the front of the house. I eased him into the passenger seat of Serena’s car.
Malcolm put his head in his hands and wept for his daughter. I stood with my arms on top of the car and my head on those, and felt wretched and sick and unutterably old.
I’d hardly begun to wonder what to do next when a police car came into the drive and rolled slowly, as if tentatively, towards us.
The policeman I’d looked through the windows with stopped the car and stepped out. He looked young, years younger than I was.
‘Someone in the village reported another explosion…’ He looked from us to the house questioningly.
‘Don’t go in there,’ I said. ‘Get word to the superintendent. Another bomb has gone off here, and this time someone’s been killed.’
Dreadful days followed, full of questions, formalities, explanations, regrets. Malcolm and I went back to the Ritz where he grieved for the lost child who had tried hard to kill him.
‘But you said… she didn’t care about my money. Why… why did she do it all?’
‘She wanted…’ I said, ‘to put it at its simplest, I think she wanted to live at Quantum with you. That’s what she’s longed for since she was six, when Alicia took her away. She might perhaps have grown up sweet and normal if the courts had given you custody, but courts favour mothers, of course. She wanted to have back what had been wrenched away from her. I saw her cry about it, not long ago. It was still sharp and real to her. She wanted to be your little girl again. She refused to grow up. She dressed very often like a child.’
He was listening with stretched eyes, as if seeing familiar country haunted by devils.
‘Alicia was no help to her,’ I said. ‘She filled her with stories of how you’d rejected her, and she actively discouraged her from maturing, because of her own little-girl act.’
‘Poor Serena.’ He looked tormented. ‘She didn’t have much luck.’
‘No, she didn’t.’
‘But Moira …?’ he said.
‘I think Serena made herself believe that if she got rid of Moira, you would go back to Quantum and she would live there with you and look after you, and her dream would come true.’
‘It doesn’t make sense…’
‘Murder has nothing to do with sense. It has to do with obsession. With compulsion, irresistible impulse, morbid drive. An act beyond reason.’
He shook his head helplessly.
‘It’s impossible to know,’ I said, ‘whether she intended to kill Moira on that day. I wish we could know, but we can’t… she can’t have meant to kill her the way she did, because no one could know there’d be a slit-open nearly full sack of potting compost waiting there, handy. If she meant to kill Moira that day, she’d have taken some sort of weapon. I’ve been wondering, you know, if she meant to hit her over the head and put her in the car, the way she did you.’
‘God…’
‘Anyway, after Moira was out of the way, Serena offered to live with you at Quantum and look after you, but you wouldn’t have it.’
‘But it wouldn’t have worked, you know. I didn’t even consider it seriously. It was nice of her, I thought, but I didn’t want her, it’s true.’
‘And I expect you made it clear in a fairly testy way?’
He thought about it. I suppose in the end I did. She kept on about it, you see. Asked me several times. Came to Quantum to beg me. I got tired of it and said no pretty definitely. I told her not to keep bothering me…’ He looked shattered. ‘She began to hate me then, do you think?’
I nodded unhappily. ‘I’d think so. I think she finally believed she would never have what she craved for. You could have given it to her, and you wouldn’t. The rejection was ultimate. Absolute. Extreme. She believed it, as she’d never really believed it before. She told me she’d given you a chance, but you’d turned her down.’
He put a hand over his eyes.
‘So she set out to kill you, and finally to kill the house as well… to destroy what she couldn’t have.’
I still wondered, as I’d wondered in New York, whether it was because I, Ian, had gone back to live at Quantum with Malcolm that she’d come to that great violent protest. I had too often had what she’d yearned for. The bomb had been meant as much for me as for Malcolm, I thought.
‘Do you remember that morning when she found we weren’t dead?’ I asked. ‘She practically fainted. Everyone supposed it was from relief, but I’ll bet it wasn’t. She’d tried three times to kill you and it must have seemed intolerable to her that you were still alive.’
‘She must have been… well… insane.’
Obsessed… insane. Sometimes there wasn’t much difference.
Malcolm had given up champagne and gone back to scotch. The constant bubbles, I saw, had been a sort of gesture, two fingers held up defiantly in the face of danger, a gallant crutch against fear. He poured a new drink of the old stuff and stood by the window looking over Green Park.
‘You knew it was Serena… who would come.’
‘If anyone did.’
‘How did you know?’
‘I saw everyone, as you know. I saw what’s wrong with their lives. Saw their desperations. Donald and Helen are desperate for money, but they were coping the best way they could. Bravely, really, pawning her jewellery. They thought you might help them with guaranteeing a loan, if they could find you. That’s a long way from wanting to kill you.’
Malcolm nodded and drank, and watched life proceeding outside.
‘Lucy,’ I said, ‘may have lost her inspiration but not her marbles. Edwin is petulant but not a planner, not dynamic. Thomas…’ I paused. ‘Thomas was absolutely desperate, but for peace in his house, not for the money itself. Berenice has made him deeply ineffective. He’s got a long way to go, to climb back. He seemed to me incapable almost of tying his shoelaces, let alone making a time-bomb, even if he did invent the wired-up clocks.’
‘Go on,’ Malcolm said.
‘Berenice is obsessed with herself and her desires, but her grudge is against Thomas. Money would make her quieter, but it’s not money she really wants, it’s a son. Killing Moira and you wouldn’t achieve that.’
‘And Gervase?’
‘He’s destroying himself. It takes all his energies. He hasn’t enough left to go around killing people for money. He’s lost his nerve. He drinks. You have to be courageous and sober to mess with explosives. Ursula’s desperation takes her to churches and to lunches with Joyce.’
He grunted in his throat, not quite a chuckle.
Joyce had been thanked by us on the telephone on the Saturday night when we’d come back exhausted. She’d been devastated to the point of silence about what had happened and had put the phone down in tears. We phoned her again in the morning, i got Serena first,’ she said sorrowfully. ‘She must have gone out and bought all the stuff… I can’t bear it. That dear little girl, so sweet when she was little, even though I hated her mother. So awful.’
‘Go on, then,’ Malcolm said. ‘You keep stopping.’
‘It couldn’t have been Alicia or Vivien, they’re not strong enough to carry you. Alicia’s new boyfriend would be, but why should he think Alicia would be better off with you dead? And I couldn’t imagine any of them constructing a bomb.’
‘And Ferdinand?’
I really couldn’t see it, could you? He has no particular worries. He’s good at his job. He’s easy-going most of the time. Not him. Not Debs. That’s the lot.’
‘So did you come to Serena just by elimination?’ He turned from the window, searching my face.
‘No,’ I said slowly, i thought of them all together, all their troubles and heart-aches. To begin with, when Moira died, I thought, ike everyone else did, that she was killed to stop her taking half your noney. I thought the attacks on you were for money, too. It was the obvious thing. And then, when I’d seen them all, when I understood all the turmoils going on under apparently normal exteriors, I began to wonder whether the money really mattered at all… And when I was in New York, I was thinking of them all again but taking the money out… and with Serena… everything fitted.’
He stirred restlessly and went to sit down.
It wouldn’t have convinced the police,’ he said.
‘Nor you either,’ I agreed. ‘You had to see for yourself.’ We fell silent, thinking what in fact he had seen, his daughter come to blast out the kitchen rather than search it for a notepad.
‘But didn’t you have any proof?’ he said eventually, i mean, any real reason to think it was her? Something you could put your finger on.’
‘Not really. Nothing that would stand up in court. Except that I think it was Serena who got Norman West to find you in Cambridge, not Alicia, as West himself thought.’
He stared. ‘Why do you think that?’
‘Alicia said she hadn’t done it. Both West and I thought she was lying, but I think now she was telling the truth. Do you remember the tape from my telephone answering machine? Do you remember Serena’s voice? “Mummy wants to know where Daddy is. I told her you wouldn’t know, but she insisted I ask.” That’s what she said. Alicia told me positively that she herself hadn’t wanted to know where you were. If Alicia’s telling the truth, it was Serena who wanted to know, and she wanted to know because she’d lost us after failing to run you over. Lost us because of us scooting up to London in the Rolls.’
‘My God,’ he said. ‘What happened to the tape? I suppose it got lost in the rubble.’
‘No, it’s in a box in the garage at Quantum. A few things were saved. Several of your gold-and-silver brushes are there too.’
He waved the thought away, although he was pleased enough, i suppose Serena did sound like Alicia on the telephone. I sometimes thought it was Alicia, when she phoned. Breathless and girlish. You know. Norman West just got it wrong.’
‘She did call herself Mrs Pembroke,’ I pointed out. ‘Just to confuse matters. Or maybe she said Ms and he didn’t hear dearly.’
‘It doesn’t much matter.’ He was quiet for a while. ‘Although it was terrible yesterday, it was the best thing, really. We’ll grieve and get over this. She couldn’t have borne to be locked up, could she, not with all that energy… not in drab clothes.’
On that Sunday morning also, we began telephoning to the family to tell them what had happened. I expected to find that Joyce had already told them, but she hadn’t. She’d talked to them all the day before, they said, but that was all.
We left a lot of stunned silences behind us. A lot of unstoppable tears.
Malcolm told Alicia first, and asked if she’d like him to come to see her, to comfort her. When she could speak, she said no. She said Serena didn’t kill Moira, Ian did. Everything was Ian’s fault. Malcolm put the receiver down slowly, rubbed his hand over his face, and told me what she’d said.
It’s very hard,’ he said, excusing her, ‘to face that you’ve given birth to a murderer.’
‘She helped to make her a murderer,’ I said.
I spoke to my four brothers and to Lucy. Malcolm told Vivien last.
They all asked where we were: Joyce had told them we were in Australia. In London, we said, but didn’t add where. Malcolm said he couldn’t face having them all descend on him before he was ready. By the end, I was dropping with fatigue and Malcolm had finished off half a bottle. Long before bedtime, we were asleep.
We went back to Quantum on Monday, as we’d promised the police, and found Mr Smith poking around like old times.
All physical signs of Serena had mercifully been taken away, and all that remained were the torn flaps of black plastic that hadn’t been near her.
Mr Smith shook hands with us dustily and after a few commiserating platitudes came out with his true opinions.
‘Anyone who carries a fully-wired explosive device from place to place is raving mad. You don’t connect the battery until the device is where you want it to go off. If you’re me, you don’t insert the detonator, either. You keep them separate.’
I don’t suppose she meant to drop it,’ I said.
‘Mind you, she was also unlucky,’ Mr Smith said judiciously, it is possible, but I myself wouldn’t risk it, to drop ANFO with a detonator in it and have it not explode. But maybe dropping it caused the clock wires to touch.’
‘Have you found the clock?’ I asked.
‘Patience,’ he said, and went back to looking.
A policeman fending away a few sensation seekers told us that Superintendent Yale had been detained, and couldn’t meet us there: please would we go to the police station. We went, and found him in his office.
He shook hands. He offered sympathy.
He asked if we knew why Serena had gone to Quantum with a second bomb, and we told him. Asked if we knew why she should have killed Moira and tried to kill Malcolm. We told him my theories. He listened broodingly.
‘There will be an inquest,’ he said. ‘Mr Ian can formally identify the remains. You won’t need to see them… her… again, though.
The coroner’s verdict will be death by misadventure, I’ve no doubt. You may be needed to give an account of what happened. You’ll be informed of all that in due course.’ He paused. ‘Yesterday, we went to Miss Pembroke’s flat and conducted a search. We found a few items of interest. I am going to show you some objects and I’d be glad if you’d say whether you can identify them or not.’
He reached into a carton very like the one Serena had been carrying, which stood on his desk. He brought out a pile of twenty or thirty exercise books with spiral bindings and blue covers and after that a tin large enough to contain a pound of sweets, with a picture on top.
‘The Old Curiosity Shop,’ Malcolm said sadly.
‘No possibility of doubt,’ Yale nodded. ‘The title’s printed across the bottom of the picture.’
‘Are there any detonators in it?’ I asked.
‘No, just cotton wool. Mr Smith wonders if she used more than one detonator for each bomb, just to make sure. He says amateurs are mad enough to try anything.’
I picked up one of the notebooks and opened it.
‘Have you seen those before, sirs?’ Yale asked.
‘No,’ I said, and Malcolm shook his head.
In Serena’s looping handwriting, I read:
‘Daddy and I had such fun in the garden this morning. He was teaching the dogs to fetch sticks and I was throwing the sticks. We picked a lot of beautiful daffodils and when we went indoors I put them all in vases in all the rooms. I cooked some lamb chops for lunch and made mint sauce and peas and roast potatoes and gravy and for pudding we had ice-cream and peaches. Daddy is going to buy me some white boots with zips and silver tassels. He calls me his princess, isn’t that lovely? In the afternoon, we went down to the stream and picked some watercress for tea. Daddy took his socks off and rolled up his trousers and the boys no the boys weren’t there I won’t have them in my stories it was Daddy who picked the watercress and we washed it and ate it with brown bread. This evening I will sit on his lap and he will stroke my hair and call me his little princess, his little darling, and it will be lovely.’
I flicked through the pages. The whole book was full. Speechlessly I handed it to Malcolm, open where I’d read.
‘All the notebooks are like that,’ Yale said. ‘We’ve had them all read right through. She’s been writing them for years, I would say.’
‘But you don’t mean… they’re recent?’ I said.
‘Some of them are, certainly. I’ve seen several sets of books like these in my career. Compulsive writing, I believe it’s called. These of your sister’s are wholesome and innocent by comparison. You can’t imagine the pornography and brutality I’ve read. They make you despair.’
Malcolm, plainly moved, flicking over pages, said, ‘She says I bought her a pretty red dress… a white sweater with blue flowers on it… a bright yellow leotard - I hardly know what a leotard is. Poor girl. Poor girl.’
‘She bought them herself,’ I said. ‘Three or four times a week.’
Yale tilted the stack of notebooks up, brought out the bottom one and handed it to me. ‘This is the latest. It changes at the end. You may find it interesting.’
I turned to the last entries in the book and with sorrow read:
‘Daddy is going away from me and I don’t want him any more. I think perhaps I will kill him. It isn’t so difficult. I’ve done it before.’
There was a space on the page after that, and then, lower down:
‘Ian is back with Daddy.’
Another space, and then,
‘IAN IS AT QUANTUM WITH DADDY. I CANT BEAR IT.’
After yet another space, she had written my name again in larger-still capitals ‘IAN’ and surrounded it with a circle of little lines radiating outwards: an explosion with my name in the centre.
That was the end. The rest of the notebook was empty.
Malcolm read the page over my arm and sighed deeply. ‘Can I have them?’ he said to Yale. ‘You don’t need them, do you? There won’t be a trial.’
Yale hesitated but said he saw no reason to retain them. He pushed the pile of books towards Malcolm and put the sweet tin on top.
‘And the lighthouse and clock,’ I said. ‘Could we have those?’
He produced the Lego box from a cupboard, wrote a list of what we were taking on an official-looking receipt and got Malcolm to sign it.
‘All very upsetting, Mr Pembroke,’ he said, again shaking hands, ‘but we can mark our case closed.’
We took the sad trophies back to the Ritz, and that afternoon Malcolm wrote and posted cheques that would solve every financial problem in the Pembrokes’ repertoire.
‘What about the witches?’ he said, if Helen and that dreadful Edwin and Berenice and Ursula and Debs are all having their own share, what about those other three?’
‘Up to you,’ I said. ‘They’re your wives.’
‘Ex-wives.’ He shrugged and wrote cheques for them also. ‘Easy come, easy go,’ he said. ‘Bloody Alicia doesn’t deserve it.’
‘Engines work better with a little oil,’ I said.
‘Greasing their palms, you mean.’ He still didn’t believe in it. Still felt he was corrupting them by giving them wealth. Still thinking that he could stay sane and reasonably sensible when he had millions, but nobody else could.
He wrote a final cheque and gave it to me. I felt awkward taking it, which he found interesting.
‘You should have had double,’ he said.
I shook my head, reeling at noughts. ‘You’ve post-dated it,’ I said.
‘Of course I have. I’ve post-dated all of them. I don’t have that much in readies lying around in the bank. Have to sell a few shares. The family can have the promise now and the cash in a month.’
He licked the envelopes. Not a cruel man, I thought.
On Tuesday, because I wished it, we went to see Robin.
‘He won’t remember Serena,’ Malcolm said.
‘No, I don’t expect so.’
We went in the car I’d hired the day before for going to Quantum, and on the way stopped again to buy toys and chocolate and a packet of balloons.
I had taken with us the Lego lighthouse and the Mickey Mouse clock, thinking they might interest Robin, over which Malcolm shook his head.
‘He won’t be able to make them work, you know.’
‘He might remember them. You never know. They used to be his and Peter’s, after all. Serena gave them the clock and made them the lighthouse.’
Robin’s room was very cold because of the open french windows. Malcolm tentatively went across and closed them, and Robin at once flung them open. Malcolm patted Robin’s shoulder and moved away from the area, and Robin looked at him searchingly, in puzzlement, and at me the same way, as he sometimes did: trying, it seemed, to remember, and never quite getting there.
We gave him the new toys which he looked at and put down again, and after a while I opened the Lego box and brought out the old ones.
He looked at them for only a moment and then went on a long wander round and round the room, several times. Then he came to me, pointed at the packet of balloons and made a puffing noise.
‘Good Lord,’ Malcolm said.
I opened the packet and blew up several balloons, tying knots in the necks, as I always did. Robin went on making puffing noises until I’d blown up every balloon in the packet. His face looked agitated. He puffed harder to make me go faster.
When they were all scattered round the room, red, yellow, blue, green and white, bobbing about in stray air currents, shiny and festive, he went round bursting them with furious vigour, sticking his forefinger straight into some, pinching others, squashing the last one against the wall with the palm of his hand, letting out the anger he couldn’t express.
Most times, after this ritual, he was released and at peace, and would retreat into a corner and sit staring into space or huddled up, rocking.
This time, however, he went over to the table, picked up the lighthouse, pulled it roughly apart into four or five pieces and threw them forcefully out of the wide-open window. Then he picked up the clock and with violence yanked the wires off, including the Mickey Mouse hands.
Malcolm was aghast. Docile Robin’s rage shouted out of his mute body. His strength was a revelation.
He took the clock in his hand and walked round the room smashing it against the wall at each step. Step, smash, step, smash, step, smash.
‘Stop him,’ Malcolm said in distress.
‘No… he’s talking,’ I said.
‘He’s not talking.’
‘He’s telling us…’
Robin reached the window and threw the mangled clock far and high into the garden. Then he started shouting, roaring without words, his voice rough from disuse and hoarse with the change taking place from boy into man. The sound seemed to excite him until his body was reverberating, pouring out sound, the dam of silence swept away. ‘Aaah… aaah… aaah…’ and then real words, ‘No… No… No… Serena… No… Serena… No… Serena… No…’ He shouted to the skies, to the fates, to the wicked unfairness of the fog in his brain. Shouted in fury and frenzy. ‘Serena… No… Serena… No…’ and on and on until it became mindless, without meaning, just words.
I stepped close beside him in the end and yelled in his ear, ‘Serena’s dead.’
He stopped shouting immediately. ‘Serena’s dead,’ I repeated. ‘Like the clock. Smashed. Finished. Dead.’
He turned and looked at me vaguely, his mouth open, no sound coming out, the sudden silence as unnerving as the shouting had been.
‘Serena-is-dead,’ I said, making each word separate, giving it weight.
‘He doesn’t understand,’ Malcolm said: and Robin went away and sat in a corner with his arms round his knees and his head down, and began rocking.
‘The nurses think he understands quite a lot,’ I said. ‘Whether he understands that Serena is dead, I don’t know. But at least we’ve tried to tell him.’ Robin went on rocking as if we weren’t there.
‘What does it matter?’ Malcolm said helplessly.
‘It matters because if he does understand, it may give him rest. I brought the lighthouse and the clock because I wondered if Robin remembered anything at all. I thought it worth trying… didn’t expect quite these results… but I think he smashed the clock Serena gave him because it reminded him of her, because she gave it to him and Peter shortly before the car crash. Somewhere in that woolly head, things sometimes connect.’
Malcolm nodded, puzzled and instinctively alarmed.
‘One could almost think it was that afternoon,’ I said, ‘seeing the twins happy at Quantum where she hungered to be, seeing you there with them, loving them; perhaps it was that afternoon which finally tipped her over into the insanity of trying to make her fantasy come true. It didn’t come true… you met Moira… but I’m certain she tried.’
Malcolm was staring, saying ‘No! Don’t say it! Don’t!’
I said it anyway, I think Robin saw the hit-and-run driver who forced their car off the road. In whatever mangled dreamlike way, heknows who it was. No Serena, no Serena, no… You heard him. I’ve thought ever since New York that it could possibly have happened that way. Serena’s obsession was full-blown a long time ago, long before she got rid of Moira. I think she killed Peter… and Coochie.’







Epilogue
We all went back to Quantum a year later for the Grand Reopening Ceremony, the house bedecked with garlands and champagne corks popping.
After much soul-searching, Malcolm had decided to rebuild. Without Quantum as its centre, the family would have fallen apart, and he didn’t want that to happen. When he told everyone of his intention, there was great communal relief, and he saw without question that it was the right thing to do.
The rancour level lessened dramatically after the arrival of the cheques and the production of his will for inspection, and I was suddenly not everyone’s villain, though still and forever Alicia’s. Malcolm, having deleted Serena by codicil, sent his will to the Central Probate Office for registration and let everyone know it.
Malcolm still felt that he had pampered and corrupted his children, but he had to admit they were happier because of it. Dramatically happier in some cases, like Donald and Helen whose problems had all been financial. Helen redeemed her baubles and stopped painting china, and Donald paid off the finance company and the bank and ran the golf club with a light heart.
A few weeks after Serena’s death, Helen asked me over to Marblehill House. ‘A drink before dinner,’ she said. I went on a freezing evening in December and she surprised me by kissing me in greeting. Donald was standing with his back to a roaring fire, looking contentedly pompous.
‘We wanted to thank you,’ Helen said. ‘And I suppose… to apologise.’
‘There’s no need.’
‘Oh, yes. We all know there is. Not everyone will say so, but they know.’
‘How’s Malcolm?’ Donald asked.
‘He’s fine.’
Donald nodded. Even the fact that Malcolm and I were still together seemed no longer to worry him, and later, when we’d sat round the fire drinking for a while, he asked me to stay on for dinner. I stayed, and although we were never going to be in and out of each other’s houses every five minutes, at least on that evening we reached a peaceful plateau as brothers.
Some time later, I went to see Lucy. She and Edwin had made no changes to their cottage and had no plans to move, much to Edwin’s disgust.
‘We should live somewhere more suitable,’ he said to her crossly. ‘I never thought we would stay here when you inherited.’
Lucy looked at him with affection. ‘If you want to leave, Edwin, you can, now that you have money of your own.’
He was disconcerted; open mouthed. ‘I don’t want to leave,’ he said, and it was clearly the truth.
Lucy said to me,’1*11 find a good use for my money: keep the capital, give away most of the income. We have no anxieties now, and that’s a relief, I agree, but I haven’t changed altogether. I don’t believe in luxurious living. It’s bad for the soul. I’m staying here.’ She ate a handful of raisins determinedly, the old man looking out of her eyes.
Thomas was no longer her guest. Thomas, against all advice, had gone back to Berenice.
I called at Arden Haciendas one dark cold afternoon and Thomas opened the front door himself, looking blank when he saw me.
‘Berenice is out,’ he said, letting me in.
‘I came to see you. How are you doing?’
‘Not so bad,’ he said, but he still looked defeated.
He gave me a drink. He knew where the gin was, and the tonic. He said Berenice and he had been going to marriage guidance sessions, but he didn’t know that they were doing much good.
‘You can get vasectomies reversed sometimes,’ I said.
‘Yes, but I don’t really want to. Suppose I did, and we had another girl? Unless Berenice can get over not having sons, I’m going to leave her again. I told her.’
I gazed at him, awestruck. ‘What did she say?’
‘Nothing much. I think she’s afraid of me, really.’
As long as it didn’t go to his head, I thought that might not be at all a bad thing.
I went to see Gervase and Ursula soon after. The change in Ursula, who let me in, was like unwrapping a brown paper parcel and finding Christmas inside. The old skirt, shirt, pullover and pearls had vanished. She wore narrow scarlet trousers, a huge white sweater and a baroque gold chain. She smiled at me like a shy conspirator and came with me into the sitting-room. Gervase, if not overpoweringly friendly, seemed ready for neutrality and a truce.
‘I told Gervase,’ Ursula said sweetly, ‘that now that I can afford to leave him and take the girls with me, I’m staying because I want to, not because I have to. I’m staying as long as he gets help with this ridiculous fixation about his birth. Who cares that Malcolm wasn’t married to Alicia at the time? I certainly don’t. No one does. Ferdinand doesn’t. Ferdinand’s been very good, he’s been over here several times giving Gervase advice.’
Gervase, who in the past would have shouted her down, listened almost with gratitude. The bear that had run himself into a thicket was being led out by compassionate hands.
Ferdinand, when I called, was in rocketing good spirits. He and Debs had moved immediately from their small bare bungalow into a large bare bungalow with a tennis court, a swimming pool and a three-car garage. Affluence was fun, he said; but one of the new house’s rooms was also his office. He was going on with his job.
‘I took your remarks to heart, you know,’ he said. ‘Took a look at what Alicia had done to us. I don’t listen to her any more. She won’t get rid of Debs and she won’t get rid of Ursula. Have you seen Ursula? Transformation! I’ve told Gervase he has a wife in a million and a mother who’s nothing but trouble. I’ve been talking to him about illegitimacy… isn’t that what you wanted?’ He punched my arm lightly. ‘Stay to dinner?’ he said.
I didn’t go to see either Alicia or Vivien. I stayed a few nights with Joyce.
‘Darling, how’s that old fool getting along?’
‘He spends a lot of time at Quantum with the builders.’
‘Don’t let him catch pneumonia. It’s bitter outside.’
‘He does what he likes,’ I said.
‘Darling, when did he not?’
Joyce rushed busily away to a bridge tournament in Paris, kissing my cheek, patting me with approval, telling me to be careful not to break my neck in those frightful races I insisted on riding.
I gave her the assurances and went back to Lambourn, now my home instead of Epsom. I’d asked the trainer I’d been riding exercise for if he knew of anyone needing a second-string stable jockey, if I should take the giant step of turning professional.
He stared. ‘I heard you don’t need to. Didn’t you come into money?’
‘Forget the money. What chance would I have?’
‘I saw you win that race at Kempton,’ he said. ‘If you turn pro, if you come to Lambourn, I’ll give you plenty of rides.’
He was as good as his word, and George and Jo, astonished but happy, entered their few horses to fit in.
I bought a house in Lambourn and Malcolm came to live in it while Quantum was rebuilt. Malcolm loved Lambourn. He went often up to the Downs with the trainer I was riding for to watch the horses work, and far from losing interest in racing, grew more and more involved. When I won my first professional race, the Bollinger ran through Lambourn like a river.
By the day the following November that we all went to the house for the Grand Re-opening (with embossed invitation cards and an army of caterers), everyone’s lives had settled into the new patterns.
Malcolm had been to the ‘Arc’ again, and round the world with Ramsey Osborn. Chrysos had won the Futurity at Doncaster and was tipped for the next year’s Derby. Blue Clancy had gone to stud, syndicated for millions.
I had ended my first professional season with a respectable score and at the start of my second had become the chief retained jockey for the stable. I would be a trainer in the end, I supposed. Meantime, I felt alive and fulfilled as never before.
Lucy and Edwin were still eating healthily in the cottage. Lucy, coming to terms with not writing more poetry herself, had started on a scholarly biography and commentary on the Life and Work of Thomas Stearns Eliot. Edwin was still doing the shopping.
Donald and Helen, arm in arm, wandered round the garden like lovers.
Ferdinand fussed over Debs, who was pregnant.
Gervase had recovered most of his bullishness, which seemed to reassure Ursula rather than cow her. She came in a mink coat, laughing with pleasure.
In Berenice, the fire had gone out: in Thomas, it had been faintly rekindled. No longer needing a job, he was learning to play golf. Berenice was house-hunting, with Thomas’s approval.
Alicia came looking girlish, trilling away in a voice like an echo of Serena’s, and everyone made polite remarks to her with closed teeth.
Vivien complained that Malcolm had re-done the house too much in Coochie’s taste. Joyce made diplomatic friends with the married couple he had engaged to look after him. He — and they — had been living in the house for a week.
All of the grandchildren were there, re-exploring the place: children’s voices again in the garden. Robin, far away, had fallen silent once more and had never since that violent day wanted me to blow up balloons.
Malcolm and I walked out through the new sitting-room windows and from the lawn looked up at the house. It felt whole again, not just physically, but at peace.
I don’t feel Serena’s here, do you?’ Malcolm said.
‘No, she isn’t.’
I was afraid she might be. I’m glad she’s not.’
We went further down the lawn.
‘Did you notice I’d taken the golden dolphin and the amethyst tree and so on out of the wall and put them in the sitting-room?’ he asked casually.
‘Yes, I did.’
‘I sold the gold too.’
I glanced at him. He looked quizzically back.
‘The price rose sharply this year, as I thought it would. I took the profit. There’s nothing in the wall now except spiders and dust.’
‘Never mind.’
‘I’m leaving the clause in the will though.’ The family had been curious about his leaving me the piece of wire, and he’d refused to explain. ‘I’ll buy more gold, and sell it. Buy and sell. Forward and backward. One of these days …’ his blue eyes gleamed ’… you may win on the nod.’
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