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“One of the peculiarities of recent speculation … is that ideas are abandoned in virtue of a mere change of feeling, without any new evidence or new arguments. We do not nowadays refute our predecessors, we pleasantly bid them good-bye.” — George Santayana.
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Waking up

I can't remember going to bed or falling asleep. Yet, I have a sensation of waking up, although it is pitch dark and the only sounds I hear are so faint that I can't tell whether they're coming from somewhere or are a mere buzz in my head. Oddly, I feel nothing—nothing except a warm pulsing glow within. It's not right. There should be some pain. Usually, the first thing I feel in the morning when I wake up is a little pain in my foot or my upper arm or, more often than not, my neck. Not this time and it's not right. Did I ever before wake up in such a contorted position as I am now—or should I say, think I am, for I can't see a thing and it seems that nothing happens when I try to move my limbs? Am I dreaming? I've had nightmares before and I've learned how to handle them: fight off the monsters with one hand and try to pinch myself with the other; it always works in the end. But this is not a nightmare. It is not a dream… unless dreams can be smelly—there is a distinct odour here, not unpleasant but a bit pungent for my taste. Is the illusion of olfactory sensation one of the tricks our dreams can play on us? I should look it up, although I have no idea where. I've never before given it a thought.

I wake up; I must have fallen asleep. Numinous blackness still surrounds me. Does it ever get this dark in summer? It feels like summer, but is it? This time I can move my head, not much, just enough to know that I can move it. I ask myself: What are you doing here? That's easy: I'm not doing anything, just lying on the floor. How did you get here? I don't even know where I am. Why are you lying here? Why, indeed? It is a good question; I can't deny that. There must be some reason.

I wake up, pass out, wake up again. Then I remember: the minister sent his deputy. It's not much, but it's something; more importantly, it's true. I just know it; I feel it in my bones. I do. I ache all over. My hands hurt the most, as if they are on fire. The pain is comforting, though, a sign of life. I can even move my body enough to roll over and lie on my back. Above me, I see some specks of light. They are there: they stay in the same place when I move my eyes and disappear when I close them. I keep saying ‘Minister’ and ‘Deputy’ to myself, but nothing comes of it.

I wake up again, and now I see how I got here. George! Sarah! It's like a sudden flash; no more than a flash, but it's all I need. I have my memory back. I am in Wainock.

*

I. The Interview That Was not

(Easter Sunday, April 3rd) 

‘Wainock?’ The lad stared at me; then, lifting his farmer's cap a bit, scratching his brow and continuing to mouth the name, he turned his head to gaze at the bonnet of my car. ‘No, I don't know where that is,’ he said at last, slightly embarrassed. ‘Is it a street, a house?’

‘I suppose it is a village. I've never thought of it as anything else.’
‘No, there's no village with that name around here. Are you looking for somebody in particular?’

‘Yes, a mister Alfred Hirsch.’

‘Hirsch? Is he a local man?’

‘No, he used to live in London before he retired, but that was a long time ago. He's a widower.’ 

The young man shook his head: ‘I can't help you, sorry.’ I was about to start the car again when he suddenly slammed the palm of his hand on the windscreen. ‘Wait! Do you see that lorry?’ I turned around. A lorry was coming up the road through the village. As it drove by it slowed down and it came to a halt in front of a grocery, which was closed—it was Sunday, Easter Sunday, April 3rd. ‘I know the driver,’ the lad said. ‘He's on the road a lot, going to the farms and other places in the neighbourhood. Maybe he can help you. Wait here.’ He crossed the road to where the lorry was, and I saw him talking to the driver. The two of them then came back.

The lorry driver spoke: ‘Wainock, eh? It's a hamlet in The Hollows, about eight miles from here. Your Mr Hirsch lives there in Craigh House. Turn around and drive back through the village to the Old Bersford Road, then turn left and continue until you get to the humpback bridge across the Lyse. Something like three hundred yards beyond the bridge, there's a road on the right. Follow it through the woods and then continue upstream along the Lyse until you come to a wooden bridge where a beck runs into the river. Don't cross the bridge. There's a road just before it, which you should follow. Be careful: the first part runs through the woods and is in a sorry state. After a while you'll have to go up a steep slope—I do mean steep, one in five, some​thing like that—but when you reach the top, you'll see The Hollows in front of you. Drive on and within minutes you'll be in Wainock. Not many people live there now. Craigh House is something like half a mile farther down the road. Do you think you can find it?’ 

‘Sure.’ Humpback bridge, along the river, wooden bridge, through the forest, up the slope—it shouldn't be too difficult.  

The lad said, ‘I may have been there once, but this is the first time I've heard the name!’

‘The beck that runs through The Hollows is the Wain, and one of the abandoned houses over there is called Wain House. Nowadays, the address is Laingley, but in Laingley they still call the place Wainock. The Holbrook brothers live there—you know, Holbrook Timber.’ Compressing his lips, the lad shook his head. The lorry driver turned to me again. ‘It'll take you a quarter of an hour or so to get there, if you don't get lost in the woods. You can also drive to Laingley; from there, you can enter The Hollows from the other side. It's quite a detour, but the road is better. You'll have to ask the way when you're in Laingley; it's easy to miss the road to Wainock.’

‘I know. I was in Laingley, and I ended up here. Thanks. By the way, what is the name of this place?’

‘Tresham Oaks,’ said the lad with the cap. 

The road along the Lyse was narrow and in a bad condition. I needed all my concentration to avoid the worst potholes and proceeded slowly until I came to the wooden bridge the lorry driver had mentioned. After some hesitation, I drove my car through an opening in the dense growth of shrubbery on my left and found myself on a forester's track along a fast-moving stream: the Wain. About six hundred yards down the track, I came to a clearing in the woods. On the far side of it, a hardened road veered away from the water and then climbed up the hill at an alarming rate. I put the car in first gear. 

The Hollows turned out to be a beautiful valley. To the north of the Wain, bathed in sunlight, lay meadows and fields—most of them bare—that spread out far and wide over gently sloping ground until they were stopped by a range of low, wooded hills. To the south, behind a desolate strip of bumpy terrain with roaming flocks of sheep, another row of hills rose up, their steep flanks covered with pine trees and the higher crests with weather-beaten boulders and black, thorny bushes. 

In front of me, I could see the scattered barns, stables, greenhouses and orchards of Wainock. There seemed to be more houses than the lorry driver's description of the place as a hamlet had led me to expect. Driving by the first buildings, I noticed, however, that they were derelict, with sagging roofs, broken windows and ripped-out doors, overgrown with ivy and in places lifted from their foundations by the roots of trees. The spot seemed to be turning into woodland again. Screens of hornbeam and some whitethorn hedges that had run wild for a long time blocked the view in all directions. Then the road turned sharply to the right, crossed the Wain and turned left. 

A few small cottages, all but one with boarded-up windows, lined the road. Farther down, I passed a large farm​house, its many out-buildings surrounding a vast yard, then another abandoned house, half hidden behind a row of trailers, tractors and brightly coloured agricul​tural machines, and more cottages, these with well-kept front gardens. A magnolia tree rose out of a carpet of white petals, and next to it, a small chapel faced an open space that stretched down to the Wain. I drove by a couple of smaller farmhouses and then another large complex, with the house to the right of the road and two huge barns to the left. I read the words Holbrook Timber on a faded sign. Nowhere had I seen a living soul.

In the distance, the road ascended to the brow of an isolated hillock, where, amid screens of tall trees, a blockish three-storey building with several rows 
of chimneys on its flat roof caught the bright light of the midday sun: Craigh House.

Something was going on there. A few cars were parked near the entrance and some bicycles rested against the brick wall of the enclosed estate
. I turned into the gateway. On the lawn in front of the house, a small crowd surrounded a white van. It was obvious that the building had seen many alterations in the course of its long history, most conspicu​ously on the ground floor where incongruously bom​bastic Norman arches framed the front door and windows. The upper floor appeared to be empty; all the windows were shuttered.

I put my car into reverse and backed out onto the road again in search of a place to park. When I walked through the gate, a man in khaki corduroy trousers and a white shirt, seemingly impervious to the chilly temperature, detached himself from the crowd and came to meet me. ‘Can I help you?’

‘Yes, I am Michael Paradine. I have an appointment with Mr Hirsch.’

‘Paradine? You are Mr Paradine?’ 

He gaped at me as if I had told him some utterly improb​able tale but quickly recovered his composure. ‘You're here to see Mr Alfred Hirsch?’ 

‘That's right.’

‘Can you identify yourself?’

And who're you? I thought. A private security guard—here, in the middle of nowhere? I gave him an incredulous and perhaps slightly contemptuous look, but he did not bat an eye. 

‘Well?’ he demanded.

‘Will a driving licence do?’ 

He just held out his hand, palm up. I took out my wallet and showed him my driving licence and a library card. He looked at them carefully, especially at the licence, which he studied closely as if to memorize every little bit of informa​tion it contained. Then he lifted his eyes and said, ‘Mr Hirsch is not well. They're about to take him to hospital in Laingley. His son is going with him.’ He pointed to the crowd, which at that moment parted to make way for the van. It was an ambulance. We stepped aside to let it pass. It drove through the gate and turned left. 

‘I am sorry to hear that. I've come by car all the way from London. I was really looking forward to interviewing Mr Hirsch.’

‘Come with me. Mrs Hirsch is still here. She's Alfred's daughter-in-law. I'll take you to her.’

When we reached the crowd, the man stopped and spoke in a commanding voice: ‘That's it, folks, go home. As soon as there's news, you'll hear it. Come on now; go home.’ The people, who had stood there whispering to one another, almost immedi​ately began to move towards the gate. They looked at me with curious eyes. Some diffidently addressed my companion, but he acknowledged them with no more than a nod. ‘Go,’ the man repeated, ‘go home now. We shall keep you informed.’ 

He was obviously an important fellow in this community, well into his sixties, with a tough physique and silvery hair cut short to the skull. He took me by the elbow and led me to the house. Only a few people were standing there. A woman of about fifty stepped forward. ‘Yes, Ralph?’ she asked. 

‘This is Mr Paradine, Liz. He's just arrived from London. He's here to interview Alfred.’

She seemed bewildered: ‘Paradine? This is Mr Paradine? But…’ The man interrupted her. He bent forward and whispered something in her ear, but I was able to make out the first part of what he said: ‘It is him; I checked.’ I was annoyed, offended even, and it showed. Mrs Hirsch hesitated; then, with somewhat forced friendliness, she tried to allay my irritation: ‘Why, of course, Mr Paradine. My father-in-law was expecting you. Unfortunately, he became unwell during lunch. We had to call an ambulance. My husband is with him. I'm afraid you'll have to wait until he returns.’

‘You can wait at my house,’ the man said to me. ‘I'm sure you have enough worries as it is, Liz.’ Before I had a chance to say anything, he grabbed my elbow again and started to walk me towards the gate. ‘By the way, my name is Ralph Jones. I am a friend of the Hirsches. I have a farm here.’

Looking over my shoulder, I saw Mrs Hirsch and a young couple standing on the stairs leading up to the front door. They were staring at us as we walked away. I realized that I had not said a word of greeting or comfort and tried to make up for it by sending them a sympathetic smile, but Jones had his hand on my shoulder and pushed me forward. He obviously wanted me to leave the premises as quickly as possible. ‘It has been an eventful morning. I hope you understand that it is best to give the family some time to themselves.’ 

What could I say? ‘Do you expect Mr Hirsch to be home again later today? It is a long way back to London, and I did not plan on staying overnight.’

‘I don't know. Why not wait a couple of hours? John will undoubtedly phone the family as soon as the doctors have a diagnosis. Then I will let you know.’ 

We were outside the gate. A few men and women were still hanging around, but the bicycles and, apart from mine, all but one of the cars were gone. 

‘Is that your car over there? Good. Now drive to Wainock, continue beyond the chapel and on to the large farmhouse on your right. That's Muirwenny House, where I live. My daughter Sarah is there. Tell her that I sent you, and make yourself comfortable in the lounge. I'll see you there.’

By the time I had reached my car and turned it towards Wainock again, the road was empty, except for an elderly man and a little girl who were walking away. They stepped aside, and the girl, prodded by the man, in all likelihood her grandfather, waved to me as I drove by. 

Muirwenny House was an elegant building, old but well-kept, three storeys high and with a steep roof. An immense yard, flanked with a barn, a stable and a couple of tool sheds, separated the farmhouse from the road. I parked my car in a corner of the yard, in front of a wrought-iron gate that led into a large walled garden with a long border of perennials and a terrace near the house, and mostly empty flower or vegetable beds at the back. I remained in the car, half expecting Ralph Jones to show up, thinking about the questions I had prepared for Alfred Hirsch and the unantici​pated turn of events that had upset my schedule for the day. A smooth-coated collie appeared behind the gate. For a while it paced back and forth; then it squatted down, eying my car with keen anticipation. From one of the tool sheds came the intermit​tent noise of an electric saw or drill. Two men were heaving a long heavy beam onto a wagon in the barn. Evidently, Easter Sunday was not a day of rest on this farm.

After about ten minutes, I got out and sauntered over to the barn. The dog rose to its feet, growled and barked half-heartedly and then disappeared behind the wall of the garden. The men, not at all minding the interruption, put down the beam with which they were wrestling, took tobacco pouches out of the pockets of their overalls and, with slow meticulously choreo​graphed dexterity, rolled themselves cigarettes. They confirmed that this was Jones's farm. When they learned that I had come from Craigh House, they wanted to know what was going on there. I told them about Alfred Hirsch and the ambulance, and they began speculating about what was wrong with him. ‘He's eighty or thereabouts; it could be anything,’ one of them summed up. I told them that Ralph Jones had sent me here and that I was to see his daughter. ‘She's in the house somewhere,’ one of them said. ‘Lovely girl,’ the other added as if to put me at ease.

The front door of the house stood ajar. A few seconds after I had rung the bell, a young woman came to the door. She was in her early twenties, a brunette with a kind face and dark, probing eyes. ‘You must be Mr Paradine,’ she said. ‘My name is Sarah, Sarah Jones. My father has just phoned me from Craigh House. Isn't it scary, what's happened to old Mr Hirsch? Please come in. I understand that you've come all the way from London for an interview with him. Are you a journalist?’

‘No, a historian, sort of. I have a commission to write the history of the family of Richard Overton, a business​man in London, and Mr Hirsch once was part of it. I mean, he worked for a bank that was largely owned by the family, and he seems to be one of the few survivors from the period.’

‘How interesting. Would you like some tea? Have you had lunch yet?’

I shook my head. ‘I'd hoped to arrive at Craigh House just after lunch and to have an opportunity to eat something before​hand. Well, I must've taken a wrong turn some​where. I got as far as Laingley and then lost my way. I ended up in a place called Tresham.’

‘Tresham Oaks. Yes, it isn't easy to find your way here from Laingley. They closed the old bridge at the tip of the lake last autumn, to traffic anyway, and now the simplest way to get here is driving around the lake. It's a detour of nearly two miles. If you miss the left turn between the One-Way Inn and the petrol station then you end up on Old Bersford Road, which is on the wrong side of the Archer Hills.’ She was describing my movements earlier in the day. ‘I'll prepare some sandwiches for you. The lounge is through there. You must be tired after such a long drive.’ 

‘Thank you. Now that you mention it, I am hungry.’

She opened a stained-glass door and led me into an inordi​nately spacious room: the lounge. ‘Make your​self comfortable. I'll be back in no time.’ She darted out of the room. 

Everything in the lounge had the mark of eclectic taste and culture. The most prominent object was a massive long case clock with a display showing Adam and Eve and a wriggling snake. Framed photographs, etchings and paintings—most of them dramatic land​scapes but also a few portraits—and three glass-fronted bookcases lined the walls. Art Nouveau figurines of nude, melancholy girls adorned the corners of the huge mantel​piece over the fireplace. On the side of the room that was closest to the windows, there was a beautiful tea table with an exquisitely polished top, a sofa and three easy chairs; and on the side closest to the door, a large dinner table with eight chairs. Potted plants were all over the place. In one corner, a sculptured rack held a television set, a hi-fi, a collection of long-playing records and compact disks, and a pile of magazines and newspapers. It also held a telephone, a state-of-the-art machine with a liquid-crystal display and a great number of buttons with unfamiliar marks on them. It was not connected; its plug lay idle on the floor.

One bookcase contained books on history, politics and eco​nom​ics; another, volumes on agriculture and war; and the third, art books and novels and other literary works. The lower shelves held paperback editions of books by Tom Stoppard, P.G. Wodehouse, Muriel Spark, Compton MacKenzie, Evelyn Waugh, Noel Coward, John Steinbeck and others. Hardbound editions of the collected works of Shake​speare, Dickens, Galsworthy, Walter Scott, Daphne du Maurier, and English translations of Goethe, Schiller, Flaubert and Proust filled the rest of the case. They were all must-have books, all seemingly untouched; I wondered if anyone had read them.

From somewhere in the house the faint sound of a telephone ringing reached the lounge. I was about to take a closer look at the history books when a familiar figure in one of the photographs on the windowsill caught my eye. That must be Wendell Marle, I thought. The picture showed the politician early in his career, in an aviator's outfit, leather jacket and flyer's cap, the rubber-rimmed goggles 
dangling below his chin. In the background, in front of a hangar or barn, an old double-decker aeroplane pointed its nose towards the clouds. In other respects it could have been any other picture of the Great Buffoon, as my grandfather used to call him: sagging shoulders, raised forearms, mocking grin, eyes reduced to a thin sliver between lid and bag, a cigar held as if it were a pen. Moving closer to the windowsill to inspect the picture, I noticed an autograph and an inscription: For Howard S., Fly on! Wendell Marle. There were a few other images of him, snapshots taken at receptions showing him in conversation with other men. I wondered what his connection with this farm or its inhabitants had been. I had read some early popular bio​graphies of Marle, but I did not recall anything that tied him to this neck of the woods.

Sarah Jones—she was wearing a dark blue apron now, more a brewer's than a housewife's type—entered the room carry​ing a tray of sandwiches, with some biscuits and tea, which she deposited on the tea table. She seemed nervous. Her face showed a rash-like blush that gave her a look of exhaustion and almost obliterated the natural kindness that had struck me at first. Was there something in my behaviour or attitude that had caused her to be uneasy? Was it the idea of being alone in the house with a stranger? Was she alone in the house? 

‘Here,’ she said, ‘freshly made. There's more, if this isn't enough. Just knock on the door. I'll be in the kitchen.’

‘Thank you, it is more than enough.’ She was already halfway through the door when I added: ‘I was admiring the room, and I saw this photograph of Wendell Marle. Was he a friend of the family? Did he ever visit here?’

‘Oh yes.’ she replied. ‘He was a friend of the family, but I don't think that he ever came to this place. These are old photographs.’

‘This one with the dedication and the signature must be worth something on the market for Marle memora​bilia. Do you know who this Howard S. was?’

‘Of course!’ My question seemed to surprise her. ‘Howard Simms: there is his painted portrait, on the left above the fireplace. He was a merchant and a pioneer in the aviation business, but I've been told that he abandoned aviation when that plane, the one in the picture, crashed and the pilot was killed.’ 

I had heard of Simms. In fact, in my research for the Overton book that I was writing, I had come across a couple of refer​ences to Howard Simms and other members of his family but had not paid much attention to them. It would make a nice footnote that there was a link between the Simmses and the place where Alfred Hirsch was enjoying his retirement. Maybe I should cast my net a little wider and pursue the Simms connec​tion?

‘Here,’ Sarah Jones picked up another photograph from the windowsill, ‘is Howard Simms, the man in the wheel​chair, with Marle and my father. The woman is Arlene Simms, his daughter, my father's first wife. The picture was taken at their wedding.’

‘Is that Ralph Jones?’ I had not recognized him.

‘Yes, and the man behind Marle, do you recognize him? That's Alfred Hirsch. He was my father's best man.’

For a fraction of a second my breath failed me. Only moments before, the day had seemed a disaster, but now it looked as if I had stumbled on a gold mine. ‘Your father knew Hirsch that long ago? Before Hirsch came here for his retirement?’

‘Of course. Craigh House also belongs to the Simms estate. Arlene Simms left everything to my father and my brothers when she died. The Hirsches rent the house for a token amount, I believe, as a favour from my father. I don't know the details, but Mr Hirsch had fallen on hard times by the time of his retirement. My father let him live in the house and took his son John into his employment.’ 

‘They were friends, your father and Alfred Hirsch? From when, where?’

‘They are friends, but don't ask me more. I seem to remember my father's saying that they both worked for Marle.’ 

She pointed to the sandwiches. ‘Please, excuse me. I have some things to attend to.’ Before I could say anything, she was out of the room. I sat down to eat. My mind was racing wildly: Overton Investment Bank, Hirsch, Jones, Simms, Marle… Was there something I should look into? It all seemed interesting enough, but was it? So far, the Overton Investment Bank had been no more than a paragraph in the Overton saga. Most of its records apparently disappeared after it was taken over by Harrington Business Bank, which also had not lasted long. I was in Wainock to ask Alfred Hirsch to fill in the gaps—for the sake of completeness really, not because the bank was a crucial factor in the Overton story. 

Not until I was halfway through the last one on the plate did I realize how delicious the sandwiches were. Leaning back in the sofa, I enjoyed the tea and the view of the walled garden with the Archer Hills in the background. Soon I found myself going over the events of the day once more. It was obvious that I should ask Alfred Hirsch a lot more questions than I had brought with me. Suppose there were a connection between Overton Investment Bank and, say, Marle or his party, or the Simmses: Hirsch had worked for the bank and also, if Sarah Jones's memory could be trusted, for Marle. Should I talk to Ralph Jones as well? Would he be able to supply some information about the bank? 

From somewhere in the house, the sound of people arguing or quarrelling wafted into the lounge. I strained my ears but was unable to make out what they were saying or even whether the voices were male or female. I started wandering around the room again. Above the fireplace, there was a large painted portrait. According to the inscription on the copperplate on the elaborate frame, it depicted one Eugene Simms, Esq., obviously a well-to-do mid-nineteenth-century gentleman. On one side of it, there was the portrait of Sir Howard Simms to which Sarah Jones had directed my attention, and on the other side, one of a Miss E. Carruthers, probably a youth portrait of Sir Howard's wife. I glanced at the other photo​graphs in the room. Some were family pictures: on top of the television set, a cute image of two young men in cricket outfits and a little girl, Sarah Jones, clutching a huge red balloon between her arms; next to it two pictures: one in black and white of a young couple and the other in colour of a middle-aged man and a young bride—the man was Ralph Jones, and the women were probably his first and his second wife. On the wall next to the stained-glass door through which I had entered the lounge, I noticed a column of framed photo​graphs of large groups of boys, students and soldiers, and two black-and-white photo portraits, one showing a young Ralph Jones in full battledress and another depicting him in an Army Colonel's uniform. Another column of frames, these with certificates of honour, hung on the other side of the door. Interesting: Jones was a Member of the Order of the British Empire, an Honorary Member of two Agricul​tural Societies, and the recipient of a Public Service Award (I could not read the fine print). In the middle of the column, a thick wooden panel held a silver plaque with a calligraphic inscription, ‘To Capt Ralph Jones, Our Everlasting Gratitude, QL, 21 July 1947’, superimposed on an engraving of a lily and two crossed swords, one pointing upwards, the other down​wards. What was that? 

Some of the books on history and politics were familiar to me, but many others were just proof that paper is cheap. Not one was of recent date. The other bookcases held nothing of interest to me, apart from one slim volume that intrigued me immediately: The Simms Factory in Antwerp. My father was born in Antwerp, where my grandfa​ther had married a Belgian girl a few years before the Second World War. Somehow, I felt, I too was in the picture that the things in the room evoked. As they say, it is a small world.

The kitchen door swung open, and Sarah Jones, no longer wearing the blue apron, re-entered the lounge. She seemed even more het up than she had been before. ‘There's a policeman to see you,’ she announced. Stepping aside, she made way for a stout man in casual dress. 

‘Good afternoon.’ He looked me over with great curiosity. ‘So you are Mr Paradine.’ What was this all about? Why should the police be interested in me or in my being here? Was there something I should begin to worry about?

‘I am Chief Constable Ian Ericsson, Cunnir Police. Can you show me some identification?’ Again? I pulled out my driving licence and library card. He just glanced at them. ‘I had a telephone enquiry from Mr John Hirsch about you,’ he said gravely, ‘and then a call from Mr Jones. I thought it best to look into this myself. They are close friends and prominent members of our community. You realize that, don't you, Mr Paradine?’

‘I do now,’ I replied, ‘but…’

‘You came here to interview Mr Hirsch's father? Can you tell me the purpose of that interview?’ I told him about the commission from the Overton family, Overton Investment Bank and Alfred Hirsch's connection with that bank. He did not seem interested. I looked at Sarah Jones, half expecting her to offer some confirmation of my story, but she just stood there. What confirmation could she give anyway? 

‘Did anybody know that you were coming here today?’

‘Do you mean anybody apart from the Hirsches and myself? No, I don't think so. I may have mentioned that I would be away today, but I can't recall mentioning either Hirsch or Laingley to anybody. Why do you ask?’

‘Did you not tell your employer?’

‘I work part-time at the Hallamy Institute of Industrial Studies in London, but that has nothing to do with my visit here.’

He wrote down the name of the Institute and showed it to me. ‘Is that how it is spelled?’ I nodded. Then he asked, ‘What about the man you're writing that book for?’

‘Overton? No, I'm not an employee of any of his business enterprises. In fact, I see him only irregularly, once or twice a month, to report on my progress or to ask for his assis​tance in gaining access to records, documents or people. I may be batter​ing on doors for weeks on end without getting a response, but he only has to nod and the doors open immediately and I get all the information I want. It's like magic, really, and it works every time.’

‘I'm sure it does,’ he said condescendingly, ‘but did you tell him you were coming here?’

‘No, when I found out that one of the officers of the bank, Alfred Hirsch, was still alive and lived here, I phoned him, and he agreed to be interviewed about his time at the bank. That's all. There was no need to bother Mr Overton with that. What are you driving at?’

He ignored my question. ‘Your wife?’

‘I'm not married. I live with my parents near London. Well, yes, I told my father yesterday evening about going to Laingley, but I don't think he even knows where it is. In any case, he's not interested in the Overton book. He's a technical consult​ant, an engineer…’

Chief Constable Ericsson heaved his shoulders in resigna​tion. ‘Is that your car out there? I mean, is it registered in your name?’ I nodded. ‘I phoned Laingley Police Station for a check on the number plate. We do take this seriously. Now, if you give me your telephone numbers, home and work, then I shan't have to bother you a moment longer.’

‘Take what seriously?’ I asked while writing down my tele​phone numbers on the slip of paper that he had handed to me. He put the slip in his pocket and gave me a business card. ‘Should you remember someone who knew where you'd be today, call us. Good day, Mr Paradine.’ To the girl he said: ‘Good day, Sarah. I'll see myself out. Give my regards to your father.’

I felt entitled to an explanation and turned to Sarah Jones: ‘Now, please, tell me what's going on here. First your father wanted me to show him some identification papers and now this policeman...’

‘The Chief lives nearby, in a villa off the road to Laingley.’ 

‘And what made you change your attitude towards me so suddenly? When you opened the door you seemed all right, but after that it looked as if the sooner you got rid of me the better.’

She hesitated, went over to the rack with the television set and put the telephone plug in the socket. It struck me as another cause for alarm. Had it been unplugged on purpose? Maybe they had wanted to make sure that I would not hear that telephone ring. What a suspi​cious lot—or was I the suspi​cious one?

She sat down in one of the easy chairs: ‘I didn't want to upset you or to be rude. You see, while I was in the kitchen preparing your sandwiches, there was a telephone call from John Hirsch, who had just arrived at Laingley Hospital. He told me that you are an impostor and that I shouldn't let you into the house.’ An impostor? Where did he get that idea? ‘I phoned father at Craigh House. He said that you were definitely not an impostor. John must have misunder​stood, he said. He also said that he'd be right over but that I shouldn't mention any of this to you.’

‘About Hirsch thinking that I am an impostor?’

‘Yes. Father arrived here shortly after I brought you tea and sandwiches. He said that there had been a visitor at Craigh House earlier in the morning. That man claimed that he was Michael Paradine.’ This astounding bit of information left me speechless, but I could see now why Jones, his daughter, Mrs Hirsch and the Chief Constable had treated me with so much circumspec​tion. None​theless, the idea that someone had pretended to be me when all I had in mind was to interview an octogenar​ian about a minor episode in the distant past of the Overton family, defied comprehension. She continued: ‘He'd tele​phoned Mr Hirsch around nine this morning with a request to have the interview before, instead of after, lunch. Mr Hirsch agreed. The man showed up at about a quarter to ten. He went with Mr Hirsch into the study and left around eleven-thirty. That's what father told me.’

‘Who was that man? What did he want?’

‘I don't know. Then father asked about you, and when I told him that you had asked about the photographs here, he became upset, especially after I told him what I'd said to you about Mr Marle and Mr Hirsch.’

‘He didn't like that?’

‘No. He started to call me names—he does that easily—and I said things that I shouldn't have said. I thought he was being unfair. After all, how should I know what to say and what not to say? He always leaves me in the dark about most things. It isn't that he does not care; if anything he's overprotective.’ 

‘You had a row?’

‘Yes, and then he left again. He said that I could reach him at Craigh House.’ Her face was sad and bitter. She took a biscuit from the plate on the tea table and turned her gaze to the clouds that were rolling in from the west. I interpreted that as a sign that she wanted to say no more about the matter. I changed the subject.

‘Are those your brothers?’ I pointed to the photograph with the two young men in cricket outfits. ‘Do they live here as well?’

‘No, and they are my half-brothers, Arlene Simms's sons. The youngest, Tom, is fourteen years older than I am. He's with the World Bank now, an agricultural expert in South-East Asia. Rick is a Colonel in the Army, just as father was. He's a military attaché at the Embassy in Riyadh. He's been there since before the Gulf war.’

‘You said that Arlene Simms died. Mr Jones is now married to your mother?’

‘Yes, but she spends most of her time in London. She's deeply involved in politics, as a lobbyist—you know, always campaign​ing for something or other. I hardly see her, and now, with the elections only a month away...’

‘You live here alone with your father, then? It is such a big house.’

‘After my father had retired from the Army, he came to live here. His first wife, Arlene, had inherited the farm and Craigh House and most of the land in The Hollows. She was suffering from a chronic illness, and they thought that living in the country would do her good. That's when father decided to leave the Army. He took up farming and was rather successful at it. It was quite a feat; for more than two generations, the Simmses had been living in London, where Horace Simms had built up his trading firm, and the property was neglected.’ 

‘Were you born here?’

‘No. Arlene Simms died in 1972, when they hadn't been here for more than six years. After a suitable period, my father then married my mother and brought her and me over from London. I was four when they married.’ 

‘So now you're the lady of the house.’

At that moment the telephone rang, and Sarah went to answer it. She listened in silence, then her face darkened and she gasped with sudden emotion: ‘That's terrible.’ She held out the telephone. ‘It is for you. Father.’ I already had an inkling of what he was about to tell me.

‘Mr Paradine? Ralph Jones here. I have bad news. Alfred Hirsch died in Laingley hospital less than half an hour ago. His son told me that his heart gave out. He did not regain conscious​ness.’

‘That is bad news. Please give my condolences to the family.’

‘I will do that.’

‘May I ask how old Mr Hirsch was?’

‘Alfred was eighty-two.’ After a short pause, he added, ‘All of us will miss him.’ 

‘Mr Jones?’

‘Yes, what?’

‘Your daughter told me about the impostor. I believe that I'm entitled to…’

‘The police are looking into that. I'm sure they'll get in touch. Well, I suppose there's nothing for you to do here. I suggest that you return to London. Goodbye, Mr Paradine.’ He hung up. I had wanted to ask him if he knew anything about Hirsch's time at the Overton Investment Bank, anything that would provide some compensation for the long drive from London and back. I put down the tele​phone, swearing heartily under my breath. He was right: there was nothing for me to do in Wainock, and I faced a long journey back. 

‘Poor Mr Hirsch,’ Sarah said bleakly, looking sideways through the window at the hills, which were turning as grey as ash behind a veil of rain. ‘Poor Charlotte; she's his grand​daughter, my best friend here, and she loves him so much.’ She just sat there, occasionally shaking her head, seemingly oblivious of my pres​ence. When she turned her face to me again, I said, ‘Your father has lost a good old friend. Will this have any conse​quences for John Hirsch and his family?’  

‘I don't think so. More than once I heard father re-assure Alfred that he would look after John and the family as if they were his own kin.’

‘It is touching, such devotion, almost as if they'd been comrades-in-arms.’ 

‘Yes, isn't it?’ she said doubtfully. ‘Of course, as far as I know, Alfred Hirsch never was in the Armed Forces, and in any case they met only after or at the end of the war.’

I wanted to know more about Hirsch and his relation to her father, but she said that she had already told me everything she knew about that subject. ‘I have to call Craigh House, to express my condolences to the family.’ She went into the kitchen and stayed there for nearly a quarter of an hour. When she came back into the room, she said, ‘Charlotte is devastated. He doted on her more than on anybody else. It will take her a while before she gets over this. Losing someone who's so close is the worst thing that can happen.’

‘I know how it feels,’ I said, eager to erase the impression that I cared only about the interview that I had missed. ‘All my grandparents are dead. I often think of the holidays I spent with my father’s parents in Belgium, where they lived, and the Sunday visits to my mother's mother—her father died before I was ten; I hardly remember him. Charlotte will come to cherish the memories. Mr Hirsch was in good health until almost the very last moment, wasn't he? That makes a difference.’

‘It should. It is a comforting thought,’ Sarah replied grate​fully as she sat down again in the easy chair. ‘I don't really know. With the exception of my mother's mother, I've never known any of my grandpar​ents—and she remarried when I was still a child. I haven't seen her at all in maybe fifteen years. She lives in Italy, somewhere south of Naples.’ 

For a few moments she remained silent, gazing at the steady, now heavy rain battering against the windowpane. Then, suddenly, she snapped out of her morose mood. ‘How about you? Your grandparents lived on the continent? Tell me about yourself,’ she insisted and started firing off one question after another at me until I said, ‘I really must go now; it's going to take me at least five hours to get home, maybe more if it keeps raining.’ 

By then, it was well past five, and the last traces of sadness and bitterness had long disappeared from her face. ‘Will you be at Alfred's funeral?’ she asked as she opened the stained-glass door of the lounge to see me out. The way she looked at me made me say, ‘Sure, if the family doesn't object,’ although I did not fancy spending another day behind the wheel just to go to a funeral.

I had lied to the policeman. One person had known about my whereabouts that day and that I intended to interview Hirsch: Patty de Shields. I was sitting in my car in front of the building where she rented rooms. However, the windows of her studio flat were all dark. It was near midnight. She was out or she had already gone to bed. 

Patty and I had met only two months before, but we had grown close, seeing one another at least twice a week. I held a part-time one-day-a-week job as assistant-researcher at the Hallamy Institute of Industrial Studies, where she was on a temporary contract. My function there was quite modest: I did mostly proofreading and reference-checking for the fellows at the Institute, who were caught up in the publish-or-perish culture of modern academic life and needed all the help they could muster to write reports and get papers published to justify the Institute's claim to ever-more grants and subsidies. Patty was there to develop a website for the Institute and redesign the house style for its stationery and publications. There were constant rumours that the Institute's survival was at risk, and the place was abuzz with innovation projects and PR-initiatives.   

  I had told her about Hirsch and Wainock, but she had advised against my going there. ‘Who cares? Who's going to read your book anyway? I bet not even the family. Perhaps a few middle managers in the Overton Group's enterprises, hoping to ingratiate themselves with the boss or dig up something they can gossip about in the canteen. Why spend ten hours on the road for an interview with some old man who probably has nothing to say worth your while?’ She had a point, of course, but I wanted the book to be a solid work of business history, and although I knew I was not writing a potential bestseller, I was sure that she was wrong about the kind and the number of people who would read it. Anyway, I had a commission and a promise to fulfil. Besides, I looked upon my work for Overton as an education and an investment. I did not intend to spend my life teaching history to one bunch of kids after another—most likely kids with little interest in the present, let alone the past. Nevertheless, there was a cynic's comfort in the idea that I could always fall back on that option.

Had Patty told anybody about my trip to Wainock? Not likely, but I needed to know. What bothered me was not so much that someone had taken my identity; I found it less upsetting than intriguing. What really worried me was that there might be a connection with Alfred Hirsch's collapse and death. Had someone wanted to silence Hirsch before he had a chance to talk to me? The thought had haunted me during the long drive back to London. Why would anyone go to Hirsch under my name if not to find out what Hirsch would have told me? Why would anyone try to find out about that unless he feared that Hirsch would reveal to me something incriminating or at least some embarrassing facts about Overton Investment Bank? Had Hirsch's death deprived me of a sensational chapter for my book? Had it saved my life—for what would have been my fate if someone had indeed tried to prevent Hirsch from revealing some secret to me and had failed to reach him before I had my interview with him? These questions had been spinning around in my head for hours, together with flashes of the events of the day. One snippet of conversation kept intrud​ing into my mind as an obvious but disconcerting key to the mystery: 

‘Did anybody know you were coming here today?’ 

‘Do you mean anybody apart from the Hirsches and myself?’

The Hirsches had known about my coming to Wainock. They had known about my purpose. They had known about the time I should arrive. Had Ralph Jones known about the interview? He was a long-time friend of Alfred Hirsch. They were neigh​bours. It seemed highly probable that he had heard about my request to talk to Hirsch. Anyone in the Hirsch household or Jones could have been the source of the informa​tion the impostor had acted on. Had that policeman thought about that? Only one thing was certain: somehow the impostor, or whoever was behind him, had known that I was on my way to see Hirsch. He must also have known that my arrival later in the day would expose his confidence trick within a couple of hours. That was the worrisome part. Maybe he had not cared about that. Maybe he had known all along that Hirsch would be dead. Maybe that alone had mattered to him. Who, then, had told him about my trip to Wainock? Maybe Patty had talked to somebody after all. 

I looked up again at the dark windows of her flat, started the car and drove home.

The lights in my father's study were still on. Through the window, which he always left ajar, even in winter, whiffs of cigar smoke and the sound of Ella Fitzgerald singing Ellington's Mood Indigo indicated that here everything was as usual. ‘Hello son,’ he said when he saw me passing by. He would be at the backdoor to let me in before I could insert my key into the lock. 

‘How was your day?’

‘Exciting, tiring, and a waste of time.’ I told him some of what had happened but nothing about the impostor, for I did not want to worry him with what might yet turn out to be an innocuous misunderstanding. 

‘Sad thing,’ he said when he heard about the death of Alfred Hirsch. ‘Does it affect your work a lot?’ I shrugged. Who knows what Hirsch would have told me? I took a piece of cheese from the fridge and followed father into his study. 

‘Something there made me think of you. When I was at that farmer's house, I stumbled upon a little book, The Simms Factory in Antwerp. I had no chance to…’

‘The Simms Factory?’ His face lit up. ‘Really? That brings back memories.’

‘You know it?’

‘Do I know it! Granddad worked at the Simms Factory. It was my favourite playground. Of course by then it wasn't the Simms Factory anymore, but the buildings were still standing there, and they were let out to various enterprises and shops. When I was about to go to primary school, grand​dad and granny moved to a new development to the north of Antwerp. There was no school there; or rather, to go to the nearest school I had to cross two very busy, very wide roads, which they thought were too dangerous. Besides, they had to leave early for work. Opposite the Simms Factory there was a primary school, and they decided that I should go there.’

‘You said that the factory was your playground.’

‘Granddad would take me with him in the morning. He had a car. He worked at a printer's shop and had to drive around to visit clients and suppliers. The problem was that he had to be there at seven-thirty in the morning, and school did not start until eight-thirty. In the evening it was the same thing: school finished at four, and my father often did not return until five or six, sometimes later. So, on schooldays, every morning and nearly every afternoon, he left me in the care of the caretaker of the Simms Factory. In the morning that was a Mr Jozef, an old man who took me with him when he went to deliver the mail to the various businesses
; and sometimes I went with him to the cellars beneath the complex, which were huge, when there was trouble with the electricity, the heating or something like that. In the afternoon, a young man, barely out of school, I guess, Charlie, looked after me, although he usually let me play by myself in the factory yard or even on the old dockside behind Simms House.’

‘Simms House?’

‘That was an enormous villa in the yard, abandoned and falling apart, of course. Apparently, the man who'd built the complex had lived there with his family. On the opposite side of the yard, a long three-storey building connected the massive fortress-like build​ing at the front and the warehouses at the back of the factory grounds. One of these had been converted into the printer's shop where your granddad worked. On the side of the villa, the yard was open, except for the remains of a railway platform. There was a wire fence on that side, and I used to crawl through a hole in it to the dockland. The dock wasn't used anymore except by a few locals who occasion​ally came there to fish. Between the basin and the factory yard, there was an old embankment, overgrown with weeds, but you could see the cobblestones and parts of a rail track as well as the rusted chassis of what must have been an enor​mous mobile crane. Mr Jozef wouldn't let me go there, but Charlie didn't mind. It was my own Adventure Land.’ The memories had brought a happy nostalgic gleam to his eyes. For a moment he seemed lost in time.

‘Did you ever go inside the villa?’

‘No, that was too risky; even Charlie said so. The doors and windows were all boarded up, and a part of the roof was missing. I did get into the cellar, though. The backdoor seemed boarded up like the other doors, but Charlie managed to twist it just enough to squeeze through. It gave access to a staircase to the cellar. It was spooky down there, even though there was electric lighting. I repaired that, Charlie said. Don't ask me who paid the bill.’ Father chuckled with obvious delight.

‘Was there anything there?’

‘Not much, a large part of the cellar was flooded and inaccessible. The furnace and some of the tubes of the heating system had been dismantled, but the pieces hadn't been removed. That was impressive. The remaining storage rooms were bare except for the wine cellar, where there were still a few crates, alas with empty bottles, and another with a number of boxes full of books and papers.’

‘Really? Would that have been a part of the Simms archives? Would it still be there?’

‘I don't know. I even doubt if the factory still exists.’ I made a mental note that I should find out if the library or the archives of the Hallamy Institute had anything on the Simms family. Father got up from his chair. ‘You go to bed now,’ he said. He took his empty whisky glass with him to the living room for a last refill. 

*

II.  The Duty of Memory

(Easter Monday, April 4th)    

‘Michael!’ Mother's voice woke me from a deep sleep. I did not want to get out of bed. All the parts of my body seemed disconnected and my neck was aching. ‘Tele​phone for you!’

Who would that be at this hour? What time is it anyway? Quarter to nine; at least I had a full night's sleep. I got out of bed, fumbled for my slippers and went into my study, where there was an extension to the tele​phone.

‘Michael? Jennifer.’

Jennifer Roeback is one of Overton's secretaries. She has me under her care, so to speak. ‘Good morning, Jenny,’ I said hoarsely. I needed some coffee to lubricate my throat.

‘Had a rough night? You sound as if you swallowed your Sunday paper.’

‘I haven't had breakfast yet, but it's not what you think; yesterday was an extremely tiring day.’

‘Well, the boss wants to see you. Preferably at six p.m. I thought I'd better phone you early, just in case you planned to go out for the day.’ 

‘That's all right. I'll be there. What does he want?’

‘No idea, but it must be urgent. Why else would he want to see you on a holiday? He called me at home yesterday. Can you believe that: on Easter Sunday! He said that he'd phoned your home but there was no answer. Naturally, I shan't be at the office today, but the security guard will let you in.’ 

Jennifer's words saved me a fruitless trip to the Institute. I had woken up with the idea of going there, not only because that is where I normally go on Mondays, but also because I wanted to check if its library or archive had some information on the Simms family and its enter​prises. Of course, on Easter Mondays the Institute is closed. Besides, I thought, before including the Simmses in my research, I should ask Overton. It's his money, and if he's not interested in the Simms connection then I shouldn't sacrifice valuable time to it. 

I decided to work at home on the book, just rereading what I had written the week before. I felt too drained to open the files on the Overtons' ventures in electric appliances, which were next on my list. Overton Investment Bank would remain no more than a paragraph, although a more dramatic one than I had had in mind: obviously I would include a mention of my trip to Wainock and Alfred Hirsch's death. 

I dialled Patty's number, but there was no answer. She would still be in bed if, as was likely, she had gone out the previous night. She had not told me that she had plans for the Easter weekend, but she never needed much prodding if someone, anyone, wanted to take her to a party.

Later in the day mother provided some distraction, as she always did when I was working at home; only now I was glad that she wanted me to do a few errands for her. I took my time doing them. At around four o'clock, when I was barely back at my desk, the telephone rang. 

‘Mr Paradine? Chief Constable Ericsson, Cunnir Police.’

‘Good afternoon, Chief. Have you found out anything about the impostor?’

‘As I told you yesterday, Mr Paradine, we are taking the incident seriously. A couple of my men are looking into it, but it would be less than candid not to tell you straight​away that they're likely to close the case very soon, probably even today.’

‘Why is that?’

‘Well, there's no indication whatsoever that Mr Hirsch did not die of natural causes or that anything was stolen from Craigh House. Moreover, the family doesn't seem to want to pursue the matter any further. As far as we're concerned, unless you say that the impostor harmed you in some unlawful way, there is no case, certainly no criminal case. You understand that, don't you?’

‘I think I do. Nevertheless, how…’

‘Yes, well, there may be an easy answer here. Let me ask you, how many times did you speak to Mr Hirsch on the telephone before he agreed to meet you?’

‘I spoke to him once. Why do you ask?’

‘I talked to the family yesterday, and they thought that Mr Hirsch had received other requests for an interview in the recent past, all of which he had turned down. However, they also told me that you may have tele​phoned him more than once.’

‘I did not. Once, and that was it.’

‘Precisely. I think, and my colleagues agree, that Mr Hirsch, who was an old man and didn't hear too well, may have mistaken a call from the other man for one from you and inadvertently mentioned your name and the date and time of your meeting to him. That would explain every​thing, wouldn't it?’

‘Hirsch himself leaked the information about my trip, and the other man merely took advantage of it. Is that what you mean?’

‘Exactly.’

I did not know what to say. It was a possibility of course. Impulsively, thinking of Sarah Jones, I asked, ‘Do you have any information about when the funeral will be? If it's at all possible, I'd like to…’

‘No, not yet, but I'm sure the family will let you know. If you want me to, I'll tell John Hirsch that you'd like to be notified.’

‘Please do. I would be much obliged.’

‘Consider it done. Good day, Mr Paradine.’

He hung up. It was a good thing that I had not been able to contact Patty. I would have looked a fool asking her whether she had spoken to anyone about my whereabouts the previ​ous day. She hardly ever missed an opportunity to make me feel foolish.

The security guard was expecting me. ‘Mr Overton is in his office on the upper floor.’ He nodded in the direction of the lift, picked up a telephone and pressed a button. ‘Mr Paradine is on his way up. Yes, sir, the moment she arrives.’  ‘He's waiting for you,’ the guard said, after he had put down the telephone. 

Overton was wearing a dinner jacket, matching trousers and a silvery white tie, which, oddly, made him appear younger than usual and certainly younger than his fifty-eight years. He was as friendly as always. ‘I don't have much time,’ he said apologeti​cally. ‘My wife will be here any moment. Today is the annual meeting and dinner of her favourite charity, which she made me Treasurer of. I have to give a speech, and I came to the office to finish the text and pick up the slides for my presentation of the accounts. 

‘I've asked you to come over because of a delicate matter, and I thought it best not to deal with it over the phone. I hope you don't mind. Yesterday, shortly after noon, I received a call from a Mr Stretham, who said that he was with the Foreign Office. It seems that you've been asking questions about the Overton Investment Bank and contacted one of its former officers.’

‘Yes, Alfred Hirsch.’

‘Well, apparently there are people who'd prefer that you don't poke your nose into that business. Stretham urged me to dissuade you from talking to that Hirsch, but I wasn't able to reach you. He wasn't asking me, if you know what I mean.’ 

‘Why should the Foreign Office be interested?’

‘There was a story in my family about Overton Invest​ment. When my grandfather was asked why he should get involved in the banking business, of which he knew nothing, he reportedly replied that the banking bit was not business but patriotic duty.’

‘Meaning?’

‘I don't know. The bank was a front for a govern​ment operation, I guess, and my grandfather agreed to be part of it. You know that his sister was married to a War Office mandarin. When the bank had served its purpose, he sold his interests, didn't he? I can't imagine that he lost a penny on it. He was an astute and cautious man. Even when playing the patriot, he wouldn't do anything that might compro​mise his reputa​tion as a solid busi​ness​man—he said it was his greatest asset.’

‘The bank didn't last long; that's true.’ The OIB was a front for a covert operation? That wasn't at all improbable, consider​ing the situation at the time. There must have been secret armaments programmes galore; allies had to be bought, and espionage, propaganda and opposi​tion networks funded. A bank, especially a new one with reliable and carefully screened staff, would have been a useful conduit for funds and contacts. ‘What about Hirsch?’ I asked.

‘Maybe he was representing the government on the board.’

‘He was too young then, but he was an assistant to one of the directors—one Leonard Mowbray.’ 

‘What did Hirsch tell you?’

‘Nothing.’ I gave Overton a quick synopsis of the events of the previous day. 

‘What a coincidence! Anyway, there's no need to delve into the Overton Investment Bank episode. As far as I know, that was just a sideshow in my grandfather's career.’

‘There is something that I don't understand. If Hirsch was an undercover agent of the government, then how do you explain his eagerness to talk to me about his role at the bank?’

‘If he was an undercover agent… Offhand, he may have wanted to use the interview as a way of getting a load off his chest. You know, an old man burdened with dirty secrets about things nobody really cares about any more.’ 

‘That man from the Foreign Office seems to care.’

‘That's true. Perhaps Hirsch wanted to find out how much you know about the operations of the bank in order to keep you off the track, keep the lid on it all.’ 

‘I prefer the latter hypothesis. I'd hate to think that yesterday I missed a historical scoop of the first order rather than a meaningless charade.’ 

Overton chuckled: ‘I can understand that. You must've spent the better part of the day on the road. Well, count your blessings that it wasn't a weekday.’ Then the telephone rang. The guard announced that Mrs Overton was waiting down​stairs. ‘We have to go now,’ Overton said. ‘Intriguing, isn't it? I'd like to know what the Overton Investment Bank was really doing as much as you, but I don't intend to spend any money on finding out. I suggest we forget about it.’ We were in the lift riding down when Overton spoke again. ‘I doubt that the man from the Foreign Office would've made that call to me if he'd known that your Mr Hirsch had died without seeing you.’ 

‘I've been thinking about that,’ I said. ‘My best guess is that he got his information from the mystery man in Wainock. All the others, Hirsch's family and friends, must have known for at least ten days that I was going to interview him. If they had wanted to contact the Foreign Office then they would have done so much earlier and you would've had that call last week, in time to stop me from going there. That man, however, left Craigh House before Hirsch collapsed but, presumably, after he'd learned what Hirsch intended to tell me. I'd say he had just enough time to make a telephone call to London.’

‘Your mystery man was a government spy, is that what you're suggest​ing?’

‘I'm only speculating.’

‘Of course you are. Just make sure that you leave your speculations out of my book. Anyway, if you're right then we can safely assume that the incident is closed.’

‘Why's that?’

‘Because Hirsch didn't tell you anything, did he? And because he won't tell anything to anyone any​more.’

‘True, but he may have documents at home.’

‘Well, forget about them. As I said, where our book is concerned, I'm not interested in what went on inside the Overton Investment Bank. My grandfather was among the founders. After a while, he sold his interests. That's all we need to know.’

Mrs Overton, a surprisingly ordinary-looking woman even though she was wearing an elegant overcoat over a clearly very expensive gown, was standing at the guard's desk. She waved at her husband when we stepped out of the lift. Overton waved back. ‘That's what duty looks like when she calls,’ he whispered to me, gently poking an elbow against my ribs. He introduced me to his wife, who chided him for having called me to the office on a holiday: ‘Surely, history can wait another day, don't you agree, Mr Paradine?’ Overton patted my upper arm and said, ‘Take care of your​self.’ They took the lift to the garage beneath the building, and the security guard let me out through the main entrance.

I sat behind the steering wheel of my car trying to make sense of Overton's startling revelation about the interven​tion of the Foreign Office. How did it fit into an already far too confusing story? More to the point, how did I fit into it? No matter how I approached it, it did not add up. Maybe Overton's hypothesis was all there was to it: the bank had been involved in secret dealings that the government, even now, did not want to divulge. Still, it was hard to believe that they had kept a tab on Alfred Hirsch for so long. 

I drove to Patty's flat and found her on the point of going out. ‘There's a dinner party I'm invited to, at Benito's,’ she explained while we were descending the stairs. ‘I spent Friday with a photographer taking pictures of the Institute and the neighbourhood, and he asked me to go with him to the annual dinner of his professional society. I couldn't refuse. As you know, my term at the Institute will be over in less than two weeks, and I still haven't got another job. Maybe there will be someone there—someone who just might know of an opening for a young talent like me. Keep your fingers crossed for me tonight, will you?’ I said that I would. A quick kiss on the lips, and she was gone. 

I drove to The Mark Anthony, a pub on Rosebud Terrace, where I expected to find some friends, but the place was unusually quiet, and apart from Chuck, the publican, no one I knew was there. Chuck is an American; he came to London in 1960 to work on the set of Cleopatra, the legendary epic which was planned to be filmed at Pinewood Studios. When the production moved to Rome, Chuck remained in England, and after a few minor roles in British films, got married, bought the old, derelict Duke's Vineyard and transformed it into a success​ful pub. While filling a glass of beer from the tap, he looked around the nearly empty room and said jadedly, ‘What did you expect? Most of the regulars are away for the long weekend.’ He looked at his watch. ‘Maybe around ten, some will come for a quick one—maybe not. Still, it'll be a queer day if Pelle the Dane does not turn up. He has a new girlfriend he wants to show off.’ It was dark outside when I left. I headed for home. 

‘There you are,’ mother said when I stepped into the kitchen. ‘A Miss Jones called around five. She asked me to tell you to phone her at home tomorrow around ten. Sounded like a nice girl. Do you know her?’

‘Yes. I was at her father's house yesterday. Did she give you the number?’

‘It's on the notepad next to the phone. You haven't eaten yet, have you? I left your plate in the fridge: salmon and spinach. Give it three minutes at the most in the micro​wave. I'll be upstairs; I still have some ironing to do.’

‘Thanks, mum.’

‘By the way, I spoke with Auntie today. You will visit her when you go to Brussels tomorrow?’

‘Yes, Wednesday evening, after the conference, I'll go and see her. Don't worry, I will phone her tomorrow before I leave.’

Father came into the room while I was eating my dinner. He sat down on the sofa behind my back. ‘Is everything all right?’ he asked.

‘Yes, of course,’ I answered, but I started to tell him about the impostor and the intervention from the Foreign Office in between bites from the delicious meal mother had prepared.

‘Don't take this lightly, son. Government is bad enough, but secret government is far worse. If they want to keep the lid on events that happened more than fifty years ago then there's is a good chance that those events haven't run their course yet.’ 

Maybe, but it did not concern me. I told father that Overton was not interested and that I was not going to pursue the matter. He was relieved: ‘Good.’ He got up from the sofa and disappeared into his study.

(
(Tuesday April 5th) 

Immediately after breakfast I packed my suitcase and my brief​case for the trip to Belgium. I was due in Brussels that night for a symposium the next day on the history of commerce in the Lowlands in the late nineteenth century. From there, I planned to go to Antwerp to visit my aunt—actually, she is my great-aunt, granny's sister—and fly back on the first plane Friday morning. I had made up my mind to use the occasion to go to the Simms Factory in Antwerp and find out more about it. That had nothing to do with the Overton book but everything to do with my father's vivid memories of the place. If it was still there, I would take some pictures of it. That would please him, sentimental stoic that he is. 

Over the telephone, I told Auntie about my plans, and she said that I was welcome to stay with her in her flat for two nights. ‘Mind you, you'll have to sleep on the couch.’

I called Jacob Salomon, an old friend of mine—we had studied together at university, but I had not seen him in a long time. ‘Michael! It's great to hear your voice again. What's the occasion?’ I knew that he had started his career at the Marle Archives and I wanted to know if he still had contacts there. It turned out that he was now the acting director of the Wendell Marle Institute and Archives. That was a lucky break. I asked him if he would find out for me if there was anything relating either to Alfred Hirsch or to Ralph Jones in the archives. He said that he knew Jones had worked for Marle and that the name Hirsch sounded familiar to him: ‘I will check and get in touch with you. We should get together sometime.’

I also phoned the librarian at the Hallamy Institute to ask if she had anything on the Simms family. She answered that she had no idea but would look into it as soon as she had the time. 

At ten sharp, I dialled the number on the notepad. ‘Hello!’ The voice was Sarah Jones's. ‘I'm so glad you called,’ she said. ‘I tried to contact you yester​day, but you weren't in, and your mother said that she didn't know when you'd be back; and last night we went to Cunnir for a dinner with friends. I wanted to tell you about Alfred Hirsch's funeral.’
‘Has the date been set?’

‘Yes, it will be Saturday morning. I asked John Hirsch and he agreed that we should invite you. He thinks that he owes you an apology. Will you come?’

‘I'd like to, but it is a long drive. I'd have to leave before dawn.’

‘We discussed that, and father didn't object when I proposed that you should spend the night here at the farm. You will accept the invitation, won't you? I too owe you an apology, I believe, and… .’ Her voice had fallen to a whisper. I could hear her breathe, but she remained silent. 

‘Hello? Sarah?’

‘Sorry, still emotional about what happened on Sunday, I guess.’ Recovering her voice, she continued: ‘It was a good thing you were there to comfort me. It meant a lot. Please, accept our invitation. It would be nice to see you again. I could show you around the farm and the valley. We have some beautiful sights here.’

‘Well, thanks; I'll come.’ I instantly regretted the commit​ment I had made. The prospect of spending yet another ten hours in my car, and that for the funeral of someone I had never met, hardly appealed to me, but I had already suggested to Sarah and to the Chief Constable that I should like to be there. I could not back out now. ‘When will you be expecting me?’

‘Come before dinner, if that's at all possible. Six or seven will be fine, or come earlier if you want.’

‘Friday, late afternoon, I shall be there.’ She thanked me as if I had done her a favour. Mother was right: she did sound like a nice girl—a nice girl with dark, fascinating eyes! Another trip to Wainock wouldn't perhaps be a total waste of time. 

I went upstairs to my room again to work on my book. However, there was no point in trying to do anything substantial, as I had to leave for the airport before long. I phoned Patty at the Institute to tell her that I would not be back in London until Friday morning and then only for a few hours. ‘I too have news, Michael. I have a job, at least it looks as if I have, but it will be in Bournemouth. Within a fortnight, it's goodbye unaffordable London rent for me. I hope so, anyway. I'll tell you more about it later.’  

‘Yes, you do that,’ I replied. She was moving fast. 

Unspecified technical problems delayed the plane's depar​ture for more than three quarters of an hour. I didn't mind. It gave me extra time to re-read the paper which I was supposed to comment on the next day, courtesy of a fellow at the Institute, who thought he was doing me a favour when he suggested that I should go to Brussels in his place. When I agreed to stand in for him, he offered me some hints about what he would have said but concluded breezily, ‘Of course, you can make any comments you want.’ I had already decided not to make the one comment I should make, that there was no point to the paper, as it merely presented some hitherto unpublished correspon​dence show​ing that indeed King Leopold II had wanted to be a player in the natural-rubber trade. ‘Remember the first rule for a respondent,’ the fellow at the Institute advised me. ‘Don't try to do justice to a paper, just be kind… unless it attacks you and your views directly. If it does, be ruthless.’ 

‘What is the second rule?’ I asked. 

‘Nitpicking, of course; leave the man his pride and raise questions about minor things, preferably about references in footnotes. That's your field, isn't it, checking references?’  

‘I see,’ I replied, ignoring the condescension in his remark, ‘but in this case the author is a woman.’ 

He sneered contemptuously. ‘A woman? Barely a girl, I'd say. That paper is student stuff, but the organis​ers wanted her to present it, and you may never know who is pushing her or why, unless you want to sit about in the bar long enough to hear all the gossip.’ I had no intention of doing that.

Checking in at the hotel in Brussels, I met a French professor who was going to present a paper at the symposium. We had dinner together and spent the rest of the evening talking about wine and politics—he did the talking and I threw in an occasional ‘Amazing’ or ‘I did not know that.’ He was very knowledgeable about wine and even more about the institutions and policies of the European Community. He seemed to know all the big shots personally: ‘They're just ordinary people... until they get down to business—then watch out.’ When I asked him about the Maastricht Treaty and the European Union, he an​swered with a touch of loathing in his voice, ‘That treaty has created a monstrously complex network of institutions and organisations that nobody but the insiders can understand. Mirrors and screens and scaffolds—that's what it is. Réjouissez-vous, all ye politicians, bureaucrats and lobbyists! Your prime minister, John Major, should have torpedoed it instead of merely saving his hardly memorable face, but I fear you English have tired nearly as much of democracy as the rest of us in Europe. Leave it to some far-away technocrat: that seems to be the modern credo—the farther away, the better. Croyez-moi, people love the unelected European bu​reaucracy because they see it as some​thing higher up in the chain of being than their own elected politicians, whom they don't trust. They don't want democracy; they cherish the illusion that some​where up there an unaccountable higher power is keeping the petty potentates around them in check.’ Later, in my room, when I perused the list of participants, I discovered that he had been a Member of the European Parlia​ment. Some people do get around. 

(
(Wednesday April 6th)  

At the symposium, which was tedious beyond compare, I met one Peter Vermeulen, who was in charge of the archives of the Port Authority in Antwerp. When he heard that I was going to be in Antwerp the next day to visit the Simms Factory, he invited me to come to the archives as well. ‘I'm sure that we have some documents relating to Simms,’ he said. 

I skipped the closing dinner of the symposium to take the train to Antwerp for the visit to my great-aunt Marie. She was in her late seventies, a rotund, vivacious lady. We saw her not more than once or twice a year on sporadic excursions to the Continent, but from our frequent telephone conversa​tions, we knew that she led an active, outgoing life and that she was always in good cheer, although her health was beginning to fail her. She had a fatalistic attitude to everything beyond the small circle of family, friends and acquaintances where she found all her joys and occasional sorrows. ‘Why should I worry?’ she had once confided to dad. ‘All the big losses are behind me.’ Her husband and her son had died, as had her sister and her brother. We were the only relatives she had left. Auntie's philosophy was simple: if it is going over your head then do not bother; otherwise, duck. If she had known any Latin at all, ‘carpe diem’ would have been a fitting motto for her. She instinctively knew, however, when to forego a day's pickings, if they were likely to end up on the regrets-side of life's ledger. 

She served me meatloaf with hot black cherries in a syrupy sauce and white bread, the same meal she had prepared for my sister Alice and me whenever we had gone to visit her. It was her dish, so much so that mother had always refused to make it at home. After dinner, we talked about my book and prospects, and about how Alice was doing in America, where she had a job in the financial division of a multinational's regional office in Salt Lake City. Auntie was anxious to hear about my father's health and responded with sceptical relief to my assurances that he was fine. She also told me about his unexpected departure in 1963 to take a job in Luton, in England, and how it had upset my grand​mother. Then we watched television: an American yarn, in the original version with subtitles as is customary in the Flemish-speaking part of Belgium, about a fire fighter trying to save New York City from imminent destruction and his marriage from being not as fulfilling and exciting as it once was. Auntie dozed off halfway through it and went to bed a short while after an explosion on screen had woken her up. I waited for the credits and then prepared the couch, which was to be my bed. 

(
(Thursday April 7th)

The next day, while we were having breakfast, I asked Auntie about the Simms Factory. Is it still there? ‘Oh yes. Of course, it has been renovated. I've not been there for many years, but I hear that part of it is now a shopping centre and another part offices. Your grandfather used to work in a printer's shop in the Simms Factory, did you know that?’

‘Yes, dad told me. He also told me that he went to school not far from it and spent quite a few hours there each day, before and after school. He seems to have some fond memo​ries of the place. I thought I'd go and see what it's like nowadays and take some pictures for him.’

‘He will love that. Will you come here for lunch and supper? I'll be going for supper with my friend Vera—I do that every Thursday—and I shan't be back until nine, but I can prepare something for you and leave it in the fridge. I have a spare key somewhere.’

‘Don't worry, Auntie. I'll be here for lunch. Now that I am in Antwerp, I may as well go to a couple of places to see if they have anything that I can use for my book. I'll start with the Registry of the Port Authority and be back around twelve, twelve-thirty. In the afternoon, I'll probably go to the City Library first and then to the Simms Factory. I'm sure there is a restaurant or a snack bar there. I shan't be late; I have to get up early to be in Brussels in time for my plane.’ 

She gave me instructions on how to go to the places I had mentioned by public transport. Then, ‘just to make sure,’ she wrote them down on a page ripped from an old school-notebook, with thin blue support-lines and a vertical red line that marked the margin. I admired her regular, careful, elegant handwriting. ‘That's because we learned to write with pen and ink; we didn't have ballpoint pens in those days.’ Looking at the postcards displayed on her cabinet, she added, ‘Progress has a price. Nowadays, it takes longer to read those things than it takes to write them. Are you sure you don't want me to prepare something for your supper?’

Peter Vermeulen was not in his office, but he had told his secretary about me and about the purpose of my visit. The secretary, a lean, sour-looking elderly man with thin grey hair and enormous hands, greeted me with no more than a mumbled ‘Ah yes, Mr Paradine from London,’ and led me straightaway to a small window​less room with a table and a chair. A cardboard box stood on the table. It was worn, with ragged edges and various markings—most of them crossed out—all over its sides.

‘That's all we have on the Simms Factory,’ he said with grim decisiveness, as if in answer to a question that he wanted to forestall at all costs. ‘Now, if you will write your name here and sign there.’

He put a form on the table and handed me a pen. I signed the form, which he then inspected and completed by filling in the date and time and the reference number of the box on the appropriate dotted lines. ‘Please put everything back in the box when you have finished with it. I shall leave the door open.’ With these words, which seemed to express a deep distrust of mankind in general and of me in particular, he turned around and disappeared into the hallway. They must have run out of smiles when it was his turn to receive a ration of the smaller graces.

I opened the box and started browsing through its contents, a seemingly random collection of papers: requests to the Port Authority; correspon​dence and notifications concerning works in or around the factory; the arrival of exceptional cargo by train or ship; the purchase of electricity generated by the factory's power plant; a brochure on safety regulations; and a few slim logbooks with the arrival and departure times of ships. In addition, there were lists of employees; a document specifying the terms of a rental agreement for office space between Simms as land​lord and the Port Authority as tenant; carbon copies of notes, memoranda, and letters to City Hall and the Port Authority; and a bulky envelope marked “Varia”, which I put aside. It was clear that the documents had been filed under the firm's name. They did not relate to the building itself, which apparently had served primarily as a trans-shipment facility. 

None of the documents were dated later than 1911. It seemed probable that the family had sold the complex at that time, but I found no direct evidence for that hypothe​sis. I had not expected to stumble upon relevant material for my book, and there was none—but I took some notes anyway.

At eleven o'clock, the secretary reappeared. ‘Mr Vermeulen is on the phone,’ he announced. I followed him to his office, another windowless room, not much bigger than the cubicle that he had assigned to me, with harsh striplighting and crammed with filing cabinets. 

‘Have you found anything of interest?’ Peter asked after we had exchanged a few words of greeting. Without waiting for an answer he continued, ‘I'm sorry for not being there this morning. I'm in Brussels again for a meeting. If you like, we can have dinner tonight. What do you say to that?’ I told him that I planned to visit the Simms Factory late in the afternoon. ‘That's not a problem; there's a restaurant there, the Fancy That! It's supposed to be rather good and not expensive. We could meet there at six-thirty or seven.’

‘Fine, I'll be there. Thanks.’ 

I was delighted by the invitation. If a Belgian says the food is rather good then it is most likely excellent. I went back to my little cell and opened the envelope. It contained another bundle of papers, held to​gether by a worn rubber band that snapped the moment I touched it: printed invitations to recep​tions, parades, other social functions and religious and official ceremonies at the factory; and a few sepia-coloured photographs of important-looking men and ecclesiastics visiting the factory—one of them depicting the blessing of a huge mobile crane. There were several letters, one of which was a notice of the death of Sir Horace Simms at his home in London. In another letter, one A. Simms explained that he would not be able to attend a meeting on Friday because he had to go to Plymouth unexpectedly to sail on HMS Serpent. This was odd. Why should a businessman embark on a naval ship? The letter was dated November 3, but no year was given. A third letter, this one dated November 15, also without a year, regretfully informed the Authority that Mr A. Simms was missing at sea and that, until further notice, Mr Theophilus de Backer would take over his duties. There might be an interesting story behind these two letters; I wondered if anybody had already written about the disappearance of this A. Simms. 

I returned to the logbooks. They showed, albeit in a frag​men​tary manner, that the 1880s had seen a rapid expansion of the family's business in Antwerp.

At a quarter to twelve, the secretary marched in again. ‘We close between noon and two o'clock,’ he an​nounced with some urgency. ‘Unless you plan to return this afternoon, I must ask you to put everything in good order back in the box.’ 

‘Are you sure there's nothing more on the Simms Factory?’ 

He looked at me with palpable scorn. ‘The Simms Factory ceased to be the Simms Factory at the beginning of the century. That was two world wars ago. Since then, the ar​chives have been moved a number of times.’

‘The Simms family had a house, a villa, on the factory grounds. I've heard that there were several boxes with documents in the cellars, at least as late as 1950. Do you know anything about that?’

‘No. Yes, I've seen pictures of the villa, but it, or what was left of it, was demolished after the great flood of February 1953. That,’ he said, pointing to the stuff on the table, ‘is all there is now.’

‘In that case, there's no need for me to return. I shall be out of here in ten minutes.’

After a simple lunch with Auntie Marie, I walked to the Southern Terrace from where there was a good view of the river and the skyline of the city. There was the magnificent, elegant spire of the medieval cathedral, the sturdy Art Deco block of the Farmers' Tower, Europe's first skyscraper, and the striking façade of the Police Building—from Christendom to Corporatism to Police State: history at a glance. 

The clerk at the City Library was friendly but not particu​larly helpful. Apart from a copy of The Simms Factory in Antwerp and a pictorial with a few photographs of the factory, the Library had many publications on the history of the harbour that might contain useful information, but having looked at some of the most promising items, I decided not to bother with them. What could I hope to find anyway? This was just mindless fishing. Besides, my reason for being there was my father's delight in reminiscing about his time spent at the Simms Factory. All I needed was a photograph or two of the place as it was now.  

I left earlier than I had planned. Following the instructions Auntie had written down for me, I had no difficulty finding my way to the Simms Factory. From the outside, it looked precisely as my father had described it and as I had seen it in the pictorials at the library: an imposing fortress. However, inside the gate everything was different. The yard was now a gigantic car park. As Vermeulen's secretary had told me, the Simms house was no longer there. The dock had been filled up and turned into a park with a row of identical detached houses on the opposite side. On the right side of the car park, there were boutiques, shops, restaurants, cafés, and on top of these, a gallery with more of the same. At the back of the yard, the warehouses had been torn down and replaced with an enormous gaudy department store called Wally's. “Wally's for wallies!” Would that be its slogan? 

I wandered around the place; took some pictures; found the Fancy That! restaurant; looked around a bookshop, which seemed to sell little other than Dutch translations of international bestsellers, do-it-yourself books and flashy magazines; bought a postcard with a picture of the Simms factory in 1936; and had a cup of coffee in a snack bar in the yard. Then I walked out. Opposite the factory there was a large yellow-brick building. Realizing that it must have been my father's primary school I took some pictures of it too. It was not a flourishing neigh​bour​hood. Busy, teeming with traffic, yes, but the houses were run down, and most of the pedestrians on the pavements were old or immi​grants. I returned to the bookshop and bought a comic book, which I went on to read on a sunlit bench in the park until the chilly air made that too uncomfortable. 

The Fancy That! was nothing more than a wood-and-chrome cross between a French bistro and a newly-built railway cafete​ria with wall-to-wall carpeting, a few oversized plants and barely audible string music to give it an air of tranquil luxury. There were not too many customers, but all the seats at the windows were occupied. I chose a table far away from a couple with three children—one of them whining incessantly, another making a nuisance of herself by running about and climbing on chairs, the third engrossed with a booklet, oblivious of everything around him.

Waiting for Peter Vermeulen, I studied the menu card. It listed a large number of dishes under fancy English names such as South Pacific Delight and Autumn Breeze. My knowledge of Dutch is far from perfect but it was good enough to read the rather flowery descriptions, in small cursive print, of the ingredients and what they were supposed to taste like—not that they made me any wiser about what the kitchen had to offer. 

I was still studying the menu card when Peter Vermeulen arrived. ‘Good to see you. Boy, am I hungry.’ He snatched the card from my hands, gave it a fleeting look and beckoned the waitress. When he had given his order to her, I said, ‘I'll have the same.’ Since I had not caught the name of the dish, I did not know what I had for dinner or what it was supposed to taste like. I can only surmise that it wasn't supposed to taste the way it did. 

Vermeulen was in goods spirits, as he demonstrated again and again by telling some joke or story, every one of which he introduced with the words ‘Now listen, this is funny.’ Most of the time, he went for cheap belly laughs. I remember one joke about a priest, a philosopher and a psycho​thera​pist: the priest regrets that people don't pray or come to confession anymore; the philosopher complains that they find the discipline of critical thinking too much of a burden; and the therapist laments that his workload brought him to the brink of a nervous break​down. Another was about a priest who explained his public advocacy of extra-marital free sex with these words: Since free love apparently means sex without love, I suppose that free sex means love without sex. That one prompted Vermeulen to change his tone: ‘If there were as many priests as there are jokes about them, the Church would be flourishing. I assure you, de-Christianization is far more advanced here than it is in Britain.’ 

‘You think de-Christianization is bad?’

‘I don't know and I'm not sure that I care. Still, I can understand those who say that it's the single most important development in the West over the past century. One has to wonder about what will fill the void when Christianity is gone. My grandmother predicts the abyss. She can't understand why all the funny men on television take such pleasure in slandering the one Church whose defining symbols are a victim of cruelty and injustice dying on the cross, and a mother and her child.’ He paused for a second. ‘She's nearly eighty and prays for me every day. Somehow, God or no God, I find that comforting,’ he added with a faintly discomfited grin. ‘Imagine a world where nobody prays for anybody. It's just too silly to expect a building to remain standing when its founda​tions are crumbling. I mean: What is to become of our civilization when the relentless drive to power is no longer kept in check at the grassroots by faith in a transcendent order?’

‘Wasn't it Voltaire who said that he didn't believe in God but was mighty glad that his servant did? It's like saying, I know I can trust my servant but I wouldn't trust me if I were him.’

‘Ah yes, trust! We had a professor at university who said that trust is an exploitable resource; therefore, the exploita​tion of man by man won't end until all human relations are solidly founded on distrust.’   

‘That's your answer to the question, what'll fill the void?’

‘Distrust? Distrust means no faith, doesn't it? Maybe it is just another word for the void, for politics. Politicians seem to say we need not trust each other; it's enough that we trust them to protect us from ourselves. Who trusts a politician? Nobody… least of all another politician!’

‘Except at election time.’

‘True, then the media whip up a frenzy and the herds stampede, or at least walk.’

When the annoying girl came to our table and, resting her chin on the table top, gave us a defiant stare, Vermeulen bent forward to look straight into her eyes and said with officious emphasis, ‘You are the ugliest girl I have ever seen—ever.’ She ran off to her parents and did not leave her seat again. ‘I could have said that she has the worst parents ever, but I doubt if that would've been enough to get rid of her.’ 

He told me that he was looking for another job, preferably at a university, because he was fed up with rushing from one meeting to another, only to discover at the end of the day that nothing had been resolved. Yes, there always seem to be fewer meetings on the other side of the fence, I remembered a fellow at the Hallamy Institute admonishing me, but I did not pass on that wisdom to Vermeulen. ‘I wouldn't mind working abroad,’ he said hopefully, as if he was expecting that, as it happened, I knew of just the right position for him in Merry Old England. ‘But I'm not kidding myself,’ he continued after a short pause. ‘My best chances are here. I have many contacts among the politicians and the businessmen that run the harbour, and I know I can count on a few of them to lobby for me when there is a suitable opening. Still, I need to whip up a list of publications and academic references. That's why I was in Brussels yesterday. Every little bit helps, doesn't it?’

When I mentioned the Overton book, he asked, ‘Is that why you're here, I mean the book you're writing for him?’

‘No. Although there are some connections between the Overtons and the Simms family, I am here on personal business. I thought I might as well use the oppor​tu​nity to check if there was anything useful for my book.’

‘Was there?’

‘Nothing substantial, but then I hadn't really expected much. Thanks anyway for letting me use the archives. Your secretary…’

‘Leo Neels, an insufferable fellow, I know, but compe​tent and efficient. He was there when I took the job and he'll still be there long after I have left. He could run the archives all by himself, but the City insists on having an academically trained historian. Nevertheless, he's part of the reason why I want to do something else. He knows that I'm not really needed and never misses an opportu​nity to make that quite clear to me.’ 

We decided to do without dessert or coffee. ‘Let's have a drink elsewhere,’ Vermeulen suggested. ‘There's a nice little café in the back of the old building at the front. I think you'll like it. This place… well, believe me, I wouldn't have recommended it if I'd been here before.’ 

(
(Friday April 8th)

I went straight from the airport to the Institute because I knew there was a shop close by that developed photographs “while-U-wait”. As it turned out, the sales clerk told me to come and pick up the prints at one o'clock. That was while-U-wait-two-hours. I strolled over to the Institute to pay a visit to Patty in her small office behind the computer room. She was surprised to see me. ‘Back already?’ she asked, tilting her head to receive my kiss; then, bubbling with excitement, she added, ‘The Bournemouth job is mine. You know what? It looks like it's going to be a steady full-time job too. Congratulate me.’ I did, adding that Bournemouth seemed an unlikely place for her kind of work. ‘Not at all! They design and produce promotional material, brochures, videos. Most of the work is still local—lots of clients there, including the Festival—but they're expanding fast, doing business all over the country and even in France and Spain. They've added a website-design department, and I can start there. Everybody is going to want a website. It should be fun.’ 

‘When will you be leaving?’ I asked, as if I did not know.

‘As soon as my contract here expires, next week, on the fifteenth.’

‘You have a place to stay?’

‘No, not yet. It will be Bed & Breakfast for a while. Don't worry; the moment I have an address, I'll let you know.’

‘What about a cup of coffee in The Pen & The Sword?’ 

She replied that she had too much work to do: ‘Maybe tomor​row? We can have something to eat and go and see a film afterwards.’ I told her I had to go north again, for the funeral. ‘You're a fool. Waste, what, two days, and that only to sprinkle some sand over a dead man's coffin, a man you've never met?’

‘Yes, well, I promised to go.’

‘I bet they wouldn't even notice if you didn't show up.’ Sarah Jones would notice. I looked askance at Patty, who was staring intently at the computer screen while repeatedly tapping the same key on her keyboard.

‘How's the work here going?’ I asked. ‘Will you be able to get everything done before you leave?’

‘Heavens, no! That's their problem, isn't it? I design, they decide; and if they can't make up their mind… I mean I had a temporary contract. It's not as if they've asked me to deliver a finished product in the shortest time possible. If they had, I'd have completed this job two weeks ago.’ 

I felt an urge to leave. At that moment, the telephone rang and she answered it. I wished her good luck. She did not seem to hear me. ‘No sweat. What's the rush, anyway?’ I heard her say as I closed the door behind me. 

I went to my office—actually a room that I shared with two other part-timers—and found it empty. I called the switch​board operator: ‘Do you have the number of the Foreign Office?’ Please hold the line, the voice at the other end said perfunctorily. After a few bell tones and clicks, another voice announced, ‘This is the Foreign Office, Angela speaking. Can I help you?’

‘I should like to speak to Mr Stretham.’

‘One moment please.’ Then, after a long pause, ‘Did you say Stretham? That would be s-t-r-e-t?’ 

‘Yes.’

‘I'm sorry, sir, there is no Stretham here. I can't find the name in the directory.’

‘Are you sure? Could it be Streatham, with e-a? Stratham, perhaps, with an a?’

Another pause. ‘No, no Stratham either; only a Strachey and two Stringhams, a Patricia Stringham and a Roland.’

‘I must have misheard the name. My apologies.’

‘I am sorry that I could not help you, sir. Goodbye.’

So much for the Foreign Office! Maybe the impostor himself had made that call to Overton. If that were the case, Overton would be pleased to know that my visit to Wainock had not provoked the government. While I was on the telephone, a colleague had come in. He waited until I had hung up. ‘Hi, Michael, what are you doing here today?’ I told him about my excursion to Brussels and Antwerp. 

‘By the way, a friend of yours came by on Wednesday.’

‘Really, who was it?’

‘I don't know; I can't remember if he gave his name or not. He said that he hadn't seen you in a long time and just wanted to know how you're doing. I told him a bit about your work here and about your book. How is it going?’

‘The book? Fine, I guess. I still have a lot of work to do, of course, but it's going well.’ I asked him to describe the man, but the description—‘I'd say lean, athletic, dark hair, in his fifties, I think’—did not ring a bell with me. In any case, it was not Jacob Salomon. ‘Did he say anything else?’

‘No, except that he would contact you, now that he knows where you work.’

I left the office and went to see the librarian in the other wing of the Institute. ‘There must have been a box or a folder on Simms,’ she said, remembering my request for information about the family. ‘I have a reference in the index, but I couldn't find any documents that match it. All I have is the index card.’ 

‘Thanks anyway.’  

I hurried to the photo shop and then home. I had wasted an entire morning and still had a few things to do before leaving for Laingley for Alfred Hirsch's funeral.

Father was working at home that afternoon. He was happy with the photographs of the Simms Factory. ‘That's very nice, son,’ he said. ‘Inside it isn't as I remember it, but it's great to know that it still exists, and yes, that's my old school, although I don't think it was that big when I was there. They must have added this part.’ 

I had also taken some pictures of Auntie Marie the night before I left. One of them showed her sitting in her chair, beaming, holding up a glass of port. Dad showed it to mother. ‘Let's have this one enlarged and framed.’ Then he turned to me again and said ruefully, ‘I wish I had a portrait of your grandmother like that. Don't take things for granted, son. They're gone before you know it. Not every leaf awaits the end of autumn.’ He fell silent 
but kept gazing at the photo​graph in his lap, thinking of grand​dad, granny, and maybe his cousin, Auntie's son. Then mother said: ‘Don't forget to send a duplicate to Auntie. Don't you think we should do that?’

‘Of course, I'll take care of it, first thing Monday morning.’

I was about to go upstairs to get ready for the trip to Wainock when the telephone rang. As always, mother answered it. ‘Yes, he is here. Please, wait a second.’ Covering the mouth​piece with her hand, she beckoned me: ‘It's for you. He didn't give his name.’

‘Hello, Michael Paradine speaking.’

‘Mr Paradine, I hope that I'm not…’ 

The voice was barely audible. ‘I'm sorry, but I can hardly hear you. Can you speak a little louder?’ 

‘I owe you an apology.’

‘What for?’

‘I used your name last Sunday to get an interview with Alfred Hirsch.’

I was stunned. A flame of anger welled up, which I managed to control only with great effort. ‘Who are you?’

‘I can't give you my name. I am in enough trouble as it is. I didn't know Hirsch died shortly after I left until I returned to Laingley today. I heard that his funeral is tomor​row.’ 

‘Who told you that?’

‘I overheard a conversation in a pub. Please, understand that I didn't mean to interfere with your interview. I had to speak to Hirsch about things that I didn't… that I don't think were related to your reason for visiting him.’

‘You told him your name?’

‘No, of course not, not my real name, anyway. I wanted to talk to him about something that's a sensitive matter for me and no less for him. Well, was for him...’

‘You'll be at the funeral?’

‘No! We had agreed to meet again tomorrow, not at his house but in Laingley.’

‘You are in Laingley now?’

‘No. I'm close enough to be there early tomorrow morn​ing, but I'm not in Laingley. If I'd known he'd died, I wouldn't have made the trip.’

‘Why are you telling me all this?’

‘Guilt, Mr Paradine. I am a decent man. It wasn't right to take your place, even if I honestly thought then that you would still have a chance to interview him in the afternoon. It is guilt, plain and simple.’

Give me a break! Am I to feel sorry for you now? More angry than curious, I asked, ‘How did you know I was going to see Mr Hirsch?’

‘I didn't, not until he told me himself, when I tele​phoned him the day before your appointment with him. He thought that I was you, and I just jumped at the occasion—it was an impulse.’

‘Am I to believe that he also gave you my number?’

The man giggled. ‘Of course not, that's silly. Hirsch asked me a question about the Hallamy Insti​tute for Industrial Studies, and I guessed that you work there. It wasn't difficult to get the Institute's number. I tried to reach you there but they said you're only in on Mondays. They gave me your number. It's as simple as that.’

I heard him say ‘Goodbye’ and hastened to put in a few more questions. ‘Wait! Was your conversation with Hirsch about events in the distant past?’

‘Please, Mr Paradine. I called to offer my apologies to you, not to answer questions.’

‘Would you…’

‘Goodbye, Mr Paradine.’

I wanted to ask him about that Mr Stretham of the Foreign Office, but he hung up.

‘Who was that?’ mother asked. I shrugged. Dad looked at me. ‘That was the mystery man from Laingley, wasn't it?’

‘He wanted to apologize. Did I tell you about him?’

‘Yes, you did.’ 

‘What was that about a mystery man in Laingley?’ I heard mother ask as I picked up the envelope with the negatives and left the room to go upstairs. Dad reassured her: 

‘Someone played a dirty trick on Michael and the man he was supposed to interview last week. Nothing to worry about, it's all over now.’ 

Using the extension in my room, I called Overton's office to bring him up to date on the recent developments. Jennifer Roeback told me he was in a meeting. ‘If it's urgent, call back in half an hour; he should be free by then.’ I took a shower and afterwards emptied the suitcase that I had taken to Brussels and filled it again with a dark suit, a clean shirt and tie, and pyjamas. Then I called Jennifer again and she put me through to Overton.

‘Michael? Why are you calling?’ There was a touch of irritation in his voice. I'd better keep this short, I thought; he doesn't like my contacting him directly. 

‘Two things. One, I checked with the Foreign Office this morning and there does not appear to be any Stretham there. Two, I got a call less than an hour ago from the mystery man in Wainock last week. He didn't give me his name, but he said that he merely wanted to apologize to me for what he'd done.’

‘No Stretham? Remarkable.’ 

‘Yes, well, the mystery man hinted that there was a dirty secret in Hirsch's life. A very sensitive matter, he called it. He didn't say more.’

‘Remarkable, but remember what we agreed last Monday: Hirsch has little to do with our project.’ 

‘I remember, but I thought I ought to tell you.’

‘Thanks. Jennifer told me that you were in Brussels this week. I suppose that had nothing to do with our book.’

‘No, Brussels was something I had to do for the Institute, but yes, I had hoped to get some useful general background infor​mation. The Simms family had a large trans-shipment facility in Antwerp. That was about the time your granddad's father started exporting to the Continent and the Simms name began to crop up in the records.’

‘I see. Well, there were ties to the Simmses, but I always thought they were social rather than business. By the way, next week I am going to be in India and from there I go on to Shanghai. I shan't be around for the next two weeks. If there's anything, contact Jennifer Roeback.’

‘I'll do that. Enjoy your trip, sir.’

I also phoned Sarah Jones to tell her that I couldn't make it to Wainock before dinner. ‘It will be nine o'clock, maybe later. I was in Belgium until this morning, and some things that I had to do today took longer that I'd expected.’ 

‘Well, you should try to be here before dark. I don't want you to get lost in the Archer Hills at night,’ she said, sounding disappointed and genuinely worried. ‘Besides, the weather here is up to no good.’ 

I reassured her. ‘I will be there around nine. I have one more telephone call to make, then I'll be on my way.’ 

That call was to Jacob Salomon at the Marle archives. I wanted to know if he knew more about Jones and Hirsch. ‘Sure,’ he replied to my question, ‘I've found several refer​ences to Ralph Jones and Alfred Hirsch in the index. I haven't had time yet to check the documents, but I shouldn't expect too much if I were you. Marle had dozens of collabo​rators over the years. I know that Jones was working for Marle from 1947 to 1950 or thereabouts. He was in the Army, a military man, but he was part of Marle's inner circle for a while.’ 

I suddenly remembered the intriguing plaque that I had seen at Muirwenny House. The date on it was 1947. Maybe it had something to do with Marle. ‘You don't happen to know what the letters QL stand for in combination with two crossed swords and a flower, do you?’ 

‘Sure. QL reads Cuël. Henri Cuël was the nom de guerre of Jean-François Landrin, the leader of a small non-communist resistance group in France. The swords and the lily, or rather a stylised drawing of them, an X with a vertical strike-through in the form of an inverted exclama​tion mark—that was their signature. For all we know, Landrin was close to Marle, who gave a private reception in his honour after the war. His group may have participated in several actions of the SOE, the Special Operations Executive. Why do you ask?’

‘Curiosity! I just thought you might know. Some time ago I saw a commemorative plaque with the letters QL and the two swords.’

‘Where? Do you think you can get hold of it so that we can add it to our collection?’

‘I doubt it. It was in a private house, actually Ralph Jones's farm.’

‘That does not surprise me. If my memory serves me right, Jones was invited to Marle's reception for Landrin. I'm almost certain that Jones was with the SOE.’

‘You amaze me. How do you do it, memorizing all the names and trivia connected with Marle?’

‘It's basically what I'm paid to do,’ Jacob answered modestly, although he clearly appreciated the implied compli​ment. ‘For every serious request for information there are hundreds of enquiries about trivia.’

‘Such as mine?’

‘That depends on what you intend to do with the answer.’

‘For the moment, let's say my question falls under “Trivia”. Thanks.’

Sarah's father had had an interesting youth! I imagined him crawling black-faced through the French countryside, lying in ambush, sten gun in hand, waiting for a German truck to appear around the bend in the road, or aiming his pistol at a traitor or collaborateur. Well… maybe he had only delivered a radio transmitter or a codebook. 

I looked around the room for my wallet and found it under the envelope with the negatives of the photos I had taken in Antwerp. It suddenly struck me that there was no decent photo portrait of either of my parents anywhere in the house. I should do something about that at the earliest opportunity. 

*

III. The Funeral of Alfred Hirsch

(Friday evening, April 8th)  

By the time I arrived in Laingley, the rain was pouring down relentlessly and strong gusts of wind made driving extremely hazardous. I nearly missed the road to Wainock again because a large lorry parked in front of the One-Way Inn hid it from view. It was nearly nine o'clock and I decided to have a snack at the Inn before driving on to Muirwenny House. I did not want to arrive while they were still having dinner. 

Only one ill-lit room was open to the public and it was crowded. I took a seat at the bar and ordered a beef burger and chips and a lager. With no signs of enjoyment, the man to my left was munching away at his portion of fish and chips. He obviously wanted to talk. ‘Ungodly weather we're having,’ he grumbled, ‘and I have another twenty miles to go. I'll be lucky if I'm home by ten. Try driving a lorry on these country roads.’

‘That lorry out there is yours?’

‘It will be, once I've paid off the loan to the bank. You live here?’

‘No, I came up from London.’ 

‘London? Do you have business here?’

‘No business, I'm here to attend a funeral tomorrow.’

‘A funeral? Family?’

I shook my head. He fell silent, but now the landlady, who had just served me my lager, asked: ‘Would that be the funeral of the old man who lived in Craigh House, in Wainock?’

‘Yes, Alfred Hirsch, do you know him?’

‘He used to come here once or twice a month for lunch on market days, sometimes for dinner. Not lately though; we're renovating and enlarging the dining room. It'll be open again next week, Saturday.’

‘Did Hirsch come alone? He was in his eighties.’

‘No, most of the time with his family, you know, his son, his son's wife or his grandchildren, but occasionally with a visitor, a man from London like you, but much older.’ She smiled at me, ‘And much fatter.’

A boy emerged from the kitchen with my order. When he saw the landlady inclining her head in my direction, he put the plate in front of me. She handed me a fork and a knife wrapped together in a paper napkin. When I started to eat, she lin​gered close by. 

‘You're staying at the Archer Hills Hotel?’

‘No, Muirwenny House,’ I said in between bites from my burger.

‘I see; you're with the Joneses.’

She abruptly turned away and went into the kitchen.

‘Are you? With the Joneses, I mean,’ a voice at my back asked. I looked over my shoulder. A big burly man of about sixty, wearing blue overalls and holding a large Guinness, had his eyes fixed on me, a mocking smile on his ruddy face. He sat down on the barstool to the right of me.

‘I'm staying with them, yes. I've met Mr Jones only once, last week when I was at Craigh House for an interview with Mr Hirsch.’

‘Of course! You're the fellow who was cheated out of an interview with old Alfred. I am pleased to meet you. My name is Holbrook, Tim Holbrook. I live in Wainock too.’

‘Holbrook Timber?’ 

‘Yes indeed, Holbrook Timber. I run the business with my brother.’

‘I noticed your sign when I drove through the village last Sunday.’

‘You must be a keen observer. It's not a conspicuous sign. There's no point in advertising to passers-by, is there?’

‘You rent the place from Ralph Jones?’ 

My question surprised and annoyed him. ‘No. It's true that most of The Hollows belongs to Jones—but not my lot. My forefathers were stewards, managers, for the Simms family and old Mr Simms—that was Horace Simms back then—left my great-grandfather a farmhouse and some land when he died. The Simmses had already moved back to London. My granddad swapped the agricultural land for the wooded areas, mainly at the eastern end of The Hollows. That's how we got into forestry and timber. Henry Simms, who was the head of the family then, couldn't care less; he was in London all the time.’

Holbrook gulped down what remained in his glass. He glanced at the landlady, who was giving the lorry driver his change. He seemed to ponder whether he should tell me more. 

‘Jones got the land through his marriage to Arlene Simms, I've been told.’

‘Yes, she was Henry's granddaughter, a tragic figure. Howard, her father, died in his sixties, in 1951 or '52; he didn't have the chance to enjoy his knighthood for long. He was disabled by rapidly progressing multiple sclerosis and sold all his businesses shortly after the war, when his wife proved herself incapable of managing his interests. Still, Arlene was a very wealthy, very lonely young woman when Jones married her. She bore him four children, but only two survived infancy. She wasn't in good health and had fits of depression. She died before she was fifty. So sad; she was the last to bear the Simms name.’

The lorry driver put a hand on my shoulder and said, ‘Well, I'm off then, good night,’ adding a muted ‘My con​dolences.’ Thanks, I said turning towards him, but he was already on his way out.

‘Will you be at the funeral?’ I asked Holbrook.

‘Sure,’ he answered, ‘Alfred and I were good friends. I had no quarrel with him.’ The way he stressed the last two words gave me the notion that he was not on good terms with Ralph Jones. 

He beckoned the landlady. ‘All right then, how much do I owe you, Meg?’ To me he said, ‘It's getting late, see you tomorrow in church.’

‘He's a fine man.’ The woman eyed him wistfully as he walked out. I finished my meal, paid the bill and left. 

It was still raining when I arrived at Muirwenny House, but the wind had died down. I took my suitcase out of the car and rang the bell. Sarah Jones opened the door. To my surprise, she greeted me with a kiss on my cheek. ‘Come in,’ she said with a warm blush on her face. ‘I'm so glad that you're here. I was beginning to think that you wouldn't show up at all. It is so late.’ I apolo​gized and explained again that I had flown in from Brussels that morning and had to attend to various things in London before I could leave.

‘You must be tired. I'll show you your room first so you can freshen up, if you want, but do come down again to the lounge. My father and John Hirsch will appreciate seeing you.’

She grabbed my suitcase, but I took it back. ‘Please,’ I pro​tested, ‘I'm not that tired.’ She led me past the main staircase through a narrow corridor to the back of the house, then up a steep wooden stairway that in earlier days had probably been used by the servants. 

‘Your room is under the roof. You'll find it quite comfortable. It has its own bathroom and a splendid view of The Hollows. Not now, of course, not at this hour and in this weather.’

The room was soberly but nicely furnished and spacious, although the incline of the roof made much of the floor space largely unusable. ‘I hope you like it. There is no lock on the door, but you'll be safe and that cabinet has a key. You can put your valuables in it, if you want.’ She stood there observing me with obvious merriment. I did not know what to make of it. ‘You have your jumper on backwards,’ she said. ‘Well, don't be long; we are waiting for you down​stairs.’ 

I unpacked my things, hung my suit on the doorknob, for there was no wardrobe, and put on my pullover the right way. Then I went down to the lounge, where Sarah did the introduc​tions. ‘You have met my father. This is Mr Hirsch.’ Ralph Jones remained in his chair, saying only, ‘So you have made it after all; good to see you again.’ John Hirsch, a tall sinewy man with a swarthy complex​ion, black hair and a high forehead, rose to greet me. His manners were those of a senior bureaucrat, mincing, polite but aloof, stiff, without a trace of spontaneity.  

‘Mr Paradine, I am so pleased.’ He shook my hand and held it while he spoke. ‘I'm thankful that you accepted our invitation, espe​cially as you had to come such a long way. I want to apolo​gize for the misunderstanding last week that led me to think you were deceiving us.’ 

‘There's no need to apologize, sir. After all, it was just a misunder​standing.’ Glancing at Sarah, I added, ‘I've come to pay my respects to your father. He kindly agreed to the interview. It would've been very helpful to me, if it had taken place. Do you have any news about the impostor?’ John Hirsch shook his head. ‘Do you know what he looks like?’

‘No, we were in Cunnir at the time for the Easter concert. My daughter plays the violin in the college orchestra. He had already left when we returned. Harold, our gardener, let him in but did not pay much attention. After all, my father was expecting a Mr Paradine. The man let himself out.’

I was about to tell them that the impostor had phoned me, but I caught myself. I should not start off with questions about the sensitive matter in Alfred Hirsch's past to which the man had alluded.

 ‘What will you drink? We're having scotch,’ Ralph Jones said, picking up a glass that was on the tea table. ‘Oban. You should try it, if you like whisky. We like it, don't we, John? There's beer, if you prefer that, or wine. Sarah's having a glass of wine.’  

‘Scotch is fine.’  

Sarah jumped up from her chair to fetch a tumbler. Jones filled it with a generous measure of whisky, then continued: ‘You told my daughter that you were interested in Alfred's time at a bank?’

‘Overton Investment Bank; one of the founders was a Mr Overton, and I'm writing a history of Overton Enter​prises.’

‘Yes, Sarah told me about that. Now, I've known Alfred for a long time, but I must say that I'd completely forgot​ten that he'd ever worked for a bank. When was that?’ 

‘The bank existed only between 1936 and 1941.’

‘I see! I didn't get to know Alfred until the end of the war.’ 

‘To be frank, I think the Overton Investment Bank was a front for some government operation. At least, that's the story Mr Overton relayed to me. Of course, Overton com​missioned me to write about the business activities of the family. He's not interested in a history of the secret service.’ 

‘Quite enough people have already written about that; it is a subject with which I'm somewhat familiar. Anyway, I can't help you with your enquiries about Alfred and that bank.’

‘All of that was well before my time. I don't know anything about that,’ John Hirsch said. 

‘That was before John was born, even before his parents got married. It wouldn't surprise me at all, if Alfred had worked for a bank with strong links to the government. Alfred? He was an insider, if you know what I mean. In one or another capacity, he was always involved in international relations, di​plo​macy, official delegations, foreign missions, that kind of thing.’

‘You mean that he worked for the Foreign Office?’ 

‘In a way, yes, but he wasn't a regular civil servant. He was more of a consultant, as they say nowadays, an expert. You know, he was there because the politicians, the government, wanted him to be there. But he wasn't a party man. It did not matter which party was in charge. They all appreci​ated his services.’

Would it be wise to mention that man, Stretham, who had claimed to be with the Foreign Office but was not? Wouldn't it sound too much as if I was making an accusation? I merely asked John Hirsch, ‘Is… was your father still involved with the Foreign Office?’

Ralph Jones answered in stead, ‘Oh no, Alfred has been enjoying his retirement for the past twenty years.’

‘Was he a lawyer?’

‘No, no, he studied the classics. An Oxford man. He had a knack for languages. Apart from Latin and Greek, he was fluent in French—no silly accent either—and German, and he read Spanish and Italian.’

‘Dutch,’ John Hirsch interjected. ‘His Dutch was very good.’ I mentioned that I too spoke Dutch, but they ignored my remark, and Jones said, ‘In addition, he had a profound interest in economics. He was on good terms with Keynes, you know.’ 

‘My father often reminisced about him. He worked with him in the run-up to the Bretton Woods Agreement. It was his first big conference, but he considered it the most impor​tant one of his entire career—that, and of course his other work for the United Nations. His active life was devoted to creating a New World Order. He was an idealist but also a practical man, wouldn't you say so, Ralph?’

‘That's right. You were born when he was there at Bretton Woods, in 1944, weren't you?’ 

‘So when did you get to know him?’

‘About that time, during the final days of the war. I was a mere lieutenant then. I was detached to the British Embassy in Washington, and he was working on what would become the United Nations. We met at a current affairs seminar where we were the only Englishmen. We became friends, very good friends.’ 

‘You both worked for Wendell Marle?’

‘Yes, but Alfred worked for him before the war and I did so for a short while after the war. Marle was a good friend of my first wife's father and Hirsch was my friend. He was my best man at my wedding. Marle was there too. They are both in that picture over there, which was taken at the wedding reception. But I understand that my daughter has told you this before.’ He glanced at Sarah and she stared back at him with a reproachful and aggrieved expression on her face. They had had a row over her indiscretion. Perhaps Jones had harboured suspicions about me then, but now he seemed willing to talk without restraint.

‘I must be going,’ John Hirsch said. ‘It will be a busy day tomorrow.’ 

‘Of course,’ Ralph Jones replied. ‘Give my love to Liz.’

‘I'm glad to have made your acquaintance, Mr Paradine. Thanks again for coming.’

John Hirsch had barely left the room when Jones said, ‘He's a good man. I shouldn't know how to manage the farm without him.’ From the corner of my eye I saw Sarah wince at his remark.

‘How did Alfred Hirsch end up here?’ 

‘Well, Alfred was my friend, but he was also a schemer, always wanting to play in the corridors of power, if you know what I mean. He did well for a long time, but eventually things turned sour on him; too many enemies. Indonesia in the sixties—that's where he started to lose credit. He overplayed his hand there, stepped on one toe too many. Then too many false friends lured him into one disas​trous business venture after another. He had hardly saved a penny and borrowed heavily to try to get into big-league business. To his chagrin, he discovered that his name did not carry much weight with the younger generation, not in politics and certainly not in the world of finance and business. He had to take a job as a commentator and translator for a news service, occasion​ally translating French or German books on international relations, to pay off his debts as best he could. That did not avert the worst: he had to declare personal bankruptcy. In the meantime, his wife had died from leukaemia. That was a terrible blow. He was down and out, not only financially but also emotionally.’ 

‘That was when you invited him to come to live here?’

For a fraction of a second, Jones appeared to fight the on-rush of an overwhelming emotion. He reached for his whisky and gulped it down. ‘Yes, it was the only proper thing to do. He'd been my mentor and had introduced me to many people and organisations I've worked with over the years, John in particular of course. Anyway, I let him live in Craigh House for a pittance and gave John a job. He deserved it. It saved Alfred, I think. He could continue to receive his friends in style and keep up the pretence of his former glory. More importantly, he could live with his son and his family. He found his balance again. I'm glad that I could help him.’

He poured a small measure of whisky into his glass and finished it in one swallow. Waiting for him to continue the story, I too took a sip. I was aware that Sarah kept her eyes fixed on me. It was somewhat embarrassing because her father had his gaze fixed on her.

‘Well, I'm tired,’ he said after a while, suppressing a yawn. He got up from his chair. ‘Good night, enjoy your drink, Michael. Sarah, do not stay up too long. Liz expects you at eight; don't forget. There's plenty to do tomorrow.’ Sarah rose to kiss him good night. 

After he had left the room, she filled my glass again, although I had barely touched it. Handing it over she looked at me as if she wanted to say something, but she just stood there, apparently too embarrassed to speak. It was an awkward moment that passed only when I asked her, ‘Will your mother be here for the funeral?’ 

‘Oh no!’ She sat down again, obviously not happy with my question yet relieved that it had dispelled whatever it was that had come over her. ‘My mother never cared much for Alfred Hirsch. He had introduced my father to Arlene Simms, and besides, she didn't like his politics. That was mutual: he thought that her views were too radical and cranky and that you should subordinate domestic policy entirely to the require​ments of international politics. He was something of an imperialist one-world enthusiast, I guess—that's how father described him. Over the years, it got worse; he once called environmentalists useful idiots. That wasn't too good, because my mother was, and is, very much preoccupied with environmental issues.’

‘But she prefers to stay in London?’

Sarah burst out laughing. ‘Yes, she does. She hates this place.’ 

‘You don't?’

‘I love it.’

‘But there isn't much going on, is there?’

‘That depends on what you're looking for. It's country life, I grant that, and in a very small community, but the farm keeps me busy. I have studied farming; I'm still taking classes, not just for the agricultural but also for the business side of it. I could run this farm on my own, and I will when the time comes.’ 

‘I thought John Hirsch…’

‘My father is seventy-five, and John is fifty.’

‘Seventy-five?’

‘You wouldn't have guessed it, would you? Anyway, John Hirsch isn't really a farmer. He's my father's right hand, but father has a hand in much more than farming, and John is more his personal secretary than the manager of the farm, although that's how he likes to present himself.’

‘What else besides farming is your father's business?’

‘I shouldn't know how to put it exactly. Politics, I guess, but not the sort of politics that you read about in the newspaper, and not the sort of lobbying that keeps my mother in London most of the time. He has photo albums in his study and they're full of pictures of him together with politicians and professors. He's always corresponding with one or another of those foun​da​tions, think tanks and all sorts of policy institutes, when he isn't attending one of their innumerable conferences. That's why he brought Hirsch here, I think. He needed his contacts and hints on how to be influential without being locked in an official position.’

‘He wanted to follow in Hirsch's footsteps, is that it?’ 

‘Yes, you might put it that way. They were very close.’

‘And all that is more important than the farm?’

‘Infinitely more important! When my father came here, he really revived the farm, but that was due mainly to his military background. He said so himself. “Information, Organisation, Discipline—that's the key to success,” he said. It worked, but not enough to make a living out of farming. It wasn't until after Hirsch came to live here and John started to work for my father that the money began to flow in. It was like this: father had tried to run the farm as a farmer would do it, growing things and getting them to the market, but he soon discovered that the big money was in subsidies and grants from London and later mainly from Brussels, especially the Com​mon Agricultural Policy. That's why he needed expert advice on how to play the bureaucracy. John was the logical choice. He'd worked in Brussels.’

‘And your brothers, half-brothers?’

‘Tom and Rick? They fled the house at the first opportu​nity. They didn't get along with my mother, and they couldn't stand my father's authoritarian ways.’ 

‘And you?’

‘That was different. I'm so much younger and I'm a girl. He'd always had definite plans for them, but I could do much as I pleased. They became what he wanted them to become, but they didn't care to stay around him. Tom got married, in Sri Lanka, to an Anglo-Indian girl he met over there. We flew over for the wedding, but we haven't seen him since. Imagine; my father has a grandchild that he has never held in his arms. We have only one photograph. It is there, on the windowsill. Rick I hardly remember. He hasn't spent a night on the farm since he joined the Army. Anyway, John proved to be invalu​able to my father, partly because he had direct access to Mr Hirsch's network, partly because he has a knack for finding oppor​tunities in even the most obscure regulations. When the farm began to make money, my father returned to his hobbies, and again John was invaluable. The actual management is now in the hands of two elderly local farmers who lost their farms in 1989 and didn't have the heart to start all over again. I learn as much from them as from my classes.’ 

‘Could you run the farm without Hirsch's inside knowl​edge of the bureaucracy?’

‘I don't know. I hope I can. All that paperwork, and there seems to be more of it every year! Maybe I'm kidding myself, but I like to think that dependence on policy is not a good strategy for the long run.’ Then, with angry agitation in her voice, she added, ‘As it is now, the mix is wrong, if not down​right immoral. Farming for subsidies and other privileges is not what I have in mind.’

‘Many farmers like it that way, or am I wrong?’

‘Liking something does not make it right. Subsidies and privileges on one side, and taxes and all sorts of regulations on the other—why don't they get rid of these instead of sugar-coating the burdens with the benefits? It seems to me that all this political meddling creates a cycle of perversity.’

‘How so?’

‘People tend to act selfishly, which is pretty harmless as long as they work and save to pay their own way, but politicians always seem to arrange things so that they can serve their self-interest no better than by becoming a burden on others. When that creates problems—and it always does—they impose so-called solutions that are more of the same: a different mix of privileges and taxes and regula​tions on top of the old mix. Then, more people find that becoming a burden on others is in their self-interest. That's perverse, isn't it?’ 

I nodded. Because I knew nothing about farming or agriculture and feared that she would find my views on politics too academic, I was groping around in my mind for another subject that I could bring up. I decided to ask her about their neighbour, Mr Holbrook, but she spoke first.

‘Michael?’ Her voice dropped to an uncharacteristically hesitant near-whisper. ‘I hope you won't…’ Suddenly she raised her head as if she had heard a noise. ‘Won't you tell me about your book? Have you made any pro​gress?’ 

‘Since last week? No, not really.’ The change of subject took me by surprise, especially as I had expected her to announce that she wanted to call it a day.

‘Then tell me how you got the commission to write it.’ 

‘You mean how I met Overton? A professor at the Institute where I have a part-time job suggested the project to me. He had been approached by Overton.’

At that moment the kitchen door opened and Ralph Jones, wearing a dressing gown over his pyjamas, stepped into the room again. ‘It's bedtime, Sarah.’ His tone was stern and impatient. ‘You'll have to rise early, remember. I am sorry I have to break up the conversation, Michael, but it is close to midnight.’ 

I finished my whisky and handed the empty glass to Sarah. ‘Good night, Michael; good night, dad,’ she said and went into the kitchen. 

Jones opened the stained-glass door to the hall for me. ‘Good night, Michael. There are directions to the church in Laingley on the settle in the hall, just in case we have left by the time you come down in the morning.’ 

‘Thank you, sir, and good night.’ 

I went up to my room. What a remarkable chap, soldier boy turned gentleman farmer, dabbling in politics—or was it diplomacy?—and striving to live up to the image of an old-time aristocrat exuding authority and generosity. Still, I was glad he was not my father.  

(
(Saturday April 9th)

‘Good morning! What will you have for breakfast: bacon and eggs, coffee?’ An elderly, plump-cheeked lady greeted me as I entered the kitchen. She was wearing a blue apron, probably the same that Sarah had donned the week before when she had served me sandwiches. Her eyes twinkled with gentle mockery, as if she had expected that I should oversleep.

‘Thank you, coffee is fine, but I'll just have some bread and jam. I don't have much time, do I?’

‘No, that you don't,’ she said cheerfully, pointing to the bread and jam which were already on the breakfast table. ‘My name's Martha. Yours is Michael, isn't it? I help Miss Sarah with the housekeeping. Normally I'm not here on Saturdays, but what with the funeral and all, I mean with a guest in the house, I thought I'd make myself useful. Will you be staying for dinner?’

‘No, no, I have to return to London. Mm, that coffee smells good.’

‘Really? It seemed to me little Miss Sarah was thinking that you would stay.’ Her eyes twinkled again. ‘Maybe she was just hoping. Apart from young Mr Hirsch and his sister, there isn't much company her own age here. She'll be disap​pointed. Do you want some fruit? An apple?’

I had my mouth full of bread, so I just nodded. She took an apple from the fruit basket and a sharp kitchen knife from the draining board, and deftly peeled and sliced the apple. ‘Here. As they say, “an apple a day keeps the doctor away.” I'm a firm believer in clichés.’ 

I finished the bread and took a sip of the coffee. ‘This is good coffee,’ I said, although I was not sure I liked the taste of it.  

‘It's Ethiopian, wild beans. That's what it says on the package. Mr Jones won't have any other. There's a specialty shop in Laingley, would you believe? Me, I prefer tea. Nothing beats a cuppa, if you ask me.’ She looked on while I ate the apple, then said with motherly concern: ‘You should hurry, if you want to be in time for the service. Don't forget to take the sheet of paper with the directions to the church; it's out there, in the hall. The church is halfway up the hill about three quarters of a mile from the old bridge.’

‘Thanks for the breakfast, Martha. You've taken good care of me.’

‘My pleasure. Now get on your way. It's late.’

I put on my coat and snatched the sheet with the directions from the settle in the hall. The sky had cleared and the road was nearly dry. I started my car and sped to Laingley.

Saint Mary Magdalen's Church was a small, inconspicuous neo-gothic brick building on a quaint little square lined with beech trees and covered with puddles, reminders of the previous night's ghastly weather. Because the square was already filled with cars, I had to turn around to find a parking space some distance away in an adjacent street. Behind the church, a wooded hill was soaking up the shrill light and tepid warmth of the morning sun. I was late. The service had already begun. A few men were standing at the entrance, smoking and talking in subdued voices, watching me indifferently as I walked towards the church. ‘It's a full house in there,’ one of them said as I pushed against the heavy wooden door. He was right. Because of the throng of people inside, the door moved only a couple of inches. I heard someone say ‘Too late, mate, come back for the next show,’ and I stepped back. The man who had warned me grinned apologetically. I felt bad. 

The door opened and a strongly built man stepped out into the light. ‘Hi!’ he said. ‘Do you remember me?’

‘Yes,’ I replied without conviction, ‘you are…’

‘Tim Holbrook. We met last night at Meg's, at the One-Way Inn.’

‘Yes, of course.’ I had not recognized him shining in his dark suit and with his hair carefully groomed. ‘I had trouble finding the church.’ That was an unnecessary lie, but it came out spontane​ously. 

‘Do you want to go in there? There's room for one more now; room for two the likes of you, I should say.’

‘No, thanks. I suppose there's nothing to see from there.’

‘Nothing, there's only the soundtrack, and there won't be any surprises in that, I assure you. We were late and I barely managed to squeeze in. Anyway, that's the Hirsch-and-Jones crowd in there. Today, we're outsiders in our own church.’ 

He offered me a cigar and, when I declined, lit it himself. ‘Are you sure you don't want one?’ he asked. Noticing my hesitation, he took another cigar from his breast pocket. ‘You are a historian, right? And historians smoke cigars, don't they, or is it pipes?’ I liked cigars—my father had taught me how to smoke them—but had never had one before dinner. I said so, but he insisted. ‘It's a civic duty, you know. If you don't smoke you'll live forever with all sorts of old-age ailments and ruin the NHS and the pension system.’ My father would make that argument every time my mother complained about his habit. Progress, he would say, depends on your going before you have wasted all of your savings on doctors and nurses and pills. Hang on longer and you'll just be eating into the savings of the next generation. I accepted Holbrook's cigar, and he struck another match for me. For a while we stood there, listening to the sounds that leaked out of the church building, watching wafts of cigar smoke rise in a slow dance with the sunlight for as long as the breeze allowed. 

‘It is ironic, isn't it?’ Holbrook said without removing his cigar from the corner of his mouth, for he smoked it the way a man does who needs to keep his hands free. ‘I mean a church funeral for Alfred Hirsch! He used to be a profes​sional atheist, did you know that?’  

‘No. Is there such a thing as a professional atheist?’

‘Sure, Alfred was, when he was riding high. I guess the turning point came when the doctors told him his wife had leukaemia. It couldn't have happened at a worse moment for him. He was in a permanent state of depression because his career was in tatters. That was nearly thirty years ago.’ 

‘Did you know him well?’

‘Not at that time. He held out in London for a few more years and then accepted Ralph Jones's invitation to come and live here when his son left his job as he was passed over for a promotion. Wainock, as you know, is a small community and it was only natural that I should invite him. Actually, he invited me first. We got into a discussion and continued it ever since. He came over for dinner at my place once a month. He should have been there last Tuesday.’

‘You converted him from his atheism?’

Holbrook shook with amusement. His cigar fell from his mouth and he just managed to catch it. ‘Damn!’ he exclaimed, still laughing. The hot tip had broken off in the palm of his hand and scorched his skin. ‘No, I did not. An Anglican almoner did that. They met at the hospital where Alfred's wife had gone for treatment. The almoner taught him to pray, and that, Alfred said, was what got him through the darkest days. He didn't like the Anglican Church, however, perhaps because it reminded him too much of the Establishment that had turned its back on him a few years earlier. Anyway, after a while he decided to become a Catholic. There's a Catholic community here in Laingley, big enough to fill this church—but it rarely does.’ 

‘What attracted him to Catholicism?’

Holbrook lit his cigar again and took a few puffs, his gaze travelling all over the landscape and the Archer Hills. Then he threw the stub into a puddle in front of the church steps. ‘Three things, I guess. He liked the joy and the celebrations, although they probably had more to do with memories of his travels around the globe in earlier years than with the local church here. He could talk endlessly about the religious festivals and processions he had witnessed in Spain, Italy, the Philippines and South America, Brazil in particular. You won't hear me deny that our faith thrives best in sunny climes.

‘Prayer and confession were important to him, as I've mentioned already. “I have always been a schemer,” he once confided to me, “always looking ahead, never looking back, never stopping to consider the destruction I caused.” Prayer and confession, he said, had forced him to account for his life and everything he did. He said that the discipline of living responsibly was far more liberating than the ambition to remake the world according to the heady formulae he had imbibed in his adolescence. He was a fascinating character.’ 

‘You said that there were three things.’

‘That's right. He had a sense of guilt or rather remorse. He'd been a scathing critic of the Christian faith. He said, however, that he'd come to realize how inaccurate his criticisms had been. That, I think, was primarily his wife's doing. He once told me that he'd always considered Christianity a sadomasochistic celebration of pain and suffer​ing, until he witnessed the agony and horror of his wife's last battle and she implored him not to fixate on her condition. “Do not reduce my life to my death, dear,” she told him. “If you believe in me, I shall be with you always, just as you stayed with me every time you went abroad, sometimes for months on end.” I could have embraced him as my brother when he told me that story.’ 

Holbrook fished a handkerchief out of his pocket and blew his nose. The Passion and the Resurrection, I thought; and Holbrook proceeded as if he had heard me say it, ‘Yes. I'd say those words from his dying wife changed his life and led him to reconsider his views on our faith. “If I was so dead wrong on its central story then how could I have been right on anything connected to it?” he asked me. “I've never read the Bible,” he said, “but I felt free to ridicule it because so many of the stories in it did not and could not have happened. Yet all the time I relied on theories that claimed to explicate the scientific worldview, which I held to be true, although most of the facts they quoted in evidence were nothing more than fabrications.”’ 

‘What did he mean by that?’ I asked with some alarm.

‘I guess he meant it's an illusion to believe that people are likely to test a theory by confronting it with the facts; instead, they incline to testing factual claims by confronting them with a theory they hold dear. That's what makes you say, “This or that did not happen because nothing like it can happen.” Two, three years ago, I had to deliver logs for a youth festival in Cunnir, and I talked to a lot of young people at the college there. They were like that. They didn't have much of a clue about anything but plenty of theories to explain anything that they did not want to explain away. It was amusing.’ He suddenly stopped and looked at me, as if he was thinking that perhaps I too was like that. I agreed that such cockiness is a common phenomenon in schools and universities, but added that historians soon learn the limits of theoretical explana​tions. ‘I can imagine that,’ he said. ‘History is a messy business, not a subject that fascinates the modern mind, is it? Mind you, Alfred was not and never became a believer in the folksy sense of the word, but he had faith. Belief is some​thing you have or don't have; faith is an act of will and fortitude, which is why we speak of keeping or breaking faith. He said that even if every story in the Bible turned out to be fictional then its central message would still be true.’ 

‘And that central message is…?’

‘You're asking me?’

‘Yes.’ 

Holbrook took the last cigar from his breast pocket and lit it, carefully shielding the flaming match from the wind. When he was satisfied that the tobacco was smouldering as it was supposed to, he began to reply to my question: ‘I should say that the central message is that God is not man and that no man is God. Omniscience, omnipotence, infallible judgement and things like that are indispensable for our understanding of ourselves; yet, they’re not within our reach. It's folly to pretend otherwise, but it's no less folly to pretend that without such qualities we're lost. A man who believes in God knows that he's no more than one creature among many. “God is dead” obfuscates that fact, leaving us at the mercy of those who want to take His place. What's worse is that there are always legions of gullible people ready to follow such conceited frauds.’

‘Seers will find suckers.’ 

‘People are always looking for God, if not in Heaven then on Earth. It's sad, really, how many people just want to be followers.’ He had his gaze fixed on the horizon, as if he was lost in his thoughts. I said nothing. Then, with a brusque movement of his head, he spoke to me directly. ‘Obviously, you can't literally follow God. That, I reckon, is why they're always running after some arrogant loudmouth whose bound​less self-confidence com​pen​sates for their lack of it. It's the history of this bleeding century, isn't it?’ With a slightly mischievous mocking grin he added: ‘I wonder if this Passion of Man will end with a Resurrection.’

‘Passion no longer means suffering.’ 

‘That's right; and resurrection now means cryonics, I suppose. Anyway, to return to dear Alfred, he once confided to me: “I thought the death of God was the prerequisite of human liberation, but it dawned on me that it merely declared a vacancy that every ambitious idiot could hope to fill.” I'm sure that he was referring to himself when he said that. It was heartening to see a man exchange Pride for a solid dose of Humility.’ 

What a remarkable story. Suddenly it seemed a lot less plausible that Hirsch had agreed to the interview to pull the wool over my eyes. Maybe he had wanted to confess something to me. Maybe... 

‘And Ralph Jones, is he a Christian too?’

‘Ralph? Heavens no! He thought that Alfred's conversion was just another symptom of his distress, an indication that he needed help. Of course, it was Ralph who needed Alfred's help to fulfil his ambitions, and Alfred did not withhold it from him. They were friends and he did owe Ralph a lot. Mind you, Ralph was never the subject of my conversations with Alfred.’ Holbrook chuckled with zest. ‘Ralph didn't like it that Alfred saw me regularly. He had always considered Alfred his mentor, and he looked upon me as an intruder because he thought he'd saved Alfred from ruin and perdition.’ 

‘Which he did, didn't he?’

Holbrook showed his scepticism with a shrug. ‘In a way, yes, but not, I think, in the way that mattered most to Alfred. Grati​tude was his motivation, not dedication to Ralph's ideas, which he had repudiated entirely, I should think.’

‘What is your opinion of Jones?’

‘I don't like him and he does not like me. That's personal. Otherwise, we're neighbours with the usual run of problems. You can't expect two men to own land in the same valley and not have problems about land.’

‘I wouldn't know. I'm a city boy.’

‘I've been asking him for years to swap a piece of marshland at the eastern end of The Hollows for a couple of acres of grassland across the Wain, so that I could have the opportunity to drain the marsh and build a road through it. That would give me direct access to the main road and the bridge, instead of having to drive the tractors all the way to the wooden bridge about half a mile west of Craigh House and then back to the mill. He always refuses. He says that it is an ecologically valuable asset and, anyway, that he needs it as a watering hole for his animals. They're sheep! The hypocrite! Well, Friday a week ago, the bridge col​lapsed under the weight of a tractor hauling a full load of logs, and he had to repair it over the weekend. It's his obligation to maintain it. That's part of the original swap; and it serves him right. He had to buy the beams from me, of course.’ I remembered Jones's men working on heavy wooden beams and loading them on a wagon the previous Sunday at Muirwenny House. ‘You have to appreci​ate the irony,’ Holbrook went on, barely containing his laughter. ‘It was the Easter weekend and Jones, of all people, had to spend it resurrecting a bridge, for my benefit!’

A side door of the church opened and a few men were coming out in the sunshine. ‘They are having communion in there,’ Holbrook explained. ‘It won't be long now.’ I felt my pocket for the envelope holding the card with my name and condolences, which I still had to deliver. 

When the main doors swung wide open and people began to stream out onto the square, Holbrook excused himself and went over to talk to one of the men who had emerged from the church building, a little fellow with a cap and a scarf, who seemed to be shivering although by then the temperature was quite agreeable. 

‘There you are! I didn't see you in church.’

It was Sarah. I was standing near a platter full of folded notes and envelopes, some blank, some addressed to the Hirsch family, to which one of the undertaker's employees had directed me when I had shown him my card. ‘I was in the back,’ I said evasively. ‘I hadn't counted on there being so many people inside.’ 

She locked her arm around mine. ‘Come and let me take you to John and Liz. We're about to go to the cemetery. It's best that you go in your own car. Just follow the hearse or, if you prefer, drive directly to Craigh House. There will be coffee and snacks.’ A small crowd surrounded the Hirsches and we were unable to get near them. 

‘I was talking to Mr Holbrook a moment ago.’ 

‘Tim or George? They are both standing over there. George is the one with the cap.’

‘No, it was the other one. It seems that he was a good friend of Mr Hirsch.’

‘They have a logging and timber business in Wainock. They're our neighbours.’

‘He didn't sound like a woodsman to me.’

‘Oh, Tim is an educated man.’

‘Really?’

‘People say that he went to university but came back to run the business when their father fell gravely ill. Poor George—well, look at him: he's always like that. You wouldn't think that he'd survive another week, would you?’

‘What is the matter with him?’

‘It seems that he spent some time in Africa as a young man and came back an invalid, but whether that has anything to do with his present condition I really don't know.’ 

Suddenly, a man, tall, fair-haired and with a jutting jaw, inserted himself between us. ‘Let's go,’ he snapped to Sarah. ‘You ride with Charlotte and me in our car. Ralph will drive mum and dad. We shall leave in a minute.’ She pushed him aside. ‘Armand, can't you see that I'm talking to someone. Michael, this is Armand Hirsch, Mr Hirsch's grand​son. Armand, this is Michael Paradine; he came over from London for the funeral.’  

‘It is a sad occasion,’ I said; ‘my condolences.’ 

He looked at me with a mixture of surprise and contempt. ‘Yes, I remember you from last week. You couldn't have picked a better day, could you?’ The boorish arrogance of his attitude rendered me speechless. I produced a reticent smile but sensed that it made me look sheepish rather than polite, and I bit my lips. He turned to Sarah again. ‘Let's go.’ 

I could see that she was angry, but she did not resist when he grabbed her arm and led her away. If he is her fiancé, I thought, I hope for her sake that he has a tender side as well. I got into my car and followed the hearse to the cemetery.  

I stepped forward to the edge of the open grave. The priest handed me a silver cross, which I pointed clumsily for a second or so in the direction of the coffin down in the pit. Farewell, Mr Hirsch. I caught a glimpse of Sarah and her father, who were still with the Hirsches in a line a few feet away from the grave. I turned and joined the crowd of people who had already paid their last respects. Chief Constable Ericsson was among them, in full uniform. At the back of the group, Tim Holbrook was talking to a short man in a stylish three-piece suit. I walked up to them. 

‘Hello again!’ Tim Holbrook exclaimed. He turned to the other man, a fellow with a keen face and an engaging smile: ‘This is Michael Paradine, the historian I was telling you about. Mr Paradine, this is my good friend Harry Walters; he's a councillor in Cunnir-on-Lyse.’

‘Cunnir-on-Lyse? That's where that famous school is, Cunnir College, isn't it?’

‘Indeed, very good, Mr Paradine. The school and also the Edward Lyme Estate, I'm sure you know that as well.’

‘Lyme? Textiles, machine manufacturing?’

‘Yes, Edward Lyme was born in Cunnir-on-Lyse and built a factory there. He also started work on a canal, but that project ran into trouble. He abandoned it when only two miles out of the planned eight had been dug. Well, we got a unique water-sports facility out of it.’ Walters rubbed his hands enthusiasti​cally. ‘Industry, education, tourism—there wouldn't be any​thing here if it weren't for Edward Lyme. The whole region is his legacy.’

‘And a good thing your party wasn't around then to tax it into oblivion.’ Tim Holbrook gave the other man a cordial smack on the back. They both laughed heartily.

‘You know the saying, Tim: The only good industrialist is a dead industrialist. Besides, all parties now like taxation; it's just that some are less hypocritical about it than others. You wouldn't want a situation where only the rich can buy votes and clients, would you?’

‘Don't listen to him, Mr Paradine; he's crazy, but he has a serious side as well. Harry's a teacher at Cunnir College: French and philoso​phy, isn't that right?’

Walters chuckled. ‘Whatever is je ne sais quoi, they leave to me.’ He turned to me again. ‘Sir Edward's house on the estate is now a museum. The estate's archives are impressive. Lyme had them brought to Cunnir when he sold off all his other plants.’

‘Interesting, I did not know that.’

‘No, I can imagine that. Nothing was ever done with the archives. However, that may soon change. There is a pro​posal before the council to hire a historian to take care of the archives and to assist the curator of the museum. You wouldn't be interested by any chance?’

‘Why not?’ I said, half joking. ‘At the moment, I'm sort of freelancing.’

‘Good. Tim told me that you're writing a business history; is that right?’ I nodded. ‘Splendid! That's what we're looking for. And let me tell you, other historians to whom I've talked either had no experience whatsoever in that field or they looked at the map and lost interest tout de suite.’

He was serious. I should tell Sarah about this. I looked out for her in the crowd but could not find her. ‘I shall send you my C.V. Cunnir College, Cunnir-on-Lyse, that's the address?’

‘Yes, send it to me at the school. Of course, the board of the Lyme Estate will have the final word in selecting a candidate, but they can't do anything until the council gives the go-ahead. That is because the council…’

Tim Holbrook interrupted him: ‘Will you go to Craigh House, Harry?’

‘No, will you?’

‘No, but our friend here is expected there. The family is about to leave.’ He pointed to the car park. I spotted John Hirsch and Ralph Jones immediately, but Sarah seemed to have left already. 

‘I think I should go now,’ I said. ‘Thanks for the invitation, Mr Walters; I will get in touch. And my thanks to you too, Mr Holbrook, for the introduction and our conversation at the church.’

I was among the first guests at the reception in the hall and the lounge on the ground floor of Craigh House. Elisabeth Hirsch was very kind to me. ‘I'm so grateful that you came all the way from London for the funeral. We'll miss him so much, especially you, won't you, dear?’ Her daughter, Charlotte, did not answer. ‘She really loved her granddad.’ Mrs Hirsch gave the girl an affectionate hug. ‘She really did. We all loved him, but Charlotte, she simply adored him, didn't you, dear?’ The girl managed an embarrassed smile and tearfully excused herself. 

Sarah came up to me repeatedly, but every time the insuffer​able Armand dragged her away, treating her as if she were a servant. A few people wanted to know if I was a relative of Alfred Hirsch, but most of the time I was standing there alone, occasionally accepting a sandwich, another small snack or a cup of coffee from one of the caterer's helpers. John Hirsch and Ralph Jones were at the main entrance, greeting people as they came in. Then I saw them go upstairs, accompanied by a fat middle-aged giant—Sydney Greenstreet re-incarnated, I thought. 

Sarah appeared at last to have escaped from the obtrusive Armand. ‘You will be staying for dinner, won't you?’

‘No, I can't. I have to make up for time lost this week. I have a lot to do before Monday. I am sorry, really I am.’

She did her best to hide her disappointment. ‘At least we can have a walk in The Hollows? Be at the farm by three o'clock and I'll join you there. It won't take more than an hour or so.’ 

‘I'd love that, Sarah.’ It seemed an honourable compro​mise. ‘I wish I could stay longer, but I can't.’ 

Looking over her shoulder, I saw a grim Armand approach​ing through the crowd. ‘Sarah,’ he hissed, grabbing her arm, ‘you're wanted in the kitchen.’ 

‘Three o'clock, be there. All right, Armand.’ She pushed him off but followed him to the kitchen. John Hirsch, his wife and his daughter were talking to the Chief Constable. I went over to them to say goodbye. Then I left the house; all the other people in the room were strangers to me. Ralph Jones was apparently still upstairs with the fat giant. 

‘You changed your mind?’ Martha, the housekeeper, greeted me when I got out of my car in the yard of Jones's farm. ‘There's nobody in the house. Shall I let you in?’ She was holding her bicycle and talking to one of the farmhands whom I had met the week before, when I had come to Muir​wenny House for the first time. ‘Hello again,’ he said. 

‘Miss Jones will be here any moment,’ I explained. ‘She said that it would be a shame if I left without going for a walk in The Hollows. However, I'll return to London immedi​ately after that.’

‘It would be a shame. How was the funeral? Did you get to the church in time?’

‘Not quite, but I did not miss much. I went to the graveyard for the burial, and just now I've come from Craigh House.’

‘Good. Well then, I must be off. I'm sure we'll meet again. See you on Monday, Leo. Don't forget to fix that gate.’

She walked to the road, got on her bicycle and rode off. ‘Good old Martha.’ The man spoke with warm affection. ‘Not that she's that old… still, good old Martha. She's as good as they come. Everybody here loves her. She's such a great help. This morning she was at Craigh House to let the caterers in, and after that she came here to clean up the kitchen and take the dog for a walk.’ Then, abruptly, he changed the subject: ‘I have a cousin in London, lives close to the docklands near the Blackwall tunnel. Grimy place, if you ask me, and unbearably noisy. I wouldn't want to live there. You know it?’ I knew the tunnel but not its surroundings; so I shook my head and he seemed relieved. ‘There she is.’ He nodded towards the road. A car turned into the yard. ‘Enjoy your walk. I have to mend a gate back there.’ He waved his arm at Sarah, who was still in her car, and disappeared behind the wall of the garden.

Sarah parked her car in one of the sheds and then came over to me. ‘You should put some boots on. There are plenty of puddles; it's a muddy walk. Come on.’ She led me to the barn. ‘There,’ she said, pointing to a rack full of boots, ‘you shouldn't have trouble finding a pair that fits. Just wait here while I get changed.’ She ran off to the house. I tried on a number of boots until I found a pair that felt somewhat comfort​able. What a sight I must have been: a city boy in his best dark suit, an overcoat, and a pair of dirty green Wellingtons. 

When Sarah reappeared, she was dressed for the occasion: sturdy walking shoes, well-worn jeans, a striking red sweater over a white blouse, on top of that a duffel coat, which she left unbuttoned. ‘Let's go through the garden. There's a path along the Wain that leads right up to the bridge.’ I followed her into the walled garden, which was much bigger than I had imagined, and listened while she listed the many varieties of vegetables and flowers she was growing there. ‘Not much here in this season, but come back in two or three months and you'll see. Of course, this is just what we need for the kitchen and our local customers, and there are a few experimental crops as well. The large-volume crops, wheat and corn, but also leek, cabbages, potatoes—they're all in the northwestern part of The Hollows, beyond Craigh House. The soil is very good up there. It's trapped behind a rocky ridge that rises almost to the surface, so it doesn't wash away.’  

‘What about cattle?’ I wanted to know. 

‘Dairy products and meat are important, but I'm not directly involved in that. For the time being, it is the preserve of Trevor Haynes, who manages it for us; I'm still taking classes for that side of the business. Now look at these.’ She led me to a pen along the front wall where a number of huge, white chicken-like birds with black hackles and tail feathers were eying us apprehensively. ‘Aren't they gorgeous?’ As we approached, an even bigger bird emerged from the dark of the stone-built henhouse. It towered imperiously over the other animals. ‘They're white Brahma chickens, and that's Big Daddy, the cock. Look at his wonderful foot feathering. Have you ever seen anything like that? We won a pair of chicks at the agricultural show in Shrewsbury a few years ago. They require a lot of care—there should never be any mud in the pen—but I love them. They make the cutest pets.’

We were close to the back wall of the garden when Sarah suddenly stood still. ‘Strange,’ she mused. ‘Somebody must have left the back gate open. It shouldn't happen; there are sheep and rabbits out there.’ She quickened her step. ‘Oh, it's you, Leo. What's the matter?’ Leo was sitting on his haunches in the grass behind the wall, sucking a self-rolled cigarette. He was carefully looking over the lower hinge of the metal gate, which was resting against the wall. ‘Hello, Miss Sarah. It's broken, rusted all the way through. Martha noticed it when she took the dog for a walk. She couldn't close the gate when she returned. She asked me to fix it, but it doesn't look good. I'll have to take it to the shed and look for a piece of metal, a ring, to weld onto the frame. Otherwise, I'll have to go to Laingley on Monday to get one. Don't worry; I will make sure the entrance is blocked. Just take care that you return from your walk by the main road.’

‘We'll do that, Leo. Thanks.’

There was a path, barely visible under the already rank growth of weeds, along the Wain. It was so narrow that we had to walk single file. To our left were the neglected back gardens of a row of abandoned cottages. Sarah pointed to one of these: ‘That's where my best friend lived when I was a child, Nancy Burns. She moved to Cunnir with her mother when her father died. I haven't seen her since. Many people have left over the past twenty years.’ 

To our right, beyond the thick vegetation on the bank, the clear water sparkled with a sheen of silver in the light of the sun. On our approach, a moorhen shot across the surface to the other side, dived and seemingly disappeared. Occasion​ally, where the path ran right beside the stream, I caught glimpses of long-leaved underwater plants waving leisurely over the here sandy, there gravelly bottom.

‘Any fish here?’ 

‘Only minnow; there's usually a shoal near the bridge. Trevor, our cattle manager, says he remembers there were pikes when he was a child, but I've never seen any.’

We reached the bridge and crossed it. ‘That's the old Wain House,’ Sarah said as we left the road and walked towards the ruin that I had noticed the week before. ‘It was the main farm in The Hollows before Craigh House was built. Eugene Simms—remember his portrait in the lounge, above the fireplace? Well, his father, who'd made his fortune rigging the fleet during the Napoleonic wars, had bought The Hollows from the widow of the previous owner. It seems her husband had left her an enormous debt from failed investments in canal building.’ 

‘Why here? The best land, you said, is in the western part.’ 

‘There was no road to Laingley then. This road went only as far as the chapel. Beyond that, there was a swamp with only a narrow dry passage to Craigh Hill. It was Eugene's idea to canalise the Wain and drain the area. He also blasted a passage in the western ridge to build the road to Laingley. That's when people started to move to The Hollows. Be careful now, we have to climb up that slope and there's no path.’

I followed her through the mud between the hedges and the ruins of Wain House. It must have been an impressive estate in its day. I wondered about the men and women who had chosen to make a living here in the middle of nowhere. The ascent up the slope was steep and slippery, but once we had reached the bracken-covered top, I had a breathtak​ing view of The Hollows and the houses of Wainock, with Craigh House in the distance. Across the Wain, an expanse of rolling pastures and, farther away, bare fields, a few of them already ploughed up, basked under the pale-blue sky. On our side of the stream, the nearly colourless, somewhat threatening aspect of the lower ranges of the Archer Hills added a touch of gloom. ‘Wow!’ I exclaimed, ‘It is a magnifi​cent sight.’  

‘It is, isn't it? Come on. It gets better from here on.’ Sarah grabbed my hand and we started to walk towards the forest through which I had entered The Hollows the week before. ‘That's Tim Holbrook's land.’ She pointed to a track that emerged from the woods and ran all the way along the hills on our right. ‘He would love to get a passage to the main road here, but father will not let him have it. I don't know why. I think it's because he doesn't want Tim's tractors on the road through the village, but it's hard on Tim, who has to use that track to get to the wooden bridge way past Craigh House.’ 

‘I spoke to Mr Holbrook again at the cemetery. He intro​duced me to a friend of his, Harry Walters, who is a council​lor in Cunnir. Do you know him?’

‘No, I don't think I do.’

‘Well, he said that the council was looking for a historian to take care of the archives of the Edward Lyme Estate.’

My words had a dramatic effect on Sarah: she stopped walking, turned around, grabbed and squeezed both my hands. ‘You mean… you will apply? It would be…’ My words had flustered her and her cheeks turned almost as red as her sweater.

‘I'm seriously considering it. I should be looking for a regular job. What I'm working on now… It's a long shot; there will be other candidates.’ 

‘I know,’ she retorted with sudden fervour, ‘but the impor​tant thing is that you will apply. And you will, say that you will.’ 

‘I will,’ I said, taken aback by the intensity of her reaction. ‘It means a lot to me that you want me to.’ 

She clasped her hands around my head and planted a kiss on my chin and then more kisses on my cheeks. ‘I will,’ I repeated, trying to suppress the mortified look that I knew my face was showing. ‘Don't be shy,’ she whispered, and then after a long silence, she said, glowing with emotion, ‘Look at me. I've fallen in love with you. Last week, after you'd left, I kept thinking about you; I couldn't help it. I so much wanted to see you again. It was my idea to ask you to come to the funeral and stay at the farm. I love you, I do.’ She stepped back a little, clutching at the sleeves of my overcoat. ‘You do believe me, don't you? I can hardly believe it myself, but it's true. I thought it would be impossible: you in London and me here—and then you said you'd come to Cunnir. It's so glorious.’

‘I've been thinking about you too,’ I said, but I felt as if my voice would crack if I tried to utter another word. She threw her arms around me and nestled her head on my shoulder, and we just stood there, embracing each other, while she kept whispering sweet little words in my ear. I wondered if I had misjudged her relationship with Armand Hirsch, how Patty would react if she ever got wind of this. Then a sheep, half hidden beneath the mossy branches of a nearby copse, started bleating, and we turned and laughed at its sullen gaze. ‘Let's walk,’ Sarah said to my immense relief. 

We were at the road again, at the point where it entered the thick forest on the eastern side of The Hollows. ‘We'll cross here and continue along the Wain to the point where it disappears in the gorge.’ I followed Sarah as she made her way through the bushes on the other side of the road, then along a narrow path along the stream. We came to a deep pool at the far end of which the water drained away at accelerated speed through an opening in a rocky ridge. ‘The Wain cascades down to the Lyse; we're going to cross it there.’ Sarah pointed to a pair of boulders that looked as if someone had placed them there on purpose. ‘There used to be a wooden footbridge here, but it was washed away a long time ago. These stones are all that remains.’ 

‘Now, prepare yourself for the really historic part of Wainock,’ Sarah said as we started to climb up the ridge along a tricky old track deeply furrowed by water running down the hill. When we got to the top, we found ourselves on a plateau covered with tall pine trees. The track led up to the edge of a cliff that plunged straight down for at least twenty feet to the Wain. The wind soughed through the trees and from the bottom of the gorge wafted up the sound of an eerie rumble.

‘This place is called Widow's Leap.’ 

‘Widow's Leap?’

‘The story goes that a woman leapt to her death from this cliff when she heard that her husband had drowned in the Danube on his way home from one of those ill-fated crusades. There was a fortified house here. You can still see some of the foundations on the plateau behind us. These stones here were supposedly part of the bridge spanning the gorge. There, on the other side, is the track through the forest that links up with the road to the Lyse.’ 

‘Is that a true story?’

‘I don't know, but it's part of the local folklore. We even have a Ballad of Widow's Leap that the old people still sing occasionally; and there's a short story, The Widow of the Wain, written by a local author in the nineteenth century. Until recently, every child in Laingley had to read it in school. It's a beautiful story. “For two days, briefly toying with her colourful dress, the waters rushed by her broken body. Then, swollen by the rains of autumn, they carried it to the wild river below. Only the crippled creature of the Muir lived to tell the tale of the widow of the Wain.” That is how it ends.’

‘Who was the crippled creature?’

‘According to the story, he was a hermit living in a cave at the foot of this hill who saw her jump to her death. The cave is still there. So is the Muir. It's a sunken area. Sometimes it still fills up with water from the hills, but most of the time it's just a bog. We'll have to go around it to get back to the main road.’

We turned around but did not follow the track by which we had ascended to Widow's Leap. Instead, we walked across the plateau into the forest. By that time my feet were aching in the Wellingtons. Sarah directed my attention to a small rectangular area marked off with a broken-down fence, where a tree seemed to grow out of a chasm in the ground: ‘That's what remains of the well of the house, but don't go too near; it's dry now but still deep and the edges are unstable. Armand says he and his friends went in to explore it and it was full of skulls and bones of animals that had fallen into the pit and starved to death.’ 

We walked on until we arrived at a narrow road lined with alders that meandered upward in a northeasterly direction. ‘There used to be a radio beacon up on the hill, but it was shut down and dismantled after the war. It's still a popular spot. People go there from Wainock for a Sunday afternoon walk, and sometimes we have parties and barbecues on the platform, but it takes a Land Rover to get the beer up there.’ We turned left and hand in hand began our descent towards the open space of The Hollows. Sarah seemed perfectly happy, dragging me along, explaining every little item in the landscape. Perhaps she has really fallen in love with me. The thought made me nervous. I liked her; I liked her very much, but I did not feel like being in love. I felt flattered, though. Thinking of Patty, I drowned my confusion in a stream of mindless questions about plants and sights, which Sarah answered promptly and jauntily. 

We reached the foot of the hills and followed the road through the green pastures. At first it swerved to the right until it reached a large deserted byre; then it turned to the left, and finally headed straight into Wainock. ‘There is the Muir, and the cave is right there, behind that elm tree. Do you see it?’ I nodded, but there were many trees, and I was not sure which of them she was pointing to. I caught sight of a heron as it took off for a stately flight from the Muir to the Wain. In a pool of mud in the field on our left, a flock of birds clustered like black olives amid tussocks of wild weed. Sarah hooked an arm around my elbow and we walked on.

We were close to the first houses on the main road when I asked her, ‘At the reception in Craigh House, I noticed your father and John Hirsch going upstairs with a guest. He reminded me of Sydney Greenstreet. Do you know him?’

‘Sydney Greenstreet? Who's he?’

‘An actor—you may remember him from The Maltese Falcon, you know, Humphrey Bogart and Peter Lorre. Sydney Greenstreet was the big, stout fellow.’ 

‘I've heard of that film. A fat man, eh? He must have been Mr Stretham; he's a friend of my father. I overheard them talking about him at the cemetery.’

‘Stretham? Do you know him well?’

‘No, not really, he has been to the house on occasion, not often and never socially. I don't like him. There's something intimidating about him, something creepy. Why do you want to know about him?’

‘No particular reason. I just thought it odd that your father and John Hirsch should walk away from the reception.’ Of course, that was only a half-truth. I had thought that the man who had interviewed Hirsch under my name had contacted Stretham—if they weren't the same man. Now it seemed likely that Jones or John Hirsch had warned Stretham. How strange. Overton's hypothesis, that Stretham would not have called him if he had known that Alfred Hirsch had died, suddenly appeared a lot weaker than we had assumed at first. Somehow Jones or Hirsch must have come to doubt the reason I had given for my interview with Alfred Hirsch. Maybe they suspected that I was after more than his memories of Overton's grandfather and his short-lived bank. If they did, they had kept their suspicions well hidden from me the night before.

‘I didn't see them go upstairs,’ I heard Sarah saying. ‘As a matter of fact, I didn't see my father at all at the reception.’ 

Stretham and Jones, how interesting! I tried to reconstruct the sequence of events of the previous weekend, but Sarah brought up the job in Cunnir again: ‘I'll talk to father about it. He can pull some strings around here.’ 

‘Please don't say a word to him.’  

‘Why not? He's bound to find out anyway.’

‘He may not be as fond of me as you are. Besides, it just may be that Stretham's presence here has something to do with me.’

‘What do you mean? You said that you don't know him.’

‘I don't, but Overton got a telephone call last Sunday from a certain Stretham, warning him not to bring Alfred Hirsch into the story. That must have been the same Stretham; don't you think so too? And now I hear that he's a friend of your father.’ 

‘You mean that my father will want to keep you away from me because of Alfred? He didn't object to your coming to the funeral, did he?’

‘No, that he didn't, but then I don't know what they have discussed this afternoon, do I? It's best for us that you keep quiet about Cunnir, at least until I've sorted out a few things. Besides, the council still has to decide whether they want somebody to take care of the Lyme archives.’ 

She did not reply but quickened her step. I followed a few feet behind her. She was angry; I could see that, but I did not know what to say. When we reached her house, I grabbed her arm and turned her around. Her tearful eyes glistened in the light of the late-afternoon sun, which was slanting towards the hills. 

‘Everything will turn out right,’ I said. ‘Believe me, I will do my best. I will try to find out about Stretham as soon as I can.’ 

‘I'm not worried about Stretham,’ she retorted with a grudge, ‘but about father. Why would he want to keep us apart?’

‘Don't even think that, not because I mentioned Stretham. I wish I hadn't.’ I pulled her closer and she relaxed a little bit. ‘I have to find out about Stretham; I can't afford to embar​rass Mr Overton.’

‘You think I'm being silly, don't you.’ She smiled doubtfully through her tears. ‘Kiss me, and promise that I'll see you back here soon.’ 

‘Unless you come to London first: your mother lives there.’

I kissed her, lightly touching her lips with mine. She wanted me to come into the house and have something to eat before I left, but I declined the invitation. ‘I must go now.’ I went into the barn and with a sigh of relief took off the rubber boots. Sarah brought me my shoes and tied the laces for me. ‘You do love me,’ I said. She laughed: ‘You'd better believe it!’ She threw her arms around me and kissed me again. When I was already in my car, she stuck her head through the open window: ‘I really should visit my mother; I haven't been to London in a long time. Drive carefully.’ 

I drove past Holbrook's place; past Craigh House, where there were still a number of cars parked along the road, amid fields left perfectly pectinate by skilful mechanical plough​ing, and then began the ascent to the western ridge and the passage​way to Laingley that Eugene Simms had blasted through the crag. For a moment I thought of stopping at the One-Way Inn for a meal but decided to drive on. I searched the glove compartment for a tape and found one that my father had left there when he had borrowed my car a few weeks earlier. I shoved it into the deck. It was a recording of sixteen renditions of Gershwin's Embraceable You. 

I drove as in a haze. Sarah, Stretham, Jones, the Hirsches, Alfred, John and Armand, Tim Holbrook, Harry Walters and his unexpected job offer—my mind swirled from one to another, searching for a clear expression of my opinions and feelings about them. However, as soon as I had found one, I got stuck on it, compulsively repeating it until some situation on the road or a yearning ‘Embrace me, my sweet embrace​able you’ swept it away. I stopped for a snack about halfway but only had a cup of coffee. I did not feel hungry and the meals listed on the greasy menu card did not arouse my appetite at all. I thought of Sarah, wondering about how she had interpreted my words and actions, about the extent to which I had commit​ted myself to her. 

I had been smitten with Patty de Shields, but after two passionate dates my relationship with her had cooled down, although I fancied that it was still a lot more than mere friendship. At first I felt rejected by her, but we went on seeing one another, having some good times together, and I was always eager for a date with her, until Bournemouth had come up and I had begun to doubt that she was at all interested in me. Sarah was different. I liked her, but what if she really was in love with me, as she said she was? I did not want to pretend I was in love with her, yet causing her any disappointment, let alone heartache, would be unpardonably cruel. The truth is that I could not really believe that she loved me. I tried to recall every detail of our first meeting in the lounge at Muirwenny House but could not remember a word or a gesture that would have triggered anything as significant as love. Not once had I made her laugh.

I had another cup of coffee and resolved to concentrate my mind on the Overton book. I had not done much work on it during the week, and I had to get on with it if I was not to fall behind schedule. I had always prided myself on being able to deliver on time, and besides, apart from the meagre income from my job at the Institute, the book was all I had going for me. 

I put another cassette in the deck and drove on, thinking about the three chapters in the book that still needed research and about other sections that needed a polish or even a re-write. About twenty miles from London there was a roadblock, where policemen in bright yellow coats picked out cars at random for what seemed like a thorough inspection. Fortunately, they waved me through.  

My father's study was dark, which was unusual, but mother was still downstairs, watching a late-night film on televi​sion. ‘Have you eaten yet? There's soup in the fridge, if you want it.’ Then, with a mixture of worry and reproach in her voice, she said, ‘Dad wasn't feeling too well. He went to bed early, he was so tired. I told him he should lose weight; he wouldn't tire so easily if he did.’ I wanted to know what was wrong with him, but she only shrugged and dropped the subject: ‘A man came to the door this morning with some papers for you, quite a bundle really. They are in the hall, by the telephone. Jacob Salmon, he said his name was.’  

‘Jacob Salomon. Thanks mum. I'll have some soup. I'm tired too.’ She served the soup in a bowl with some slices of bread. 

‘That girl from Wainock called. You could call her back before eleven-thirty tonight or else tomorrow morning. Her name is Sarah, is that right?’  

‘Yes, mum, Sarah Jones. Did she say why she phoned?’ 

Mother shook her head. ‘She sounds like a nice girl.’ 

I wondered if Sarah wanted to speak to me about something in particular, maybe about Stretham. ‘When did she phone?’  

‘About an hour ago, I guess.’ Sarah must have thought that I would be home by then. I should have been, if I had not stopped at that road restaurant. 

‘I'll call her back in the morning,’ I said. ‘I may have left something in the room where I slept last night.’ Mother went into the kitchen. On the way to my room, I noticed a bundle of envelopes with the imprint Wendell Marle Institute and Archives on the chair next to the telephone. I picked them up and went upstairs.

The lights were on in my parents' bedroom and I knocked on the door. Father was in bed, slumped sideways, reading a pocketbook. He looked pale and drawn. The sight of him frightened me. ‘Hello,’ he said. ‘How was your day?’

‘What is the matter with you? Mum says you're not well.’

‘Just tired: too many very long days. I had to finish a report for a client this week, but it wasn't the routine job I expected. Try doing some decent work when they give you the wrong measurements. It cost me a day to find out where they'd messed up. Anyway, it's the weekend. A man is entitled to have a dip on weekends now and then. How were things up North?’ 

‘It was a funeral, no surprises. Still, I've met some interest​ing people. There might even be a job for me over there, taking charge of the archives of a pioneer industrialist, Sir Edward Lyme, whose residence is now a museum.’

‘That is good news. It's about time that you got a regular job, so you can turn your mind to starting a family. Get us some grand​children. I'm fifty-seven already, and time moves fast; you realize that, don't you?’

I did, now that he looked so frail and wan. I tried to make light of his remark: ‘It's in the genes. You were a late starter yourself, weren't you?’ 

‘No, I wasn't. I was younger than you are now when I married. If you believe that it's all in the genes, dump history and switch to biology.’ 

‘No thanks, but why pick on me? You've got a daughter too!’

‘She's younger than you are.’

‘She's less than two years younger. You have two wonder​ful children, and now you want to have grandchildren as well. It is never enough, is it?’ 

‘That joke is on you, boy. What I want is for you to have a couple of wonderful children—for your sake, not mine; that they may mean to you what you mean to us.’

‘I love you, dad. Goodnight.’

‘Goodnight, son.’ 

(
(Sunday April 10th)

By the time I went downstairs for breakfast, father was already at his desk in his study. He assured me that he was feeling much better, but he did not look it. ‘You should take it easy, dad.’ 

‘I will. I'll finish this paragraph, and then there's some cleaning up to do in the garden. Of course, your mother will want to go out for a walk this afternoon. Will you come too? It's Sunday, you know.’  

‘No, I can't. I have a lot of catching up to do, get some things ready for the Institute tomorrow and get on with my book. I didn't have much time to work on it this week, and I'll be in Birmingham from Wednesday to Friday, where Overton has a large production unit and where they have their technical archives. I'm going to talk to a couple of his engineers who will help me make sense of the products and designs which made the firm famous.’ 

He said, ‘If you need help with technical matters, just ask me. You too should take things easy. You haven't had a day's rest lately, have you?’

Mum joined me at the breakfast table. She was still worried about dad. ‘Did you notice how pale he is? He didn't sleep well. With his tossing and turning and that snoring of his he kept me awake for most of the night.’ Then she wanted a full report of my stay in Wainock. I told her about the farm, the church and the cemetery in Laingley, the conversation with Harry Walters and the reception at Craigh House. I did not tell her about my walk with Sarah, despite her obvious interest in ‘that girl’, about whom she kept asking questions that I avoided answering as best I could. ‘I didn't see much of her,’ I said, sipping from my cup of coffee. ‘She was too busy helping the family with the reception. There must have been well over two hundred guests.’ 

‘Have you phoned her yet?’

‘No, not yet.’ It had slipped my mind that Sarah had called and asked that I call her back. After breakfast, I went to my room and dialled her number.

‘Hello?’ It was Ralph Jones. Did he know that Sarah had called the previous night? 

‘Hello, Mr Jones. This is Michael Paradine. My apology for calling on a Sunday; I had no chance to speak to you before I left and I wanted to thank you for your hospitality.’ 

‘Thanks, it was a pleasure to have you. I heard that Sarah showed you the garden.’

‘Yes, the garden. You have an amazing assortment of vegeta​bles and plants there. I had no idea.’ 

‘The garden is just Sarah's hobby. If you hadn't left so early and if I'd known you were interested, I would've taken you for a tour of the farmlands.’ 

‘I would have loved that,’ I replied, wondering how much he really knew about my whereabouts that afternoon. 

‘Well, thank you for your call. We shall not be seeing one another any more, I suppose. Right?’

‘No, I suppose not, but then who knows. Thanks again, and give my regards to Sarah and of course also to the Hirsch family.’ 

‘I will do that.’ With that, he hung up. 

There, in the middle of the desk where I had dumped them, were Jacob's envelopes. They contained photocop​ies of letters and memos, and type​written papers on various subjects. I glanced at them and put them aside. I had no time for distractions. By noon, I had finished the work for the Institute, and during the rest of the day I managed a first draft of two sections of the book. I felt guiltily relieved that Sarah did not call. I had a date with Patty that evening. It was to be my last call at her London flat. She would leave for Bournemouth on Friday afternoon, and I had to go to Birmingham on Wednesday for a three-day visit to Overton's plant there.

(
(Friday, April 15th)

My stay in Birmingham was fruitful and a lot of fun. Immediately after my arrival on Wednesday, Manuel Ash, the production manager, gave me an extensive tour of the plant. It was the oldest of the Overtons' production units and still had some of the quasi-monastic architectural charms of a late-Victorian factory. Ash also provided a bundle of illustrated catalogues. His engineers were not only willing to answer my questions, they also supplied much additional and helpful information spontane​ously. For the first time, I had a good idea of what the product names, design references and serial numbers that I had seen so many times in the administrative, commercial and legal records really stood for. 

The accommodation was an adventure in itself. I ate in the factory canteen and slept in a room with three bunks and a single washbasin that once had been part of the concierge's flat and was now used occasion​ally by engineers and foremen during emergencies. There was no comfort at all and sleep did not come easily because the walls did not quite keep out the constant rumble of the heaters in an adjacent hall. On Thursday evening, however, two of the younger engineers insisted that I should go with them to the pub, and that night I slept well.

My mother and father were not at home when I returned. A note on the kitchen table said that they had gone out to see a performance of Birtwistle's Gawain at the Royal Opera House. I prepared a snack and went to my room to put away the documents I had brought from Birmingham. 

Among the letters and magazines that mother had left on the windowsill, there was an envelope with a Cunnir-on-Lyse postmark. It contained an antique postcard with a picture of a horse-drawn carriage and a group of farmhands in front of Muirwenny House and, on the flip side, a few tender words from Sarah. Several similar messages would follow from her over the next three weeks. I replied to the first with a short account of my stay in Birmingham and later sent her the picture of the Simms factory that I had bought in Antwerp. 

Jacob's package was still on my desk and I looked at the papers again. They appeared to be typewritten drafts of lectures or short comments—I did not see many footnotes, but most of the texts were profusely annotated in pencil. I noticed titles such as Inflation and Dependency: Bliss or Bane?; Managing the Demand for Leadership; Plato's Children: The Politics of Education; Why Banks Matter; Saving Commu​nism from the Communists; Empire without Imperialism; The United Nations and the Rise of International Technoc​racy; After The Politics of Humility; and Defeating Religion At Its Own Game. None of them mentioned an author, although a few of them had the initials RJ below the text on the last page. 

I picked up a paper with the title Roosevelt and Hitler: The Shape of Things to Come. It began: ‘The recent transfer of power in the United States of America and Germany to new leaders…’ That must have been written in the mid-thirties at the latest. Jones could not have been the author: he would have been too young. Another paper was entitled Is Hitler a Liability? It referred to the German invasion of Czechoslova​kia as a current event. Jones could not have written that either. Hirsch? That was possible. He would have been in his early twenties when the events mentioned in those papers took place. Had he been that precocious? If he was the author, did he bring them to Marle—or were they what had brought him to Marle? 

I glanced at the bundle of letters and memoranda, but the photocopies of these handwritten texts were difficult to decipher and what I managed to read referred to meetings, seminars, lectures, books, articles, even theatre plays and films. They all bore the signature of Alfred Hirsch or Ralph Jones, except for a few that were addressed to them. There was not a mention of Overton Investment Bank in any of the documents.

Jacob had done his work in an exemplary fashion. It looked as if he had made copies of everything the two had written while they were working for Marle. I wondered if there were other things about Hirsch or Jones in the archives, but it would be too much to ask Jacob to find out. I took note of one intriguing item, a short memo, dated January 18, 1938, and addressed to Hirsch: ‘Dear Alfred, my enquiries about Anthony Simms have not yielded any result. There is no confirmation that he was on board, but I have found one reference to a rumour (unverifiable of course) that the day before the ship sank, two passengers (unlisted) and a large wooden trunk were rowed ashore at Île de Ré. Suppose there is some​thing to that rumour. Was Anthony one of those men? Yours sincerely…’ The memo was signed, but I was unable to decipher the name. 

I had read about this Anthony Simms only the week before, at the Registry of the Port authority in Antwerp. If he was one of the passengers on HMS Serpent then the trunk was the key. Why else would anyone go from Antwerp to France via Plymouth on a Navy ship, if not to pick up things that were too confidential to transport in a more conventional way? Who was the other passenger? Shipwreck, the Navy, secrecy, a member of a prominent business family missing at sea—more than enough to write an adventure story, perhaps even a historical monograph. Why should someone on Marle's staff have any interest in that tragic event? It shouldn't be too difficult to find out about the Serpent. I put the papers back in the envelopes and went down​stairs to watch some television and wait for the return of my parents. 

It was past midnight when they came home. I asked them about the opera. Knowing Birtwistle's reputation, I was not surprised when mother muttered her one-word appraisal: ‘Weird.’ Father said nothing until he had poured himself a whisky and taken a swallow. ‘Why do these chaps not write their own stories instead of massacring a perfectly wonderful medieval poem? You don’t prove that the great works of the past are still relevant today by cannibalizing them.’

‘I didn't notice there was a story. I hardly understood a word.’

‘It was in the programme book, love; but read the original poem if you want to enjoy it. As for enjoying a three-hour-long patchwork of screams and screeches, don't ask me how to do it. Music can be dissonant, but dissonance is not music.’

‘Careful, dad, it's “contemporary music”. Never venture an opinion until the experts have explained the theory behind the work and told you what to think of it.’

*

IV. Highly Recommended

(Monday April 18th) 

‘Mickey?’ That was not good. Jennifer called me Mickey only when she had to tell me something unpleasant, such as when I had shown up uninvited at the Overton residence on a Saturday afternoon to deliver a draft of my introductory chapter. The butler asked me to wait in the hall, but when he came back, it was to tell me to go to the office on Monday. Jennifer called me the next Monday morning: ‘Mickey, Mickey, you boobed, you know that? Overton wasn't at all happy with what you did. Always contact him through the office. Always, do you hear?’ Then there was the time when I had telephoned Overton's personal secretary for his brother's address. ‘Mickey, what did you do? Overton stopped me in the hall and he was so angry! He told me to tell you that, as far as the book is concerned, his brother is just a businessman in New Zealand. Otherwise, he's not a part of the story. Repeat: not a part of the story at all.’ That was true. Mark Overton had made a mess of his education, alienated himself from his family, and finally struck out on his own, importing sportswear into New Zealand. On that day, I understood that I was supposed to write the biography of an enterprise, not a family history.

‘Hello, Jenny. What have I done wrong now?’

‘Sorry to bother you so early on a Monday morning, but there's a fax from Overton for you. He sent it from New Delhi, just before he left for Shanghai. Shall I read it to you?’

‘Just tell me what he wants.’

‘He writes that at a dinner someone expressed concern about the enquiries you're making for the book. He reminded Overton that he'd need a lot of goodwill if he wanted all the licences, cooperation and support for his ventures in China. Overton writes: “It's blackmail of course, but what can I do? I must ask you to tread carefully and finish the book as soon as possible. Leave out everything that is not clearly safe.”’

‘Is that it?’ 

‘Yes, he'll brief you when he gets back next week; and he sends you his greetings.’

‘Thanks, Jenny.’

Putting down the receiver, I felt bad. The mention of licences and support confirmed my worst fear, that my first visit to Wainock had provoked some official or semi-official body to go after Overton. It had been premature to dismiss that hypothesis merely because the name Stretham was not in the telephone directory of the Foreign Office. However, for me, the overriding significance of the fax was in the last lines: “Finish the book as soon as possible. Leave out everything that is not clearly safe.” I realized that it gave me the perfect pretext to start writing the final version of the book and get it behind me. So far, I had worked without a deadline and that had been comforting, but it had also meant that there was no pressing need to tie up loose ends; and there were many of those. A deadline would also be a strong reminder that I needed to look beyond the book, to consider my professional prospects and my personal future. By an almost miraculous coinci​dence, the future was no longer a complete blank. The unexpected encounter with Harry Walters at Hirsch's funeral had happened at exactly the right moment. I should go to the Institute and see if there was anything about Sir Edward Lyme. I should write to Harry Walters immediately. 

On an impulse I called Sarah, but again, her father answered the telephone. For a second I stood there, not knowing what to say. Because of his surprising connection to the mysterious Mr Stretham, I did not feel at ease with him, and after Sarah's show of affection for me, I was even more reluctant to talk to him. I thought of putting down the receiver but then remembered the sophisticated telephone I had seen at his farm. Its display might allow him to see who was calling. He could probably call back at the touch of a button. I had to improvise.

‘Michael Paradine again, sir. Do you remember me?’

‘Yes, of course, Michael. What is it?’

‘I'm sorry to bother you, but I have a problem and I thought that you might be able to help.’

‘Yes?’

‘I was working on my book last week and there are still all those questions I have concerning Mr Alfred Hirsch's connec​tion with the Overtons.’

‘Yes?’ he asked after a moment's silence.

‘It would be great if the Hirsch family gave me permission to see some of his papers, if there are any that relate to the Overton Investment Bank.’

‘You should ask John. It's not my business.’

‘I realize that, sir, but I'm not sure how he will take my request. That is why I called you first: you know him well.’

There was another moment of silence.

‘Since you ask for my opinion, I shall give it to you. I think your request would be inappropriate, very inappropri​ate. John has no idea what his father would have told you. He wouldn't like the idea of giving you access to information Alfred would have preferred to keep private.’

It was an effective answer in more than one way, as it gave me the opportunity to terminate the conversation without further improvisation. ‘Those are my thoughts exactly, sir. Thank you for confirming them.’ I put down the receiver with relief. I con​gratulated myself: talk about quick thinking! 

At the Institute, I found a voluminous envelope in my mailbox. It con​tained a long paper on indus​trial organisation and labour relations in multi-ethnic societies co-written by a new staff member, who was a Dutchman, and a visiting lecturer from Malaysia. It needed extensive proofread​ing and reference checking. Late in the afternoon, Patty telephoned to give me the address where she was staying in Bournemouth. I told her about Cunnir, Edward Lyme and the museum. She said that I must be out of my mind to want to spend my life in a place that probably was not even on the map. ‘How many options do you think I have?’ I asked her, but she merely repeated her new address and hung up. 

By the time I got home, mother and father had already started on the soup. ‘You're late; we waited for nearly an hour. How many times have I told you that you should phone if you're going to be late?’ mother admonished me when I took my place at the table. ‘By the way, there was a telephone call for you, less than half an hour ago.’

‘Sarah Jones?’ I asked, a bit too quickly. 

‘No, it wasn't that girl. It was a gentleman. He'll ring back between eight and nine.’ I could only hope that it was not her father. 

Mother had plans for the room where we were having our supper and explained them with great enthusiasm. ‘We should replace that wall with sliding doors. It will bring the garden right into the room. It would be such a great improvement.’  

‘When I want to see the garden,’ dad retorted, ‘I go out of that door or I look out of the window. Sliding doors only add a view of the pavement of the terrace. What is so great about that?’  

She raised her voice to a disagreeable pitch: ‘It'll be like living outdoors, in the garden. And the light! Think how much lighter it will be in here.’ Father bowed his head and then ostentatiously looked up at the skylight, which the last rays of the sun painted in gold. She ignored his gesture. ‘I've seen some pictures in a magazine,’ she went on, ‘and…’  

‘Pictures in a magazine, eh? Do you know what it takes to get a picture in a magazine? Have you seen those advertise​ments for lingerie in your magazines? You might think that if the wife would only wear one of those things then she would be just like the model in the picture. Well, it isn't so! Do you think it's different for sliding doors and verandas?’ It was not really to the point, and he did not intend it to be funny but I thought it was. Mother, however, was not amused. 

‘That's no answer,’ she snapped. Father did not say another word. He just ate his dinner. It was a familiar scenario, and I played my part, pointing out the far-reaching modifications her plan entailed. ‘That can be arranged,’ she said angrily, for she did not like the idea that I was taking sides. ‘Sure,’ dad muttered from under his cloak of silence, ‘and it will cost a fortune. Move one thing, move everything.’ Mother began to sulk and was close to tears. It was not over. In the end, she usually got her way. I did not relish the prospect of working on my book amid the sounds of hammers and drills. I cared even less for the prospect of her running about nervously in the house, first in anticipation of the works, then in frustration with their slow and messy progress, and finally in disappoint​ment with all the details that did not turn out as she had expected. We finished our meal in an uncomfort​able silence. Then the telephone rang.

‘Mr Paradine? I apologize for bothering you so late, but I called earlier and talked to your mother. My name is Roderick Sheldrake. I'm the vice-president of the Maritime Policy Studies Centre.’ 

I had never heard of that outfit. ‘How can I help you?’

‘Well, at the moment we have a vacant staff position, and you were recommended to us, very highly recommended, I should say. Would you be interested?’

‘Interested? I guess I can't afford not to be, but who told you about me?’ 

‘Oh, really, Mr Paradine! At this stage, it would be indis​crete of me to divulge that information. You understand that, don't you?’ 

‘Yes, sorry for asking. What does your Centre do?’

‘Exactly what the name says: studies on maritime policy and related areas. Mostly reports on current affairs for various clients, including governments, in particular our own government of course, but we also have what we call our academic section for more scholarly and scientific activities: our quarterly review, conferences, papers, the occasional book, that sort of thing. The vacancy is for the Academic Affairs Coordinator. Your job, if you should decide to take it, would consist of maintaining and expanding our contacts with universities, other research institutions, and especially with econo​mists, political scientists and historians working on ports, shipping, and trade and industry in so far as they are relevant to our main focus. You'd be working from London, but the job involves a fair amount of travel all over the world. The pay is good too. You'd start at the level of a lecturer, but the board would evaluate the arrangement at the annual meeting. Until then you would be in a sort of trial period.’  

‘It is a tantalizing prospect, but I have to think about it. I've just received another offer and I'm in the process of finishing a book.’

‘That's no problem; you'll have ample time to work on your book. It's about Overton Enterprises, isn't it? I'm sure the board will not object to that, as it appears to fall within the broader conception of our academic interest. However, I must have your agreement before the end of the month. Unless we have a serious candidate by then, the board will surely want us to put out an advertisement in general circulation newspapers and magazines. We're not in favour of that. We'd have to spend time on interviews, correspondence—you know the routines, I sup​pose.’ 

‘I'll let you know as soon as possible. Where can I contact you?’

He gave me an address in Chelsea and a telephone number but added: ‘I will get in touch with you later this week, probably Thursday evening or Friday morning, if that's all right with you. I hope you'll accept. We have great trust in the judge​ment of the person who recommended you.’

‘Thank you for calling. I'm really honoured by your offer.’

‘Then we shall see each other next week. Since the board suggested your name, there's no reason why we shouldn't be able to finalize the agreement soon. Of course, we must meet to discuss particulars and sign the contract. Good night.’

‘Good night.’ 

What was that all about? Who would recommend me? Was it someone at the Institute? Nobody there had ever shown the slightest interest in my work. Overton? He was far away in the East. Peter Vermeulen? Maritime policy would be one of his interests, but I could not imagine that his opinion carried much weight in Chelsea. Besides, he was looking for a position for himself. Was it someone else I had met in Brussels? Could it be the French professor? I did not even recall his name; I doubted that he remembered mine. Jones? No, Jones was Agriculture, not Maritime Policy! Well, I'll soon find out. 

I had already made up my mind to accept the offer. Cunnir was out. Patty was right. As much as I hated to admit it, her cynical view of things began to make sense to me. Why bury myself in a place that probably was not even on the map? ‘How many options do you think I have?’ I had asked. It had seemed a good put-down argument then, but Sheldrake's call had demon​strated its vacuity. I thought of Sarah: how would she react to the news that I was not going to Cunnir? Surely, she would agree that a position in London is a valid reason for declining Harry Walters's offer, if it was an offer? No, she wouldn't agree. Maybe it was not a valid reason. Maybe her feelings for me gave her a claim on my future. I felt helpless, but then I thought: I'm not a farmer! Would she give up her farm to join me in London? Surely not! Therefore, she couldn't in good conscience hold it against me if I accepted Sheldrake's offer. 

I went into my father's study. He was playing a game of solitaire. When I sat down in the chair behind him, he collected the cards on his desk and shoved them aside. ‘What is on your mind, son? You look worried.’ I told him, first about Shel​drake's call and then once more about my stay at Muir​wenny House, the funeral, and Walters's offer. This time I included a mention of the walk with Sarah in The Hollows. I did not tell him about what had happened then, but he had his suspicions: ‘It's the girl, isn't it? Do you fancy her—I mean love her?’ I answered that it was not so much that I loved her as that she seemed to love me. ‘A woman's love is precious. Never take it lightly, son.’ He said that with a gentle smile. When I did not respond to it, he added: ‘But don't rush things. Maybe it's merely a passing infatuation. Don't assume it is, though; a woman who loves you is worth more than you can imagine. I know, you have to think of your career, but a career is not a life. Fools pursue careers, even if it means having no life.’ Sometimes he talked like that and it annoyed me; there was an implied reproach, which I thought was unfair and so vague that I could not answer it anyhow. He noticed my irritation and changed his tone: ‘Besides, isn't the offer to join this maritime policy unit a bit suspicious? It may be a stratagem to keep you away from that Alfred Hirsch. You didn't get the interview you'd hoped to have with him. Now that he's dead and buried, isn't it logical that you should ask to see his papers? You told me the interview worried some people, maybe even the government. Would it worry them, if you decided to pursue your enquiries? Wouldn't it suit them perfectly if you were occupied elsewhere?’

‘What are you insinuating?’ I asked on the edge of panic, for I remembered the telephone conversation with Ralph Jones earlier in the day. I had told Jones in so many words that I should like to see Alfred's papers.

‘I'm not insinuating anything. Remember though that it's a large world out there. We see only a small part of it.’ 

‘Why should they worry about me, if they can simply refuse to let me see Hirsch's papers?’

‘I don't know. You have contacts there: that girl, for in​stance; and you said that you talked to Hirsch's friend…’

‘Tim Holbrook.’

‘Yes. Maybe he knows things. Maybe they want you out of the way only temporarily, until they have cleared Hirsch's desk.’ 

‘There was a fax from Overton this morning. He's in China at the moment. He wrote that last week, when he was in India, there was pressure on him to keep Hirsch out of the book. He said that he wanted me to stop researching and finish the book without going into anything that might cause him trouble.’

‘There must be a lot at stake, son. Watch your step.’ 

We sat in silence for a long time. Then he began laying out the cards again for another game of solitaire. I wished him goodnight and went upstairs. He was right. There might be a connection between Sheldrake and Jones—maybe Stretham. Dad might also be right about their trying to keep me away from Hirsch's papers until they had cleared his desk. ‘The board would evaluate the arrangement at the annual meeting. Until then you would be in a trial period,’ Sheldrake had informed me. For all I knew, the annual meeting could be next month. What if they fired me then rather than raise my salary? And what was that nonsense about an advert for general circulation? That was not how these private policy institutes filled sensitive vacancies. Finally, how could anyone sensibly suggest that my book fell within the boundaries of the academic interests of a group focussing on maritime policy? I decided to keep my options open and write to Harry Walters after all. About the Maritime Policy Studies Centre, I would wait and see. 

(
(Tuesday April 19th to Thursday April 21st)

Apart from a few interruptions, I spent the rest of the week working on my book. It went well, better than I had expected. I liked weaving the mass of data, notes and frag​ments in the folders on my desk into a continuous story. Dad was very helpful. Whenever he found the time, he read my work, pointed out mistakes, omissions and inconsisten​cies, and made suggestions to liven up the style and improve the flow of the story by reordering paragraphs. He made me aware that editing a text requires a lot more attention than finding typos and grammatical errors—and with respect to these, I could only hope that I was better at proofreading other people’s typescripts than I was at correcting my own. If he had the least doubt, dad queried me about the relevance of some fact or opinion. He also made sure that I did not stray onto what he called ‘forbidden fields’. I thought he was a bit paranoid about the matter. After all, there was nothing to worry about, apart from Hirsch and the Overton Investment Bank. However, I often found myself interrupting my writing to speculate about what Hirsch would have revealed to me, if he had not collapsed and died before I had a chance to see him.

Sarah called twice, once on Tuesday and again on Thursday. She talked about coming to London and spending one or two nights with her mother in her Richmond flat, and about the Lyme Estate, which she had visited on Monday and which she said was ‘a really nice place.’ I asked her about Harry Walters, but she had not seen him. I had yet to send him my C.V., but I did not tell her that. Her second call was about nothing in particular, a profusion of light-hearted, happy talk. She hinted again that she might soon find an opportunity to come to London and mentioned that her father and John Hirsch were planning a trip to Argentina to attend a big conference. 

I did not say anything about the offer from the Maritime Policy Studies Centre to her. It was not only because I did not want to upset her. On Wednesday, I had had lunch with Jacob Salomon to thank him for delivering the papers from the Marle Archives and had asked him about the Centre. That had led to a revealing conversa​tion.

‘Sure,’ Jacob replied to my question, ‘I know the MPSC. They have money, lots of it. Lionel Barke-Higgs is their main sponsor. Don't tell me you haven't heard of him? Anyway, all they seem to do is organising receptions and evenings with politicians on current affairs. In the past, I went to a few of them, none of them particularly interesting but every single one with exquisite catering.’ 

‘Do they do any academic work, serious research?’ 

‘Research? No, not that I know... Why do you ask?’ 

I told him about Sheldrake's telephone call. 

‘Roddy Sheldrake! Is he with them now? Not that it's a surprise to me. If you wait long enough, he'll turn up everywhere.’ 

‘He said that he's the vice-president of the Centre.’ 

Jacob almost choked laughing. ‘Roddy, vice-president? Well that tells you all you want to know about how serious they are. Roddy loves hobnobbing with the VIPs almost as much as he loves gloating about knowing them personally. Steal his address book and you need not buy Who's Who in London.’ 

I wondered why anybody would recommend me to an outfit such as Jacob had described. It did not in the least appeal to me. Why should I join what I had a natural inclina​tion to walk away from? As uncertain as I was about my feelings for Sarah, the Centre no longer appeared a good excuse for staying in London. Then Jacob asked, ‘So, what did you think of the Jones and Hirsch papers?’

‘They're odd, aren't they? I haven't read them all, just browsed through them, but they are certainly full of big ideas and grand strategies!’ 

‘There are other papers like that in the archives. We suspect that Marle at various times had his own little private brains trust. The records from the late thirties to the fifties show some periods when there were frequent staff meetings, often after dinner, often in Marle's house in the city. What distin​guished them from regular staff meetings was that there was no detailed agenda, no minutes and no list of attendees. The few people that mention them in their own recollections refer to them as informal after-work get-togethers. I have my doubts about that. After all, a lot of the stuff that I copied for you appears to have been prepared specifically for those meet​ings.’ 

‘Many of the papers weren't signed at all. Are they by Hirsch?’

‘I can't be one hundred percent sure, obviously, but I found most of them in a binder marked “Hirsch” and the rest in a folder marked “The Prodigy”, which also contained some memoranda and letters from Hirsch to Marle. I suppose Prodigy was a nickname Marle had given to Hirsch in the beginning of their collaboration. There are other examples from the pre-war period: Mr Panic, The Boar, Numbers… It seems that Marle alone handled that stuff. How seriously he took all of this, is a moot question. Apart from an occa​sional reference in a speech, there's little to connect it to his official work in Parliament or the government. My guess is that it was part hobby and part way to keep a tab on intellectual trends. Most of the people in the brains trust, if that's what it was, eventually left to work for the civil service itself, for some commission, international delegation, or else for one or other profession​al body—in law, finance, educa​tion, and so on.’ 

‘They were placed in positions of influence?’

‘Undoubtedly. One of Marle's favourite maxims was “Pres​ence is one thing; omnipresence is everything.” He gener​ally took exceptionally good care of his collaborators. Mind you, he didn't have any scruples about moving them out of his orbit when they no longer suited his purposes; but even then he made sure they found a good position elsewhere. He didn't want to antagonize people he had taken into his confi​dence. Memory outlasts friendship and loyalty: that was another of his maxims.’ 

‘There's an aura of secrecy and obsessive confidentiality about him, isn't there? Undocumented meetings, initials only, pseudonyms…’

‘Yes. On the other hand, it's also so obviously theatrical, as if he was concerned with creating a kind of mystique. Maybe it was primarily about securing the trust and the loyalty of those he wanted to use politically. Politics is the art of dealing with opportun​ists.’

‘A Marle maxim?”

‘Yes.’

‘You should collect them in a booklet.’ 

‘I'm afraid it's too late for that. There is a collection of aphorisms already, The Wit and Wisdom of Wendell Marle. I consult it every time I have to give a talk about him. It's a goldmine. It was published at the start of his last campaign, which he aborted little more than a month before the election.’

‘Really? Why?’

‘Officially for reasons of health, but that's almost certainly a pretext. Apart from the presence of his doctor at his press conference, nothing indicates that he was ill.’

‘What was the real reason?’

‘Are you asking me to speculate? Blackmail! His eldest son gave an interview after Marle died in which he insinuated that his father's enemies in the party had connived to get him out of the way. He never explained what he meant, saying only that the paper had misquoted him. Then there's a letter, dating from the week before Marle bowed out of the campaign, in which a friend of the family, a barrister, suggests the names of three colleagues in connection with an otherwise unspecified matter. Each of these men had won a high-profile libel case in earlier years. Marle did not bring a case, however. Within days he announced his retire​ment.’ 

‘That is an interesting story. I've read some early popular biogra​phies of him, but I had no idea that he'd aborted his last campaign. That was in…?’

‘March 1966, he was nearly seventy-two and, for all we know, still going strong. Yes, it was out of character, especially considering that he'd never before shrunk away from meeting attempts at blackmail head-on. He had a knack for turning allegations of misconduct into a demonstration of his skills and his prudent judgement in handling difficult, sensitive situations. I've often wondered if there was something to the last attempt—if it was blackmail—that made him vulnerable. Some say he just got tired of politics, but I don't believe that for a second. It is funny, though; about that episode we get the most enquiries, even now. It's as if every Miss Marple in the country wants to have a go at it, but we have nothing that might resolve the mystery. Except for the eldest son's flap, the family has always stuck to the official explana​tion. But I'm sure they're still holding back a number of his papers. They're very jealous of his reputation. They still make a nice sum of money from managing his private estate: his country house with its famous garden, his books, collections of art and early documentary films, and the like. And now, with his grandson assuming the role of the party's kingmaker...’ 

Over coffee we talked about our years at university, ex​changed gossip on mutual friends and speculated about the fate of some of the remarkable characters who had made our student days so entertaining but whom we had not seen or heard of since that time. While we were waiting for the bill, I remarked casually, ‘Among the papers you copied for me there was a fascinating note about a missing person, one Anthony Simms. What interest did Hirsch have in him?’

Jacob looked puzzled for a moment, and then he said reprov​ingly, ‘You haven't done your homework, have you?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Anthony Simms was Alfred Hirsch's maternal grandfa​ther. Didn't you know that?’

‘No. How extraordinary.’ That seemed to solve the mystery of Hirsch's interest in the fate of Anthony Simms. However, Jacob had more to tell. 

‘Simms started his career in Germany, at the family's trading office in Hamburg. He may have been involved in more than trading, though. Do you remember my disserta​tion?’

‘Diplomacy and industrialisation in Europe at the turn of the century, right?’

‘Yes, Secret Deals: Diplomacy and Industrialisation in Germany and France, 1870-1914. Well, then you should remember that I had a few paragraphs on British spies in Germany, Hamburg in particular.’

‘Simms was one of them?’

‘I believe so. In fact, I believe that he was a double agent. I can't prove it of course, but there are some tantalizing indications in German sources that I've seen. For one thing, he suddenly left for Belgium. That was shortly after the British government had raised security issues in a negotiation with one of Simms's partners in Hamburg.’

‘Rather circumstantial, isn't it?’

‘Absolutely. Apart from a few sketchy remarks in The Economist, published when the family sold its interests in Antwerp around 1910, and the note that I copied for you, I have nothing specific on him. He apparently died at sea. The article is in our files, but I didn't think it would interest you. However, just so you'd know, I have a theory about Anthony Simms. He fits in the picture I have, based on the research for my dissertation. The English were dreadfully anxious to monitor everything that had to do with armaments and shipbuilding in Germany and France, and the Germans as well as the French may have found ways to exploit British anxiety for their own purposes. Simms would've been a logical choice for the Germans. He had many friends in Hamburg, and he had many German friends in Antwerp. His daughter, Isabel, married Walter Hirsch in London in 1910. Your Alfred was their son.’

Jacob had pronounced the name Hirsch with the ‘i’ as in ‘mint’, not as in ‘birch’, which was how everybody else to whom I had spoken had made it sound. Hirsch was of German descent. I should have worked that out myself. ‘Who was this Walter Hirsch?’

‘He was a German, but he grew up in Antwerp. He happened to be in Germany when the First World War broke out and did not get permission to return to England. As far as we know, he died in Galicia on the Eastern Front when the Russians launched their last counter-offensive under General Brusilov in 1917.’

‘How do you know all this?’

‘We have a collection of after-dinner speeches and the like that Marle gave on various occasions. One of the earliest of these he wrote for the second marriage of Isabel Simms, in 1919. He said a few words about her first marriage, to Hirsch. Otherwise, it was just a Marle speech. You'd have to be thickheaded not to catch on to the innuendos and double-entendres he laced it with. Pretty risqué, if you ask me, but typical of Marle when he was among friends. I remem​bered the speech when I found the note addressed to Hirsch that I copied for you. Well, now you know. Thanks for the lunch.’ 

I paid the bill and thanked Jacob again for his efforts. 

On the way home, I tried to assess the relevance of what he had told me. The reason for Hirsch's interest in Anthony Simms was now clear to me, but I did not buy the story about Simms being a spy. Jacob had always had a fondness for stories about spies and subversive activities. Indeed, the paragraphs on spies in his dissertation had drawn some nasty criticism for being wild speculation rather than solid research—nasty enough to close the door to the academic career he had planned for himself. 

(
(Friday April 22nd) 

On Friday, just before lunch, Sheldrake phoned. ‘Sorry to be so late, but we're extremely busy here. Have you made up your mind?’

‘I'm still interested,’ I answered, faking some restrained enthu​siasm.

‘Good. Can we arrange a meeting on Monday?’

‘Monday is not possible. I'm going to be at the Institute the whole day.’

‘Institute?’ he asked suspiciously. 

‘The Hallamy Institute of Industrial Studies. I have a part-time job there.’

‘Oh, that kind of institute,’ he said with obvious relief. ‘Well, if Monday is out then it must be Wednes​day.’ That was fine with me. ‘But then we can't use our main office in Chelsea. We're renovating, you see. On Wednesday, they will be working on my floor. However, we've got an annex in Tothill Street, close to Westminster and Whitehall. It's just a single room but very convenient, very nice. As a matter of fact, only yesterday the prime minister's private secretary came over to see me about a conference on the future of the Common​wealth, where the PM should give the opening or the closing speech, preferably both of course. It's going to be a big affair, by far the biggest I have organised since I've been here at the Centre.’

‘Wednesday. I will be there. I need an address and a time.’

He supplied the info, then said: ‘I'm looking forward to working with you. A person as highly recommended as you is a real catch, if I may say so, even for us. See you on Wednesday.’ 

After lunch, I drove to Greenwich for a walk in the park and an appointment at three p.m. with a librarian at the Naval Academy. He told me about the last voyage of HMS Serpent; how it got smashed up on the Galician shore, at the northwester tip of Spain, on Monday, November 9, 1890, while it was still dark, probably because of a compass mal​func​tion or a navigation error; and why it was virtually impossible that there had been unlisted passengers on board. When I mentioned the story about a boat being rowed ashore on the French coast, he did not even laugh. ‘Preposterous,’ he said firmly. ‘The Serpent was a Navy ship. There's no mention of any such thing in the records of the Admiralty, and they conducted a full inquiry. I don't know where you picked up that story, but I can assure you that it is an invention, no more, no less. If your Mr Simms had intended to sail on the Serpent to Cape of Good Hope or West Africa Station, he must have changed his plans—he certainly wasn't on board the ship. I'm sorry, but you're chasing a red herring.’  

‘I'm not chasing anything. I just want to check a rumour that I learned about in Wendell Marle's archives.’ 

‘Marle's archives?’ He was genuinely impressed. ‘I did not know Marle had an interest in what happened to the Serpent. Have you talked to Mr Salomon, the director of the Marle Archives?’ I told him that Jacob Salomon was a good friend, whereupon the librarian invited me to inspect the records myself. I declined the invitation. ‘Jacob has a theory about spies and a secret mission, but what you've told me confirms my suspicions about it.’ 

I was nearly at the main gate on my way out when I heard a voice calling, ‘Mr Paradine, wait a moment.’ I turned around and noticed the librarian hurrying towards me. ‘Maybe Jacob Salomon was right,’ he said, catching his breath. ‘I should've thought about this earlier, but it has just come to me that your Mr Simms could have boarded the Serpent, maybe under another name.’ 

‘On a Navy ship?’ 

‘Well, if there was a secret mission of some sort… There were some last-minute replacements in the crew. You know, some sailors did not turn up because they were sick or maybe in jail. They had to be replaced. Maybe Simms was on board under another name, as one of those replacements, to provide cover for his mission, if there was a mission—which I doubt, but then who knows?’

‘Wouldn't the crew have spotted immediately that he wasn't one of them?’

‘Oh yes, but there wouldn't have been any reason for them to think that he was supposed to be with the crew. That would explain the rumour, which must have originated with one of the three survivors, about the presence of a passenger on the ship, and why the inquiry didn't find any trace of Simms. Only the captain and those who ordered the mission would have known.’

‘If one of the survivors was the source of the rumour, wouldn't he have told the Admiralty?’

‘Not necessarily: there may not have been a question about that at the hearings. I don't recall that there was one. Maybe the man only remembered later. Mind you, it's just a thought.’ 

‘It's a possibility,’ I admitted, ‘but Simms did not make a secret of his pending departure on the Serpent in his letter to the authorities in Antwerp.’

‘Maybe that was an indiscretion; maybe he wasn't yet aware of what he was supposed to do at that time. Of course, the ship's official destination was Africa. As far as anybody could know at the time, that was where Simms was going. As I said, it's just a thought.’

There were too many maybes in his story. Yet, it was intriguing. I thanked the librarian and headed for the nearby Trafalgar Tavern.

The face looked familiar, but I wasn't able to place it. He was sitting on a stool at the opposite end of the bar—a man with a beard, a sly grin, and a glass of beer that hovered close to his chin but never seemed to touch his lips. I was sure I had met him somewhere, but no name or place that leapt to mind seemed to fit. I ordered a lager, turned my back to him and took out the little notebook in which I jotted down ideas for my book. I was making great progress, but maybe I was moving too fast. Dad always found gaps and inconsistencies in the manuscript, but I could not be certain that he would spot all of them. The aim was to keep up the momentum, now that I had found the right tone for the book, without compromising my ambition to produce a useful and accurate, if admittedly somewhat bland, history of a successful family-owned enter​prise. There was a part of me that resented being barred from pursuing the Overton Investment Bank episode, which, judging by the events of the past weeks, had all the trappings of a historical scoop, but there was another part of me that wanted to leave the Overton book behind as soon as possible. What counted now was that Overton would like the book enough to promote and distribute it, so that I should have something to show for all the effort I had put into it. I had a hunch that he would call me on Monday to discuss the fate of the book in the light of the pressure put on him while he was in India. My great worry was that he would simply call off the project, take receipt of the manuscript and leave it at that.

‘Mike? Mike Paradine?’

I turned around, surprised because no one called me Mike. The man with the beard was standing right behind me, his glass of beer still close to his chin. ‘It is you. I thought I recognized you, but I wasn't sure. You don't remem​ber me, do you? David Allison. We were at school together, in Luton.’

I had gone to school in Luton, where we lived before my father's promotion to the head office in London, and my classmates there had called me Mike; but I still had no idea who he was. The name David Allison meant nothing to me. 

‘I was in your class for about a year. You were quite a phenomenon. That's why I recall you so well. Everybody respected you, even though you were something of a swot, always getting top grades. But you wouldn't be intimi​dated, not by the bullies and not by the teachers. What are you doing here?’ 

While he was speaking, a photograph taken in class that I had at home came to mind: there he was, without the beard of course, sitting at the back of the classroom, alone, bigger and stronger than any of us, and maybe older: I was fifteen then. ‘I remember you now. You were called to the Principal's office for allegedly making some anti-Semitic remarks to Josh Baruch, isn't that right? I was called as a witness.’

‘Yes, you really defused that situation. You said that racism implies the intention to slander a race, that simply using words like “stupid Jew” in a personal quarrel wasn't racism. You said that “silly woman” is not a slur on womankind—the Principal could hardly contain his laughter at that. And you told him the truth, that Baruch had a way of taunting and provoking other students in the sure knowledge that they wouldn't dare to touch him because of his limp.’

‘That was because he'd had polio, wasn't it?’

‘That's right. You showed some real pluck there, considering that Baruch was sitting beside you. Anyway, that incident made you my hero. The Principal gave me a severe reprimand, and that was it—and I remember that he had a few things to say to Baruch too. Just think what would've happened to me if it occurred now!’ He rolled his eyes and ran his index finger across his throat. ‘Of course, in those days accusations of hate speech were still associated primarily with dictato​rial regimes such as the Soviet Union.’

‘I should still say the same thing.’

‘Yes, you would, and you'd hang for it, because the principal would not say the same thing. Back then a principal could still afford to judge students and situations with common sense and understanding and get away with it, because he was responsible for having good order in his school. Today, he must follow the guidelines issued by one or other commission or review board, or risk a bad report himself. That's because he's to an increasing degree little more than an agent implementing official policy. Jesus, there was a time when people had to deal with only one Star Chamber; now we have miniature Star Chambers popping up everywhere. And they won't stay miniature for long, believe me.’ Perhaps aware of the increasing vehemence of his speech, he suddenly held his mouth and grinned sheepishly.

‘So what are you doing here?’ I asked.

‘Right now, I'm a guest lecturer at Greenwich University. My dad moved to Barcelona the year after I was in your class, and I went to Pompeu Fabra University there. That's where I graduated in Economics and got my Ph.D. last year. Here I'm teaching in a special programme for political science students, a course on International Economic Organisa​tion, and I'm doing a series of lectures on the economics of naval warfare.’ 

‘Is that your field?’

‘Oh no, it's just a hobby,’ he replied, at last taking a sip of his beer. ‘The economics of big ships is my field, mainly oil and gas tankers.’

‘Insurance problems, environmental damages, that sort of thing?’ 

‘Yes, that is a large part of it, but also the infrastructure of ports and harbours. And you, what are you doing here?’

I told him about my visit that day to the Naval Academy, Anthony Simms and his mysterious disap​pearance, the Hallamy Institute and the Overton book. 

‘You mean you're barely scraping by? What happened? With your grades, you should have been a full professor by now. Well, maybe not you. Somehow, I think, you wouldn't fit in the modern university. I never heard you raise your voice, but you didn't find it difficult to say no, did you? Remember that supply teacher who had no idea what to do and suggested that we study Esperanto with him? But then you told him that he was there to teach us… what was it?… geography.’ Allison shook his head, chuckled, and raised his thumb. I felt pleasantly flattered by his display of admiration. I had never considered it possible that anybody would deem me his hero. ‘Seriously, I don't think that you'd be willing to put up with the rampant opportunism of the present system of funding research. Ha!’ With half-closed eyes, Allison swayed his body to-and-fro as he softly sang to a once-famous tune, ‘Truth for sale… Moneymak​ing new truth for sale… Truth that's fresh and still unspoiled… Truth that's only slightly soiled… Truth for sale….’ He had a pleasant singing voice.

‘You're good!’ I congratulated him on his perform​ance. ‘Still, I don't think it's that bad in the History depart​ments.’

‘But you're at that institute! How come?’

‘A combination of bad luck and, to be honest, lack of nerve on my part. By the time my doctoral thesis was finished my principal supervisor was dead—he broke his neck falling down the stairs at his home—and the other had become a liability. He'd made a fool of himself bringing accusations of mismanagement against the university that went nowhere. Then, instead of accepting a research position in Singapore, I decided to wait here in London for a similar opportunity. I kept busy with small projects and a few part-time jobs, until the Overton book came my way. Still, I'm quite happy doing what I do. Of course, I've no idea how long I can keep it going. In fact, I had an offer from an institute here in London that focuses on maritime policy. I'm sure they would be interested in your research. I'm going for an interview there next week. I could mention your name to my contact, a Mr Sheldrake.’

Allison burst out laughing. ‘I have to drink to that,’ he said, raising his glass. ‘You can't be serious: Sheldrake, The Maritime Policy Studies Centre? You wouldn't want to work there. It's all about influence peddling and big contracts for their sponsor and his friends.’

‘Higgs?’

‘His name is Lionel Barke-Higgs. Shark-Higgs, they call him behind his back. I know—I'm on the MPSC's board of scientific advi​sors. Now, don't think that they ever seek my advice. They send me their reports and studies, hoping that I mention them in my own writings. Fat chance! For me it's just padding for my C.V., and it gives me an occasion to view grand larceny up close. It is fascinat​ing.’

‘Government contracts?’

‘And the rest: banks, unions, construction companies, ship​pers, local politicians, international bureaucrats, technical experts, professors, lawyers, financial and tax consultants, they're all there. Of course, for them it's just business as usual, but you wouldn't believe how many millions of taxpayers' money and cheap credit find their destination in the plush offices of that Studies Centre in the course of a single project.’

‘But they do have an academic division, don't they? Sheldrake told me they were looking for an academic affairs coordinator.’ 

Two girls had come into the pub and Allison gazed at them with obvious relish. ‘They're so deliciously vulgar, aren't they?’ he said beneath his breath. I turned around to get a better look, but they had already disappeared into the next room. ‘You're not married, are you?’ he asked with a touch of apprehension in his voice. I could not help laughing as I shook my head: his mind worked in amusing ways.

He spoke again in his normal voice: ‘You bet they have an academic division. You get nowhere nowadays without scientific backing. You have to realize that, with very few exceptions, the blokes who allocate the funds are only managers, bureaucrats. They're not risking their own money. They're not even risking the money of their superi​ors they have to account to for their decisions and proposals. It's the money of ignorant taxpayers and savers, who'll have to be satisfied with the explanations of politicians and advertis​ing depart​ments.’ 

He finished his beer and turned around to look for the bar​tender, but the man had his back towards us. Allison continued: ‘What I'm saying is that they need a list of “scientific” arguments to cover their arses when they're flushing a couple of millions down this rather than that drain. That's why they want to hobnob with the great minds, you know, the profes​sors. Who'd be so foolish as to argue with “Science”? Have you ever heard of a project that wasn't begun “on the best advice”? Enough professors and would-be professors are willing to find the arguments for them in return for a generous research grant or the prospect of a lucrative consultancy contract. I don't mean the engineers primarily, of course, but the economists, marketing boys, lawyers, policy analysts and other artful dodgers in the on-the-one-hand-yes-but-on-the-other-hand-no trade. It's the high end of the towels-and-umbrellas market.’ He grinned deviously when he noticed the question mark in my eyes. ‘A lot of this consultancy business is about selling towels with which to wash your dirty hands, and umbrellas to keep the shit from raining down on your head.’ 

He looked around again and this time caught the attention of the bartender. He made a circular movement with his index finger, which the man apparently understood as an order for two more beers. I raised my glass to show him that it was still more than half full, and shook my head. 

‘The public's been sold on the idea of science-based policy. Of course, the suckers don't understand that all they're likely to get is politicised science.’ 

‘Which is not science?’

Allison shrugged. ‘As far as the question “What is science?” is concerned, the sociologists have kicked out the philosophers some time ago. The sociological test is not truth and logic but majority opinion, the “consensus of the experts”, which usually is a consensus only if you ignore the fifty percent of the experts who disagree.’

‘That makes sense: those who disagree with the experts can't be experts, can they?’

‘It's committee science. Soon some nut is going to propose that science should be democratised. Imagine, the people voting on what is scientific or not!’ He stopped for effect.

‘In an indirect way, they do already, don't they?’ I said to encourage him to go on, for I enjoyed his irreverent frank​ness although it made me aware of how narrow the focus of my inter​ests had become since I had begun working on the Overton book. ‘I mean, considering that so much funding ultimately depends on how their elected representatives decide to spend the public revenue.’

‘It's a thin line between an indirect way and no way. In any case, he who pays the piper picks the tune—and the piper is hardly likely to ask where the money comes from, or even why his sponsor should want to hear that particular tune. This so-called consensus of the experts is a consensus among those who are officially recognized—that means paid—as “scientists”. Who pays these boys and girls? Who determines which researchers receive funds to acquire large staffs to promote their views, which professors are invited to sit on all those prestigious boards and committees that advise on where the next batch of money should go? Mainly agenda- and interests-driven entities: govern​ments and big corporations in the for-profit and the non-profit sectors—that's who. And let me tell you: they all look alike to me.’

‘We're in a corporate economy, that's true.’

‘Some of my colleagues call it the free market, but it's not. They confuse the middleman in normal indirect exchanges on the market with the agent in a principal-agent relationship. The bulk of the corporate economy involves agent-to-agent relationships; the principals—the producers, the savers and the consumers—are sidelined. It's a recipe for institutionalised corruption, and the only compatible remedy is more of the same: bureaucratic oversight and costly litigation—which means adding agents of agents and lawyers of agents to the corporate brew until the principals are entirely irrelevant.’ 

It was an interesting and somewhat familiar line of thought. At university, I had written a paper about how, in politics, the agents, the political represen​ta​tives, had gradually displaced the principals, the king and the people, in the process of state building, until the king was at best only a symbol and “The People” a legal fiction. And now was the same happening in the economy? Maybe I should look into this for my book, or speak to Overton about it: until the early sixties, the family had rejected the corporate form even as a mere legal cloak.

The bartender placed a glass of lager on a clean beer mat in front of Allison, who immediately took a long greedy swallow and then returned to the theme of research funding: ‘If they don't like you or what you have to say, they don't give you money. If you have no money then people will consider you an amateur, no matter how good you are. From the philosophical point of view, truth ultimately drives out falsehood; it makes no difference whether you're paid a lot, a pittance, or not all. Sociologi​cally speaking, it makes all the difference in the world: well-funded research drives out unfunded research, regardless of its scien​tific qualities. Lots and lots of people understand that very well when it comes to applying for or supplying a grant.’ Allison grinned mischie​vously: ‘Cheers!’ He looked appreciatively at the beer that remained in his glass and gulped it down. ‘Anyway, the advocacy should never be too obvious. It's no accident that the lead article in the Centre's London Review of Maritime Policy is always some piece of genuine disinterested research, prefera​bly long on history or pure theory, far removed from the so-called applied research that characterizes the rest of the Review’s contents.’ Putting his empty glass on the bar, he squinted at me with sudden wariness: ‘You're not thinking I'm fouling my own nest, are you? Some nests are foul.’

‘At the Hallamy Institute, where I work, the focus is on education, teaching, with emphasis also on professional training: industrial organisation and management. Research is a rest category. Even so, the fellows there spend an inordinate amount of time filling out forms to obtain grants. Still, I can't remember any one of them having written for the Centre's Review.’

‘That's because your institute is below the radar of men like Barke-Higgs. I've never heard of it and I'm pretty well informed. Barke-Higgs wants value for his money, and value for him means a big name, a famous author or at least someone who works at a well-known university or for an influential international organisation. I'm on his board of scientific advi​sors because I'm at Pompeu Fabra and for no other reason.’ 

He stared silently at the taps on the bar, and I offered to buy him another beer. ‘No, no,’ he said sternly. ‘It's my treat, and I'm having a whisky. What will you have? Another lager?’ Without waiting for an answer, he turned to the bartender and ordered a lager and a whisky. ‘Make that one single malt,’ he added. ‘No ice. Better yet, make it a double.’ Turning back to me, he winked: ‘Don't you love that: one double single?’ and then explained: ‘I'm giving my lecture within the hour. I need to get just a little drunk to cope with that wall of apathy that's called a student audience. Have you ever stood before a class?’  

‘No. Well, just a couple of times as a supply teacher. It's not in my line of work.’ 

We started reminiscing about our schooldays in Luton, but apart from the incident with Josh Baruch, there was not much of a common interest. I told him Peter Vermeulen's joke about the priest, the philosopher, and the psychothera​pist. ‘That's a policy joke,’ Allison commented matter-of-factly, ‘and not a funny one. Prayer and critical thinking are tax-free. They don't add a penny to the revenue. We can't have that, can we? Now, psychotherapy—a booming business! Not only is it taxable, but also the more of it we have, the higher we climb in the international health-care rankings. The nuttier, the better!’

I brought up the subject of the Maritime Policy Studies Centre again. ‘What bothers me is that someone recom​mended me to them and I have no idea who it is.’ I then told him about my visit to Wainock, Alfred Hirsch's death and, cautiously, the government's interest in the affair. ‘Do you think that there might be a connection between that and the job offer at the MPSC? My father suspects there is one. He believes somebody wants to keep me away from Hirsch's papers.’

Allison reached for his glass, stared into it and raised it. ‘At some point the fun stops,’ he said solemnly. ‘Barke-Higgs is behind the Maritime Policy Centre. That I know. He may be behind other things. Those things I don't know. Who is behind Barke-Higgs, if anybody is? Your guess is as good as mine. You can bet on it that he's well connected and that he owes many people a favour or two. I shouldn't put it past him to use the Centre to please some friend in the civil service. As I said before, you wouldn't want to work there.’ 

He finished his whisky, called the bartender and paid the bill. ‘I should be going now,’ he said, his face glowing and his eyes moist with the onset of inebriation. He took a business card out of his wallet and scribbled a few lines on the back of it. ‘My address and telephone number here in London. I have my digs less than a mile from here. I'll be hanging around until the middle of May. Have you got a business card?’  

‘No, but I'll give you my address.’ I tore a page from my notebook and wrote my address and telephone num​bers on it. He looked at it, folded it until it was the size of a postage stamp and put it in his wallet. ‘Well, I'm glad I ran into you after all these years. See you again, I hope; but remember: you do not want to work there.’

At home, it was not the best of times. Mother went into one of her rants about how she always had to do everything, and then, getting no response, switched to her favourite theme of the year: ‘We really should put a sliding door here, all in glass.’ Dad remained silent as she went on, relentlessly repeating the arguments she had made so many times before. It was like a mantra, but every word of hers merely stiffened his resolve not to yield. At last, she gave up, and we finished our meal in silence. I went into the kitchen and took a pot of yoghurt out of the fridge. I slurped down the yoghurt and went upstairs. 

Over the weekend, I completed several sections. I was happy with my notes, most of which were elaborate and detailed enough to be inserted into the narrative without much editing or further research. There were only two interrup​tions: on Saturday a telephone call from Sarah and on Sunday a visit from Helen, one of my mother's nieces. Sarah's call was long and rambling, about how she looked forward to coming to London and what a shame it was that her mother would be out of town for a considerable amount of time. It was not clear to me whether she was announcing a visit or telling me that she had to postpone it. She also mentioned having contacted Harry Walters and how excited she was when he told her that the board was hoping to start taking applications for the position in Cunnir soon. I should contact Walters immediately, I reminded myself; it would be unforgivable if I failed to keep my promises to him and to Sarah. ‘You should come back here,’ she said longingly. ‘Do you remember what I told you about my father and John, that they'll soon be off to a big conference? They'll be gone for a week at least, maybe two. I must remain here then to mind the farm, and you could come to visit me. You could even work on your book here, if you want to. I think of you every hour of the day.’ 

*

V. Employers’ Blues

(Monday April 25th) 

I left the Institute at a quarter to twelve for a meeting with Overton. Jenny had phoned that he wanted me to have lunch with him at a small restaurant in the alley just around the corner of the office. ‘The Rose of Picardy, do you know it?’ I had never heard of it. ‘I don't know what he likes about it. It is dark and dirty and smelly, but it's his favourite place when he eats alone. Be there at twelve-thirty; there's no need to come to the office first. You may have to wait for him awhile, but he says that the owner will take good care of you.’

I had a copy of the first nine chapters with me, and a rough draft of chapter ten. I had intended to have one more look at them on the Tube but put them back in my briefcase when a huge black woman sat down next to me. There were three small children with her, and they neatly lined up on the seat in front of me, staring at me with intense curiosity as if they expected me to make a funny face. Maybe I did, for they started giggling. 

The Rose of Picardy was empty and dusky but homely and not at all smelly or dirty. Somehow, it fitted the image I had formed of Overton. Over the past year I had come to suspect that there was more to him than the public Richard Overton, scion of a family of well-known businessmen and a highly successful entrepreneur in his own right. I never had the impression that he had commissioned me to write the book to satisfy his vanity. I remembered our first conversation. On that occasion he told me: ‘I have one daughter. She's married to a West End producer. They have no interest whatsoever in the business. They have a little girl, but she's not yet two years old. My brother has no children. Therefore, unless a miracle occurs, as far as the business is concerned, we're nearing the end of the Overton line. That's why you're here. I believe that over the past five generations we've accomplished some important things. There should be a record of that and it should be there before some MBA takes over, for whom the business is just a career move. As you'll discover, there were many times when we put all our savings and more on the line to keep the business from going under. There should be a record of that too.’ To which he added, ‘Remember, though, you write the story up to the moment when I took over. I'll write a short epilogue covering my years at the helm. I don't want you to write a history of the man who's paying you to write it. That's understood?’ 

To me, Overton had always appeared an exceed​ingly private, cautious man, conscious of his responsibili​ties as the head of a large business but also jealous of his right to be himself, regardless of his position in society. As he had once confided to me, ‘The main thing is not to be what you do. What you do is inevitably so much a matter of public convention and utilitarian calculation, I mean so much determined by the expectations of others, that you risk becoming a mere puppet.’ 

Suddenly, soft music began to play: Sinatra singing Roses of Picardy—without a doubt the restaurant's theme song. Through a doorway in the back of the room, a man in a cook's outfit came to greet me. ‘You are Mr Overton's guest?’ he asked with an unmistakably genuine French accent. ‘Please, take a seat. May I serve you un apéritif? Mr Overton likes a simple pastis.’ I said that a pastis would be fine, although I had never before tasted it. ‘Please.’ He pointed to a table covered with a simple red-and-white chequered tablecloth and adorned with a small vase holding a single rose. I sat down and waited, occasionally picking up the menu to study it. It was all in French, but the prices seemed reasonable. It was too dark to look at the manuscript and I did not want to greet Overton at a table covered with papers. The chef brought me a narrow high glass with about two inches of a transparent yellowish liquid in it and a pitcher filled with water and ice cubes. ‘It's quiet now,’ he said uncomplainingly, ‘but you should be here in the evening—not tonight though, on Monday nights we're closed. When the offices around the corner are empty, parking is easy. It's a different sort of customer then.’

Three elderly men came in and sat down at a table near the entrance. The chef went over to greet them. They spoke in French. A little later, when the cook had gone back to the kitchen, a pale, lanky young waiter in a white shirt entered the dining room and went to take their orders. It took some time, as they kidded him and laughed uproariously at his short and obviously quick-witted replies.

It was nearly ten past one when Overton came in. He greeted me with a light pat on my shoulder. ‘I'll be with you in a second. I have to say hello to Gérard first.’ He disappeared into the kitchen. When he came back, he had a glass and a stone pitcher just like mine in his hand. 

‘It is good to be back. It's nice to be travelling but oh so nice to come home. Have you ever been to India or China?’ He interrupted himself when the waiter appeared at our table: ‘You haven't ordered yet, have you? I suggest the bavette.’ I nodded, not quite sure whether it was meat or fish. ‘Two bavettes, then, Jacques,’ he said to the waiter, ‘and a bottle of Coufran.’ 

He began to talk about his stay in Asia, flitting back and forth between Chinese and Indian anecdotes, apologizing because they all related to hotels and government buildings and meet​ings. ‘That was pretty much all I got to see and do.’ When the dishes were set on the table, he changed his tone. Pouring some wine into our glasses, he began: ‘You have got my fax, didn't you? Then you know that your Mr Hirsch and whatever he may have done followed me to the other end of the world. There was a chap who came to sit next to me at the dinner table, the night we were in Bangalore, the fourth day of the trip.’ Overton gestured with his fork: ‘Eat, and don't let what you're going to hear spoil your appetite.’ He cut a piece from the meat, dragged it through the rich shallot sauce and put it in his mouth. I followed his example. The dish was tasty, and so were the pommes dauphine served hot from the deep frying pan on a separate plate. 

‘That man had not been on the plane with the rest of us. He wasn't a member of the official delegation, although one of our Indian hosts apparently knew him. He said that he'd flown in from London the previous day for a family visit. Andy Mansur, he said his name was. Anyway, he enter​tained the company with fascinating stories about Bangalore, where he was born when it was still in the Empire, about the India in which he'd grown up, and about Indonesia, where he'd been stationed. However, when we were finishing our desserts, he said that he wanted to have a word with me. After dinner, we went straight to the bar, and there he began discussing “certain enquiries that were being made into the past of a certain Mr Alfred Hirsch”. I instantly knew what was coming. He didn't mention anything specific, but there were constant hints that any reve​lations about Hirsch may jeopard​ise our diplomatic relations and even national security. Ha! Let us drink to national security.’

Overton drained his wine and filled his glass again. I had had only one sip of mine and he added just a few token drops. Then he went on: ‘National security? I couldn't believe my ears. After all these years, I asked incredulously. “Yes,” he said, “after all these years and that is not going to change soon.” Look, I said, what's that to me? A historian is doing research for a book. “You're paying that historian,” he said, “and that is why you should watch out.” By that time I was of course pretty angry, but that was nothing compared with my reaction to his next statement: “You're a businessman; you want to do business in India and China, business that involves advanced state-of-the-art technology. That means that you're going to need a lot of permits and authorizations. You realize that, I hope,” he said.’

‘That's blackmail.’

‘My words exactly! But he said: “No, no, nothing of the sort. I'm just telling you how things stand. Permits and authoriza​tions, you see. The bottom line is this: your family was involved with Hirsch, and now you are. The best you can hope for, if the Hirsch case comes to the surface, is some bad publicity for Overton Enterprises. That should be enough to withhold or, as the case may be, revoke authorizations and licences until after a full enquiry. Have you any idea how seriously our bureaucrats take their job, how thorough they can be? God bless their souls, if He can find the right forms of course.” He thought that was funny and it probably was, but I wasn't in the mood for jokes of any kind. He said: “I don't have to tell you about competition, do I? You get in first, or you don't get in at all—it would cost you a fortune to catch up.” That's what he said, and then he got up and left me in the bar, steaming. I didn't see him again.’

Despite his warning, Overton's words were spoiling my appetite. I felt like a child standing on a mountaintop, watch​ing the snowball it has thrown away grow into an avalanche. Doom and ruin—and for what? A footnote? ‘I'm so sorry,’ I said, ‘I didn't mean to cause any trouble. I had no idea.’ 

‘Of course not. Don't think for a moment that I'm blaming you. It's simply that I can't ignore a threat like that. A venture of the sort we're planning in China doesn't need any additional risks. I can't afford to jeopardize the investments my family and many others are prepared to undertake. If it weren't for that, I shouldn't think of giving in to his blackmail—national security or no national security. Those blokes hold all the cards. If they want to make trouble then they will make trouble, and it doesn't cost them a penny. It's no good threatening to go to court either, especially if they're going to cry “national security” and “top secret” every step of the way. Business oppor​tu​nities come and go; they don't stay put for a couple of years until all the lawyers have had their say and a judge has reached a conclu​sion.’

For a while, we ate in silence. Then, when his plate was nearly empty, he proceeded: ‘That wasn't the end of the tale. In New Delhi, on the last day of our stay in India, I met an old former Indian diplomat, a charming man. Quite inadvertently, while telling him about your book, I men​tioned the name of Alfred Hirsch to him. You know what? He said that he'd known Hirsch quite well when he was stationed in Indonesia, but that he had no clear idea of what he was doing there, except turning up at every diplomatic reception. Then—in the aftermath of the Septem​ber 30th Crisis, when Suharto was preparing to take control of the country—Hirsch apparently fell from grace. As the man told me, Hirsch hung around for a couple of months, desperately trying to get back into the circuit. By the time he left, he looked wasted; he may have been genuinely ill.’ 

‘That confirms what I learned about Hirsch's demise while I was in Laingley for his funeral. Maybe he was just backing the wrong party in Indonesia.’

‘I thought so too, but the old gentleman said, “No, no, if there was one thing you could count on as far as Hirsch was concerned, it was that he would never back the ‘wrong’ party.” It appears his troubles began after a journal​ist from England contacted him. The old man told me that he was supposed to play golf with Hirsch after the interview; but Hirsch didn't show up at the golf course and thereafter kept out of sight for a few weeks. When he re-established contact, Hirsch was depressed, almost paranoid. Yet, he never let on what it was that had shaken up his life. Remark​able, isn't it?’

Remarkable and intriguing. Could it be that the journalist had dug up some dirt about Hirsch's past, maybe something related to his time at Overton Investment Bank? It was a possibility, but then I did not have a sufficiently comprehen​sive view of Alfred Hirsch's life to even begin to make a list of what other possibilities there might be. I remembered my professor of Sources and Methods of Historiography warning us that to a man with a hammer everything looks like a nail. I knew Hirsch had been a schemer, but I had no interest in him other than his time at the bank. That did not justify jumping to the conclusion that the bank was the key to every enigma related to Hirsch. Who knew what that journalist had told him? Then there was the “Post hoc, propter hoc” fallacy that my professor had warned against: that Hirsch went down after seeing the journalist did not prove that he went down because of what the man had told him.

Overton refilled our glasses with what remained in the bottle. ‘Normally I have un petit café, but right now I have to get back to the office. Things pile up on the desk while I'm away.’

‘Are you sure that man in Bangalore, Mansur, was with the government?’

‘I asked him about his position, but he was evasive. “I am with the government,” he said, “but the government is a large house; you won't find me unless you have special clear​ance.”’

‘A secret service man? Maybe Mansur wasn't his real name then?’

‘He registered under that name at the hotel, and as I told you, an Indian diplomat recognized him when he arrived. Frankly, I've no reason to suppose that he wasn't the person he claimed to be.’

I picked up my briefcase from under the chair and took out the printed papers that I had brought with me. ‘These are the first nine chapters of the book,’ I explained as I put them on the table. ‘I'm working on chapter ten now, and I have fairly de​tailed outlines for the last two chapters. There's only one short innocuous footnote on Overton Invest​ment Bank and not a word about Hirsch. I'd love to hear your comments. I see no reason why the book shouldn't be ready by the end of August at the latest.’ 

‘That's good. I appreciate your understanding. I realize you can't be too happy with this development. If there's anything I can do, let me know. I could recom​mend you to other people. Mind you, my contacts with universities and the like are limited to science and engineer​ing departments.’

‘Thanks, but I already have some job offers, one of them here in London with the Studies Centre for Maritime Policy.’ 

‘Glad to hear it. You should do well in a scholarly environ​ment.’

He obviously had no idea about the Centre, and I did not want to bother him with my doubts about their offer. ‘It's time to go.’ He signalled the waiter, who came over to the table. ‘Was everything to your liking, Mr Overton?’ ‘Excellent as usual, Jacques. Charge my account, will you?’ On the way out, he stopped at the table next to the entrance where the three men were still sitting and shook their hands. I waited outside. ‘Do you want to take the chapters with you?’ I asked when he emerged from the Rose of Picardy. ‘No,’ he replied, ‘I have no time for that now. As soon as you have a complete first draft of the book, bring it to the office. I promise to go through it then, but right now it's impossible.’ 

On the train, returning to the Hallamy Institute, I pon​dered Overton's disconcerting story. First Stretham and then Mansur—whatever Hirsch may have done, it must have caused deep scars. I could not imagine that the government would apply such heavy pressure on a well-respected busi​ness​man on a mere whim. It's a large world out there and we see only a small part of it. Dad was right about that.

Stepping into the lobby of the Institute, I noticed Patty de Shields. She looked ravishingly beautiful, all made up as if to go to a posh party. ‘So there you are!’ she called out when she saw me. ‘I went to your room, but you weren't there, and nobody could tell me when you'd be back.’ 

‘Hello Patty,’ I said, embracing her. ‘You look great. What are you doing here?’

‘Just taking care of some remaining odds and ends; and I wanted to talk to my successor here, but it seems they haven't decided yet who's going to take over. Actually, I'm in town to have dinner with my new boss and a client whose account he intends to entrust to me. It's a small account, obviously, a test for me. I shouldn't flunk it. What do you think of my new outfit? Is it appropriate for a business dinner?’ 

‘How should I know? I've just returned from a business lunch and look at me!’

‘Hmm, it must be a different line of business. I bet that lunch had something to do with your book. Why don't you get it over with and start looking for a real job? My immediate colleague in Bournemouth is a historian by training, but he's making more money designing websites than you'll ever collect in royalties—supposing your book is actually going to sell, which I doubt it will.’ 

Royalties? There would be none. Overton was paying me for writing the book; once I had done with it, it would be his property. ‘Thanks for your moral support, Patty; I appreciate it. To tell the truth, I'm considering a number of job offers. Have you heard of the Maritime Policy Studies Centre?’ She frowned and shook her head. ‘It's an organisa​tion financed by Lionel Barke-Higgs; you know, the harbour-construction tycoon. I'm going there for an interview the day after tomorrow, on Wednesday.’

‘Really! Of course, I've heard of him. One of his companies, Millennium Leisure Ports, is a client of ours, one of our biggest. We do all of its printing, reports, PR publications, stuff like that, also promotional videos. My advice is: take the job—and make sure to tell them that they should start thinking about revamping their website.’ 

‘You've seen the Centre's website?’

‘No, of course not, for all I know they don't have one. If they don't then they need one; and if they do, it needs revamping. All you have to do is to tell them that you know just the right person to make it look great. Say, why don't we get out of here and have a cup of coffee in The Pen & The Sword? For old times' sake.’

‘I'd love to but I can't. There's a lot of work waiting for me upstairs.’

‘I'm sure there is,’ she shot back with obvious sarcasm. ‘Next time then, when you've said goodbye to all of this nonsense. Anyway, wish me luck. Tonight is going to mean a lot for my career, if the client will let me handle his account.’

‘Good luck, Patty,’ I whispered in her ear as I kissed her on her cheek. Then holding her at arms length, I added, ‘What a lovely perfume; make sure it doesn't wear off before dinner.’  

‘Nothing to worry about,’ she assured me, patting her bag, ‘I have the bottle right here.’ I watched as she strode out of the lobby. She turned around once to blow me a kiss. I raised my thumb and saw her mouthing the words ‘You too.’ Then she was gone. 

There was not really that much to do for me at the Institute that afternoon. I took a cup of coffee to my room and for a while just sat at my desk, thinking about Patty, whom I thought I would never see again. That prospect, which only a few weeks before would have been utterly distressing, did not seem to affect me at all. My thoughts turned to Sarah Jones. She did not have Patty's easy elegance and sharp wit and she certainly was not as physically seductive as Patty, but then there was the kindness of her face, the fascination of her dark eyes, the honesty and strength of her emotions and her dedication to her calling. In her own peculiar way—even apart from the surprise of her unprovoked declaration of love on the slope behind Wain House—she was an attractive girl. I wondered if she would call again, if she was serious about coming to London to visit her mother.

I finished the coffee and went to work on the interviews that I had scheduled. The next day, I had an appointment with Mr and Mrs Darren, both of whom had worked for Overton's grandfather, and at the end of the week, I would see Thomas Clayton, a barrister and a close associate of Overton's father in the late sixties, a particularly dramatic moment in the firm's history. I still wanted to meet a number of people who might have some relevant informa​tion on various episodes in the Overton saga. One of them, Mrs Mayden, the widow of an Irish-American industrialist, lived in Australia and we had agreed that I would send her a questionnaire. I should start working on that too, I reminded myself. I like doing interviews, but sometimes I doubt that they are worth all the trouble. Witnesses' memories often reveal interesting anec​dotes or inter​pre​tations of events, but they are unreliable sources for a historian. I have to check every name and date, every alleged fact, for accuracy and consistency with the documentary evidence.  

(
(Wednesday morning, April 27th) 

Roderick Sheldrake, tanned, impeccably groomed and dressed—except for a too conspicuous, too bright blue tie—sat behind a gigantic desk in his panelled office in Tothill Street, talking into a rosewood-and-copper replica of an old-fashioned telephone. He was not much older than me, thirty-five at the most. He greeted me with a discrete nod and pointed his pen towards a coffee table and four comfortable chairs in the corner between the door and the window. I sat down in the chair facing him and waited. The other party on the telephone did most of the talking, Sheldrake adding little more than an occasional ‘Yes’, ‘Of course’, ‘Got that’, ‘No problem’, ‘Don't worry’, or ‘I'll see to it’. At last he put the receiver down, but then he began writing notes on a large yellow pad. Apart from the table and the chairs in my corner, his desk, a sad-looking tropical plant and a large greenish filing cabinet that seemed totally out of place, the room was empty. The panelling on the walls and ceiling, however, was stupendous, as was the carpet that covered most of the wooden floor. I was nervous. In my head I kept rehearsing the ponderous formula I had com​posed the night before, with which I intended to turn down his offer regardless of its obvious attractions.

‘Well, well, Mr Paradine.’ Sheldrake rose from his chair, went over to the filing cabinet and pulled a bundle of papers from the top drawer. ‘At last we meet.’ He shook hands with me and sat down at the coffee table. He looked at me as if he expected me to say something.

‘This is an impressive room, Mr Sheldrake. I'm grateful that you found time to see me.’

‘Yes, well, actually we have to keep this short, very short. In about fifteen minutes, I have an appointment here with Lindsay Trim—Lindsay Trim, you know, of The Times. He's going to give us a big write-up in the paper in connection with the upcoming conference. It's very important for us, just the sort of thing that promises a full harvest of sponsors and supporters for the Centre. You have no idea of the value of such exposure in the media.’

‘Congratulations.’

‘Now, as for you, I have the papers here. All I need from you is a signature. However, we should discuss one little thing, a new element that came up this morning. It's a matter of cosmetics more than substance, but of course, I ought to inform you. Anyway, I’ve already made the necessary adjustments to the contract.’ He picked up the papers and dropped them again on the table, making it perfectly clear that the new element was not negotiable. ‘We're expanding our activities at a rapid rate, and for some time now the need to restructure the whole organisation has been an item on the board's agenda. At the last meeting, we decided that we should finalize the plans for the reorganisa​tion soon after the conference is over. However, this morning I spoke to the Chairman of the Board on the telephone, and he told me that it might not be wise to hire new staff in positions that perhaps will no longer exist, say, three months from now. A sensible suggestion, I should've thought of it myself and would have, if I hadn't been so preoccupied with the confer​ence and the renovation of our office in Chelsea. Now, what this means for you is that until a decision is made you'll be assigned a temporary post, Assistant to the Conference Director—that's me—for the duration of the conference and its aftermath—we intend to publish the full proceedings, and I can use some help with that, believe me. I am talking about a period of two months. You can then simply slide into the new structure in a position that matches your qualifications. Mind you, financially, this has no implications. I see no reason why we shouldn't regard your time in the temporary position as your trial period, so that you'll get full pay as soon as we implement the new scheme. As I said, you're not going to be affected in any substantial way.’

Of course, because I had already decided that I would not join Barke-Higgs's outfit, his proposal made no difference. Neverthe​less, I found the new element intriguing. Clearly, the chairman of the board, or whoever had his ear, had timed his telephone call to Sheldrake perfectly if, as dad had suspected from the beginning, the whole thing was simply a ploy to keep me from pursuing the Hirsch case. Maybe Sheldrake was honest but what did he know? Someone had recommended me and now someone was telling him to put me on hold. ‘After the two months, will my position still be that of Academic Affairs Coordinator?’

‘As I said, you'll start as the assistant to the conference director. After that, your position will be a prestigious one, but I can't guarantee that it's going to be called Academic Affairs Coordinator.’ 

‘Can you guarantee that there will be a position for me after the temporary contract expires?’

That question took him aback. When he answered, it was with a barely concealed tone of indignation. ‘Really, Mr Paradine! Until this morning, I'd thought that you would walk out of this office as our future Coordinator of Academic Affairs. This is simply a technical adjustment in view of the planned reorganisation.’

‘Yes, but legally it's not just a technical matter.’ 

‘I suppose you're right. Indeed, legally I can't guarantee anything. I can't anticipate the final details of the reorganisation, and it's true that there will have to be a new contract. However, legalities aside, nothing has changed. As far as I'm concerned, this proposal is substantially the same as the original one.’

‘Not as far as I am concerned,’ I replied. ‘You see, I have another offer that is nearly as interesting as your original proposal and more interesting than your present one.’ 

He threw up his hands in a gesture of desperation. ‘This is quite an unexpected turn of events. I have no margin for negotiation. I shall have to contact the board.’

‘I can't wait, as I have to take a decision on the other offer today.’ That was a lie, but I enjoyed having the initiative and watching his self-confident manner melt away. Then the doorbell pealed. With obvious relief, Sheldrake jumped up from his chair. ‘That'll be Lindsay Trim. You must go now. I’ll see what I can do and get back to you, if there is a solution. Can you give me a few more hours?’ While opening the door for me, he spoke into the entry phone: ‘Hello? Mr Trim! Come right in. I'm on the third floor. There's a lift at the back of the hall.’ Then he turned to me again: ‘I understand your position; still I am very disappointed. Maybe…’

‘Maybe. I have one more question. Can you now tell me who recommended me to you? It was a generous thing to do, and I'd like to express my gratitude, if ever the occasion should arise.’

He looked at me quizzically, as if he doubted that my ignorance of the identity of my promoter was genuine. He an​swered my question with an undertone of suspicion in his voice: ‘The chairman of the board, Mr Barke-Higgs, recom​mended you to me; I really don't know who recommended you to him. Anyway, it doesn't seem relevant anymore, does it?’ There was a click and then the buzz of the lift. ‘Well, then, Mr Sheldrake, let me express my gratitude to you.’ I held out my hand, but he did not take it. ‘You must excuse me now; here is Mr Trim.’ 

I did not wait for the lift and ran down the stairs. I felt elated: that went smoothly. 

Outside it was still windy, windier in fact than it had been when I left home a couple of hours earlier, but in the mean​time it had started to rain as well. I sprinted all the way to Westminster Underground Station, dodging the umbrel​las that people coming towards me were holding before their faces, for they were walking head-on into the wind. 

*

VI. Bad News and Mixed Feelings

(Wednesday afternoon, April 27th) 

There was something wrong. I sensed it the moment I stepped into the kitchen, still dripping wet from the rain. Dad was standing at the window, gazing into the garden, where the trees and bushes were taking the full blast of the storm that was raging over the city. Mother was leaning against the fridge, her hands pressed against her cheeks. ‘What's the matter?’ I asked, suddenly gripped with fear. Had something happened to Alice? It was not my sister. Mother broke the sad tiding to me: ‘Auntie Marie's had a stroke the day before yesterday, Monday.’ In a flash, I saw Auntie's face and heard her robust laughter as if she was again sitting there, reminiscing, as she had done when I stayed with her only two weeks earlier, about the time when my father was still a boy in short trousers. Struck dumb, I stood helpless in the middle of the kitchen. A stroke, what does that mean? Dad came over and put his arms around me. Mother spoke again: ‘We got a call from one of her neigh​bours. It doesn't look good, the woman said. She said she had heard a loud bump and a crash in Auntie's flat but there was no response when she knocked on the door and rang the bell. She didn't manage to get in, so she called the police. They found her on the floor, and they called an ambulance. She's still in intensive care. The doctors refuse to give a prognosis, but according to the neighbour, they seem to imply that she may have to be in a wheelchair for the rest of her life.’

‘Monday? How come…’

‘The woman told the police that as far as she knew we were the only next of kin, but she didn't have our name or address. She got permission from the police to enter the flat again only this morning, and then it took her a while to find our telephone number.’ 

Dad spoke for the first time since I had come into the kitchen: ‘She'll have to move to a place where there will be someone to look after her. She can't live by herself if she's going to be in a wheelchair—not in her flat. We're going over there tomorrow to visit her and to sort things out as far as there's anything we can do. We should be back on Sunday.’ 

‘Does Alice know?’

‘No, she does not. We've just got the news, only minutes ago,’ mother said. ‘Telephone your sister tonight, at about one o'clock. That's seven p.m. over there. She should be back from work by then.’ 

‘Can't we reach her at the office?’

‘There's nothing that she can do,’ dad replied; ‘so what's the point?’ 

‘The point is that she'll be very upset. At the office there may be someone to comfort her.’ 

‘He's right, you know; let's try to get hold of her soon.’ 

For a while we stood there, not saying another word, avoiding each other’s eyes. Dad broke the silence: ‘I'll go to my office this afternoon and make arrange​ments; they're not going to like it. Right now, I'm going to the travel agency on Rosebud Terrace to try to make a reservation for tomorrow. We shouldn't go by boat; that would take us all day. And you, love, you should start packing our suitcase.’ He put on his raincoat and left without having anything for lunch. 

‘I was afraid he'd go into shock,’ mother said when we heard him slam the door of his car. ‘She's the last one from over there, the last one to call him “My boy”. He thought she was going to die, but she will pull through, I'm sure of that; she's so strong. She has that inner strength. God, the sorrows that came her way and couldn't lick her. I know this is differ​ent, but she'll pull through, believe me.’

I tried to reach Alice around three p.m., but she was already in a meeting. An hour later, when my sister answered the telephone, she reacted emotionally to the news and insisted on hearing it again from mother. ‘She should be here,’ mother said, after she had rung off. ‘What is she doing with her diploma in Salt Lake City?’

A little after six-thirty, father returned, soaking wet, brandish​ing an envelope from the travel agency. He had been able to make last-minute reservations with a small airline that flew directly from City Airport to Antwerp. ‘They are not cheap, but it will save time, and we shan't have to bother about connections from Brussels to Antwerp. I have no return tickets, as I don't know how long we'll be there. We may have to come back by ferry.’ 

Mother looked at the tickets. ‘Is it safe?’ She asked. ‘I've never heard of that airline. It isn't one of those small airplanes, is it? I'm not boarding one of those.’  

‘If it were not safe, you'd have heard of it,’ dad replied. She was not convinced but dropped the subject.

At the dinner table, I gave my parents a short account of what had happened that morning in Tothill Street. 

‘I told you it was a fishy business, didn't I?’ dad said. ‘That job offer was just too much of a coincidence. A temporary contract? You don't for a moment…’ 

‘I don't get it,’ mother interrupted him. ‘It seems to me that you've just blown your chance to work for a respect​able institute. It's right here in London and the pay looks good to me—better than what you have now, and that too is only temporary.’

‘I believe dad's hunch was right, mum. It wasn't a genuine offer. I don't know exactly what, but there's a lot going on that I don't get. I didn't like it. I felt I was being manipulated. Highly recommended I might have been, but I can't believe anybody who knows me well would recom​mend me for a position in an operation like that.’ 

‘Maybe you're better than you think you are.’

‘I know what I'm good at, and I think I know how good I'm at it. The location and the pay are attractive, but really… one moment it's Aca​demic Affairs Coordinator, the next moment it's Assistant to the Conference Director. I admit that if dad hadn't warned me from the start I'd probably have taken the bait.’ 

‘But you should start thinking about your future.’

‘I do have another option. I’ve already told you about it, haven't I? It isn't in London and it isn't as glamorous as working for Barke-Higgs, but it's close to my interests, and above all, it's genuine. I'll have to move on it sooner rather than later. In fact, I'm going to make an appointment soon.’ 

‘Is that in Laingley?’

‘No, Cunnir, but it's not far from Laingley.’

‘Close to that Sarah Jones?’

‘Yes, mum, but she has nothing to do with it.’

‘Don't be cross with me. It's just that you should consider your future; that's more than a job.’ 

Father broached a new subject. ‘How was the interview yester​day?’

‘Mr and Mrs Darren? A waste of time; they're so old. Whenever one of them said something, the other immedi​ately contradicted it, and then they'd start bickering. Half of the time, I had no idea what they were talking about. Still, they had a nice photo album with pictures of the plant in Birmingham, which was the main production centre during the war. I selected a few of the best and took them to the Institute to have copies made.’ 

After that, few words passed among us. They went upstairs to check their suitcases, and when they did not come down again, I switched on the television. The hammering of the rain on the skylight was too much of a distrac​tion, however, and by ten o'clock I was in bed, worrying about Auntie and Alice, and wondering if I had done the right thing in turning down Roderick Sheldrake's offer. It was obvious that I could no longer postpone contacting Harry Walters. It was not a matter of choice any more.  

(
(Thursday April 28th) 

I dropped off my parents at City Airport and drove straight home to resume work on the book. The day before I had been unable to put a word to paper, and I wanted to stick as closely as I could to my schedule. At eleven, I telephoned the Institute and asked the secretary for the post code and telephone number of Cunnir College. She said that she was busy but that she would call me back, which she did …at three p.m. 

‘That took some doing,’ she complained. ‘It wasn't in any of the directories here. You might've told me where it was.’  

‘I am sorry about that; it's a well-known establishment. Thanks for going to all the trouble.’ When I got through to the college, a woman told me that Harry Walters was in class but that I could leave my number; he would get in touch with me later in the afternoon. 

It was close to six when the telephone rang. ‘Hello, Harry Walters here, you called me earlier today?’

‘Mr Walters, my name is Michael Paradine. Mr Holbrook introduced us to one another some time ago, when I was in Laingley…’

‘Right! At last, Mr Paradine... I was beginning to think that you wouldn't be interested after all.’ 

‘On the contrary, I'm very much interested in your offer, but there were some unexpected developments here in London that I simply had to attend to first.’ 

‘I understand; nevertheless, if you want the job, you'll have to move quickly. It's not that there's a lot of competition, but there are people on the council who are keen to push their personal favourites if the board of the Lyme Estate doesn't propose a valid candidate. So far, the board hasn't received a serious application, which is only natural, as there hasn't been a formal announcement yet, but already there have been enquiries.’ I wondered if that included the one from Sarah Jones, who had told me she had asked him about the job. 

‘When will there be an announcement? Has a date been set?’

‘No, but it won't be long now. The council will decide, if not next week then the week after that. As soon as they get permission to proceed, the board will start soliciting applica​tions. You should be ready. It would help if members of staff had a chance to talk to you. They are a suspicious lot. They don't want some councillor's nephew to…’

‘But you're a councillor, isn't that right?’

‘Yes, but I'm also a member of the board, and not as the representa​tive of the council. That's someone else and she's no fan of mine. But let's not talk local politics. It's better that you remain innocent of that.’ 

‘So what do you suggest?’

‘My suggestion is that, if it's at all possible, you come up here to do some research in the archives and get to know the estate staff, make an impression. A couple of days, maybe a week, will do the trick. They'll be only too pleased that someone actually wants to use the archives for research.’

‘Wouldn't that be too obvious a charade? I don't want to cause any offence, but…’ I should not have said that. Walters, understandably piqued, interrupted me with unchar​ac​teristic vehemence: ‘Look here, Mr Paradine, you are a historian; your special field is industrial history; you stayed with Ralph Jones, who was married to Arlene Simms; you were here to talk to Alfred Hirsch, who, as you probably know, was also related to the Simms family. The Simmses were important landowners in the region when Lyme was still alive. Wouldn't it be reason​able for you to come to Cunnir and see if there's anything relevant to your book in the archives?’

‘I suppose so,’ I answered meekly, suppressing an impulse to tell him that Overton had no interest in the Simms family and had given me specific instructions not to pursue anything relating to Hirsch. 

‘Besides,’ he continued, ‘if you really want the job, you need to establish an advantage. You are an outsider, and as far as the board is concerned, that's likely to be in your favour, but as I told you, there are local interests that you shouldn't take lightly.’ 

‘I see. I may be able to come next week, not Monday but Tuesday, and stay until the end of the week.’ 

‘Good. I'll tell the managing director of the estate that he should expect you.’ His irritation had abated, but I sensed that I had better be cautious. After all, he was offering me a job.

‘Is there a hotel in Cunnir where I can stay, or a B&B? I can't afford anything expensive.’

‘I'll talk to Tim Holbrook. He has plenty of room in his house, and he likes you.’

I didn't like the idea. Everybody in Wainock would know—not just Sarah but her father and John Hirsch as well. They would be suspicious and, given what I knew about their relationship with Holbrook, more than a little upset. ‘But it's a long way from Cunnir.’ 

‘Not at all, you wouldn’t have to go by Laingley. You can drive from Tim's house directly to the Lyse: the road along the river takes you straight to Cunnir. In fact, the first building you see is on the estate. You should be able to get there in about twenty minutes.’ 

‘Fine,’ I said reluctantly, ‘if Mr Holbrook will have me…’ 

I instantly felt the weight of that reply. The prospect of maybe having to confront Ralph Jones again did not appeal to me at all. Suppose he was somehow behind the Maritime Policy Centre episode. What would he think if he found out that I was staying with his personal enemy, half a mile from his own farm, less than a week after I had turned down the Centre's offer? What would be his attitude if Sarah had told him about her feelings for me? I should get in touch with her as soon as possible. Walters was still talking, but I had not caught a word of what he was saying. 

‘On second thoughts, maybe it would be better to find me a room in Cunnir itself.’ 

‘What?’ My interruption obviously annoyed him.

‘Mr Holbrook; I can't just move into his house, can I? A B&B in Cunnir would suit me.’

‘Well, I leave that up to you. I'll talk to him anyway. Just make sure that you don't forget what I've told you.’

‘I shan't forget,’ I replied, hoping he was not referring to something I had missed while I had been worrying about Jones. 

‘Good. I'll see you on Tuesday. Call me if you can't make it then.’ He rang off. 

What was I getting myself into? I put a kettle on and made some tea. I sat down to sort things out. The important thing was that I should soon be seeing Sarah again. After a while, I picked up the telephone and dialled her number. If her father answered the call, I would hang up. However, it was not Ralph Jones and it was not Sarah; it was Martha, the housekeeper. I asked for Mr Allison, the first name that came to me, and when she said that I must have dialled a wrong number, I mumbled ‘Sorry, my mistake.’ Within seconds after I had hung up, the tele​phone pealed ominously. I all but panicked. Damn, that must be Jones. He must have seen my number on that fancy machine of his. I let the telephone ring nearly ten times before I picked up the receiver. It was mother. 

‘Your father and I are in Auntie's flat now, so you can reach us here if you need to. We spoke to her neighbour, who gave us the key this morning. We had to go there first to find out which hospital she was taken to.’ 

‘How is she?’

‘She's weak but no longer in intensive care. She was asleep when we were there, and of course we didn't want to wake her up. The doctor said she's making good progress. It's a first-class hospital, very neat, helpful staff.’ 

‘Will she be able to walk again?’

‘It's too early to tell. The doctor said that we shouldn't count on it, though. We're going to visit her again tomorrow. Anyway, we've talked to a nurse who promised to give us a list of addresses where Auntie might go to convalesce. We're also going to look for a place where she can live afterwards. There are waiting lists; we should try to get her on a few of those as soon as possible. Right now, your father is looking for the number of her friend Vera. We're hoping that she'll tell us about places Auntie would like; she knows her tastes better than we do. If she has a car then maybe she won't mind driving us around. That'd be helpful—all that waiting for trams and buses, never knowing exactly where to get off. Taxis are expensive; we took a cab to the hospital, so don't tell us about it.’

‘How was your flight?’

‘Fine, we were in Antwerp before we knew it.’ 

‘When will you be back?’

‘That depends. We'll have to visit some nursing homes and serviced flats tomorrow and maybe Saturday too. I don't know if we'll find one that's suitable. We still have to speak to Vera.’ Mother obviously enjoyed taking charge, despite the sadness of the occasion. I hoped she would not overdo it, for she had a tendency to overlook that what she thought was well-intentioned care would as likely as not be deemed overbearing meddling by others. 

‘Maybe we'll be back on Sunday, but it may be Tuesday if we can't get everything done by Saturday evening, and if your father can re-schedule his appointments.’

‘I may not be here Tuesday. I've promised to go to Cunnir, to the museum that I told you about. I may have to stay there until Friday, if there's a chance that I can get the job.’

‘You know what I think about that, but do what you have to do, and take care.’

‘Take care too, and tell Auntie I will come to visit her as soon as I can.’  

I decided to go to the Chinese take-away on Rosebud Terrace but changed my mind as I was putting on my raincoat. I picked up the telephone again and dialled David Allison's number. ‘What's up?’ he asked. 

‘I wonder if we could have dinner together. You haven't eaten yet, have you?’  

‘No,’ he replied, ‘I'm just in from the university. Tell me where.’ 

‘I'll come to pick you up. There must be some place in Greenwich where we can have a decent meal. I'll be there by eight-thirty; it's a long drive.’ 

‘Fine,’ he said, ‘I'll be waiting for you.’ 

By the time I rang the bell at the house where David lodged, it had stopped raining. He suggested that we should walk to an Italian restaurant near the entrance of the park. ‘It's only a few minutes, so why not leave your car here.’ While we walked, I told him about the interview with Sheldrake. Good for you, he said. I also told him about my planned trip to Cunnir. ‘That's why I called you tonight,’ I explained. ‘Next week I'll be out of town, and by the time I get back you'll be packing your bags to return to Spain, right?’ 

The restaurant was brightly lit, very noisy, and nearly full. We got a table for two close to the kitchen door. With the light on him, I saw that Allison was tired and perhaps a little tipsy. 

‘You had classes today?’ 

‘One class this morning and a lecture and a seminar in the afternoon. I'm exhausted; talking for hours on end deadens the mind.’

We ordered a minestrone soup and a pasta dish, trofie with pesto, and a pitcher of red wine. David declined my offer of an aperitif. ‘Let me skip that. I had a drink in the Trafalgar after the seminar and then a few more while I was waiting for you.’ 

‘You know,’ he continued after a few seconds of silence, ‘I'll be glad to be back in Spain. I'm not enjoying being here as much as I expected. I fear I might become a regular tippler if I were to stay too long.’

‘Why's that? You've got friends and family here, haven't you?’

‘No I haven't. We had hardly any family when we were still living here, and when my mother walked out on us there was only my father's mother. She died two years ago. As for friends, if I hadn't bumped into you last week… What friends I have are in Barcelona.’

‘How did you end up there?’

‘After my mother left us, my father took a job with a London-based estate agent in Barcelona. That was my salvation. Over here, I'd been a no-good drifter, but when we moved to Spain I realized that it was up to me to make something of my life. Pompeu Fabra was tough, but I made it, all the way to Ph.D.’

‘And your father?’

‘He's the embodiment of the old Protestant work ethic. He did well and his timing was good. It seems every bloody Englishman wants to live in Spain nowadays. Well, I can't blame them. You can't lift a finger here without a nitwit popping up out of nowhere to throw some book at you. “You cannot. You should not. You must not. Not that way, this way. Not in duplicate, in triplicate.” It's all you hear. It's as if one has accidentally wandered into some sectarian commune where everything that's not obligatory is prohib​ited; no Rule of Law, just the law of rules.’ He shook his head in disgust. ‘It's like being married to a shrew… as if my mother were running the country. How are your parents?’ 

‘They're in Belgium right now, visiting an aunt who suffered a stroke on Monday. Otherwise, they're fine.’

‘They get along?’ It was an unexpected personal question, but it sounded as if the answer was important to him.

‘Sure. My dad thinks my mother would be perfect if only she didn't have the notion that she can read a map; and she would be quite happy if he, at long last, mastered the art of reading her mind!’

Allison sniggered nervously. ‘I don't know about that; I fear my parents broke up because they were too adept at reading one another's minds.’ After a short pause, he continued ruefully, ‘Last year I had what you might call a serious relationship with a colleague in Barcelona, but I got cold feet when it became obvious that she expected us to get married. I still feel bad about it. They say that a man always ends up marrying a copy of his mother. That's not true, is it? I wish I knew what's the secret of a good marriage.’

‘My mum does. “Marriage is not a contract,” she says. “It's based on solemn vows, and if you don't know what a vow is then you shouldn't even consider marriage. Go to town hall instead and get yourself one of those licences that entitle you to an easy divorce and perhaps a few tax breaks.”’

‘She has a sense of humour, your mother.’ 

‘Actually, she's one hundred percent serious about it.’ 

‘I know what a vow is, but I don't think I've got what it takes to live up to it. Maybe I did the right thing after all.’  

A waitress brought us our wine, and another placed two plates and a large white bowl of minestrone on the table.

‘You were exaggerating, weren't you?’ I asked after we had started on the soup.

‘About my disillusionment? Maybe, but let me tell you: this is no longer the England that I remember.’

‘Is it different in Spain?’

‘For the time being, yes, but not for long, I'm afraid. The invasion of the A.P. is well under way over there too.’

‘The A.P.? What's that?’ 

‘Abstract People. You know them well: We are the Word!’ I was not sure that I was following his drift. Maybe he was more fuddled than I thought. 

‘Intellectuals?’ 

‘Worse. “Intellectual” still refers to intelli​gence, the ability to read between the lines. Abstract People thrive on words, slogans, platitudes, clichés, and of course formulae, formulae, formulae. For them there's nothing between the lines and nothing behind the lines. What would you expect? They learn their lines in school after school, and from there they go and sit behind a desk somewhere in the corporate world of New Laputia, be it government, education, the media, an international or supranational bureaucracy, a large corporation. What do they find there? More words, more lines, more formulae! Learn to mouth them correctly and you have a diploma; learn to mouth them with above-average proficiency and you have a career.’ He waved his spoon about in a gesture of despair. ‘The worst is that those organisations are like gigantic levers: one word can move a million things, a million men, women and children as it passes from desk to desk. They, the A.P., are sitting at those desks; they're passing those words along. They think they are gods—gods in a humble station, perhaps, gods of the universe between their inbox and their outbox, but with their eye on the career path that may yet lead them to the position of top god. It's the division of labour run amuck. Those who can afford it hire staff to handle the tedious parts of their jobs. At first that feels great, but in the end the staff take over and bureaucracy rules.’ Obviously upset, he poured some wine into our glasses, although we were still having the minestrone. ‘It's just that I'm fed up with all those nincompoops who assume that they're always right, merely because they never care to listen to anybody who might contradict them.’ In his agitation he spilled some soup. With a curse, he pulled a bundle of paper napkins from the dispenser on the table to clean up the mess.

‘I know the type,’ I said. ‘They seem to be everywhere in the public sphere and indeed in all the larger organisa​tions.’ 

‘To them, the rest of us are just a pool of human resources—to be moulded, purified, standardized, made to conform to the specifications of their plans, all in the name of human dignity, compassion, care, and of course efficiency. It's what the New Socialism is all about. Mind my words, whichever party wins the next general election is going to be New Socialist in spirit, if not in name. We can't have thousands of A.P. graduating every year, and not provide them with desks behind which they can sit to keep tabs on everything that moves or fails to move, can we?’

I had finished my soup and watched him finish his. I did not feel comfortable. His eyes, though still watery from the liquor he had imbibed earlier, were deadly serious. Then, suddenly, he relaxed and the sly grin that I remembered from our meeting in the Trafalgar Tavern took over again. He poured some more wine from the pitcher into our glasses. ‘That was some rant, wasn't it?’ he said, his gaze still unsteady but growing merrier from one moment to the next. He downed the wine, poured himself another glass and took a swallow. ‘Don't get me wrong, Mike. I'm good at the game. Believe me, I'm a master of the game.’ His grin collapsed into a girlish giggle as he spoke, but he immedi​ately recovered his composure. ‘My only fear is that I shan't be able to keep it up for another thirty or forty years.’

You won't, if you keep on drinking as you do, I thought. He must have noticed the direction of my eyes, which I had fixed on his glass, and seen some reproach in them. ‘Don't worry,’ he said soothingly, looking askance at his drink. ‘A well-publicised weakness is an asset; it gives people a ready-made explanation for all your failings, and that keeps them from speculating and spinning tales about you.’

‘You're twenty-nine, thirty?’

‘I'll turn thirty-two next September.’ He was two full years older than I was. Maybe that was why he had kept so aloof from the rest of us when we were at school in Luton. 

‘Anyway, maybe I need not keep it up that long. After all, it's a charade, bluff—everybody playing along but secretly hoping that the game will be over soon. It will end just as the Soviet Union did: here today, gone tomorrow.’ 

‘That's good; at least, it's good in the abstract, but what about all those people caught in that long night between today and tomorrow?’ 

‘Don't be a spoilsport. There's comfort in the knowledge that the enemy is mortal too.’

The waitress brought us the pasta. The strong scent of the pesto sauce rose from the bowl. ‘This smells good!’ he exclaimed. We began to eat. A simple dish, but it was delightful. For a while, the subject of our conversation was Medi​ter​ranean food, about which he appeared to have exten​sive knowledge. Halfway through the meal, David switched from culinary to current affairs.

‘Seriously,’ he said, his mouth still full, ‘what do you think of the local elections, if they aren't general elections in disguise?’ 

‘I don't think much of them; they are still a week away.’

‘They're going to give the government the jitters.’ 

‘Very likely; all the opinion polls say so.’

‘Will you vote?’

‘No, I'll be in Cunnir next week. Anyway, I might vote in a one-issue referendum, never in an election. It's against my religion.’

He nearly choked: ‘Your religion? Let me drink to that!’ 

‘Well, it's a matter of principle. I don't vote, on principle.’

‘What principle is that?’

‘Never write a blank cheque, not on your own account, which is stupid, and not on the accounts of others, which is fraud.’ 

‘Wow!’ he gasped. He just sat there, his mouth half open but not showing any teeth, trying to think of some witty repartee. It did not come. ‘Writing a blank cheque on other people’s accounts; you're right, voting is like that, isn't it?’ Then, after a few more bites, he said, ‘I see what you mean. Voting is a moral impossibility, right? If I were to do to you any of the things politicians regularly do to millions of us, people would call me a criminal and put me behind bars. How can I have the right to permit some politician to do what would be a crime if I did it myself? I loot your bank account; that's a crime; but if I vote for a politician to loot your bank account then that's a legitimate attempt to modify the tax laws. Talk about whitewashing crime! “Do not steal! Let us do it for you; we're better at it!” Politics, the most successful method yet for making crime pay, the perfect protection racket! Obey and pay, or suffer and pay more!’ He looked at me with an expression of triumphant enlightenment all over his face. Then, reverting to a doubt-ridden tone, he asked: ‘Still, isn't it great to know that you can vote the bastards out of office?’

‘By being obliged to vote another set of bastards into office? It's a constitutional issue as well as a moral one. I'd vote gladly if the constitution said, “You have no right to permit your representatives to do what you have no right to do on your own.” I would vote for a candidate who'd say this, but I doubt that such a person would even be allowed to be a candidate.’ 

‘Ah, yes, the Rule of Law!’ David waved his fork at me in glee. ‘Now, that is literally a politically incorrect notion.’ 

‘What do politicians do, anyway? They decry the doings of other politicians, but when they're elected, instead of undoing the others' work, they simply add their own nonsense to the nonsense of their predecessors, one layer on top of another, in an endless and’—I remembered Sarah's word—‘perverse merry-go-round. As my father jokes: if the cigarette lighter had been a political creation, it would weigh a ton—and it wouldn't light cigarettes.’ 

David chuckled: ‘No, but nobody would know that it was not the best lighter available, because only a Methuselah would remember how things were before matches were banned. Is your father a historian too?’

‘No, he's an engineer, someone who takes the trouble to read the manual—his definition, of course. He gets suspicious if there's no manual, if the manual is incompre​hensible or, especially, if there's no relation between the manual and how the machine works. That's his com​plaint about politics. He even took night courses in constitu​tional law for a couple of years, on the English, the American and the French constitu​tions. He was not impressed: you take the constitution seriously or you take politics serious​ly; but you can't take the two seriously at the same time.’ 

‘He does not take either the one or the other seriously, it seems to me.’

‘No, he doesn't. The constitution, he says, is last year's academic interpretation of what the politicians got away with two years ago.’

‘Brilliant!’ David rubbed his hands in exultation. ‘Your old man knows how to make his point. No wonder an engineer like him can have a historian for a son.’

‘He claims that the true constitution of politics is that cowards need an excuse for their cowardice—like the passen​gers in a train, surrendering their money to a robber and applauding when he tells them, “Don't worry, I might even spend some of it on you.”’ 

‘That's so right.’ David mimicked an old lady protesting indig​nantly: ‘No dear, I did not give him the money because he pointed a gun at us; I gave it because of all the good he's going to do with it.’

We finished the meal and ordered coffee. ‘And bring us some grappa,’ David added. He wanted to continue the discussion. ‘But surely you can't win if you don't vote.’

‘No, but I can't lose either.’

‘I don't mean that. I mean you can't influence policy.’

‘As if a voter is able to influence policy! You put it well when we were in the Trafalgar Tavern: it's a thin line between indirect influence and no influence.’ True, he muttered. ‘Anyway, influence without liability is irrespon​sibility. I know many people who vote; I don't hear them say that they accept liability for all the policies enacted by the government, even if they voted for the ruling party. They're like football fans; they pay so that they may cheer and boo, but they don't play.’

‘True, but only up to a point. As an economist, I'd say that voting is a perverse way of bidding for goods and services. In a regular auction, if you enter the winning bid then you commit your own money; in a political auction, entering the winning bid implies the legal right to commit everybody else's money.’

‘I don't dispute that; but remember: the voters write the blank cheque; the elected politicians write in the amount, decide on whose accounts they will draw it and deter​mine the purposes for which they will spend it.’

‘That's true. A voter is not permitted to add conditions, such as “This cheque is to be used only for this or that purpose.”’

‘In short, he's not supposed to influence policy; he's supposed to elect so-called representa​tives. Only the elected representatives are empow​ered to determine what to do with the cheque. They get the power to rule—the power to rule not only those who voted for them but also everybody else.’

‘It's the name of the game: representative democ​racy.’

‘It may be democracy, but it's not representative. It takes three to play the game of representation: A, the representa​tives, represent B, the people, before C, the King. That was the idea: the representa​tives ensure that the King does not infringe the rights and liberties of his subjects, whom they represent. Obviously, if that scheme is to work as intended then the representatives shouldn't have the power to infringe the rights and liberties of the people they represent. They shouldn't have legislative power over the people; otherwise, they'd be rulers themselves. Like the absolute kings of yore, our represen​ta​tives claim to represent us before themselves.’

‘You're right. A represent​ing B before A—a funny sort of representation that!’

‘We have permis​sion only to elect rulers—like slaves having the right to elect their overseers. A step up from chattel slavery, perhaps, but don't call it the end of slavery. It's more like an effective way to divide and rule, as the overseers vie with one another in promising to redistribute the workload in favour of one or another group of slaves.’ 

‘I see, and then the slaves become so absorbed in the politics of the plantation that they lose the longing for freedom.’ With his chubby fingers, David tapped a drum roll on the table. ‘Go on; I've never thought about it that way.’ At that moment, the waitress brought us our coffees and two glasses of grappa. ‘Thanks, love’, David said to her as she deposited the lot on the table. For a moment it looked as if he was going to add some witty compliment, but she got no more than a broad, grateful smile and a playful wink. David turned to me again: ‘Go on, I'm all ears.’ 

‘What would you say if you were hauled into court and there you discovered that your opponent had chosen his own lawyer to represent you? What would you say if that lawyer also turned out to be the judge? Wouldn't you say that you were not represented at all?’

‘I'd say you've found a way for making the court system much more cost-effective! But you're right. When push comes to shove, the majority party represents all of us, no matter how we voted—or whether we voted at all. Seriously, though, there's such a thing as the Separation of Powers.’

‘That's what they tell us, don't they. However, look at the facts. How often do you see a ruling party that's not a parlia​mentary majority party? The rule is that the executive power and the legislative power are in the same hands, different individuals perhaps, but the same parties.’

‘What about the judiciary then?’

‘The legislators—in most cases, the government—make the rules and the judges apply them. The judges are free to care about justice only where the legislators haven't yet intruded.’

‘And such places are becoming rarer by the minute.’

‘They are overgrown with the rules and regula​tions that you said get on your nerves so much.’

‘Where did you get all this?’

‘A professor at university told us that a historian shouldn't just look at what people think they do but also at what they actually do. I thought I'd apply that advice to myself. I asked myself “What do I actually do when I cast my vote?” and writing a blank cheque was the only answer that seemed to fit the facts. All the rest followed from that.’

‘But what would you answer if someone said you're simply not realistic?’

‘Do you mean that one non-vote is about as insignificant as one vote? I don't know how the system would actually cope with it, but suppose only one voter showed up on Election Day. Presumably, his vote would determine the outcome of the election. At the same time, it would give the lie to any claim that the elected politicians “represent” the choice of anyone but that man. Consider now the case of a contested election between two parties: both parties are expected to receive approximately the same number of votes. That means a small number of votes, possibly even a single vote, is sufficient to tilt the balance one way or the other—no matter how many people cast their vote. The elected majority party still “represents” only the choices of a small group of people. Other people’s votes are just random noise.’

‘Politicians like it that way, don't they? It's more profitable to bribe small groups that make an electoral difference than large groups that don't. And small groups of politically shrewd people like it even more, as they can demand an inordinate share of the expected spoils of victory from the contending parties or candidates! Still, it's votes that count, not non-votes.’

‘True, but consider the moral issue: voters express their desire to rule others, while the non-voters express no such desire. Voters who support the losing side are hoist with their own petard: they can't complain if others do unto them what they wanted to do unto the others. It doesn't matter whether or not their votes were decisive or merely statistical noise. They legitimise their own subjection as well as everybody else’s. Why do they do that? Because they know that the few seconds in the voting booth are the only opportunity they have to behave really irresponsibly, with possibly far-reaching consequences?’

‘I believe I know where you're going, but explain anyway.’   

‘How many people would vote if voters had to sign a form, declaring that they accept full responsibility and liability for everything done in their names by those they helped to elect? Anonymous voting institutionalises irresponsibility; its only virtue is that it occasionally adds an element of serendipity to the political process. But your question was about being realistic, wasn't it? I'd say that realism is not the same as mindless conformism or unprincipled prag​ma​tism.’

‘I can't argue with that; adding mindless conform​ism to unprincipled pragmatism gives rampant opportunism, right? Rampant opportunism—that's my diagnosis. I think I'm with you.’ 

‘Churchill nailed it when he said that democracy is the worst form of government, except for all the others—unless it was Lincoln, “You can fool some of the people all of the time, you can fool all of the people some of the time, but you can't fool all of the people all of the time.”’

‘You're right! That's why they invented democracy as we know it! It's enough that you fool a small majority of the voters every four years or so!’ It was not what I had meant to say, but it was so to the point that I wished I had. I felt a little piqued: it had been my argument all along and now it seemed that David was going to have the last word. While I was still searching for an appropriate reply, he continued with increasing glee: ‘There's a sucker born every minute. So, don't expect the game to end any time soon.’ 

He noticed that I had not touched my glass of grappa. ‘You don't want that?’ he asked. When I shook my head, he pulled the glass over to his side of the table. ‘We shouldn't let it go to waste, should we? Cheers.’ He downed half of the liquor in the glass, suppressed a burp, and gazed at me with beatific content​ment. Then, his eyes twinkling, he gave me a half-smile and said semi-seriously, ‘They're a funny lot, the electorate, aren't they? Tell them they have a choice between a bucket of shit and a bucket of excrement, and before the day is over the shittists and the excrementists will be at one another’s throats, blaming one another for all the ills of the world.’ He burst out in a spasm of raucous laughter that brought tears to his eyes and ended with a heartfelt ‘Holy shit!’

‘Already taking sides?’

After another upsurge of unrestrained laughter, he downed the rest of the grappa. ‘Come, let's go now and have a drink somewhere else.’

I picked up the bill and paid at the cashier's desk. 

It had started raining again. We hurried along, staying as close to the houses as we could while evading the containers, dustbins and plastic bags that had been put out for collec​tion, as well as the loose rubble that the wind was blowing hither and thither. David led the way to a pub close to the house where he was staying. ‘Damn!’ he muttered as he pushed the door open, ‘Damn!’ The place was utterly packed and unbearably noisy with the din of music and men and women all at once talking, laughing, singing and ululating. It was bedlam. We ended up in a corner next to the bar, and David managed to attract the attention of one of the four bartenders, who recognized him and mouthed the question “Two?” when my compan​ion raised his index and middle fingers. He filled two large glasses from the tap and handed them over to a customer at the bar, who passed them on to us. ‘Cheers, mate,’ the man yelled, ‘you can pay me later.’ We could only stand there, drink the beer and watch the company around us, especially a couple of middle-aged women, dressed—if one could call it that—nearly alike in white boots, miniskirts and loosely-knit woollen tops that were too short to cover their protruding bellies and too unbuttoned to hide the sweat running down their cleavages. From time to time, and whenever they made some lewd dancing move, David screamed a high-pitched encour​age​ment at them and then turned to me to yell in my ear: ‘Only in England, my friend, only in England.’ I drained the beer, handed him the empty glass, and straining my voice to get through to him, shouted, ‘I must go now. Long drive ahead. See you again.’ Quite drunk, he acknowl​edged my words with a mere grin and a weak-handed cordial slap on my cheek. 

(
(Friday April 29th) 

I woke up with a slight headache—nothing a few cups of well-sugared coffee would not cure—and went downstairs to make breakfast. I was so determined to get on with my work that I did not even bother to dress. I was still in my pyjamas when Sarah Jones called. It was ten o'clock sharp. 

‘At last!’ she said when she recognized my voice. ‘I tried to call you last night, but the line was busy for a long time, and later there was no response. Were you out?’

I told her about my aunt—‘That's terrible, Michael, so sad’—and about my parents' departure for Antwerp and then about my conversation with Harry Walters. ‘Michael, that is great news! I'm so glad. I'm calling because my father and John will leave for their conference in Argentina next Wednesday. Now, isn't that a marvellous coincidence? It means you can stay here. Cunnir is only twenty minutes from here. We'll have the house all to ourselves.’ 

‘I'd love to, Sarah, but I don't think that it's a good idea. Your father…’

‘But he won't be here!’

‘No, but he's sure to find out as soon as he comes back. Everybody in Wainock will know. Armand will know, and he'll tell his father.’

Out of a protracted silence she said with resigned bitter​ness, ‘Of course, Armand, always Armand.’ After another wordless moment, she added defiantly: ‘Who cares? I'll have to con​front my father one day or another. Why not…’

‘You can't confront your father by doing something behind his back, especially inviting someone to stay at his house in his absence. Maybe I'm imagining things, but I believe my interest in Alfred Hirsch has triggered lots of worries in some quarters. There was pressure, serious pressure, on Overton, the man I'm writing my book for. He said he was being blackmailed. I can't risk causing him any harm, can I? Now, if someone, whoever it is, is willing to approach Overton about me, then he is likely to do the same with your father, right?’

‘Stretham?’

‘Yes, and others; Overton was approached a second time, when he was in India two weeks ago, by a man named Andy Mansur. Do you know him?’

‘No, and I don't see what my father would have to fear from Stretham or from that Mansur for that matter.’

‘Maybe not your father, maybe John Hirsch. Believe me, I don't know why but there are people who want to keep me at bay. I'm not sure about your… Just give me some time to sort things out. I don't want…’

I held my breath. I realized I was letting my distrust of Ralph Jones get the better of me. Sarah, however, insisted. ‘You don't want what?’ she demanded. ‘Don't you trust my father?’ She repeated the question while I sought in vain for a way to gloze over my unintended offence. At last, I blurted out: ‘I don't want to cause any friction between you and your father. Don't provoke a crisis with him, Sarah. It's all I'm asking. You have to trust me, darling.’

That last word had an immediate effect. It was the first time that I had called her ‘darling’, and I instantly felt guilty about it, for I had used it to distract her from questions about my attitude towards her father. ‘What are you going to do then?’ she asked timidly.

‘I'm thinking of finding myself a Bed & Breakfast in Cunnir for a couple of days. We'll have the opportunity to see each other there.’

‘You do that. What counts is that you'll be here.’

‘In the meantime, don't talk to anybody about my prospects in Cunnir. It would do more bad than good. I'll contact you on Wednesday, after they've left.’ 

‘I wish it was Wednesday already. I love you,’ she said and rang off. 

As had happened before, talking to Sarah left me feeling some​what depressed. It would be difficult to concentrate on my writing. Outside it was damp and grey but quiet, no rain and no wind. The bad weather of the past two days had really messed up the garden. In the flowerbed in the middle, the old rhododendron, which had just started flowering, had taken a bad beating when a large rotten branch tumbled down from the apple tree and ripped through its foliage. A tangled batch of woodbine, torn loose by the wind, drooped pitifully from the fence it was supposed to cover. I went into the bathroom, got dressed and went outside. Our resident black​bird—the garden guard, we called him—tilted his head and took off from the lawn for a low flight to the back of the garden. When I followed him to fetch a rake from the shed, he fled through the hedge to the roof of our neighbour's green​house. I started to clean up the branches and other debris that was scattered all over the lawn and the borders. 

She loved me. Maybe I loved her too, but more than doubts about my own feelings, a sense of calamity held me back. Yet, I was not able to explain to myself why I should be so worried. I did not trust her father, but apart from his being an acquaint​ance of Stretham, there was no reason for my distrust. The only fact was that Overton had been admonished twice to keep me from asking questions about Alfred Hirsch. Overton, however, had made it clear to me that he had no interest in the man. He must have made it clear also to that Mr Mansur, who had flown all the way to Bangalore to warn him. What else was there? The offer from the MPSC had looked suspicious to dad and I had come to share his misgivings, but not because of any telltale evidence that it was not genuine. Why, then, was I in the grip of worry and distrust? 

I returned to the shed to get the wheelbarrow. The key was the impostor, the mystery man at Craigh House. It was him, not me, whom they, be it the government or Jones and Hirsch, should fear. He had talked about a sensitive matter in Hirsch's past when he had telephoned me. What else could that be, if it was not one of the covert operations of Overton Investment Bank? I had nothing to do with that. Still, I was well aware that they could easily interpret everything I had done or said as evidence that I was in cahoots with that man, a decoy serving only to allow him to gain access to Hirsch's secrets. Surely, that was the reason why Jones had insisted that I go to his farm rather than wait at Craigh House for news from the hospital, and why he or John Hirsch had contacted Stretham immediately after my arrival in Wainock. It would be quite logical for them to think that I was their only link to the impostor. How could I prove to them that there was no link? One cannot prove a negative. Suddenly, unfairly, I found myself full of resentment toward Sarah. If it were not for her, the Hirsch affair would have been no more to me than a vaguely remem​bered day wasted on the road. 

I cut off the damaged parts of the rhododendron, tied up the woodbine and dumped the contents of the wheelbarrow on the compost heap behind the shed. By the time I reached the kitchen door again, the garden guard was back on the lawn, motionless, eying me attentively, waiting for me to disappear from his territory. Inhaling one more lungful of the damp garden air, I went inside, straight up to my room, and resumed work on my book. Skipping lunch, I was able to write without interruption for the better part of the after​noon. I had nearly completed chapter ten when the telephone rang. It was mother again. 

‘We'll be back on Tuesday,’ she announced. ‘Finding a home for Auntie is a complicated business. Today we spent most of the time getting the details of her insurance policies right. We were lucky that her friend Vera was with us, other​wise we wouldn't have known where to begin and what to look for.’  

‘How's Auntie?’ 

‘Better, much better. She was taken out of intensive care two days ago and is in a private room now. She's still weak, of course, but we could talk with her for a while and discuss the future a bit. As you'd expect, she said she'd be quite happy with whatever arrangements we make. One takes it as it comes, she said. Some time next week, she'll be discharged from hospital and sent to a convalescent centre, where she'll be able to rest and where there will be a physiotherapist to help her regain control of her muscles. Apart from her legs, the outlook for the rest is rather good. We can only wait and see. Do phone your sister and tell her how things stand.’ 

‘I'll do that soon. Remember, I'm going to drive to Cunnir on Tues​day, so I shan't be able to come to the airport.’  

‘Don't worry about that. Haven't I told you that we're planning to return by train and boat? We won't be home until late. Don't leave the house in a mess.’

‘I've cleaned up the garden already,’ I protested. 

With a sarcastic ‘Ha! Just call Alice,’ she terminated the communication.

Alice sounded nervous, stressed out. ‘Yesterday we had a meeting with the new branch manager and he seems deter​mined to shake things up—that's what he said, and it sounded like a threat. He had a couple of ideas—God forbid, ideas; they're the cheapest commodity around these days—but nothing specific. I mean he didn't appear to have the foggiest notion of what we're doing or what it takes to do it. He just kept throwing that managers' lingo at us, you know, three-letter acronyms followed by “model” or “flow” or “structure”, whatever, as if he was showing off which new words he'd learned in school. Ludicrous! Derek, who does internal accounting, said, “Well, what did you expect? The man is an MBA, More Baloney Ahead!” This morning my im​me​di​ate boss announced that she's going to quit, and a colleague of mine is sure to follow her example. I don't know what's in store for me; maybe it's time for me to come home again. How's Auntie?’ I told her what I knew and added that I was going to look for a job as an archivist in the north of the country. ‘Fantastic!’ she exclaimed. ‘I hope you get it.’ I wish you were here, I thought, so that I could talk to you face to face. I want to tell you about Sarah Jones, but not over the telephone. 

*

VII. Walking into Traps

(Tuesday May 3rd) 

I arrived in Cunnir shortly after two o'clock and drove straight to the Bed & Breakfast that Harry Walters had recommended the day before, when he had rung me up again to ask for confirmation of my visit. It was a small somewhat rundown farmhouse, set back from the road, less than half a mile from the entrance of the Lyme Estate. When I parked my car on the driveway to a garage next to the house, the front door opened and an elderly man appeared. He was thin, stooping but still muscular, with mottled cheeks and a thick mop of grey hair that covered most of his forehead. He peered at me over his glasses. ‘Mr Paradine?’ he asked. 

‘Yes, Mr Walters made a reservation for me, yesterday.’  

‘He did. Welcome! You brought us good weather. The weekend was bad and even yesterday it was cloudy all the time, but today is perfect.’

‘It should be getting warmer; after all it is already the third of May.’ As I spoke, I realized that it was exactly one month since that Easter Sunday when I had come to Wainock to interview Alfred Hirsch; since I had first laid eyes on Sarah, when she came to the door of Muirwenny House and served me sand​wiches and tea—twenty-four days since our walk from the farm to Widow's Leap. Now I was here again, looking for a job, longing to be with her. 

I opened the boot and he grabbed my bag. ‘Let me help you with your luggage.’ I took the box with the manuscript and the notes for my book—I intended to continue working on it there—and followed him into the house. 

‘I'm Jim MacDonald. My wife went into town just minutes ago but she'll be back soon. Let me show you your rooms.’ He led me into a room with pinkish synthetic wall-to-wall carpeting that obviously had served as the dining room in earlier days—the paw marks of a large table were still show​ing in the middle of the floor. It now held a small square table, neatly aligned with the window, which looked out on the road; four simple kitchen chairs; a sagging wardrobe; a cabinet; and an imitation-leather sofa of the sort that one can fold open to make an extra bed. One wall had a black-and-white photograph of Lyme House dramati​cally set off against a strip of clear sky between the horizon and an overhang of nearly black clouds. A garish painting of an Alpine landscape in a gilded frame decorated the opposite wall. Apart from a row of little potted cactuses on the windowsill, only one plant enlivened the room: a clivia, its large, dark, tongue-shaped leaves rising out of a blue-on-white pot. ‘Nice,’ I commented, but Mr MacDonald had already turned around. 

‘The bedroom,’ he said, pointing to a door next to the one through which we had entered, ‘is there. It's very quiet, with a large bed; very comfy.’ I opened the door and peeked inside. It was a narrow room with only one small window high up in the wall. A double bed nearly covered the entire floor; yet, some​how, they had managed to squeeze in two minuscule tables, one on either side of the bed. The musty odour and palpable dampness of the room overwhelmed me. I would use the sofa bed.

‘The bathroom is in the back of the house, last door in the hallway, next to our kitchen.’ Returning to the big room, he pointed to the cabinet. ‘There's an electric kettle in there, should you want to make yourself some tea. Breakfast will be ready for you in the garden room next to the kitchen, but you can have it here if you prefer.’ 

Having done with the formalities of the tour he relaxed a bit. We were back in the hall, in front of their kitchen. ‘So you have some business at the estate? Councillor Walters told me you would probably stay until Friday. No problem, I said to the councillor, the season has yet to begin. He can be here as long as he likes: twenty pounds a night—that's for three nights or longer, otherwise twenty-three pounds.’ 

‘I plan to return to London on Friday. I'm here to do some research in the archives of the estate.’ 

His eyes lit up, glad as he was to have something else to talk about than the business of letting rooms. ‘Ah, the archives! There's been a lot of discussion about them lately. I read about it in the local paper. They are going to make a big thing of Lyme House, enlarge the car park, add a separate building to the museum for machines and pumps and stuff like that, and set up some sort of co-operation between the estate and the college. I hear that the archives are at the centre of that scheme. It's beyond me how, but it's supposed to be ex​tremely important for the town. I only hope that they'll leave us in peace. You see, our house is on the grounds of the estate, and who knows where they'll put that new building or the car park or the access road to it. I don't want our last good years burdened with the entire nuisance of that sort of construction work. But I shouldn't be wasting your time. Councillor Walters asked me to tell you that you should meet him at the estate office in Lyme House at four o'clock. I'll leave you to unpack.’ 

He went to the chest of drawers beside the kitchen door and rummaged through the papers on top of it. He muttered to himself, went into the kitchen, came out again, slapped his forehead, and exclaimed, ‘How silly of me; it's right here.’ He fished a key from his breast pocket and handed it to me. ‘This one is for the front door; you can get in at any time, day or night. There's no key to your room, but you can trust us.’  

‘No problem; thanks, Mr MacDonald.’  

‘Fine! If you should need us, during the day we're usually in the kitchen or the garden room, which is next to it. Our rooms are upstairs.’

‘Can I use the telephone?’

‘Local call?’

‘Laingley.’

‘Sure, go ahead.’ 

He withdrew to the kitchen, carefully closing the door behind him. I wanted to call Sarah. I was eager to see her again but also apprehensive about it. Would she still love me when we were actually together; was it a case of absence-makes-the-heart-grow-fonder; or was I merely the bloke she needed to convince herself that Armand was a choice rather than an inevitable fate? I put down the receiver: I shouldn't make that call to Muirwenny House until after her father's departure for Argentina.

I unpacked my things and left for the estate. Because it was such a nice day, I went on foot. Harry Walters was waiting for me on the steps of Lyme House. He looked hurried, barely taking the time to greet me, wondering only why I had not come by car. ‘We'll go and see the managing director, Dr Sadat, straight away. There's a special council meeting tonight, and before that a meeting of the local party leader​ship, so I can't stay long and I can't go with you to Wainock.’ Wainock? I did not know that I was supposed to go there. ‘Yes, Tim Holbrook wants us to come and have dinner with them, but I can't make it, so you'll have to go alone. You should be there around six-thirty. Remember that.’ I followed Walters into the house.

A broad stone stairway with curved balusters and an elabo​rately carved balustrade dominated the spacious hall and led to a gallery decorated with a single mural depict​ing an immense industrial complex in a vast panorama of hills, rivers and villages. To the right of the stairs, a large counter with the signs ‘Tickets’ and ‘Museum Shop’ extended all the way to the wall. On a stand in front of the stairs, another sign said ‘Closed’. ‘The museum,’ Walters informed me, ‘is on the upper floors. That's why the displays are limited to photo​graphs and documents and small stuff, mostly early office equipment, desks, instruments and measuring devices, clothing, things like that. The idea is to add a new building where we can show the larger machinery that is now rusting away in the sheds in the back of the park. There was a plan to restore part of the factory complex itself, which is on the banks of the Lyse, but that was far too expensive. Instead, we're going to tear down what remains of it and reserve the space for expanding the college and maybe a new housing develop​ment. This way, please.’ He led me to a door in the left wall of the hall. It had a plastic sign ‘Staff only — Do not enter’ fixed to it. The door opened into a wide corridor with windows overlooking the front yard on one side, and on the other, a number of doors, most of them open or ajar. 

‘Here are the offices for the museum,’ Walters informed me, ‘and there, at the end, is Dr Alaa Sadat's office.’ There was little activity, except in one room where three women and a man were sitting at a table, talking in loud voices, drinking tea or coffee. The man recognized Walters as we passed and waved to him. ‘Wait here.’ Walters stopped me with his arm. He went into the room and talked to the man, who had risen from his chair and come to meet Walters halfway. ‘That was Harvey Parker,’ Walters explained when he returned to the corridor. ‘He'll show you around after we've seen Sadat. Do not forget to give him your résumé; we shall need it, and you haven't yet mailed it to the college, have you?’ That was embarrassing: I had forgotten to bring a copy of my C.V. ‘It's in the post,’ I lied. I should phone the secretary at the Institute and ask that she send the somewhat outdated version that she had in her files. It would have to do. The two book reviews that I had published in the past year were not mentioned in it, but they would not make much of a difference.  

We were standing in front of a massive wooden door that was almost as wide as the corridor itself. With his index finger Walters tapped a discrete copper plate with the inscrip​tion ‘Edward Lyme Estate, Mrs S. Lane, Secretary’ on the last door on our right, and said, ‘Normally you should see Mrs Lane first; she's in here. However, Sadat is expecting us, so we'll go right in.’ He gave a sharp knock on the big door and without waiting for an answer pushed it open. 

We stepped into a magnificent office with large windows on two sides giving a splendid view of the front yard and the park, which was showing the fresh radiant hues of spring. The furniture was luxurious: a large rosewood desk; some leather chairs arranged around a low tea table; a conference table; on the wall on the right, a huge painting of Edward Lyme studying a drawing of a steam engine; and behind us two enormous bookcases separated by a high narrow door, which was open. The office was empty, and Walters stuck his head through the narrow doorway. ‘We're here,’ I heard him say. Almost immediately appeared a short, thin, immaculately dressed man, sixty or more years old, with a brownish skin, followed by a large, middle-aged woman in a stylish, yet unimaginative, ensemble. With her broad shoulders, square jaw, and short-cut grey-blond hair, she looked somewhat out of place, a woman of the outdoors rather than the office. Next to one another, they made a comical pair. Walters introduced us. ‘Mr Michael Paradine. Dr Sadat, our managing director. Mrs Shirley Lane, our secretary.’

‘So pleased to meet you, Mr Paradine,’ the man greeted me, ‘so pleased indeed. You arrived today, by car, I understand. I hope that you're not too tired from driving so many—four, five—hours. Would you like some tea?’ He gave a nod to Mrs Lane, who went back to her office to get the tea. Sadat invited us to sit down on the leather chairs near the windows. ‘Mr Walters has told me that you're here to give us a preliminary assessment of the archives. It would be tremendously helpful and put us deeply into your debt.’ I turned to Walters, for as far as I knew I was supposed to have come here only to do some “research”. Walters did not move, but his eyes seemed to say: it's all right. 

‘You are a historian by training and your special field is industry,’ Sadat went on; ‘that is correct, isn't it?’ I told him about my work for Overton, with a strong, in fact exaggerated, emphasis on my research in various archives. ‘That makes you a valid candidate for the position of the estate's archivist that, as we hope—don't we, Councillor?—will soon be approved by the council. We had hoped to have a decision before the elections, but… In any case, we don't expect a long delay.’ He looked at Walters, who shook his head and smiled reassuringly.

Mrs Lane re-appeared from her office and placed a tray holding an antique silver teapot and three delicate porcelain cups on the tea table. Walters looked up at her and, covering a cup with the palm of his hand, said, ‘Not for me; I must go now.’ Turning again to Sadat, he added, ‘There's that special hearing regarding the power line to the new composting facility at Anton Woods. It's this evening.’ He rose from his chair. ‘Mes amis, you two get acquainted. I hope our little scheme works out well.’ He gave Sadat a conspiratorial wink, patted my shoulder, and left the room by way of Mrs Lane's office.

‘He's our great supporter, our man from the council,’ Sadat said. ‘There are people there, also at the college, who would like nothing better than to land one of their own in the archives. I'm afraid they have their eyes only on what the job will pay, not on the skills it requires. It isn't easy standing up to these… let us say, greedy forces that want to gobble up the estate bit by bit.’ 

Sadat sighed. He started reminiscing about the time when he, the son of a London-based Egyptian diplomat, had helped the last direct descendant of Edward Lyme set up the Lyme Estate as a trust in an effort to keep its heritage, as he called it, intact. He told me how he had come to regard it as a personal mission and had served as its managing director ever since it was founded some thirty-five years ago. I tried to follow his rambling and mawkish discourse as well as I could. However, partly because of his tendency to let his voice taper off to a mere whisper at the end of his sentences, I was often unable to catch his meaning—which was awkward, especially when a chuckle indicated that he had said something funny and I, having no idea what it was, could only respond with a contrived grin. After a while, I kept my cup of tea at the ready to hide my embarrassment by feigning to take a little sip whenever I felt I was losing his drift. Then I heard him say, ‘But I'll no longer detain you. Mr Parker will be waiting to show you around. We may find an opportunity to talk later this week, and I hope that by then you have some idea of what to do with the archives.’ Dr Sadat, still seated, gave me one more amiable smile while I shook his extended hand, and then watched as I left the room. It was clear that I had to revise my programme for the rest of the week.

With a cordial if somewhat impatient ‘There you are!’, Harvey Parker greeted me when I stepped into the room where I had seen him having a cup of coffee with the three women. He was alone now, sitting at the table, a big athletic type of man, his sleeves rolled up, browsing through a newspaper. ‘I'm Harv Parker; the estate's administra​tor. It's a bit late to take you to the cellar, where the archives are. We'll go there in the morning, if you don't mind. I'm just going to show you the room where you can work. It's small, but everything you need is there.’ 

He led the way to a room off the corridor, beside the door to the cellar, which was the door closest to the main hall. It was a small room indeed, windowless, furnished with no more than an empty grey metal bookcase and the same sort of desk but equipped with a telephone and a computer. ‘We have an internal data-exchange network here,’ Parker explained, ‘but this computer is not connected to it, except for printing, of course. By the way, most of the people here work for the museum, not for the estate, but we'll get into that tomorrow, when I'll introduce you to them.’  

‘Satisfied?’ he asked, looking again at the room that was to be my office for the next few days. 

‘I don't need more.’ 

‘Good!’ 

‘Can I use the phone right now?’

‘Of course, it's yours for the rest of the week. See you tomorrow, then, Mr Paradine.’ 

When he had closed the door behind him, I called the Hallamy Institute and was lucky that the secretary had not yet left. I asked her to send my C.V. to Dr A. Sadat, Edward Lyme Estate, Cunnir-on-Lyse. She promised to take care of it, ‘First thing tomorrow.’

I walked back to the MacDonalds' house. Just before I reached the gate of the estate, a rickety old blue Vauxhall drove by and emitted a discrete honk, barely audible above a cacophony of some presumably functional and other rather disquieting noises. Harvey Parker was at the wheel and Mrs Lane sat next to him. She smiled politely and Parker raised a hand to greet me. 

(
(Tuesday evening May 3th) 

At twenty minutes to seven, I parked my car well out of sight behind a trailer in Holbrook's front yard. The last thing I wanted was that Sarah, her father or any of the Hirsches would see me there. Tim Holbrook answered the door and let me in. ‘So pleased that you're here, and a pity Harry couldn't make it.’ He took me to a large room at the back of the house with a beautiful view of the pastures in The Hollows. His brother George, dressed in a thick woollen pullover, flannel trousers and slippers, was ensconced in a huge arm​chair. He looked as pale and weak as I remembered him from the day of the funeral. ‘Welcome,’ he said, rising a bit from his chair to shake my hand. 

‘Ah! Here's my wife,’ Tim Holbrook exclaimed. I turned around and faced a tall, good-looking woman with auburn-coloured hair, wearing a print dress. ‘You haven't met, have you? Mary Jane, Michael Paradine.’ With a warm smile, she scanned my face and then the rest of me with intense curiosity. ‘Didn't I tell you?’ her eyes, twinkling merrily, seemed to say to her husband. With some alarm, I surmised a reference to Sarah Jones in her glance. I pretended not to notice and made a compliment about the flowers on the dinner table. Decked for four, the table promised a full three-course meal and wine. ‘Mary Jane is a good hand at flowers,’ Holbrook said, waving an arm in all directions, and indeed there were vases with flowers and potted plants all over the room. I looked around and it struck me that there were no books. 

‘Don't just stand there,’ George reproved his brother. ‘Serve our guest some sherry or port, whatever he wants. I don't mind a glass of port.’ 

‘Yeah, let's sit down and have a drink. Mr Paradine?’

‘Sherry is fine; and it's Michael.’

‘Tim to you, then,’ he replied while he fetched four glasses, a bottle of port and a bottle of dry sherry from a cabinet. His wife raised her glass to me: ‘Dinner will be ready in ten minutes, so don't take too long with this.’ She took her glass with her to the kitchen.  

‘I half expected to find this room full of books,’ I said just to make conversation. ‘Sarah Jones told me that you and Alfred Hirsch were into high-level intellectual discussions. In fact, you told me that yourself, didn't you?’

‘Books? Do you want to see books?’ George threw up his hands in a deliberately overdone gesture of amazement. ‘You should see his library. How many books, Tim?’ 

‘A lot, I've never counted them.’

‘But you have read them, haven't you?’ Brotherly admira​tion tinged George's voice. ‘And they aren't all detective novels either, if you get my drift.’

‘I've not read half of them. When should I find the time? Anyway, a book in the house is like a doctor in the neigh​bourhood. It's a comfort, even at those times when one has no need for it.’

‘Still, one doesn't readily associate a forester with books,’ I ventured to say with cautious facetiousness.

‘No, only with pulp,’ Tim retorted, his face showing again the mocking grin with which he had greeted me that evening at the One-Way Inn.

‘But you did study literature and theology, admit it, brother.’ 

‘That was a long time ago, but it's true and I haven't lost my appetite for those studies. I now find, however, that all too often what passes for literature is just an author showing off in front of a story; and theology, in front of God—like a firm telling its clients, “Never mind the product, just look at the wrap​ping.”’

‘Many businesses do awfully well on that principle,’ George said, teasing his brother and winking at me, but Tim continued unperturbed: ‘And I don't get a kick out of graphic descriptions of violence and sex and bodily functions, as if vomit has to be described in case readers mistake it for something else.’

‘Bollocks! Don't be a hypocritical prude, brother. Of course, you get a kick out of it. It's just that you hate it that standards are lowered to the point where trash counts as literature.’

‘No, no, it's the double standard that irks me,’ Tim retorted, hiding his annoyance beneath a stale grin. ‘You'll be fined for littering in the street; you'll be fêted as a cultural icon for oh so unintentionally fouling young and immature minds.’

‘That shows how out of touch you are,’ George twitted his brother. ‘The last of the mind-over-money school! Explicit sex and violence, voyeurism, if need be with a thin veneer of compassion or moral outrage—it sells! Confronting the public with explicit thinking makes as much sense to a word-merchant as it does to a politician: none! Ours is not to reason why; ours is but to do and buy!’

Tim, who had become quite agitated, filled our glasses again. I watched in silence while he emptied his in a quick succession of tiny sips, but when he spoke, he was his old relaxed self again: ‘He's good, isn't he? Sharp as a razor. Anyway, I have expanded my interests since I took over from our father. I had to, because one can't run a business on literature and theology. If you want to, you can have a look in the library… after dinner, not now—Mary Jane wouldn't appreciate that.’ 

‘Had to? Don't let him fool you, Mr… Michael. I do the books, I mean, the accounting; he has read on theories of accounting, and economics too. He says he likes to know what the arguments are. He's that kind of guy.’

‘Look who's talking,’ Tim shot back. ‘You're fishing for a compliment, George. Well, here it is: you have more time to read than I do, and you don't waste it either.’

‘That's because you're my kid brother. I can't very well not keep up with him, can I, Michael? What else is there for me in this remote corner of the country other than the joys of a little sibling rivalry? Anyway, my range is far more limited.’ For a fraction of a second, Tim's eyes went misty. Although there had not been a trace of self-pity in George's comment, I sensed that beneath the jolly banter of the two brothers his illness, what​ever it was, weighed heavily on their isolated existence. From where I was sitting, I could see an impressive array of medicines, pots, tubes and little bottles, all tucked away discreetly behind the flowery curtain in a corner of the windowsill. I wanted to ask George if it was true that he had been to Africa in his youth, but I caught myself and began to talk about my visit to Lyme House.

‘Dinner is ready,’ Mary Jane announced as she emerged from the kitchen carrying a large white bowl. We got up from our chairs—George grimacing as he made the effort—and sat down at the table. Mary Jane ladled some creamy tomato soup into the plates and took the seat next to her husband. I grabbed my spoon but put it down again immediately: they were bowing their heads and folding their hands for a prayer that ended only moments later when they made quick, almost imperceptible signs of the cross. They began to eat. I picked up my spoon again, tasted the soup and was just about to make Mary Jane a compliment when George asked, ‘You're not a Christian, Michael?’ I looked askance at him, then at his brother, who rolled his eyes in mock despair—as if to say, here we go again!—and then flashed a big encouraging smile at me.

‘No,’ I replied to George, ‘I’m not, not in any technical sense.’

‘You don't belong to any Church?’

‘No.’

‘Then what are you as far as religion is concerned?’

‘I guess I'm an agnostic.’

‘Aren't we all?’

I was not sure how to take that remark and looked to his brother for help. Tim Holbrook put down his spoon and wiped his mouth with his serviette. ‘George is saying that we too are agnostics. Does that strike you as odd?’  

‘Frankly, yes,’ I replied, somewhat bewildered. 

‘There are two sorts of agnostics, Michael. There are the believers and there are the non-believers. We're practicing Catholics, believing agnostics. I imagine that you're a non-believing agnostic.’

‘You see,’ he added when I responded with a doubtful nod, ‘an agnostic is one who does not know; and not knowing does not exclude belief and it does not exclude disbelief. George is rather insistent on this distinction between know​ing and believ​ing, aren't you, George?’

‘You bet I am. It's crucial. We believe the gospel stories about Jesus are true, but we don't—we cannot—know whether they are true, or false. Now, a Gnostic pretends he knows either the one or the other, usually the other. Do you know that the gospels are false imaginings, Michael?’

‘I'm a historian,’ I answered defensively; ‘as far as I'm aware, there's no historical proof one way or the other.’

‘Evidently, or you wouldn't be an agnostic. Don't get me wrong. I dare say, even a scientist believes things that he does not know and knows he doesn't know. Believing agnostics aren't merely a phenomenon of religion. It's the Gnostics who are as lethal to true science as they are to true religion.’

George is provoking me, I thought. I wondered how the conversation would have gone if I had said ‘atheist’ instead of ‘agnostic’, but he did not give any respite: ‘However, about Jesus all the documentary evidence is on our side, don't you agree?’

‘Yes, but…’

‘Meaning that as far as the evidence goes there's reason for believing but no reason for not believing—unless, of course, you have reason to believe that the gospels are fabrications. Do you have such reasons?’

‘As I said, I am a historian, and historians bow to scientists.’

George snorted contemptuously: ‘No offence, but that's a cop-out.’ 

His brother took over. ‘George means that it's contradic​tory to say, on the one hand, that science accepts that facts can refute scientific theories and, on the other hand, that it can dismiss reports of facts on no other than theoretical grounds.’

‘I see,’ I said with relief, for I had feared that I had aroused George's hostility. ‘But the facts that you invoke to refute a theory must be well-established, and in this case…’

‘In this case,’ George interrupted, ‘in this case there's room for doubt and scepticism. I'll grant you that. Now that's just another way of saying that there's room for believing and not believing. We too are agnostics, remember?’

‘We believe that the Gospel stories are true,’ Tim said. ‘It's what makes us Christians. We believe that Jesus lived as the Gospels tell us he did. We believe that he died on the cross and was resurrected. We believe that he said the things he reportedly said. But why should we believe the things he said? Why, indeed, unless what he said is true, or as direct a pointer to the truth as it is possible to have in the language of men? Now tell me, which, if any, of the teachings—alleged teachings, if you prefer—of Jesus would you say, or know, are not true?’

‘None that I can think of,’ I replied, taken by surprise by the question. 

‘Don't let them spoil your appetite, Michael,’ Mary Jane butted in. ‘I don't, but then I'm used to having these two philosophers at my table.’

‘Surely, they are not doing this all the time?’

‘All the time! If they're as good as they pretend to be, I could walk into any university and get a degree straightaway—and not just in theology.’

Tim steered the conversation towards a new subject: my prospects in Cunnir. ‘I don't know,’ I said uneasily, ‘but it seems there's something of a struggle going on between fac​tions in the council, or between the estate and the col​lege; I'm not sure. I may be no more than a pawn.’ 

Tim sighed deeply: ‘You're probably right; I mean, about the struggle part. Nevertheless, you can trust Harry Walters. He's not playing games with you.’ 

George eyed his brother sceptically, but to me he said: ‘You'll find the Lyme Estate a most interesting place. It has a fascinating history, not the estate itself of course, but the life and times of the man, Edward Lyme.’ He launched into an anecdote about how young Lyme had tried to use a letter of recommendation, which the local bishop had writ​ten to get him into a better school, to secure a loan from a bank in London, where he had gone for an apprenticeship. ‘It didn't work, but he used the correspondence from that bank to get money from one in Edinburgh. That—so the story goes—is how he succeeded in expanding his father's smithy into a tool shop. He wasn't even eighteen at the time.’

We had finished the soup and Mary Jane went back to the kitchen with the empty bowl and plates. Tim uncorked a bottle of wine—I could see that it was Australian—and filled our glasses: ‘A good thing Harry isn't here. For him, serving Australian wine with dinner is blasphemy.’ 

‘Which is not to say that he wouldn't drink it if he were here,’ George sneered. ‘Cheers!’

‘Let's wait for Mary Jane,’ Tim admonished his brother. I got the message and left my glass untouched. Mary Jane called out for her husband and he went into the kitchen to help her.

‘This is really a family business, isn't it?’ I said to George.

‘You bet! The sad thing is that it won't survive Tim, unless his son, who lives in Canada now, decides to come back—which I don't think he will.’

‘I didn't know that Tim and Mary Jane had a son. So it's only you and Tim.’

‘And Mary Jane, but Tim carries most of the burden, of course. I do what I can. I was so lucky that Tim was willing to take over when our father died and to let me live here. Without his and Mary Jane's support… He's a saint, my brother. Well, he would be if he didn't have this serious weakness, this vice, if you will. Have you noticed? Do you know what I'm talking about?’

‘No.’

‘He's a bad judge of character. He honestly believes that people who are nice to him are nice people. For instance, that Alfred Hirsch, whom I had to suffer at this table once a month for almost twenty years, charmed him so much that he never realized that Hirsch was using him to affront Ralph Jones, our neigh​bour.’

‘And being charmed is a vice?’

‘Believing that people are honest with you when they're not with anybody else—that's vanity, right? And vanity is a vice, no?’

‘I suppose so, but what did you mean about Alfred Hirsch?’

‘You wouldn't understand; you've never met Hirsch, have you? He claimed to have converted to our faith; yet, in all those years, I don't think he showed his face in church more than two or three times, apart from the occasional funeral or wedding. He was a phoney Catholic, like so many others, but his so-called conversion was just his way to spite our neighbour, Ralph Jones. Tim didn't see that. He didn't want to see it, but it was obvious. Hirsch's wife was High Church; nothing else was true in the story that enthralled Tim so much. I know; I was there when Hirsch told it—or rather, when he fabricated it on the spot in his responses to my brother's all-too-eager ques​tions. He was a finagler, that Hirsch, but also a charmer, and he was sharp. If you met him for the first time and you had a weak spot, he'd have his finger on it before the introductions were over.’

‘You mean that Hirsch and Jones…’

‘Ah, forget it. I'm sorry I brought it up. It doesn't concern you, and anyway, I've no idea myself what there was between Jones and Hirsch; but believe me, it wasn't something nice.’ 

After a long stubborn silence, George touched my arm: ‘My question about religion didn't embarrass you, did it?’ 

‘No, not at all, it was a bit unexpected. I knew of course that you're Catholics. Tim told me that, at Hirsch's funeral.’ I turned to look at him directly: ‘I do have a question, if you don't mind.’ 

‘Go ahead,’ he responded eagerly.

‘I understand your point about believing and knowing, and it is enlightening—I hadn't thought about religion in those terms. Still, believing or not believing a story is one thing, but…’

‘Rabbit stew!’ Tim emerged from the kitchen carrying a heavy orange-red cooking pot. ‘Mary Jane's specialty, so you know what to say about it!’ He winked at me and then feigned deep mortification, pulling in his neck between his shoulders as if in anticipation of a blow to his head, when his wife, who was following close behind with a plate of potatoes, said, ‘I heard that!’ Doing my part in the familiar scene, I assured her, ‘It smells delicious.’ It was. ‘It's wild rabbit,’ Tim explained. ‘There are plenty of them on the other side of the Wain.’ 

‘Has the bridge been repaired?’ I enquired, remember​ing what he had told me on the day of the funeral. 

‘Sure,’ he answered, ‘Ralph Jones knows better than to stall on an issue like that. That reminds me, George, we really should get moving on the purchase of that new truck crane.’ 

For a while they argued about cranes, horsepower and tractor repair, until Mary Jane stopped them with a reproachful ‘Don't talk shop in front of our guest. Where are your manners?’

After that, the conversation drifted from topic to topic: the weather—Today was exceptional, but in some places the road is still so soggy that we can't use our tractors without damaging it; wildlife in The Hollows—You should come back in the hunting season, Michael, you have no idea; the health of good old Martha—It's just a dip, she'll be back in no time; Armand Hirsch—Already making a name for himself as a lawyer, that boy will go far; and inevitably, the local elections, which were only two days away.

‘Ha, another Pray-for-Power Day! Tweedledee or Tweedle​dum, who cares?’ George remarked dryly without a trace of humour. 

‘Is Ralph Jones or John Hirsch a candidate?’ 

‘No, why do you think they would be?’

‘Just curious, they seem to be really important men around here.’

‘Really important men don't need elections to get their way. They prefer stooges for that part of the game.’ George bristled with contempt. Tim expanded on that, but I was not listening. A thought had come to me, and it immediately occupied my mind: Could it be that Jones or John Hirsch feared that I should reveal something about Alfred Hirsch that might embarrass them or one of their favourites in the run-up to the election? Had they brought in Sheldrake to keep me busy in London until after the elections? It was a possibility. People do the darnedest things for a privileged seat at the public trough, and as Sarah had intimated, John Hirsch was a skilful operator where the public trough was concerned. I turned my attention again to the two brothers, who were deep in a discussion about my mentor at Cunnir, Harry Walters. Apparently, George had serious reservations about the man. When Mary Jane began to clear the table, George brought me back to our earlier conversation: ‘Now, Michael, you had a question concerning religious beliefs?’

‘Well yes. Your insistence on the agnostic-versus-Gnostic angle, that was a bit of a surprise for me. I've always thought that the central question is about the existence of God.’

‘Oh Michael,’ Mary Jane exclaimed as she was about to go into the kitchen, ‘that question was settled at this table… when… thirty years ago?’ Tim let out a hearty laugh. ‘That should've been in the papers!’ George too was chuckling. ‘It's not as dramatic as that. It's just that we think it's a silly question.’

‘I don't understand,’ I admitted over a timid giggle.

‘What does it mean, “Does God exist?” To us it's like asking, “Is God part of Creation?” If that is what it means then God obviously does not exist.’ 

‘So, you're saying the question is meaningless?’

‘No, just silly,’ Tim explained. ‘God is sometimes defined as He who is, never as He who exists. Existence is a contin​gency; being is not.’

‘Exists where, when?’ George threw up his hands, palms up, ostentatiously looking up and down the room, as if those gestures by themselves demonstrated the silliness of the question. 

I must have looked completely flustered. Tim poured some dark yellowish wine into a small glass. ‘This goes with the dessert, but you should try it now.’ I tasted the wine. It had the sparkle of gold and was very sweet, very strong and without question the most delicious drink I had ever had. ‘Sauternes,’ he explained, holding up the bottle so that I could read the label; ‘not the top—we can't afford that—but it comes close. We got a case, Mary Jane and I, when we went to France a couple of years ago for our thirtieth wedding anniversary. We be​friended the owner of a chateau there and he let us have it for a very, very reasonable price.’ 

I took another sip, savouring the delicately viscous fluid as I held it on my tongue. 

‘It's really simple.’ George resumed the conversation. He had waited patiently but now spoke with almost frightening intensity: ‘God is outside time and space. That does not mean that He exists outside time and space, and it does not mean that He is an imaginary character. Being, existence, imagination: don't confuse them. Do not reduce being to existence, or exis​tence to imagination. These reductions are the two most disastrous fallacies of modern Western philosophy.’

‘Many things are, although they don't exist: numbers, for example,’ Tim explained. ‘You wouldn't say that there is no number two; yet, the number two does not exist anywhere in space or time. And some things are mere figments of the imagination. Don Quixote is one example, Mickey Mouse another. His image exists; in fact, Mickey is his image, that's all there is to it; he has no being apart from being imagined.’

‘But God has?’

‘Of course,’ George said emphatically. ‘He is, and He Himself is unimaginable, right? As for us, because of the conditions of existence, we are subject to forces, drives and motives. With our intellect and reason, we can nevertheless grasp some of the distinctions of being, such as true and false, logical and illogical, good and evil, just and unjust. We couldn't know even that we exist, if we didn't have this window on the realm of being.’

‘God is, and we exist?’

‘Correct, except that your soul—what you perhaps prefer to call your “self”—also partakes in the realm of being. It does not exist as a substance anywhere in space or time; no electron microscope will ever reveal it.’ I must have given him a look of incompre​hension, for George switched to a fatherly, albeit impatient, tone: ‘Maybe you don't see that this is of the utmost practical importance, the founda​tion of ethics, I dare say. It is for us anyway.’

‘Think of it this way, Michael,’ Tim came in helpfully. ‘As far as your body is concerned, the chap you were five minutes, five days, five weeks ago no longer exists. Your cells come and go; your brain creates and loses pathways all the time. Now, suppose you committed a crime five years ago. Should I desist from holding you answerable for that sin merely because the body that committed it no longer exists? Should I—could I even care about what you did five years ago if we had no personal being apart from our changeable bodily existence?’

‘It's why the materialists have to deny the idea of personal identity: if they conceded that your identity as a person, your soul, is independent of the continuous material changes in your body then they might as well concede the immortality of the soul!’  

‘But personal identity is a matter of memory, isn't it? And memory is… well a material thing, no? I mean, com​puters too have memory.’

‘The same word but not necessarily the same thing. Anyway, memory is only half of it; the other half is anticipation. There you have the difference between those with a three-minute or three-career-step anticipation span and those who anticipate the final judgement. Believe me, there is a difference there.’ For a while, George sat in silence, fidgeting with his glass, as if overcome by sadness. Then he returned to his argument about ethics: ‘Of course, we're not God. Our personal being presup​poses our physical existence, whereas God’s being presup​poses no existence whatsoever. The same is true for Jesus Christ, even if he existed for a while as a man. That's why we can't live in imitation of God, and why we can and should live in imitation of Jesus Christ: accept the contin​gency of existence, but don't forget the necessity of being. Stick to the truth and do good, and be prepared to suffer for it. Do you follow me?’

I picked up my glass and drank from it: ‘This is truly a good wine; I am going to drink it and I am prepared to suffer the conse​quences.’ It was a silly thing to say. Blushing, I grinned sheepishly at Tim, who exclaimed with a laugh: ‘That's the spirit! Just make sure this particular spirit does not move you off the road when you drive back to Cunnir.’

George too appeared to take my remark with good humour but then proceeded with unabated seriousness: ‘Besides, the distinction between exis​tence and being is of the utmost logical and theoretical importance. We believe that in the beginning was the Word, and the Word was God. The Word, Michael! The Word, the logos, the ratio—call it the Truth, if you will—is outside time and place. It is, even if only tiny morsels of it actually exist as human thoughts or knowledge.’ I could assent to that and nodded eagerly. ‘Now, think!’ George went on, ‘You can imagine a language, such as mathematics, that has no means of expressing the concept of existence, but can you imagine a language without the concept of being?’ 

I could only hope that it was a rhetorical question, for I had no idea how I should answer it. I shook my head. ‘Please explain. I'm a historian and not used to handling abstract concepts.’

‘I'm a forester; but I don't use that as an excuse.’ George wrapped his rebuke in a smile so benign that I did not mind its sting. ‘The truths of mathematics belong to the realm of being, not to the realms of existence or imagination, although they apply to both of these. There's no point in asking for their co-ordinates in space and time, is there? Would you say that they are mere images, products of your or somebody else's imagination?’

‘Certainly not!’ 

‘Now, consider logic. Every argument, no matter how signifi​cant or insignificant, would disintegrate instantly if there were no distinction between true and false, if it were indifferent whether a belief is true or false. Saying that there is no Truth is saying that everything anybody says is meaningless.’ 

‘I under​stand that,’ I said. Indeed, I had heard that argument before, although I could not recall when or where—probably in my student days, at university. 

‘Fine, because if you take away the concept of Truth then all you've left is a chaotic mass of things going on inside and outside your brain with no meaningful connection between them. You'd be in total darkness. That's obvious, right?’

That's philosophy, I thought. I remembered something our philosophy professor had told us, and quickly entered it into the discussion. ‘You mean to say that the Truth, what you call the Word or God, is a necessary fiction.’

Vigorously shaking his head, George shot back, ‘Nonsense, there's no such thing. If it's fiction, it's not neces​sary; if it's necessary, it's not fiction.’

‘Don't forget, Michael,’ Tim came in soothingly, ‘that George is talking about God as the necessary being, whose being can't logically be denied in any argument. He's not talking about necessary existence, which is an oxymoron any​way.’ 

‘Thanks, brother, you're right, of course.’ George turned to me again: ‘The moment you grasp a truth, any truth, that's when your mind logically affirms the being of God. With​out God, there's only chaos; and truth and falsity, right and wrong, justice and injustice, are all irrelevant. Michael, you do understand that, don't you?’

The answer was on my face. George half-raised his arms and let them drop on the table with a bang. I wanted to avoid his stare but found myself unable to avert my eyes. From the kitchen came a faint incessant noise, almost like the fast drip of a tap on a thin plate. Tim broke the hush in the room: ‘Relax, George, you're wearing down our guest—and he still hasn't got his dessert!’ 

My comfort was not his primary concern; he was worrying about his brother. However, I was slow to realize that and protested: ‘Not at all, I find this most fascinating, although I must confess that I'm more confused than ever. I'd never thought I should hear a Catholic say that God does not exist. Surely, popular belief…’

‘Ha!’ George interrupted. ‘Popular belief! Popular science! Popular history! Popular opinion—talk about false gods!’ 

‘He was waiting for you to say that,’ Tim said with a resigned grin. George was in his stride and enjoying it: 

‘And the media are their prophets! Don't make me laugh.’ 

I was out of my depth. If only I could entice George to descend to the level of the discussions about religion that I had often wit​nessed and participated in at university or the pub! I had never particularly enjoyed them, although they usually produced plenty of sniggers and guffaws. Still, I did not want to go down without a fight. 

‘I've never understood that three-in-one conception of God,’ I said, trying not to sound too defiant.

‘I can imagine that,’ George shot back with impish sarcasm. ‘I've never understood that three-in-one concep​tion of the state: the Legislative, the Judiciary, and the Executive—the father, the son, and the unholy spirit of Power; one state, a unity of three separate, independent make-believe persons.’ I thought it was an evasion and refused to take the bait. 

‘The trias politica is a sham.’

‘Right! Just as modern philosophers confuse being and existence, just so modern lawyers confuse existence and fiction. They profess that the imagery of separated powers causes powers to be separated. And why shouldn't they? Modern intellectuals, whose inflated egos would burst the moment they admitted any respect for God, dutifully revere legal fictions. Now consider this: Tim is a brother, a husband and a father—that's three-in-one—but he can't fully be any one of those persons, because of the constraints of existence. God, however, does not suffer the constraints of existence. He is in the fullest sense the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost. In Him, the perspectives of being, existence and imagination are unified in harmony.’

‘But what about the idea of a personal God itself?’ 

‘The Word, the Truth… it makes sense only as something that's at once personal and common, some thing—the same thing—that two or more persons can discover independ​ently. How can you justify your beliefs if all you can say is that they're your beliefs? How can you justify them if all you can say is that they're someone else's beliefs? How could you be a person, if you didn't even try to justify your beliefs, didn't care about justifica​tion?’ 

‘I can't be a person if I don't believe in God?’

‘By George, he's got it!’ Tim exclaimed merrily.

‘That's right, Michael. You wouldn't be a complete person if you couldn't grasp the concept of justification, which refers to pure judgement. Justification depends on your reasons for doing or saying something; it puts your judgement on the line. Reveal​ing your motives, desires or impulses does not justify, although it may sometimes serve to excuse your actions. There is the crisis of modern civilization for you: everybody is looking for excuses; it's considered very nearly an insult if one asks for a justification.’

‘Slow down, George! Michael is a novice here.’ Tim turned to me and explained: ‘George's point is that you're not a complete person if you can't bring yourself to give account to an infallible judge, knowing that you shouldn't expect your rewards or punishments before the end of time. I mean a judge who listens to your reasons and is not fooled by your excuses. Morality is dead once people start believing that something's good only if it entitles them to an immediate reward, or bad only if it comes with the risk of immediate punishment.’

‘Are you saying that a non-believer is not a person?’

‘Of course not!’ A look of exasperation crossed George's face. ‘We're saying that any non-believer who cares about logic and truth must presuppose that there is this infallible judge. Otherwise, his intellect would be as impersonal and indifferent as my computer's operating system. He may deny that such a judge exists anywhere in the expanses of time and space, but…’

‘Why should that judge be God?’

‘God by any other name would still be God. How many different infallible judges do you think there are? How many different number twos? I'm talking about being and judge​ment, not about the existence or opinions of different human interpreters. One doesn't have to be infalli​ble to know how fallible people are.’

‘My father likes to joke that the English are so keen on human fallibility because it gives them a perfect excuse for taking nobody else seriously.’

‘There's the slippery slope,’ Tim said gravely. ‘First you fail to take God seriously, then others, and finally yourself. Then, anything goes.’

George, however, would not be sidetracked: ‘Your father may have a point there, but my point is this: merely persuading another does not justify anything, unless you know that the other is a better, wiser person than you are. If that were not true, justification—doing justice—would rhyme with conceit. You can't make the meanest argument without implying that it ought to hold good in the judgement of an infallible judge. Otherwise, you might as well be talking through your hat. When you write about history, you seek the truth; you don't say to yourself “Let me see what I can get away with this time!”, do you?’

For the first time, I had a feeling that I understood what he was saying. It seemed to boil down to this: I think; therefore, God is. I said: ‘Okay, suppose that I accept your conclusion that God is the necessary personal being. I don't see how you can conclude that he is the creator of the universe and all the stuff in it.’

‘I didn't conclude that, did I? I don't know whether He did physically create anything. Do you? The Bible tells us that God created the universe, and the physicists tell us that it's incredibly improbable in itself, even more so if you consider the improbabil​ity of the conditions that make intelligent life possible. In fact, they tell us that the existence of the physical universe is a miracle. Would you rather believe that there exist innumerably many other universes—that all possible universes actually and necessarily exist?’

‘Then you could do without miracles,’ Tim said. 

‘Are you familiar with Ockam's razor?’

‘The principle that says that scientists should cut away all unnecessary entities in their efforts to explain the world?’

‘Right. Now, what would you cut away: the one necessary being, God, or an unimaginably large multitude of parallel universes, all of them beyond our powers of observation?’

I looked at Tim for help, but he had none to offer. When I kept silent, George continued: ‘Anyway, my conclusions were not about physics but about how all of our arguments ethically and logically rest on the necessary being of the infallible judge. Try to argue that God is not; if you're serious, you'll find that, even as you deny His being, you are appealing to an infallible judge—to God.’

I picked up my glass, but it was empty. Tim hastened to refill it. ‘Now be careful,’ he warned me, ‘that's heady stuff.’ 

‘It sure is,’ I agreed, looking directly at his brother. 

‘Yea, that too,’ Tim conceded.

‘We're Christians,’ George continued, ‘we believe in the Judgement of God, not in the benevolence of the Lord of Tricks and Treats, the Invisible Superman, the Big Nanny in the sky, the Heavenly Westminster. Do you know what really makes me angry? The whining of the bloke who claims that he lost his faith because lightning struck his house and killed his children, and he simply can't understand how the Almighty could let that happen.’

‘One of our neighbours in London says that she lost her faith when she began to suffer from insomnia and God didn't answer her prayers for sleep. She thought it was the least he could do.’ 

‘For such people it is as if the power of the Word were some kind of magic rather than reason or logic, as if it were the power to deliver the final blow rather than the final judgement. Might is a matter of existence, judgement is the essence.’  

‘Isn't love the Christian essence?’

‘Love is essential but it's no excuse for injustice,’ Tim said. ‘It's “Love the sinner; hate the sin”, not “Love the sinner; let injustice reign.” Love ties in with judge​ment and being, not with prejudice or strong emotions. If it were different, we shouldn't insist on prayer and confession, which serve to control the passions by focussing the mind, opening it up to being judged objectively.’ 

‘And where does that leave the Church?’ I was desperate to score a point and the Church seemed an easy enough target. 

‘The Church is a means, a method, a way. Granted, it's far from perfect and there may be other ways, although I haven't seen any that's demonstrably better. Try teaching essential truths to men who are not in the habit of thinking things through to their final consequences. It's not easy. You're a teacher, aren't you?’ I shook my head. ‘No? Anyway, even Jesus had to resort to parables. The Church too must attempt to present essential truths in ways that penetrate the minds of people with no time or inclination to pay attention to them. It's a risky business. Explain the relations of being with analogies drawn from existence, and before long, people walk away thinking that “being” is just another word for existence. Use the metaphor of physical power—force, weight—to distin​guish between good and bad argu​ments and they conclude that might makes right. Tell them the lamb will pacify the lion and they believe that it must have sharper teeth and longer claws.’

Tim added: ‘Point to the truths discovered by scientists and people assume that whatever an academic white-coat tells them is true. Write down something important on official stationery and they believe the station​ery is what makes it important.’

‘The Church pays dearly for that predicament. To prepare children for the truth, she uses stories and easy analogies. Sadly, most people, including some of the clergy, never get beyond the stories and the analogies. Is that good?’ 

‘No,’ Tim answered his brother's rhetorical question. ‘It's bad because with them faith risks becoming a blind superstition, a secular ideology of power in all but name—as cruel and barbaric as secular ideologies tend to be. Without the notion of an infallible judge who dispenses his rewards and punishments beyond the scope of time and space, reasons are reduced to motives, truth and justice to mere opinions, and judgements to mere prejudices.’

 ‘The Immaculate Conception?’ I asked, thinking the question would cause some embarrassment, just enough to allow me to save face. George gave me an angry look and squinted his eyes in disdain. My question had nothing to do with their argument. I felt ashamed, but George replied before I could mitigate the effect of my error. 

‘Ah yes, of course! How can conception be immaculate? Doesn't everybody know that conception is just failed contracep​tion? Seriously, how could Mary have been the mother of the Word Incarnate, if she'd been tainted by original sin? You're not a materialist, are you, Michael?’ 

‘Of course, he's not,’ Tim said with sweet mockery. ‘He'd have lost patience with us by now if he were.’

‘I don't feel comfortable with materialism,’ I admitted gratefully, for I had been close to revealing my ignorance by asking about the Immaculate Conception, which apparently referred to Mary’s saintliness, not to the virgin birth of Jesus. And George, who—I was sure of it—had noticed my mistake, had not dwelled on it. 

‘Good for you! Materialism infects everything that's now presented as the scientific view of man. Our savants may grudgingly admit that mathematical truths aren't like empirical generalizations based on observations of what exists, but that's as far as they'll go. Don't ask them about moral truths! They can't deal with moral choice and would rather deny its reality than admit their own limitations. So they tell us we don't make moral choices but only respond to incentives—as if we're brutes, intelligent only in our brutishness. Right, Tim?’

‘Exactly! You don't argue with brutes, no matter how intelligent they are; you try to subdue and manipulate them: sticks and carrots—“incentives”. Not too long ago I heard an economist declaim on television, “Philosophy is a branch of economics because economics is the science of incentives and every​thing is a question of incentives.” I'm not making this up. Where do they find such people?’ 

‘Universities have been turned into instruments of social change, Tim. They have a big, big stake in advertising themselves as power tools. They no longer seek to understand the world but serve its masters. Money over mind, you know.’ 

‘Economics once was an aspiring science, but now it's a profession. Whatever the ruling ideology, the economists have a matching concept of efficiency at the ready. Depend​ing on where the wind blows, they invent categories of costs and benefits and redraw the boundaries between them to make any policy look good, or bad. They don't care about truth; their business is selling policy illusions, techniques of manipulation, promises of power and control, and they sell to the manipulators, the power-hungry, the control freaks, the obsessive regulators.’ 

‘It's why most of them are such devoted materialists. Matter, the stuff of existence, they can manipulate; being, reason, they can't manipulate. That's why they hate religion and metaphysics, and indeed philosophy itself.’

‘It is so predictable,’ Tim shrugged. ‘Teach students that human beings are just animals and they want to be wardens in the human zoo, human-animal trainers—and they would sooner die than see the irony of what they are doing.’

‘Yes, but you know how it is with teaching such ideology-concealed-as-science,’ George retorted with a sudden broad smile on his face. ‘It only works for fifty percent of the pupils, while twenty percent are either too clever or too thickheaded to absorb it and the rest simply pay no attention. There's hope yet.’ 

‘Still, you can't get around the fact of evolution.’ 

‘You should learn to give some precision to your words, Michael. We have no problem with the study of evolutionary processes, but there's a difference between the science of evolution and the pseudo-religion of evolutionism. What possesses these evolu​tionists? Whatever they can't explain in detail they presume to explain with a sweeping reference to “evolution”. They invent story after story about how giraffes might have got long necks and long legs and they call that “Science”. But their small minds can't even grasp the difference between naïve creationism and the theological concept of creation.’

‘Did you know,’ Tim asked, ‘that naïve creationism is a by-product of the rise of modern science?’

‘It is not, is it?’ I looked at him incredulously.

‘It is. Naïve creationism was born when the cult of the fact superseded the cultivation of intelligence. When “Stick to the facts!” replaced “Seek the truth!” as the motto of science, people began to wonder where they could find the facts. Quite a few protestant sects turned to the Bible, no longer looking for vital truths but for “facts”. And I dare say, lots of modern philosophers followed them in their reduction of truth to facts.’ 

I had never heard that argument, which in a way I could not fathom seemed to strike at the foundation of my beliefs about the relation between science and religion. I decided to ignore it: ‘But why should there be only one blessed virgin and only one incarnation? Surely, your God has the power to incar​nate his word as often as he likes.’

‘You haven't been listening carefully enough.’ George said. ‘God is the Word, not a puppeteer. Judgement, not power; remember? Truth and logic, not physics. The Incarnation and the Resurrection were decisive arguments, not interven​tions in a power struggle. Jesus didn't smite the devil, did he? He confused him, just as he confused the scribes and the Pharisees. They didn't fear his physical power but his Truth. Indeed, his Truth lives on, even though they over​pow​ered and crucified him. God and Christ speak to our reason. Reason versus power…’

‘It's reason versus faith, isn't it?’

‘If you believe that, you have no understanding at all of the Catholic faith.’

‘Besides,’ Tim argued, ‘what good would it do if Jesus appeared regularly all over the globe? Those who believe in one incarnation would fight those who believe in another, and after a while the believers in one incarnation would fall out and start fighting each other. Don't tell me that it hasn't happened before. It's what human beings do—because of their free will, their physical existence with its modicum of power and their imperfect judgement.’ 

‘Free will and the respon​sibil​ity that goes with it, that's what it's all about, isn't it? It's what being created in the image of God means. Adam and Eve were not thrown out of the Garden because they disobeyed. Which just and loving parent would do that to his children? God send them into the world because they'd reached the age of discernment and were ready to make their own decisions; when He noticed they'd “become like one of us”. Then it was no longer just, even for God, to hold them under His domestic rule. He accordingly gave them their freedom and told them about the responsibility that it entails.’ 

George continued: ‘We can live by the Word or repudiate it. Unfortunately, most men, by far, prefer the immediate rewards of power to the blessings of good judgement. But that's human psychology, not a refuta​tion of the Word. Rather than the truth, which is difficult, people seek company—conformism to the group norm is the cheapest way to avoid having to face the truth—because there's power in groups and organised power in organised groups. Mind you, the onslaught on free will has only just begun; the market for excuses, preferably “scientific” excuses, is still growing.’

‘But doesn't free will rule out that God is omniscient?’

‘Why should it? An attentive mother frequently knows what her child will do, without causing it to do it. That God knows what you'll do doesn't mean that He makes you do it, and it doesn't mean that you had no choice. Now don't get me wrong: for us, God is the infallible judge. Nothing in our faith depends on His being an infallible predictor, a book​maker's wet dream. You don't think that God's commitment to free will is just posturing, do you? He gave us our freedom. He is our freedom. And that freedom was reconfirmed when Jesus, our redeemer, died on the cross, when he demon​strated that our way of being, our human existence, does not impede salvation. If you don't want to be free, that's your problem; have a lobotomy.’

‘Birth control, contraceptives? Surely, the pope has no busi​ness in other people's bedrooms.’ Why am I asking this, I thought as I was speaking. It was another desultory ques​tion and again George did not like it. He sighed and after a scornful look around the room retorted, ‘Infidelity and promiscuity are okay, provided they're sterile? Is that what you're going to teach your children? This is about families, not sex, okay? Contracep​tives don't discriminate between marital and extra-marital sex. The Church is not blind to the consequences of separating marriage and rearing children. Read the Social Affairs section in your daily paper if you don't know what I'm talking about.’ 

‘Isn't it ironic, Michael,’ Tim added, ‘that you now hear the same people railing against “oppressive” capitalism and hailing the multi-billion pound sex and porn industry as the flagship of “personal liberation”? They blithely ignore the evidence of the havoc they wreak among the less sophisticated classes with their paeans to sex. But then they don't care—not if it disturbs their cosy sybaritism.’

‘Liberation? More likely bondage, I’d say. Haven't they read Huxley's Brave New World? This sexual liberation thing just serves to make people feel good while they slump into servitude.  

‘By the way,’ George went on, ‘these very same people have projected their own obsession with sex onto their caricature of Christian morality. Don't fall into their trap. The sin that troubles us most is pride—or hubris as you probably prefer to call it, which is the lust for power and eminence. The devil tempted Christ by offering him all the kingdoms of the world; he did not tempt him with an offer of free sterile sex. We may assume that he knew what he was doing. Don't blame us if our political age has turned pride and its accoutrements, including sexual licen​tious​ness, from sins into virtues.’ 

I did not want to argue that the politics of sex was immune to the law of unintended conse​quences, and I had no clear grasp of pride and humility as admirable or regrettable charac​ter​is​tics: ‘But the Church stands in the way of the advance of medical science, doesn't she?’

‘On some occasions, yes, she does, and for a good reason. Our being depends on our existence, on matter, cells, molecules and atoms, all of which can be manipulated. Medicine is advancing into territory where its manipulations may soon lead to the creation of synthetic humans. Consider the consequences: “We want our offspring to have the perfect constitution for a career in professional tennis; therefore, it shall have that constitution.” Imagine yourself a kid like that!’

‘You're not looking forward to people paying royalties to the corporation that holds the copyright to their genetic makeup, are you?’ Tim asked. ‘Do you believe that we needn't worry about those consequences and possible abuses because some government agency is going to enforce “safeguards”? Are you looking forward to a nation of people with “Approved by the Government” stamped on their birth certificates? How much power do you want the politicians to have?’

I wanted to protest that the intentions of medical science are honourable but already knew what sneering retort that would invite: the road to hell is paved with good intentions. I changed the subject again: ‘Isn't it dogma that the pope is infallible?’

‘You do like to jump around, Michael,’ George said, his face showing fatigue as well as frustration and disappoint​ment. ‘We know that popes are fallible men. What we have agreed to is this: the pope has final authority in questions of the faith that no appeal to empirical evidence can resolve, because they are not about existence but about being.’

‘Look around you, Michael. The dogma of infallibility is accepted in every polity. In this country, Parliament is supposed to be sovereign, to have final authority—to be infallible in precisely the sense in which we hold the pope to be infallible. Its edicts are supposed to be legally binding on all of us—dogma for all of us.’

‘But there is a difference,’ George replied to his brother. ‘The pope's authority is restricted to just those questions that, among believers, can't be resolved otherwise. That bunch in Westminster assume they have authority wherever they claim authority.’ 

Tim grinned: ‘And voters don't as a rule trust their politicians to be of superior virtue or intelligence, do they? Perhaps they trust the bureaucracy behind the politi​cians, but only to the extent that it remains invisible to them.’

‘People love magic,’ George said truculently. ‘They like to believe that they are in the Land of Oz, that behind the curtain there's this magical machine—the bureaucracy—that will make their dreams come true, if only they elect the right magician to push the buttons. Politics is adults' belief in magic and fairies. Don't confuse the spectacles of politics with faith.’

‘But surely, that's what believers expect of God, that he should fulfil their wishes.’

‘Only people too dull too understand what Jesus meant when he said, “My kingdom is not of this world” and “I came into the world to give testimony to the truth.” They pray for power, not for good judgement.’

‘Besides,’ Tim added gleefully, ‘God does not run a campaign saying, “Give me your vote and I will give you what you want.”’

‘Exactly!’ his brother exclaimed. ‘He would promise to give them what they deserve—and that promise, I assure you, would cost him the election anytime.’

‘Maybe I did confuse faith and politics.’

‘Nowadays everything is corrupted by politics. If politics can corrupt the Church, as it has often done, then it can corrupt any human undertaking. Mark my words, it will get worse before it gets better. The worship of power is not yet at an end.’

‘But my point was that the pope's infallibility is a recent dogma. How can you reconcile the Church's claim to eternal truth with changing dogmas?’

‘Oh really, Michael. The Church, as a human undertaking, is committed to seek the eternal truth; it does not possess it. And this searching, which comes to life in praying, makes it “the only thing that frees a man from the degrading slavery of being a child of his age”—as our inimitable Chesterton put it. Besides, consider the House of Commons and its chronic diarrhoea of dogmas—dogmas it intends to enforce by means of armed police and the most advanced information technology! That causes no mirth among the Church- bashers, only sanctimo​ni​ous Hallelujahs for democracy.’

‘You have to admit George's point,’ Tim chimed in. ‘Nowa​days the dogmas of political correctness are multiplying like frenzied rabbits. Don't question anything our benighted chattering classes hold dear. For them, their opinion is the touchstone of Truth.’

‘A friend of mine calls them the A.P., the Abstract People. They just repeat one another's words.’ 

‘They do, Michael, they do.’ Tim chuckled appreciatively. ‘Compared to today's politically correct speech codes, the dietary prescriptions of the Old Testament are nothing.’

George said, ‘Isn't it ironic that the Church-bashers, when they criticize the Church, can only point to human failings, human abuses? Yet, in the end, they don't want to get rid of the human failings. On the contrary, they want to ban God, get rid of the standards of judgement that permit us to recognize those failings for what they are. That's what it's all about, isn't it? “God is dead; therefore, Man is perfect; I'm a man; therefore, don't you dare to criticize me.”’

Surely, George is overreaching himself here, I thought. ‘I don't know anybody who believes that man is perfect.’ 

‘Oh really, Michael. The point is that those people claim that man falls short of human perfection as they imagine it to be, as if imperfect man had a perfect imagination. They're the ideologues, the utopians; they say to us, “Let me re-create you according to my imagina​tion.” Don't confuse imagination and being, wishful thinking and objective judge​ment, ideology and religion.’

‘I have a book upstairs,’ Tim said, ‘written by a chap named Ludwig von Mises. Do you know of him?’

‘No. Is he a German?’

‘I have no idea; the book is in English. Anyway, it's about economics, although unlike any other economics book I've read, and it has a section on religion, in which he says that in our time the most powerful theocratic parties are opposed to Christianity. He's right: theocracy is incompatible with free will, which is a central theme of the Bible. But all political parties are theocratic. Show me one that would say “No” to having an absolute majority and being in a position to impose its will on the rest of us. They all think of themselves as having the right to re-make the world in their own image.’ 

‘It's why they exist: to play Almighty God,’ George said disdain​fully. ‘They forget that God gave us instructions on how to live peacefully together without toeing any party line. He specifically told us not to adore or serve any god but Him, the God of freedom, who delivered us from slavery. The Rule of God is the law of freedom. If you believe the rule of any party is like that, look again.’

At that moment, Mary Jane, carrying a tray with four glass bowls filled with a creamy pudding, emerged again from the kitchen. George looked up at her but continued to speak while she put the bowls on the table: ‘People are drawn to extremes. They are so full of themselves, or else they think they are nothing. The Church is there to remind them of what they are: not the final word, not God, but nevertheless in the image of God; not the final judge but subject to a final judgement—not just caught up in the contingencies of exis​tence but also in the necessities of essence. Tell me if there is a more important truth.’ 

‘Right now, I say it's important that you shut up, George,’ Mary Jane reproved him. ‘I'm not going to watch this Sabayon go flaccid while you keep hectoring our guest.’

‘Hear! Hear!’ Her husband seconded her motion in a deliber​ately loud voice that drowned out George's mutter of protest. While Tim filled our glasses again, I complimented Mary Jane profusely, insisting that she should give me the recipe for the Sabayon, to keep her talking and George from jumping on his hobbyhorse again. I was not used to the arguments of one who took his religion so seriously. All the time I had been in fear of giving some unintended offence. George hardly said another word, did not take more than a spoonful of Sabayon, and left his wine untouched. He looked paler and weaker than when I entered the room. In fact, he looked as if he was in pain. Tim kept a worried eye fixed on his brother, barely acknowledging his wife when she directed an occasional ‘Isn't that so?’ or ‘Do you remember?’ at him. After a while, he put his hand on Mary Jane's arm and she stopped talking immediately. 

‘If you will excuse me, Michael,’ George said, ‘I must leave you now. I need my rest. It was a delight having you here. I hope to see you again.’ He got up from his chair and, after a last wry smile, slough-footed toward the door of the hall. Tim followed him. 

When they were well out of hearing, Mary Jane offered an excuse: ‘George isn't in good health. He loves these discus​sions, but they wear him out.’ Smiling apologetically, she added, ‘They wear everybody out, but then so much of his life is in them.’

‘I heard that he became ill a long time ago, in Africa,’ I said, straining myself not to make it sound as if I was asking for an explanation of his behaviour.

‘Yes, Africa!’ she exclaimed. ‘He was there to prospect. He wanted to set up a business to import tropical wood, and he had talked his father into sending him to Kenya and Tanganyika. Then, one day, a gang of robbers or rebels—we'll never know—ambushed his party, and he was left for dead on the road. That he survived at all was a miracle, because it took two days to transport him to the nearest half-decent hospital. He lost a lung and his skull was busted. His muscle control was seriously impaired for a long time afterward—even now there are moments when he needs help with simple things, like buttoning a shirt or reaching for a shelf that's above his head. Worst of all, he has almost no resistance to any sort of infection. It may take him weeks to recover from something you wouldn't even notice if it affected you. It's hard on us too, especially Tim, who loves him so dearly; he's devoted to George. Tim gave up his studies at university when their father died and George found he was incapable of coping with the burdens of the business on his own. Their mother was a schoolteacher here in Laingley. She would've sold the business if Tim hadn't come back.’ 

‘He's so… so intense,’ I said, looking up at Tim who was just then coming back into the room.

‘You're talking about George?’

‘Yes, Mary Jane told me about what happened in Africa. When was that?’

‘1954, he wasn't twenty-three at the time. I was still a kid.’ 

I wanted to ask if what had happened then had anything to do with George's apparent obsession with religion, but I thought ‘obsession’ was perhaps too strong and no word that was more suitable came to mind—neither ‘interest’ nor ‘fascina​tion’ seemed right. 

‘He baffled you with his theology, didn't he?’ 

‘That's putting it mildly,’ I replied, half afraid that my words would be misunderstood as implying a denigration of George. 

‘It's frustration,’ Tim explained. ‘George has thought long and hard about those questions. His views are not simple, but they really make sense. He likes nothing better than discuss​ing them, but he knows that he never gets a chance to explain them fully; so he tends to rush through the argument, hoping that the audience will fill in the little steps where he leaps. That doesn't happen—not often, anyway, even with Father Terence, who is his most devoted intellectual sparring partner.’ 

‘I don't know much about Catholic doctrine, but has nobody ever called him a heretic?’

‘It has happened, yes: people for whom religion is a set of images, or people who don't distinguish between being and existence, who think of God as the ultimate magician…’

‘The coffee is ready, dear. You get it. I've done my bit.’

Tim went to the kitchen to fetch the pot. While pouring coffee into my cup, he said, ‘This is the time for a cigar, don't you agree?’ I declined the offer, and he did not insist. Mary Jane asked about my family and the part of London where I live, and Tim wanted to know about the Hallamy Institute. That sort of conversation, which would have been appropriate three hours earlier, now seemed without pur​pose. Carefully quenching his cigar in the ashtray, Tim said, ‘It's best that you drive back by way of Laingley. The road through the woods can be tricky, espe​cially if you're not thoroughly familiar with it.’ 

‘Besides,’ he added, giving once again a full display of that mocking grin of his, ‘I have no idea what effect those three glasses of Sauternes will have on your driving style.’ The evening was over. 

Driving past Craigh House, I slowed down and glanced inside the gate. Almost all of the windows were lit and the front door was open. I recognized John Hirsch on the steps talking to another man—Ralph Jones, I was almost certain of that. Tomorrow they would leave for their conference and Sarah would be expecting my call. Suddenly it came to me that I should have asked George about the resurrection in the flesh. I drove on, trying to guess how he would have an​swered that. ‘Being, not existence; judgement, not power,’ I imagined him begin​ning his argument. I did not get further than that. The truth is that I was mentally exhausted and not a little angry with myself, for I had a nagging feeling that I had been unfair to George in not taking him as seriously as he had taken me.

(
(Wednesday May 4th) 

We were in the cellar. ‘The archives are there, behind that door,’ Harvey Parker said. However, no matter how hard we pushed, the door would not budge. That was the first setback. Parker had to return upstairs to fetch a crowbar, so that I would be able to lift the heavy door a bit while he applied his considerable strength to it. At last, it yielded. ‘I thought we had that fixed some time ago,’ he lamented, still panting from the effort. ‘Well, you're in now. As long as you don't close the door while you're inside, you have a good chance of coming out alive.’ When he stepped back to turn on the lights—the switch was on the outside—we discovered to our dismay that only two bulbs began to glow, faintly. Not only dark, the cellar was also cold and damp. Parker cursed with gusto. ‘You can't work here.’ He gave me a reproachful look, as if he wanted to make it clear that I was causing a lot of trouble—and for what? ‘What do we do now?’ I asked. 

‘You go upstairs again and I get Pete, our handyman, to do something about the door, fix the lighting, and install an electric heater, if the cable can take it. If not then I don't know what we'll do. In any case, I should get someone to clean the desk and the chair too. I wish they hadn't waited until yesterday to tell me about your coming to work down here.’ 

We started up the stairway and had nearly reached the ground floor again when he said, ‘I'll talk to Sadat first. Ha! That's going to be fun. “I'm so sorry to hear that, Harvey. That is not how things are supposed to be around here, but you'll have to make do with what we have; there simply is no money, Harvey.” Actually, sir, we do have some money for an emer​gency such as this. “Is that so, Harvey? I'll ask Shirley, but don't do anything until you hear from me, Harvey.” Ha!’

I welcomed the delay. It gave me an opportunity to work on the Overton book. I had come by car that morning, and it would not take more than ten minutes to go back to the B&B and fetch the notes of the interview on Saturday with Thomas Clayton, the lawyer-friend of Overton's father. It also gave me a chance to phone my parents, which I did as soon as I was back in my room in Lyme House. Dad answered the call. I asked about Auntie. ‘Considering the circumstances, she seemed okay when we left her. Where are you now?’ I gave him the address where I was staying and the telephone num​bers of the estate and the B&B. All he wanted to know was when I planned to be home again. 

‘Friday, I hope around seven, but it may be later,’ I told him, ‘so don't wait up for me.’ 

‘Take your time, son; see you then.’ I knew he would be in his study, writing, reading, or just smoking and brooding, no matter how late I returned.

I thought about calling Sarah but did not do it. It was not even ten o'clock: maybe Ralph Jones was still in the house. I moved the desk in my room so that it faced the open door and the large windows of the corridor. It gave me a good view of the front yard with its interlacing box hedges surrounding Japanese crab apple trees and bushy viburnums, and also of the water​logged lawn and the rows of beeches and chestnuts that separated the estate's grounds from the road. Then I began to lay out my notes and was still at it when Harv Parker appeared in the door opening, blocking my view of the world outside. ‘We're going for a temporary makeshift solu​tion,’ he announced, shrugging his broad shoulders—as if to say: What else? ‘We need some additional lights and a cable strong enough to carry the current for the heater, and then we should find a place to connect it to the main power line. The lights are no problem; we have plenty of spots for exhibitions in the museum. The heaters too should be no problem—we use them in winter in the front hall—but we can't just plug them into any old socket. Anyway, our regular electrician will send a man over this afternoon. He said that by noon tomorrow at the latest everything should be in order. Keep your fingers crossed. I do.’ He turned around and immediately turned around again. ‘All the time,’ he added. 

At twelve-thirty, as I had not brought anything for lunch, I went out to Cunnir for a snack and a stroll through the centre of the town. When I returned an hour and a half later, there was a yellow post-it sticker on the door of my room: Telephone for M Paradine 1:15, call back… I recognized the number at once: Sarah's. 

‘Oh Michael!’ She was excited, her voice bubbling with joy and anticipation. ‘You're there! My father left early this morning, and I was sitting by the telephone all the time, waiting, until I could wait no longer and I called but they said they weren't expecting you before two o'clock. Now you're here! Did you have a good trip? Where are you staying?’

I gave her the address and the telephone number of the B&B. She obviously believed that I had started out from London that very day. I was about to explain that I had arrived the previous day and had not wanted to call because of her father, but she went on: ‘We must meet tonight. You were right; of course, you were right about how risky it would be for you to come to the farm. Already Liz has made me promise to have dinner with them tomor​row. She insisted; she wouldn't take no for an answer, and in the end I had to give in, so as not to arouse suspicion. What reason could I give for turning down the invitation? They know about my schedule as well as I do. I told you about my evening classes, didn't I? That's why it must be tonight. I'll come to Cunnir and we can have dinner somewhere.’

‘I spotted a nice place on The Market. If I remember it well, it's called The Swan's Daughter. I suggest…’

‘Swan's Daughters? I know it,’ she replied, ‘and it's fine, I guess, but it will be so crowded, so loud, especially tonight. They have a live band on Wednesdays. The Armoury is a better place. It's on the quay along the Lyse. You can't miss it if you're on The Market and keep to the right of the church as you go to the river.’ 

‘The Armoury it is, then. What time?

‘Can you be there by seven?’

‘Seven? No problem, I'll be waiting for you there.’

‘I can't wait. Do you have the job? Have you spoken to the people at the estate?’

‘Officially there's still no vacancy. I've just learned that the archives won't be accessible until tomorrow, but I'll tell you all about that tonight, when I know more myself.’

‘Now don't forget that you have to clear away my father's doubts about you as soon as possible. He really can throw his weight around here, and that includes Cunnir!’

‘I know,’ I said, but I was not so sure that Jones's support, should I ever get it, would not antagonize Walters and Sadat. What if they perceived him as being on the same side as the ‘greedy forces’ Sadat had mentioned? At that moment, Parker entered my room. Noticing that I was on the tele​phone, he merely tapped his watch and pointed down​wards, towards the cellar. ‘I have to go now, Sarah.’ 

‘I understand. I wish it were seven already. I love you.’

‘Great. See you then.’ 

‘We're expecting the electrician any moment now,’ Parker informed me. ‘You should come with me so that I have an idea where you want the spotlights. It won't take more than a minute.’

The Armoury was in an obviously higher league than Swan's Daughters. With its indirect lighting, well-spaced tables, spotless carpeting and colourful impressionistic paintings of The Market and the quays over four seasons enlivening the pastel-tinted walls, it oozed class and designer chic; yet it retained some of the charm of an old-fashioned inn, just as its somewhat sagging appearance on the outside had led me to expect. Only one table was occupied, and when I informed him that I wanted a table for two, the waiter indicated that I could sit wherever I liked. Clearly, Wednes​day evening was not the Armoury's peak time. I picked a table close to but not at the window. ‘Do you want something to drink, sir?’ the man asked. I told him that I was waiting for somebody. ‘Very well, sir.’ He went to take up his post again, behind the bar at the back of the dining room. 

It was only minutes to seven and I expected Sarah to appear soon. After all, she is the eager one, I said to myself in a fruitless effort to counterbalance my longing for her. A quarter of an hour later she still had not shown up. I was beginning to worry that she might have had an accident on the road. I beckoned the waiter with the intention of asking him if there was a telephone that I could use, but he brought me two leather maps, one holding the menu cards, the other the wine-list. Realizing that it would be useless to phone Sarah at the farm if she were on the road, I said, ‘Something must have happened. My friend should have been here by now.’  

‘It's still early, sir. Will you have an aperitif now? I can recom​mend the apéritif maison.’ 

‘Yes please, that'll be fine.’ I forgot to ask just what it was—it turned out to be too sweet for my taste—and began to study the menu. My heart sank at the sight of the prices; it sank further, when I multiplied them by two. It would be out of the question to ask Sarah to go Dutch or to have only the vegetable soup, which at seven fifty was the cheapest item on the menu. I glanced at the price of the aperitif: five twenty. Sarah, dear, I don't think I can afford you. I smiled as if to convince myself that it was just a joke.

At a quarter to eight she still was not there. By that time I had nearly finished my second drink, a glass of water—two pounds. I decided to wait until eight and then leave. I looked at the waiter and he came over to my table. ‘Now I'm sure something has happened. I should go and find out.’ I took out my wallet, and he said, ‘I hope it's nothing serious, sir. Seven pounds twenty, please.’ I paid, sat around for a little while longer and called the waiter again. ‘If my friend should show up, will you tell her that I'm staying at this address?’ I handed him the slip of paper on which I had written the MacDonalds' address when Walters had dictated it to me over the telephone two days earlier. ‘Certainly; I hope she's all right.’ He said it with an inscrutable face, but I knew what he was thinking and I knew he was wrong: something bad had happened to her.

It was cold and I was hungry. I drove to the place where I had been for lunch, bought a take-away burger, and headed straight for the B&B. ‘No,’ Mrs MacDonald answered my question, ‘there was no call for you.’ By nine o'clock, I was still without news. I decided to drive to Wainock. All sorts of disaster scenarios played through my mind, and my heart pumped furiously whenever the thought that Sarah might be lying somewhere, wounded or worse, swept through my head. 

Of course, it was nothing like that. When I arrived at Muirwenny House, the lights were on in the house and there were two cars in the yard. One was hers; the other certainly was not her father's, which was in the shed nearest to the walled garden. A doctor? No, if she had been able to call a doctor then she would have phoned me also at the Armoury or the B&B. Of that I was certain. Unexpected visitors? Then they must be people whom she wanted to keep unaware of my presence; otherwise, she would still have called. The Hirsches? Maybe, but I was not about to find out. I turned the car around and drove back to Cunnir. 

(
(Thursday May 5th) 

Another post-it note on my door: Telephone for Michael P 8:15, call back number… I called Sarah and she must have been sitting next to the telephone, for she answered immediately. I expected a profusion of apologies. What I heard was some​thing else entirely.

‘Michael? Oh Michael, I'm so sorry but it wasn't my fault.’ She sounded utterly distressed, her voice hoarse, weak and halting, as if she had been crying. ‘It was terrible, horrible. I was just about to leave for Cunnir when Armand burst in. He wanted to take me out to Laingley. I said that was impossible, and then I blundered. It was so stupid of me. I told him I had a class, and he said, “No problem, I'll go with you and wait, and then we go out.” Then he realized that I was lying. “You have no class,” he said; “your class was yesterday. What are you up to? Are you seeing someone else?” I didn't know what to say, and then he got mad, calling me a liar and other names. I tried to stand up to him, I tried, honestly, but he was getting madder at me, becom​ing increasingly abusive. It went on and on; there was no end to it. I felt so hurt, so humiliated…’ She fell silent. All I could hear was her devasta​tion. 

‘Did you tell him about us?’ 

‘No, no! I did not. I wouldn't tell anybody, least of all him. Everybody thinks so highly of him. He's closer to my father than my brothers are; closer maybe than they ever were. He's a real charmer, he always was.’ She fell silent again. There was nothing charming about Armand as far as I was aware, but what did I know? I had met him only once, at the funeral—and the Holbrooks had spoken of him with sincere appreciation.

‘What happened then? You can tell me, if you want to.’

‘I was so frightened. I was hoping that the less I said the sooner he would go away. But he didn't. He kept prying. He suspected every bachelor in Laingley. He never once thought of you, I swear. That went on—I don't know for how long. At one point, I ran out of the house, but he came after me, and anyway his car was in front of mine; I couldn't have got away even if I'd managed to get inside. I should've been furious and I was, but not as furious as I was frightened. He'd said something that reminded me of your warning.’

‘What warning?’

‘It got to the point where I told him I didn't need him, that I wanted him out of my life, and he just stood there with a malicious smirk on his face. “You really think so, Sarah,” he said, “you really think so?” Then he said, “You realize that I come with the farm, don't you? No me, no farm.” You're talking non​sense, I said. What he said next really scared me, Michael; he said, “Then you'd better have a look at the papers.” I did, Michael, last night, after he'd left the house. I went to my father's study, and there, in his strongbox—I'm not supposed to know the combination but I do—in the folder with the prop​erty titles, I found a copy of a legal document from 1972 that said that the farm was the joint property of my father and John Hirsch.’

I could not believe my ears: ‘They are co-owners?’ It did not make any sense—or did it?

‘Moreover, John has the option to acquire father's share if he should want to sell. I couldn't believe it, but there it was, duly stamped and registered. I also discovered a copy of my father's will that said that when he dies his property in The Hollows will go to John, the only condition being that Tom and Rick shall receive a small percentage of the income of the farm for as long as they live! Apart from that, he'll leave to them only his financial assets and his properties outside The Hollows. There was another page, a codicil. It said that my mother or her children by him—that's me—will get his flat in London and a fixed annuity, also to be paid by John, I believe. I can't make heads or tails of all the conditions and stipulations. It can't be legal, can it, Michael? What am I to do? I couldn't sleep a wink last night. I feel betrayed.’  

Sarah! Sarah! I racked my brain for some comforting words. I could not find any, except ‘I love you, we'll get through this together’—but I could not bring myself to utter them, for although at that moment I wanted nothing more intensely than to hold her in my arms and say just those words to her, they seemed pointless. She would take them as an attempt to cloak my ineffectiveness: she needed advice, not a sentimental display. What advice could I give her? 

‘I'm so sorry,’ I said in an effort to calm her, ‘but don't panic. Let's talk it over. Come to Cunnir during the lunch break, Swan's Daughters, at twelve-thirty. He didn't do anything to you? I mean, Armand; he didn't…’

‘No, no! He can get violent with people that mean nothing to him, but no, he didn't touch me. He tried to sweet-talk me later in the evening. By then I was so shaken that I just sat there, and he was in control of everything, including himself. People say he's so considerate, but he's the most calculating person I've ever met. Help me, Michael, please!’

‘I will, darling, I will. Just make sure you're there: lunchtime, Swan's Daughters. I must hang up now.’

I sat at my desk, going over Sarah's disturbing story. To my dismay, I found that I was not thinking so much of her as of what it meant for my earlier speculations about Alfred Hirsch. It had always seemed improbable that mere friend​ship had induced Jones to let Hirsch live in Craigh House for a token rent and to take his son into his employment. Now it seemed beyond doubt that Hirsch had something on Ralph Jones, something highly embarrassing if not incrimi​nating. George was right: whatever there was between Ralph Jones and Alfred Hirsch was not something nice. Letting a friend have the use of a house, even a big house, on one's property is one thing; giving him the property is something else. What would deserve such a price? Could it be that the ‘sensitive thing’ in Hirsch's past was Ralph Jones; that Stretham's and Mansur's efforts to deter Overton had more to do with Sarah's father than with Alfred Hirsch? My mind reeled at the thought. I admonished myself repeatedly: Careful, those are wild and dangerous speculations! Out of a sense of loyalty to Overton, I wanted to get away from the whole thing as quickly as possible, but Sarah's need for my support, however ineffective it might be, blocked that option.

All the while, I had been aware of an intermittent faint sound of drilling and hammering somewhere in Lyme House, but now there was deafening banging on a wall close by. The door to the cellar, next to my room, was open, and a man in dusty blue overalls, sitting in an awkward position on the uneven stairs, was driving a large chisel into the joint between two bricks. Harv Parker and some other members of the staff also came out of their offices to have a look. Parker explained that the man would make a hole in the wall so that he could get to the power outlet for the heating system in the hall and connect the cable for the cellar. ‘It's the most elegant solution,’ he said. ‘It should be finished by noon—right?’ The man grunted ‘Sure thing!’ as he heaved the hammer for another blow to the chisel. At the other end of the corridor, Shirley Lane was beckoning Parker, waving a bundle of papers. ‘Money matters, they can never wait.’ Harv put a hand on my shoulder and excused himself.

Behind the tiny cramp of a smile with which Sarah greeted me there was so much hurt and distress that my throat closed up. I put my arms around her and pressed my cheek against hers. ‘We should go somewhere else,’ she whispered disconsolately, ‘it's too full.’ We turned our backs on Swan's Daughters and soon found ourselves in a small pub off the market place. It was empty, except for two women at the bar who gave us a quick once-over while we stepped past them to a table in the remotest, darkest corner of the room. Even with the volume turned down to an acceptable level, a surgery-without-anaesthetics type of rock music from an enormous black box above the entrance drowned out their chattering. 

‘Do you want something to eat?’ I asked Sarah when she sat down. ‘No, just coffee.’ I went to the bar to order our coffees from the punk girl who had appeared behind it, and came back with two cellophane-wrapped chicken-salad sandwiches. ‘You can have one, if you like.’ I began to slide a sandwich over to her side of the table, but she shook her head, averting her eyes as if the sight of the snack made her nauseated. Without the benefit of the light over the bar, which had revealed an attractive palette of white chicken meat, green salad and red slices of tomato, the sandwich did not look appetising but positively disgusting, slimy. I hastily withdrew the wrapped horror and shoved the sandwiches aside, out of our line of sight. 

I told her that I had driven from the Armoury to the farm the night before to find out if anything had happened to her, and had guessed from the cars parked out in front that some unexpected visitors had turned up. ‘I thought you were all right, and I drove back to Cunnir, knowing that you'd call me in the morning.’ She huffed bitterly but put her hand on mine, saying ‘You did the right thing; you couldn't have known what was going on inside the house.’

The girl put a tray with two cups of black coffee and individ​ual portions of milk in small plastic containers on the table. Sarah pulled her hand back. I studied her face, which was taut with suppressed anger, while she slowly drew her spoon back and forth through the coffee. 

‘What are you going to do about Armand? Aren't you supposed to have dinner at Craigh House tonight?’

Sarah shrugged. She spoke in a low resigned voice. ‘I'll go, for the sake of Liz and Charlotte, and because otherwise they'll insist on knowing what's wrong. Armand was confident that he was on top of the situation again by the time he left. He would become even more suspicious if I tried to avoid him again. Besides, it's better that I don't provoke emotional con​fron​tations; I'm not good at dealing with them. I need time to think things over.’ There was a long pause. ‘Tell me,’ she implored me, without raising her eyes, ‘tell me that they can't do that to me, that it's illegal.’

‘I suppose it is. It's so flagrantly unjust. I know that one can contest a will. I'm no legal expert, though. Is there a lawyer you know, one you can trust?’

She threw her head back and, looking angrily at me, burst out with a mordant ‘Trust! Who is there that I can trust around here? My father's signature is on those papers; and all the lawyers that I know are his lawyers. And,’ she added with venomous bitterness, ‘that includes Armand.’ 

‘If you want me to, I can make enquiries for you. At the Institute where I work, somebody will know some​thing about the law of inheritance. It's a place to start, anyway.’

I thought I was being helpful, but she shook her head vehe​mently. ‘You don't understand, do you? Forget the will. The deed is the problem. It robs me of the farm. I could buy out my half-brothers easily; they have no interest in the farm and I have no interest in anything else. How can I buy out John? Every bill, every receipt goes through his hands, and not just, it now appears, because he is my father's secretary. Even if I were to inherit my father's full share of the land, I'd still be John's hostage—or, God forbid, Armand's.’

She was right, of course. Her whole life revolved around the prospect that one day she would be in charge of the farm and the land in The Hollows. The deed shattered that dream. I remembered her telling me how much she despised John's way of making money out of the farm. I extended my hands in helpless sympathy, trying to clasp hers, but she withdrew them and continued with mounting anger: ‘How could my father make John co-owner of the farm and the land? Why did he do it? Why didn't he tell me? Why did he keep up the charade that the farm was his and that John was only a hired manager? Why did John keep up the charade? It must have been some secret between my father and old Mr Hirsch and John; and now Armand is in on it. I can't believe that Liz and Charlotte knew about the arrangement and con​spired to keep the facts from me. I don't think John tells them more than my father tells me.’

‘Your father and Alfred Hirsch go back a long way.’ 

‘I know! The deed dates from 1972, the year Arlene died, well before Alfred came to live in Craigh House. I can no longer believe that Alfred Hirsch's coming to live in The Hollows had anything to do with my father's supposed devotion to him.’ 

She did not notice my eager nod of assent. I had already come to the same conclusion.

‘Clearly, the deed had nothing to do with me. I was barely one year old and my parents didn't marry until 1974. My mother obviously knew nothing about the transfer of property; otherwise, she would've told me. She's not particularly devoted to my father and not likely to keep his secrets for him. But then she probably knew beforehand that she couldn't expect to inherit anything from him other than perhaps his flat in London, where they met while Arlene was pining away on the farm. I can't believe…’

She suddenly stopped talking and lifted her eyes, which had been locked onto mine. I glanced over my shoulder. The two women at the bar were staring at us. ‘Do you think they can hear what we say?’ Sarah asked in a whisper.

‘No, not with this musical background. Go on.’

‘My whole life I've been living a lie. I feel so foolish, so abused.’ She buried her face in her hands but kept speaking, although more to herself than to me: ‘I should talk to my father when he comes back, but I know I'm not going to dare do that—not until I know more. There must be a reason why he has not told me. I've always trusted him and he trusts me. I should never have opened that safe. That was unforgivably wicked of me.’

I could not bear to see her go down the road of self-incrimination and said, ‘Your brothers may be on your side. Maybe they will help you.’

‘Maybe. I doubt it. When Tom got married, father gave him an extravagant sum of money. Everybody talked about it. Of course, people saw it as just another proof of father's big-heartedness. I never thought of it as anything else, but what did I know? Now, if I read the documents in the safe correctly, it seems that he'd borrowed money to buy out Tom, paying him to agree to the arrange​ment with John: settle for money, forget the land. I'm not sure; I didn't have the stomach to read through all the documents.’

‘And the other?’

‘Rick? Rick is eighteen years older than I am. He married when I was ten, and except for two or three short visits, he hasn't been at the farm since then. I can't imagine that father would've given all that money to Tom if he hadn't done the same for Rick, and on the same conditions.’

‘Did you find any other papers in your father's safe? Anything relating to your brothers?’

‘Yes, of course, but nothing of interest as far as I could make out. There was some jewellery, probably Arlene's, not my mother's exotic stuff.’

‘Isn't that odd? I mean, there being nothing except the deed and the will that might shed some light on his relation with John Hirsch.’ While I was saying that, a thought struck my mind, and I answered my own question. ‘No, it's not odd. We shouldn't think of your father as the king and of John as merely his minister. If we… if you are right then John holds all the cards. I mean that all the cards must be in his safe, at Craigh House.’ She eyed me blandly. ‘Don't you see?’ I continued. ‘You yourself said that letting Alfred Hirsch have Craigh House wasn't an act of kindness on the part of your father. What was it then? Blackmail? Extortion?’

Sarah's body jerked up. Disbelief and disgust disfigured her face. ‘What are you saying?’ I felt my blood rushing to my cheeks in an eruption of shame. I muttered an apology, but it only provoked a passionately stern ‘No, no, no.’ I was taking her into territory where she did not want to go, where I had no right of leading her. How could I drag her along the path of my speculations when I had cautioned myself so many times against them? 

‘You're talking nonsense,’ she snapped. ‘I must go.’ 

Without a further word, she grabbed her purse, got up and left. I turned around, only to find the two women looking at me, mockingly but not wholly without sympathy. You're an idiot, I said to myself. Now eat! I reached for the sand​wiches and began the messy task of peeling off the wrappers. 

The cellar was still damp but no longer dark or cold. There were spotlights everywhere, and not just one but two electric heaters. Not a luxury, because now that it was well lit I saw that the cellar was much bigger than I had thought. Rows of massive pillars supported the left wing of the house. Solid wooden racks held the boxes and bundles in the archive. The lighting was not ideal because the spots did not diffuse their light, so that the top shelves of many racks were still hardly visible. Fortunately, they were movable spots. Consider​ing that it was all a quick improvisation, the electri​cian had done a marvellous job. 

I was glad to be there, alone, with lots of essentially meaningless yet exhausting things to do—things that, as I hoped, would distract me from further speculation about the causes of Sarah's grief and anguish. The first thing I did was to number the racks using self-adhesive post-it notes. There were twenty-three of them, most with six but some with eight shelves. One rack was next to the door. It was far longer than the others and less deep, but it held nothing but a disarray of piles of paper, small boxes, picture frames, a few discarded typewriters, the remains of an old switchboard, rusted containers, beakers, and other junk. Four racks were almost empty; the others were well stacked with bundles of paper tied up with rope, large dusty cardboard boxes and black office binders. On the left side of the cellar, there were more boxes, two, three rows of them, not in racks but piled up halfway to the ceiling all along the wall. Sifting through these would be a Herculean task, but they just might belong together: Walters had told me that Lyme had brought the archives from his other plants to Cunnir. In the back of the cellar, where the electrician had put no spotlights, there were no racks between the pillars. All I could discern was a pile of rubble, mostly fragments of floorboards and plinths and smashed-up furniture, some kegs and a large number of wooden crates. I decided to ignore these.

I drew a map of the cellar on a large piece of brown packing paper, noting the position of the racks by their numbers and marking off the area with the stacks of boxes. I should not be able to accomplish much in the one day I had left and I deter​mined to inspect one box per rack and see how far that would take me. Maybe, if I were lucky, there would emerge some relevant kind of order in the position of the racks. At the very least, I should have some idea what was in the boxes. I was well aware of the futility of what I was doing, but then it was all part of Walters's strategy to get me the job. I owed him a sincere effort. 

I put on the dustcoat that Parker had left in my room during the lunch break and pulled the first box off the lowest shelf of the rack that I had assigned number one. As the box was too large and heavy to carry it to the desk in one go, I left it on the floor and went upstairs to ask Parker for a trolley. 

‘Ha! A trolley!’ Striking a theatrical pose, he declaimed, ‘We've got us a troll in the cellar, whose knowledge of books is so stellar. Muscles he does lack. Books would break his back. Let's get him a trolley'n the cellar.’ I burst out laughing and asked if he had made that up on the spot, but he just gave me sly look and went on with an exaggerated sigh, intended to convey his utter exasperation, ‘Honestly, why don't you just go out for a walk in the park? What do they expect you to do in the remaining five to seven hours of working time that you have here? They sit at their desks, take an age to reach a decision, more likely an in-the-mean-time-let-us-do-something sort of non-decision, and leave it to Parker to take care of everything they hadn't thought about, made no provi​sions for and can't be bothered with. If you want a trolley, I'll get you one; there are plenty of them in the museum's tool shed. But take my advice: don't break your back hauling those boxes back and forth. Return to the cellar and just count them; inspect a few at random. That'll keep you occupied for the rest of the day. Tomorrow morning you can write down an estimate of how long it will take to make an inventory of a box, multiply that by the number of boxes, sur​round the numbers with glowing phrases about the importance of the archives, end with a flourish, and leave your report with Shirley. Sadat won't be in until Monday, but he'll love it. Make sure to add that you made the archives accessible by fixing the door and installing lighting and heaters. He'll think the world of you. God Almighty!’

‘That sounds like good advice: no trolley then, but at one time or another someone is going to need a trolley down there.’ I should not have added that last part. He gave me a condescending look. ‘Yeah, sure!’ he growled, ‘A trolley, and a ladder, and a forklift, and a telephone, and a copier, and a computer, and wall-to-wall carpeting, and whatever other need emerges along the way. What about a goods lift; wouldn't that be great? Only so far not a penny has been set aside for the archives. Anyway,’ his face lit up as he said this, ‘if you get the job, those will be your problems, not mine. But let me tell you this: disclosing the archives is only one move in a complex restructuring of the relations among the estate, the museum, and the college. Right now it is impor​tant, but when the time comes for actually allocating money that may very well have changed.’ 

‘I'll keep my fingers crossed,’ I said in an attempt to pacify him. It worked. He grinned appreciatively: ‘Good boy… and a fast learner too. Do you want one final bit of advice? Don't bother with the computer; write the report and hand it over to Shirley. She knows all the word-processing and spreadsheet tricks that will make it look as if it's ready for publication. By the way, if you're free tonight, Walters would like to have a chat with you, around seven, in The Tugboat. It's is a pub on the quays.’  

‘Near the Armoury?’ I wanted to know, that restaurant being my only point of reference on the quays. He looked at me with sudden amazement. ‘You've been to The Armoury!’ Of course, what he wanted to know was whether I could afford to go there. ‘No, no,’ I said, ‘but I noticed it last night. I thought it was too fancy for me.’ 

Another grin: ‘I can give you the names of all the people in and around Cunnir for whom it isn't too fancy! But no, The Tugboat is on the old quays, closer to the old factory, about half a mile upstream from The Armoury.’  

‘I'm free tonight. Should I phone him?’  

‘Don't bother,’ Harv replied, ‘I'll tell him. You're going to need every second to count those boxes.’

It was nearly a quarter to six when I finished marking and counting the boxes in the racks. I went up to my room and found a post-it note on the floor in front of the door. Sarah had telephoned around five. Although there was no request to call back, I tried to reach her at the farm, but there was no answer. Maybe she had already left for her dinner at Craigh House. I went to the B&B, where Mrs MacDonald met me in the hallway. Cheerfully ignoring my increasingly unsubtle I-really-must-go hints, she told me all about what she had done that day and planned on doing the next, about her son and his two children, and others, most of them nice or lovely people, except for a few who made her lip curl as she detailed their effrontery. It was close to six-thirty when I sat down at a table at Swan's Daughters and ordered a cheese​burger. I had to be out of there in time to drive to The Tugboat for my appointment with Walters. 

Amid the jostling throng of people in The Tugboat, it took me a while before I spotted Walters. He was in a group of five or six men at the other end of the bar. I waved at him several times, and when he finally noticed me, he immedi​ately excused himself to his companions. ‘Let's go to the other room,’ he said, grabbing me by my elbow, ‘it's quieter and we may even find a table there. This is our unofficial party headquarters, has been from the time when there was still some activity this side of the town. Of course, since then, industry has moved south of the bridge, and nowadays it's mainly on the other side of the river. Tonight is special; we're awaiting the results of the elections. The mood is buoyant, as you can see. The polls indicate that our majority is as safe as we could hope. Actually, I can't remember the time when there was a contested election here.’ 

We found a pair of free seats at the corner of a table in the other room, which was indeed just a little bit quieter than the first one, and Walters shook hands with each of the men and women sitting there. 

‘That proposal for the power line was a masterstroke, Harry’; ‘Excellent, Councillor’; ‘Hi, I want to speak to you later’; ‘This is Trish, a new member’; ‘I hear you're going to tear down the old bungalow, you can't be serious.’  

‘Thanks’; ‘Thank you’; ‘Right, give me half an hour’; ‘So pleased to meet you, have one on me’;  ‘I'm serious; the roof leaks like a sieve.’ 

Walters pulled a passing waiter by the sleeve and said ‘The usual, for two,’ before turning to me and asking, ‘Beer is okay, isn't it?’ We sat down. ‘So, tell me, Mr Paradine, what do you think of the Lyme archives?’  

‘Well, it was a bit of trouble getting to them…’ 

He frowned: ‘What trouble?’ I told him about the door and the lack of light and heating. ‘I see,’ he said with obvious relief, ‘that sort of trouble, eh? I'm sure Harv took care of that. Now tell me…’ 

I remembered Parker's advice and began: ‘Natu​rally, the first task is making a quantitative inventory, to gauge how much effort it will require to produce a useful catalogue. That's what I've been doing so far. It's only the beginning, of course, but then you should see for yourself what a load of boxes and bundles and binders is waiting down there. It's amazing. I had no time to inspect more than a few of them, but from what I've seen I guess the stuff in the archives is going to keep historians happy for many years to come.’ 

Don't overdo it, I said to myself, but seeing Walters glow with satisfaction the way he did, I could hardly stop. I threw out one estimate after another and speculated about how much an archive like that would contribute to our knowl​edge of the interrelations of entrepre​neurship and factors such as location, natural resources, technology and finance at a crucial period in the genesis of modern society. ‘In addition, there appears to be a sizable part of Lyme's library in those boxes. Expect a harvest of rare first editions.’ He kept indicating his agreement with every​thing I said; added some speculations of his own; expanded on the significance of such a rich source of historical knowledge for the future of the estate, the college and the town; and listened with undimin​ished rapture as I repeated my observa​tions and projections. Sud​denly, the image of David Allison came to me—‘I'm good at this game, believe me,’ wink, wink—and it scared me enough to make me say, ‘Well, of course, one must not get carried away. I've only got time to prepare a rough quantita​tive inventory. Tomorrow Dr Sadat will have my report.’ Walters's right hand came down on my left shoulder: ‘Good work, excellent.’ God Almighty, I thought, but I just gave him a grateful, modest look. I was picturing myself in a dustcoat in the cellar of Lyme House, sticking post-it notes on worn binders and grimy cardboard boxes, writing numbers on the notes, and shuttling between the racks and the desk to add the numbers to the map I had drawn on that large sheet of wrapping paper. 

He raised the subject of the job application, taking a long time to say what I knew already. They were working on it, talking to people, doing the best they could, hoping. His mind obviously was no longer on the archives. When he heard a voice call out ‘Harry, I must talk to you,’ he excused himself and got up from his chair: ‘Hey, Ron! What's it about?’ One of the men at our table noticed the move​ment and shouted ‘Harry, tell Ron to join the queue, will you? I've been sitting here, waiting to talk to you, for more than half an hour!’ Walters looked down at me, tilting his head and raising his hands—as if to say: You see how it is; I can do nothing about it. I flashed a grin of understanding at him that escalated into a broad smile as once again Harvey Parker's ‘God Almighty’ rang through my head. 

(
(Friday May 6th) 

I called Sarah as soon as I was in my room at Lyme House the next morning. She was polite. ‘No, I'm not mad at you, Michael. I know you mean well, but all the same, you let your imagination run wild, and yesterday it hurt. You can't just assume such things about people you've only met once.’ 

I told her about my meeting with Walters and that the prospect of getting the job was still looking good. That appeared to mellow her a bit, although she kept talking in a standoffish way. ‘I hope you get it. You deserve it.’ When I reminded her that I was going to leave soon after lunch and asked if we could see one another again before that, she answered, ‘It isn't that I don't want to, but there's too much work at the farm. With father and John away, I have to take care of everything.’ She did not mention her dinner at Craigh House the previous night, and I did not want to appear inquisitive. When I asked if I could call her from London, she replied, ‘Yes, of course, but only if you won't make stupid remarks again, as you did yesterday.’ The way she stressed the word ‘stupid’ caused me to cringe. She was being deliberately cruel, but I realized even more clearly than before that my remarks about her father and Alfred and John had been way out of line. I said, ‘I'm so sorry, believe me,’ to which she replied, ‘That's okay, Michael,’ and then she hung up. 

I felt slighted. The confusion in my feelings for her had dissipated over the past month. Slowly and timidly at first, then with rapidly increasing clarity, my love for her had disentangled itself from the lack of any telltale sign of having a crush on her. I had been in love with Patty, lovesick, smitten, hopelessly infatuated… for about two weeks and then zilch! I had not loved her and she had not loved me. What did the song say, the one that dad was always humming? ‘I've got you under my skin’? Patty never was under my skin, but you, Sarah, you are—and where do I stand now? 

Harv Parker came into the room and enquired about my report. ‘It will be ready by noon,’ I assured him and showed him the sheet of paper on which I had mapped the placement of the racks in the cellar. It was littered with numbers and symbols. I explained briefly what they meant: rack identifica​tion numbers, numbers of boxes, bundles and binders, and arrows linking racks that appeared to hold boxes of the same kind. 

‘Admirable. You did all of that in one afternoon?’ I nodded but confessed that the arrows were based on no more than a first overall impression, added almost at the last minute.

‘Fine, when you're done with it, leave the report with Shirley. I'll be gone for the rest of the morning, so we may not see one another again… I mean for a while at least. Good luck!’  

‘Thanks, Harv, if it weren't for you, this trip would've been a waste of time from the beginning to the end.’  

‘Yeah,’ he replied, starting to walk away, ‘I see what you mean; now it was just a waste of time from the beginning to very close to the end.’ 

Although I agonized quite a bit about the glowing phrases and the flourish that Parker had advised me to put in the report, I was able to finish it by one-thirty. Shirley Lane studied each page attentively when I handed it to her and assured me that she would make the report look good. 

‘What about the map with the layout of the racks?’  

‘No problem.’  

‘The arrows?’  

‘No problem. But I need your signature.’ She took a piece of paper from the top of her inbox and pushed it towards me. It was a title page: “Lyme Estate, A Preliminary Report on The Archives, Compiled by Dr Michael Paradine, Hallamy Institute for Industrial Studies, London. May 6th, 1994” Shirley Lane handed me a pen: ‘Sign there, below the date.’ I put my signature on the paper.

‘Well, that's it then. I should be going now. It will be a long drive back to London.’

‘Yes indeed. It has been a pleasure for all of us to have you here, and I understand from what Dr Sadat told me that there's a good chance that you'll be coming back.’

‘Who knows?’ I replied. ‘Please thank the staff and of course Dr Sadat for their hospitality… and my special thanks to you for your assistance with this.’  

‘Not at all, Mr Paradine, that is my job.’ 

Back at the B&B, where I went to pick up my luggage and settle the bill for my stay, Mrs MacDonald insisted that I should have something to eat before leaving. ‘It's no trouble at all,’ she said, ‘and I know you young men: you think you can survive on beef burgers alone, don't you? Well, we're not McDonald's, but I have a wonderful spring salad and freshly made soup for you.’ I wanted to refuse her offer but changed my mind when she added: ‘It's all ready for you in the kitchen. Enjoy it; I'll be in the garden.’

Because of an enormous traffic jam, caused—so I learned from a newsflash on the radio—by a truck loaded with an inflam​mable liquid that had capsized after hitting a safety barrier, it was well past ten before I got home. My parents were watching television. ‘I've kept a plate for you; just pop it into the microwave. One David Allison called. He says he will be going back to Spain next Friday, and he asked if he could have dinner with you, preferably on Wednesday. He said you have his number. You should call him tomorrow, if you can.’ I wanted to know more about what they had done in Antwerp and if there was any news about Auntie; and they wanted to know about the job in Cunnir. 

‘It looks as if I have a good chance, although nothing's been settled yet. From what I heard, I gather it's a fairly compli​cated affair with many parties wanting a say in the decision.’  

‘Meaning?’ father asked. I told them as much as I knew about the relations among the estate, the museum, the college and the council.

‘Is that the smell of local politics?’ Dad ostentatiously held his nose high and sniffed loudly. 

‘Actually, my promoter over there is a councillor, although he's also on the board of trustees of the Lyme Estate and a friend of the managing director.’  

‘Who's the competition?’ he wanted to know. 

‘I have no idea, dad, but other parties are pushing other names; I have no doubt about that. We'll just have to wait and see.’ He gave me a doubtful stare. 

‘Did you go and see that Sarah Jones?’  

‘Yes, mum, once, but she was very busy with the farm. Did I tell you what a large enterprise it is?’ I gave her a description of The Hollows as I had seen it when Sarah and I had walked up to Widow's Leap, and she was genuinely impressed. 

‘It seems like a glorious place to live,’ she said. 

‘It is,’ I replied, ‘but I'm not so sure that it is a glorious place to make a living.’ 

‘Didn't I tell you that?’ she commented wryly. 

Later that night, after mother had gone to bed, dad came out of his study and sat with me in front of the television. I switched the sound off; I had not been paying attention to the programme anyway. ‘Do you really want that job in Cunnir, son?’

‘I need a job, you know that.’

‘You haven't answered my question.’

‘To tell you the truth, it's not what I expected. I met the man who seemed to do most of the actual work at the estate and he was… well, cynical. Anyway, I got the impression that the estate, which would be my nominal employer, is not at all a solid organisation and is at best a marginal player in what is going on there. If Harry Walters—he's the councillor I told you about—had not practically invited me to apply for the job… I shouldn't let him down.’

‘Those are weak grounds on which to base a decision that may determine the rest of your life.’

‘I know, but for the moment there's nothing else.’

‘Of course there is. There's your book, concentrate on that.’

He disappeared into his study, and I went to bed. I felt completely drained, not so much by the long drive home as by the realization that I could not trust my judgement. There was the futility, the senselessness of the charade I had enacted in the cellar at Lyme House; above all, there was the ignominious way in which I had let Sarah down and alienated her, maybe forever. 

Sitting in my car, immobilized in that traffic jam, I had been overcome with self-pity and sought to blame her for it. It had been unjust of her to call me stupid, even if what I had said to her was unpleasant. I understand your shock, Sarah, I had imagined myself telling her; if only you knew what I know… but even in my imagination, I wasn't able to answer her question: And what do you know? The one thing I knew, Overton being warned off first by Stretham and then by Mansur, may or may not have anything to do with the arrange​ment between Jones and Hirsch concerning the property in The Hollows; but it certainly was no justification for using the words that had upset her so thoroughly. Then, when the traffic started to move again, it had hit me: Alfred Hirsch's maternal grandfather was the unfor​tunate, probably shipwrecked Anthony Simms. Jacob Salomon had revealed that, but I had connected it only with my interest at the time in the Simms Factory in Antwerp, not with what had happened in Wainock. Yet there it was: Alfred Hirsch was a more or less distant cousin of Arlene Simms. Therefore, John too was a descendant of the Simms family. Could it be that the deed that was haunting Sarah was in some way a part of Arlene Simms's will? After all, it was dated 1972, the year of her death. Oral agreements may have obliged Jones to share the property with the Hirsches. Perhaps Arlene had known about his affair with Sarah's mother and had sought a way to reserve The Hollows for her own kin. Besides, hadn't Sarah told me that Hirsch had introduced Jones to Arlene Simms? Perhaps, then, the deed had been in the making well before Ralph Jones married into the Simms family, before he had even met Arlene. Maybe it was no more than a means to re-unite the descendants of the Simms family on their ancestral property. Jones's will fitted into the logic of that scheme. After Tom and Rick had been bought out, it ensured that John had ultimate control over the land in The Hollows. As for the secrecy of the arrangement, it could easily be explained as a ploy to save Jones the public humiliation that would be his lot if it became known that his long-suffering wife had ultimately taken revenge on her philandering spouse. Such, I imagined, are the ways of the aristocracy.

Blackmail! Extortion! How childish! How shameful to have let the curious episode of the impostor at Craigh House, his reference to a very sensitive matter in Hirsch's past, cloud my judgement! Dad was right. The only meaningful thing in my life that I was good at, and that actually brought in some money, was the Overton saga. 

*

VIII. Confessions

(Wednesday, May 11th) 

I met David in the same Italian restaurant where we had been before. He was in a light-hearted mood, commenting freely and humor​ously on the major items in the news. ‘Yesterday was a great day for democracy: Mandela, president of South Africa, Berlusconi, prime minister of Italy, the Resurrected Prince and the Flamboyant Tycoon. Nothing like a good dose of celebrity status to make democracy sparkle. Who will be the next glamour boy of British politics? Any bets?’

He also had a surprise for me. Halfway through our main course, he told a hilarious story about Stanley Shawn, the militant atheist and self-proclaimed Spokesman for the Environment. ‘Last Friday, there was a debate at Greenwich University. Shawn was in the middle of a fire-and-brimstone rant against western civilization, which he said is destroying the planet, when the modera​tor cut off the pompous ass, saying “Thank you, God; now let us hear from the Devil.”’ I was still trying to swallow the hot potato in my mouth and laughing at that pithy punch line, when David asked most casually: ‘By the way, you're not interested any more in that job at the Maritime Policy Studies Centre, are you?’ I shook my head, my mouth still full of food. ‘Good, because I have as good as wrapped it up for myself.’

‘What!’ I had no time to cover my mouth with my hand. Tiny bits of oven-baked potato spilled out all over my plate, into my glass of wine, and beyond. 

David tut-tutted disapprovingly. ‘I knew that you would want to congratulate me, but next time, use rose petals or uncooked rice, will you?’

‘What happened? Two weeks ago you were all home-sick for Spain!’

‘Still am, still am; but then everything has a price. After we had our talk about Sheldrake, I did some thinking: Academic Affairs Coordinator, it fits me like a glove, don't you agree? I have a good degree, an intimidating beard, and I can swim with the sharks and flutter with the butterflies. Not to mention that I speak Spanish as well as any man born this side of the Channel.’

‘But they're about to restructure the whole organisation. Are you sure the position will still exist in, say, a month or two?’

‘Sure I'm sure. I knew what Sheldrake told you, so I went over his head directly to The Great White himself.’

‘Shark-Higgs!’

‘Mr Barke-Higgs to you, sonny. I picked up the telephone, got through to him when I just happened to mention that I was a scientific advisor to his Studies Centre, and asked him. Maybe the title will change, he replied, but we need someone to fish in the academic pond.’

‘His words?’

‘His words. Anyway, I told him that I was based in Spain now but planning to return home. Well, he said that he would tell Sheldrake and that I should go and talk to him. Which I did—and was he relieved to have someone so highly recom​mended come to see him about the position!’

‘When should you start?’

‘In about three months, that's the deal. It appears they have a policy of trial periods, but I said that as an advisor to the Centre I couldn't consider that. He understood perfectly, Sheldrake said. I could start sooner, but that would entangle me in the hassle of organising a big conference they have coming up. I told Roddy that I shouldn't be able to free myself from my obligations at Pompeu Fabra at such short notice, and again he understood. He's such an under​standing bloke, don't you agree?’

‘You didn't mention me, I hope.’

‘No, but he did, in an oblique sort of way, naturally. He told me that I was lucky because only the week before they were on the point of hiring a brilliant academic. Unfortu​nately, his demands were so unreasonable that they had to cut off the nego​tiations.’

‘A brilliant academic?’

‘Of course, you don't think for a minute that they'd consider anything less, do you? I mean, admit to considering anything less.’ 

‘You have such a nice way with compliments.’

‘Let us not kid ourselves, Mike. For Roddy, we must be brilliant; otherwise, he wouldn't be talking to us, would he? Seriously, though, what about your prospects?’

‘Misty, but right now I only care about completing my book.’ 

‘Weren't you in line for a job in the North?’

‘Yes, but I went up there last week and now I'm not so sure that I even want it. I'm not saying that I shan't take it, if they offer it to me; but it doesn't seem a serious proposition. I don't think I'm good at being any​body's window-dressing.’  

‘You too have a nice way with compliments,’ he retorted, filling my glass to the brim, ‘but you're right. I look at you and I don't see a money-maker. So what? Did you know that the brain consumes most of our energy? Yet, with most people thinking is just animal instincts. If you want to be a social success then that's where your arguments should hit. You don't get far if… how did you put it?… if you go by what people actually do rather than what they think they're doing. Society is how the instincts organise themselves to intimidate the mind. Your… let's call it your problem is that you will not be intimidated. Now have a drink! It's my treat.’ 

(
(Saturday, May 14th)

The Saturday evening visit to The Mark Anthony on Rosebud Terrace was like a homecoming. I had not been there for over a month, except once when there was no one I knew. Now all my friends and other regulars greeted me with loud cheers and questions about my whereabouts. Pelle the Dane and his girlfriend entertained the group with a hilarious spoof of All for Love that went from a passable imitation of Bryan Adams to something resembling panic in a henhouse. When asked for an encore, Pelle declined with these solemn words: ‘No, please, let us keep silent for a minute in remembrance of the passing last month of our dearly beloved, deeply mourned idol Kurt Cobain. We all know how he lived, and that makes us wonder what he was aiming at when he shot himself.’ There never was a more rumbustious minute of silence.

By the time I went home, I felt as if all the tribulations stemming from my first trip to Wainock were a thing of the past—except where Sarah was concerned. I had tried to get in touch with her, hoping to propitiate her. The first time I got through, she was still full of reserve and I did not get beyond saying ‘I only phoned to ask if everything is okay.’ The second and last time I called, good old Martha answered the phone and informed me that Sarah was out. That was Thurs​day. I was not sure when Ralph Jones would be back from his trip to Argentina, so I did not try again after that. It was now up to her to re-establish contact, if she still wanted to. 

(
(Monday, May 16th) 

It was Monday morning and I was busy sorting papers to take with me to the Institute when the doorbell rang. My father was in the bathroom, and from my window, I could see my mother car​rying a container that she had emptied on the compost heap in the back of the garden. I ran down the stairs.

The man at the door held up a badge and identified himself as a police officer, one Detective Sergeant Rashid. ‘Does Mr Michael Paradine live here?’ he asked. 

‘I'm Michael Paradine.’

‘Can you tell me where you were yesterday, Sunday, May 15, between ten a.m. and one p.m.’

‘Yesterday? I was here, at home. Why do you want to know?’

‘Is there anyone who can confirm that, sir?’

‘Of course, my parents. This is their house; they were here.’

‘Can I talk to them?’

‘Sure, I'll ask them to come to the door.’

‘Give me a minute!’ dad bellowed back from the bathroom when I called him from the bottom of the stairs. I found mother in the kitchen. ‘Guess what happened back there…’ she began, but I interrupted her: ‘There's someone at the door.’ 

‘Oh, this early?’ She hurried towards the door, and I had to stop her to warn her that a policeman wanted to know where I had been the day before. ‘You were here!’ She gave me an indignant look—as if to say: What a silly question! 

‘Okay, mum, you tell him that.’

‘Good morning, Ma’am.’ The Sergeant greeted her with just a hint of an apology in his eyes. He too had seen that look on her face. Meanwhile, dad was coming down the stairs. ‘Any problem?’ he wanted to know. 

‘Good morning, sir.’ The Sergeant flashed his badge again and explained: ‘This is merely a routine question. You're both quite sure that your son, Michael, was here in London yesterday morning?’

‘Quite sure!’ Mother spoke in her most authoritative voice. 

‘Yes, of course,’ father chimed in. ‘Sunday, you know. May I ask what this is all about?’

The Sergeant looked up from the pad on which he was scribbling. ‘I don't know much. There was a request for infor​mation from another district. Apparently, Michael's name was on their list of people who might know more… suspects, wit​nesses.’

‘Know more about what?’ I asked. I turned my head a little to see how mother was taking the word ‘suspect’. She was biting her lip.

‘It seems there was a burglary…’

Now she did lash out with an irately indignant ‘A burglary! You're not suggesting that my son…’ 

‘No, of course not, but we want to eliminate as many names from that list as we can.’

‘Where was that burglary? Can you tell me?’

‘Some place I hadn't heard of until this morning, Laingley.’

‘Laingley!’ the three of us responded in unison. 

‘You know it?’ Then, his tone several degrees sharper than it had been before, ‘Have you been there, Mr Paradine?’

‘Yes, but not yesterday! I was there nearly a fortnight ago, when I was in Cunnir—it's less than half an hour from Laingley—to apply for a job. I had dinner with a friend who lives in Laingley. He'd told me that there might be a job for me at the museum in Cunnir.’

The Sergeant scribbled some more on his notepad and asked for the name and address of my friend. ‘Holbrook, he has a timber company there, but I don't know the exact address. The burglary wasn't at Holbrook's, was it?’ He shook his head and for a moment looked pensively in the distance, the top of his biro pressed against his lips. ‘No, not Holbrook's. A moment, please.’ He took a piece of paper from his pocket, unfolded it and scanned it slowly. ‘Hirsch… Craigh House, that's the name. Do you know it?’ 

‘They're Holbrook's neighbours.’  

‘I see,’ he answered. ‘You shouldn't worry too much, sir. You probably left your car in the neighbourhood of that house and someone remembered the registration plate and told the police about it. It happens all the time. Have a good day.’

‘As if they can't find anything better to do,’ mother mut​tered as she closed the door. Father shrugged. ‘That's how they work. Besides, you'd expect them to check all possible leads if our house was burgled. Don't let this worry you, boy.’ However, I was worried. The officer's question had been ‘Where were you yesterday?’ A simple question with a simple answer; why, then, had I volunteered all that additional and surely irrelevant information about Tim Holbrook and my prospects for a position in Cunnir? What worried me most of all was that the police had suspected a connection between a burglary at Craigh House and me. I had to find out why.

‘What a way to start the day,’ mother said. ‘The garden guard is dead. I found him beside the compost heap. A cat must have caught him; there were feathers everywhere.’

‘It was bound to happen sooner or later,’ father said, ‘with all those cats prowling about.’ 

‘Fat cats! They gorge on gourmet cat-food and then they kill just for the fun of it.’ 

‘It's in the nature of the beast. It won't be long before another blackbird settles in the garden.’ 

‘Michael, you should bury the poor thing before the flies and the worms get to it. Please do it now.’ 

‘I'll take care of it,’ father assured her. ‘Michael was about to leave for work, weren't you, son?’

When I arrived at the Institute, one of the other part-timers was in my room. That was unexpected for she usually worked only Tuesdays and Thursdays. ‘Ah, Michael, I've just come to pick up some papers. I'll be gone in a second.’ It took her another five minutes to gather everything she needed, and since we shared the same desk, I could only wait. The moment she went out the door I was on the telephone. I had hoped that Sarah would answer, but it was Ralph Jones.

‘Mr Jones?’

‘Yes?’

‘My name is Michael Paradine.’

‘Yes?’ He obviously did not, or feigned he did not, recognize my name.

‘We met on the day of Alfred Hirsch's death.’

‘Oh yes, you're Michael, the man of the interview.’

‘I heard there was a burglary at Craigh House.’

There was no response. Maybe I should have been more circumspect in bringing up the subject. At last, he asked, ‘How do you know? Don't tell me it's in the London papers!’

‘No, sir, but this morning a policeman showed up at my door to take a statement, asked me where I was yesterday. He told me about it. I wasn't in Wainock, of course, but I won​dered how I came to be on the list of possible witnesses and suspects.’

‘I don't know, Michael. I don't recall that anybody here mentioned your name to the police. I guess Chief Constable Ericsson or one of his men did it on his own initiative. After all, you were here not too long ago under… shall we say, somewhat suspect circumstances.’

‘But why suspect me? Wasn't it clear that the other man, the impostor, who used my name…’

‘Nothing was clear at the time, Michael. Now about your problem today, I can't speak for the Chief, but I can speak to him, if you like. I'm sure he will agree that there's no need to bother you with this local matter.’

‘It's already clear, that it's a local matter?’

‘It must be, because the burglary took place while all of us, John and his family and my daughter and I, were in Laingley for a special service at Saint Mary Magdalen's in remembrance of the members of the parish who passed away last month. There was an announcement in the local paper: anybody around here who knows us would've guessed that there would be no one at Craigh House.’ 

‘I see. I hope the thief didn't do too much damage. Did he?’

A moment's silence, then Jones answered in a flat voice: ‘Yes and no. Little damage to the house, just one forced door lock, but some jewellery and money are missing.’

‘Mr Hirsch has no safe?’

Again, Jones did not answer immediately, and when he did, it was with uncharacteristic hesitancy: ‘Yes, of course, but I have no details.’ 

‘It's one bad thing after another for the Hirsch family, isn't it? I should be grateful if you would convey my sympathy to them again.’ 

‘I will do that. I'm sorry that the police thought it neces​sary to trouble you with this matter. I can assure you that none of us has anything to do with that. However, it was kind of you to call. Goodbye.’ He rang off. 

Apparently, the burglary at Craigh House was just an ordinary crime; it might have happened anywhere. Nothing indicated that Jones or John Hirsch had any suspicion about me in connection with it. Why was it again that I had become so suspicious of them? I should get in touch with Sarah, I thought, to apologize properly and fully for the way I had unintention​ally, in fact stupidly, insulted her father and his friends, but I was unable to decide when or how to contact her, or even whether it would be wise to do so.  

I tried to concentrate on my work, proofreading a booklet that the Institute intended to publish to advertise its creden​tials as a centre of training and research, but it just did not move along as I had hoped. There were far more typos, mangled sentences, errors and inconsisten​cies than usual, even in the improbably long list of telephone and fax numbers. Moreover, vivid memories of the few hours I had spent with Sarah—the walk in The Hollows but far more frequently our disastrous conversation in that grimy pub in Cunnir—kept intruding, breaking through my concentra​tion, paralys​ing my efforts to get the work done. If only I could resolve the confusion in my feelings for her; it was far greater, far more intractable than the confusion in the text on my desk. 

I was about to go out to the cafeteria for lunch when the telephone rang. ‘An outside call for you, hold the line.’ Sarah? No, it was a man's voice. It sounded muffled, as if he had a sore throat.

‘Mr Paradine?’

‘Yes?’

‘I wonder if you would have time to meet me tomorrow. I have some papers that I want to show to you.’

‘What papers?’

‘You are a historian, right?’

‘Yes, so are many other people.’

‘Historians with an interest in Edward Lyme and the Simms family? I don't think so.’

‘Do you have documents about them, documents that establish a connection between them?’

‘Are you interested?’

Was I? Not at that moment, but maybe I should be if I had not yet completely given up on the job in Cunnir. ‘I'm interested. Are you in London?’

‘No, but I shall be there tomorrow.’

‘Okay, I'll come to the Institute; we can meet here.’

‘That's impossible, I'm afraid. I'll be in London for a short time only. There's a place called Macky's on Euston Square, nothing fancy, but quiet. I suggest we meet there.’

‘That should be no problem. When?’

‘Ten-thirty.’

‘Fine. And your name is?’

‘Meade, Arthur Meade.’

‘How shall I be able to recognize you?’

‘Don't bother. I know you.’

‘You do?’

‘I'll explain tomorrow.’

‘Fine, Mr Meade…’

The line was already dead. What was that all about? Was Harry Walters behind this, giving me the opportu​nity to present some research that the competition simply could not match? As improbable as it was, I had no other explana​tion. Who else knew about my interests, however slight, in the Simms family and my recent involvement with the Lyme Estate? More​over, Walters had suggested that I should come to Cunnir on the pretext that I was looking for a Lyme-Simms connec​tion. I shall see tomorrow and then call Walters, I said to myself and headed for the cafeteria. On the stairway, I realized that the man's message had dispelled the sense of gloom which the police officer's visit and the garden guard’s violent death had left me with. The day brightened. I was determined not to let my spirits sink again. I even treated my​self to a Belgian abbey beer.

(
(Tuesday, May 17th) 

Macky's was hard to find. It was not on the street side but in the back of a building, behind an estate agency. A chalkboard at the entrance of the building announced Macky's – Garden Room – Tea & Coffee – Sandwiches & Pastries. It was the only outward sign of its existence. The place was a garden room in the sense that one wall was all glass with a sliding door that opened onto an enclosed gravel yard with lots of potted rosebushes arranged around a rather pitiful witch hazel. It reminded me of mother's project of the year. The room was almost empty. At one table, three women were huddling together, their heads all but touching, talking in low yet animated voices. At another table, a man was reading a newspaper. He did not look up when I entered. I ordered a coffee and took it with me to a wall-side table opposite the counter.

Five minutes later, a man carrying a large briefcase entered the room. When he saw me, he came up to my table and timidly reached out a hand. ‘Mr Paradine? So glad that you're here.’

‘Mr Meade? Please sit down.’

He was in his late forties, early fifties, lean and athletic, with a thinning layer of dark hair crowning his skull. He looked tired, tense and nervous, a fact his obviously contrived smile could not conceal.

‘You had a long trip? Shall I get you some coffee, tea?’

‘No, thank you, I arrived this morning, very early, because I had to be at our London office. I have to catch a train from Euston in about two hours. That's why I thought it best we'd meet not too far from the station.’ He paused, staring at me so intensely it made me uneasy. When he began to speak again, he did so in a near-whisper, bending over the table, his hands just about touching my cup of coffee. ‘I have to tell you a long story. It is also confidential. Can you assure me that you will treat it as such?’

‘Of course,’ I replied with what I intended to be a conspira​tor's wink. I thought that he was referring to Harry Walters's machina​tions in Cunnir.

‘Thank you. Now, first, my name is not Meade. It's Bill Londale,’ he said with an awkward giggle.

That was an astonishing introduction, but then his nervous laugh made me suddenly realize that I had heard his voice before: ‘You're the man that used my name to get to Alfred Hirsch, aren't you? You called me to… to apologize for that, the day before his funeral.’ I was fuming with anger. There he was, the man who had borrowed my identity, provoked Stretham and Mansur to interfere with my work, infected my imagina​tion with doubts about Ralph Jones, and thrown a cloud over my relationship with Sarah!

‘Please keep your voice down, Mr Paradine. In a moment you'll understand…’

‘What? Understand what?’

‘If you will, just let me explain.’

‘All right, but it'd better be convincing.’ 

He took his wallet from his coat and drew out a driving licence with his photograph. It was issued to William Martin Londale. Then he put another document in front of me that identified him as a member of the Press. ‘Mr Paradine, I'm an investigative reporter, based in Manchester; and so was my father, Barry Londale. Now, please, look at some of the papers I wanted you to see.’ He reached for his briefcase, put it on the table and extracted a folder, which he handed to me. Without taking his eyes off me, he removed the briefcase from the table. 

The first page in the folder had seven names on it. Six of them were crossed out; the one remaining was Alfred Hirsch. I glanced at the other pages. Nowhere was there a mention of Edward Lyme or the Simms family. Some pages had letterheads: the Foreign Office, a firm in Canada; some were hotel stationary. With the exception of one, a faint bluish carbon copy of a typewritten page, they were short handwritten and to me meaningless notes and messages. In addition, there were pages torn from various newspapers, all of them relating insignifi​cant local events: expositions, road and construction works, acci​dents, petty crimes, and some human-interest stories. I was beginning to think that the man was a nutcase.

‘So?’ I handed the folder back to him. 

‘I got these from Craigh House.’

‘Alfred Hirsch gave them to you?’

‘No, I did not get them at that time, only the day before yesterday.’

‘The burglary! You did that!’

‘Please, Mr Paradine,’ he begged me, straining his eyes left and right to see if anybody had heard, but he was with his back to the room and learned nothing. The women were still ab​sorbed in their conversation; the man with the newspaper had left while I was browsing through the folder; and the boy behind the counter was making sandwiches. 

‘It's okay.’ I was not sure whether to sound angry or apolo​getic. 

‘How did you know?’ he asked.

‘I was on the list of suspects, apparently. A police officer came to my parents' house yesterday morning.’

‘I'm so sorry,’ he spluttered as his face turned red. ‘Believe me, I had no choice. Can I still count on your discretion?’

‘I should report you to the police. That's where I have no choice.’

He was fighting his emotions, swallowing repeatedly. ‘Well,’ he said wearily after he had recovered his calm, ‘I can't back out now. Hear me out and let your conscience decide after​wards.’ 

I pointed to the folder on the table and asked, ‘Are these all you took?’ He shook his head, looking down at the briefcase, saying ‘But everything's in there.’ 

‘The money? The jewellery?’

‘I did not take any money or jewellery!’ he whisper-exclaimed indignantly. ‘What do you take me for, a thief?’

‘Well, I phoned and talked to Mr Ralph Jones—he is a friend and neighbour of John Hirsch—and he told me that only money and jewellery were stolen.’

Londale's face turned white. ‘Of course, Jones! Wait until I've told you what I know about him. Anyway, they're lying. I took only the documents I needed.’ 

‘Why then…’

‘Because they, Ralph Jones and John Hirsch, don't want anybody to know about these documents.’

‘Which is why they kept them in a safe?’

‘Did they say I cracked a safe? I didn't see any safe. Last month, when I was in Alfred Hirsch's study, I casually men​tioned that I had once known a journalist—my father, but I didn't tell him that—who had visited him a long time ago in Indonesia.’ A journalist in Indonesia: Overton had told me about it. My suspicions of Londale melted away. ‘When he heard that, Hirsch became restless, went over to a cabinet in a corner and pulled at one of the drawers. It was locked and that appeared to put him back at ease. I knew then that everything I was looking for was in that drawer. Of course, I had no opportunity to get at it then. That drawer is the only thing I broke into Sunday morning. I swear that's the truth. The contents are in my briefcase now.’

‘Why, then, did John Hirsch tell the police that you stole money and jewellery?’

‘I told you: because they don't want anybody to know about the documents, least of all the police. Anyway, I don't think that John Hirsch knew that there were documents in that drawer, or, if he did, that he was aware of their signifi​cance—otherwise he would not have called the police. I can imagine that his father did not intend to let him in on that story. After all, most of it happened before he was born. I suppose it was Jones who persuaded him that they shouldn't reveal the existence of the papers to the police. He must have realized what they were when John told him that only some documents were stolen from his father's study.’ 

‘The documents compromise Alfred Hirsch. Is that what you're saying?’

Londale nodded emphatically. ‘Alfred Hirsch and, in an indirect way, Ralph Jones himself. Perhaps Jones had thought that they no longer existed. It was Alfred who kept them, and I'm sure that he did not want even his good friend Ralph to get his hands on them.’ 

I could not fail to notice the sarcasm with which he uttered that last sentence and responded in kind: ‘That doesn't seem a friendly thing to do. Why are you telling me all this?’

‘Because you are the only person I think I can trust who knows enough about Hirsch to make sense of these docu​ments.’

‘I know hardly a thing about Hirsch other than that he worked for Overton Investment Bank.’ 

‘That bank is where it all started, although it's not what I'm interested in. Anyway, I want to leave the documents with you, so that they'll be safe, should anything happen to me.’ He looked at his watch. ‘Now, please, let me talk without further interruption. You'll understand my predicament soon enough.’ 

‘Go ahead.’

‘To save time, I'll tell the story in chronological order, but you should understand that it's a reconstruction of a puzzle, the pieces of which came to light over a long period of time. As I said, Overton Investment is where it all started. It was founded in 1936. It became operational early in 1937. Nominally, Charles Overton, the grandfather of your Mr Overton, was the main shareholder, but it was in fact an initiative of the government; they supplied two of its directors, two manag​ers and three other key staff members. Hirsch was one of these. 

‘The government used the bank to finance all sorts of secret operations. But in 1938, things got out of hand. The bank got involved in a plot to assassinate Fernand Gentin, then the French minister for industry, and to blame the Germans for it, to jump-start an anti-German military coalition, perhaps even to precipitate a war. Don't ask me who came up with that hare-brained scheme, for I don't know—maybe some war hawks in the secret service acting on their own; I have no idea. Anyway, the people at the bank knew about the plot and went along with it. The plot failed, however, when the minister sent a deputy to the meeting where he was supposed to be shot and the hit man, who had instructions to shoot the minister, didn't pull the trigger on the deputy. A year later they were set to try again, but Hitler's invasion of Poland aborted that attempt.’

‘How do you know all this?’

‘Long after the war, in the early sixties, my father got interested in the role of the OIB when he was approached by a man who claimed to have the full story. They had one meeting, but he never saw the man again. About six months ago, I discovered my father's papers on the case, and they refer to the contact simply as Mr X. I have a hunch that he was the man who was hired to assassinate Gentin, but it's just a hunch. Alternatively, he may have been a sort of agent provocateur acting on behalf of some political or bureaucratic interest, hoping that my father's investigation would embarrass a rival public figure or official.  

‘Now, let me get on with the story. In December 1939, a short time after war was declared, the bank ceased its secret operations and its government-appointed officers were dispersed all over the country and to other countries: Portugal, Sweden, and the United States. A year later, the bank's legitimate assets were bought for a pittance by another bank.’

‘Harrington Business Bank.’

‘Yes. Now we get to the part that prompted my father to really put his teeth in the investigation. By late 1940, London was teeming with Frenchmen—politicians, soldiers and refu​gees—who began to work closely with the government, the armed forces and the intelligence services. Some of them may have caught wind of the plot and may even have started to ask awkward questions. My father discovered that by the end of 1941, the two directors who had represented the govern​ment on the board of the bank were dead. One of them was a chap called Mowbray, Alfred Hirsch's direct superior at the bank. Both died in similar circumstances: a road accident with no other car involved. At least, that's what the papers said. In March 1942 another of the government's men at the bank died, also on the road, although that was almost certainly a genuine accident: a frontal collision in the fog with another car, and all of the people in it were seriously injured. Then my father found out that by June 1944, two others were dead. The man in Stockholm died on the first of May when his car exploded. Barely three weeks later, the man in Coimbra was found dead at the foot of a cliff in the Rio Mondego between Coimbra and Penacova. Only two of the government's men survived the war.’ 

‘Hirsch was one of these two.’

‘Yes. The other was a man called Jeremy Nicholas. Accord​ing to my father's notes, Nicholas probably arranged his own disappearance. Hirsch had been transferred to New York already in October 1940, to help organise the BSC…’

‘What is that?’

‘British Security Co-ordination, which was set up by William Stephenson—you know, to entice the American public to support their country's entry into the war. Hirsch, at that time, may have been working for the SIS.’

‘Secret Intelligence, MI6.’

‘Right. Well, my father got the idea that Hirsch had been involved in the deaths of his former colleagues at the bank, possibly as the instigator but more likely acting on orders from others, whoever they may have been. Now the day before yesterday I discovered, among the documents I'd taken from his study, something that I believe alludes to the plan to eliminate the key witnesses of the botched operation in France.’ 

Londale leafed through the folder and picked up the carbon copy that I had seen before. It looked like a letter, dated December 12, 1940, although there was no addressee and no signature. The text began with the words ‘I agree that in the present circumstances the proposed course of action will minimize the risks. However, it still carries great risks of its own, not the least of which is: why not me?’ and farther down suggested, ‘Begin with the big fish. The others will get the message. If not, well, we can plan for that eventuality, but as you said, the fewer waves, the better.’ 

‘That may refer to the elimination of the bank's officers, and I believe it does. Of course, I can't be one hundred percent sure. If it does, and if we assume that Hirsch wrote the letter, keeping only a carbon copy, it suggests that he knew about the plan from the beginning, even if he didn't propose it. 

‘According to that Mr X, Hirsch wrote down everything he knew about the bank and the cover-up of its operations, probably already in 1943, while he was still in New York. Maybe Hirsch had begun to fear that he too was a target for elimination and wanted to protect himself. He put his report on the OIB in a sealed envelope, which he deposited with a notary in Quebec for safekeeping, with instructions to send it to the French Authorities in London in case he should die in suspicious circumstances. My father writes that he identified the notary and went to see him in Quebec, where he still lived. Of course, he gained no knowledge of what was in the envelope. What I do have is this.’

Again, Londale rummaged through the papers on the table and this time picked out an unsigned note written on stationery from a hotel in Queens, in New York. With some difficulty, I deciphered the handwriting: ‘Couldn't make it to see you this morning. Papers safe in Q with Jeannot. 2U understands your intentions.’ It seemed as direct a confirmation of Mr X's story as one could hope to find. ‘What does this 2U stand for? Two U, double-u? Could it be Wendell Marle?’ I asked.

‘2U may be anything, anybody. Nothing in my father's notes suggests that Marle was involved.’ 

‘Hirsch was an associate of Marle before the war, at the time the bank was founded, and Marle was always advocat​ing stepping up preparations for war, wasn't he?’ 

‘Preparing for war, yes, that was his theme, not starting it.’

‘Is the envelope in your brief​case?’

‘No, I don't know if that envelope still exist. The notary told my father that Hirsch himself came to him to recover the envelope after the war, probably in 1946. What I have now Hirsch seems to have written later, at a time when he still had the documents or at least a fresh memory of them. I'd give my right arm for the original papers. My guess is that Hirsch destroyed them because they were too incrimi​nat​ing for himself, and replaced them with a thoroughly edited version of the story.’

‘Have you any idea who wrote that note, who delivered Hirsch's file to the notary?’

‘No.’ 

‘Where does Ralph Jones come into this?’

‘When my father was sent to the United States to report on the Kennedy assassination, he used most of his spare time—and then sacrificed two holidays—finding out what Hirsch had been up to while he was there. He got married in New York, in 1942, and shortly thereafter, his diplomatic career took off. It wasn't difficult to establish where he had lived and whom he had befriended and worked with. Among his friends, one stood out: Ralph Jones. Hirsch was a sort of mentor to Jones. Did you know that?’ 

‘Yes, Jones himself told me.’ 

‘Jones was in the Army then, had been transferred from a unit that, as my father discovered, had no records of him other than that he was assigned to it a week before his departure for Washington on January 1, 1944. My father thought he had been, and maybe continued to be, involved with the SOE, the special operations branch of SIS.

‘He had worked with the French resistance. I saw evidence of that when I was at his house.’

‘Didn't I tell you that you're the only man I can trust who can make sense of these papers? Well, in 1946, a body was found in the Potomac, near Bethesda, in Maryland, less than ten miles from where Hirsch lived then.’

Londale held up a page from a newspaper in the file and pointed out a short item under the title Crime Victim in Potomac. ‘The man was shot three times—two bullets in the chest and one through the forehead—and then dumped in the river. Dental records identified the body as that of Jeremy Hobbs, a British subject with no known address. He appeared to have been destitute: the police had picked him up for vagrancy several times in both the New York and the Washington D.C. areas. My father was able to obtain a photo​graph of Hobbs, and sure enough, when he checked with the sister and an old friend of Jeremy Nicholas in England, they positively claimed that it was the same man. The sister told my father that she last saw Jeremy on Christmas Eve 1941. She said that he looked frightened; that she thought he was about to be sent to the front; and that she had no idea how he got to America. Unfortu​nately, she died in 1971. 

‘What set my father on the Hobbs-Nicholas trail was the mention in a local paper in Maryland that the police had questioned an unnamed British diplomat—my father sus​pected Hirsch, of course—as a possible witness in connection with the death of Hobbs. Questioned, not arrested. The article is in Hirsch's file. Here.’

Londale showed me another page from a newspaper on the table and with his index finger drew a circle around an item under the headline New Lead in Potomac Murder Case.

‘My father didn't get access to the police files, but at the newspaper someone gave him the address of the reporter who had covered the story. The man still had his note​books and told my father that the diplomat whom the police had held for questioning was one Randolph Jones. Somebody had claimed to have seen his car on an out-of-the-way service road near the river, but Jones denied having been near the place and the witness was deemed unreliable. Within a short time after the incident Hirsch and Jones were back in England. That led my father to investigate Jones as well.’ 

‘Jones or Hirsch killed the man?’

‘My father speculated that Hobbs-Nicholas had learned about Hirsch's presence in the Washington area and tried to black​mail him. He may have known more about Hirsch's involvement in the deaths of their colleagues at the OIB. Hirsch probably called upon Jones to help him in getting rid of Nicholas. But let me get on with the story.

‘Early in '65 my father had a heart attack, and during his convalescence he put all he had on the French plot, the bank, and the fate of its personnel together and wrote it up in a substantial report. He then decided to go to Hirsch and con​front him with it. Hirsch, however, was in Indonesia at that time, and my father had no chance to go there until December of that year. Two weeks after his return, on the twenty-fifth of January 1966, his body was found in the river near Hollins Green, which is downstream from Manchester.’ He paused for a second. It was so shocking; I could not utter a word. ‘He'd been shot, a bullet to his head. Because my father's main targets before he went to the East had been crime gangs in the region, the police took several known gangsters from Manchester and Liverpool into custody. They had to release them for lack of evidence. I'd just turned nineteen when my father died, and I decided to become a journalist myself. For years, I wasted my time trying to find his killer among the local hoodlums. Nobody thought that his death had anything to do with his trip to Indonesia. Few people knew about his interest in the OIB or Hirsch: he never made a big deal of it. We didn't even know that he'd spoken to Hirsch in Indonesia.

‘That should have been the end of the story, but it wasn't. Last year, in September, my mother—she has died since—went to a nursing home and I had to clear out the house, to put it up for sale. In a box in the attic I found my father's report on the bank, with the newspaper cuttings, the Hobbs-Nicholas photo​graph, and also a few loose pages with the notes of his meeting with Hirsch in Indonesia.’

‘What did they say?’

‘It's all in here, in this briefcase. What happened was that when my father went to see Hirsch in Indonesia and told him that he wanted to discuss the bank, Hirsch did not object, although he wasn't enthusiastic. He said that it was an old story and that, anyway, the bank had folded when it had served its purpose. When my father then made it clear that he was looking into the mysterious deaths of many of the people who had worked at the bank, Hirsch lied. He said that it was the first time he heard about that. Then my father mentioned the death of Jeremy Nicholas, alias Hobbs. That sent Hirsch into a panic. He threw my father out of his office, but my father lingered outside the door and over​heard him making a call in which he repeated the gist of what my father had told him.’ 

‘Do you know who it was Hirsch called?’

‘No, just a first name: David. My father speculated that it was someone at the British or the American Embassy. He found several Davids. The names are all in the file. I'm trying to find out what became of these men. I want to talk to that David, if he's still alive. Hirsch being dead, he's the only one who can lead me to my father's killer.’ 

‘Could it have been Jones?’

‘Maybe, but I have nothing that links Jones to my father's death, nothing even that suggests that Hirsch and Jones were still in contact at the time. Hirsch returned from Jakarta to England in the summer of 1966, and he stayed in London for almost ten years, until 1975, when he retired to Laingley.’

Laingley, where Jones lived… Did Londale know about the 1972 deed that made John Hirsch a co-owner of The Hollows? Did he know about Hirsch's relation to Arlene Simms?

Bill Londale looked at his watch again. ‘I have to get on with the story. You will keep the documents for me, will you?’

‘Yes, of course.’ It was a spontaneous response, prompted as much by a desire to help as by my eagerness to find out more about Jones and Hirsch. ‘What do you want me to do with them?’ 

‘Just keep them. Don't mention them to anyone, and certainly tell nobody, nobody, that we ever met.’

‘Not even the police? If what you told me is…’

‘Read the files, then judge for yourself if there's anything in there that would convince the police of the need for a formal investigation… thirty years after the facts. I'd hoped that there would be hard evidence in that drawer, but I should have known better. Hirsch was clever. He wrote to protect, not to incriminate himself. What I have fits in nicely with my father's notes and the documents he found, but it is hardly enough. Maybe some​where there's solid proof of Hirsch's complicity in the elimination of his former colleagues or the death of my father—but no, so far no smoking gun. Besides, I have to consider the risk to myself, if I were to involve the police and they then decided against a full investigation.’ 

‘Why do you want to get rid of the files all of a sudden?’

‘By no means all of a sudden. I've thought long and hard about it, even before I had Hirsch's files in my hands. I have a wife and a daughter. They're urging me to get rid of the documents. My wife is convinced that we're being stalked. Already there's been an attempt to break into our house, and there have been attempts on my life.’ He said that almost casually, but I was stunned again. He continued: ‘After I found my father's papers I phoned Hirsch, but I was stupid enough to give my real name. He immediately broke off the connec​tion. Less than a week later, the brakes on my car failed. Not much happened, as I was driving very slowly, and the police found no conclusive evidence of foul play, but I'm convinced that the brakes had been tampered with. Almost two weeks later, while I was at work and my wife was in town, a neighbour surprised a burglar, in clear daylight, and chased him away. Coincidence? I don't think so. A little more than two weeks before I went to see Hirsch under your name, when my wife and I returned from the theatre late at night, the house was full of gas. Fortu​nately, she smelled it and we did not switch on the lights until long after we'd opened all the windows. We told the police that we'd left a vent in the kitchen window open—we'd had fried kippers for supper—and that it was closed when we returned. However, they found nothing suspicious and told us to be more careful with the gas in the future! I knew then and there I had to do something to get Hirsch on the defensive, to convince him that he'd better call off his campaign against me.’

‘You assume Hirsch was behind all of that?’

‘Who else? My father had ignited the bomb under his career and my telephone call to him triggered that series of incidents.’

‘Jones? You suggested that Jones had served Hirsch as an executioner at least once in the past.’

‘True, but that was fifty years ago, when Jones could still expect that Hirsch would be influential enough to advance his career. What did Hirsch have to offer to Jones in 1966? What did he have to offer him now? Moreover, there's no similarity whatsoever between the deaths of my father and Hobbs, who were shot, and the attempts on my life. They were fright​ening enough but also obviously amateur​ish.’

‘Maybe they were just attempts to scare you away without provoking a serious police investigation?’

‘Maybe. Anyway, Hirsch was my priority, and nothing has happened since he died—unless my wife is right and there is someone stalking us, which, frankly, I doubt. I'm not given to wild speculation.’

‘But you don't mind taking risks, do you?’ 

‘Craigh House? That burglary gnaws at my conscience, but investigating to uncover the truth about my father's death is different from bringing public accusations without solid evidence.’ I felt rebuked and bit my tongue. ‘Now, let me go on. All my hopes were on my second appointment with Hirsch in Laingley, a week after the first one at his house. I'd told him then that my name was Carradine—to make the confusion with Paradine plausible—and that I wished to speak to him about his work in the early days of the United Nations. That puzzled him. He said that he'd thought I wanted to ask questions about a Mr Overton who had put up money for a bank where he'd worked. “Yes, about that too,” I said, “but mainly about your diplomatic activities.” Until then, I hadn't known what you wanted to see him about. I can assure you, that bit of information came as a shock to me. It prompted me to spend quite some time finding out all I could about you and your intentions. When I learned that you were seeking a job in Cunnir, at the Lyme Estate, I phoned the director of the estate and he suggested that I contact one Councillor Walters. He told me that you'd come to the estate to look for information on the Simms family. It was then that I got the idea to ask you to keep the documents for me. Because you work for Overton, I felt sure that you would handle them with discretion.’ 

‘Why would Hirsch have wanted to talk about the bank to me?’

‘To find out if you knew anything about its dark side, I suppose, or maybe because he knew that you were interested only in Overton's role in it. Anyway, I wanted to get Hirsch to talk, and to gain his trust. The pros​pects were not bad; after all, he wasn't so sharp anymore and eager to tell the story of his diplomatic assignments in New York and Washington. I would've been in a pickle if you'd wanted to discuss the same subject with him, for then he'd certainly have become suspicious and cancelled the second interview. My hope was that he'd eventually invite me to his house again, then I could try to get to see the documents in that drawer. Nobody at Craigh House, with the possible exception of the man who'd let me in, knows my face—and I was wearing a hat and a scarf at that time. I felt I was safe as long as I could conceal my real name.’

‘What about the attempts on your life?’

‘The direct targets were my car and my house. Whoever carried out those actions needed only my name and my address. Remember that the attempts began after I'd called Alfred Hirsch and told him my name and my profession. He certainly did not know my face when I went to see him, and as I said, things have been quiet since he died. I was in Laingley for the second interview when I learned of his death. That was when I phoned you the first time. So, I returned to Manchester—on the day of his funeral! Only then, too late of course, did it occur to me that the house would be empty while everybody was in Laingley for the service and the burial.’

‘Actually, it wasn't. The caterers were there to prepare for the reception after the burial.’

‘Really? Maybe that would’ve made it even easier… Anyway, I realized that I only had to watch out for another occasion like that. Using another false name, I phoned Craigh House to offer my condolences and asked if there would be a memorial service of some sort, as I hadn't been able to come to the funeral. The daughter-in-law gave me the date. You know the rest. Now I really must go. Thanks. You have no idea how grateful I am. I mean that.’

Indeed, he had gratitude written all over his face, and he appeared almost relaxed. He pushed the briefcase under the table over to my side, got up, and left. By then Macky's Garden Room was nearly full of people. The boy behind the counter had turned up the volume of the radio so that occasionally a flare of music rose above the happy racket of the lunch hour. I ordered another cup of coffee and a sand​wich. I tried to let everything Lonsdale had told me sink in, but my mind went blank. It was just too much. How different things would have been if that French minister of industry had gone to the meeting where the assassin was waiting for him—that was about as far as my thoughts went. 

Londale's briefcase was on my desk. His story seemed to fit the facts to the extent that I knew any facts. Against the back​ground of my knowledge of the relationship between Ralph Jones and the Hirsches, it made even more sense than Londale had suggested. In a perverse sort of way, that gave me some satisfaction, although the implications concerning Sarah's father were frightening. Therefore, it was going to be a burden that I should have to carry in silence. Barry Londale was dead, murdered; his son claimed that there had been attempts on his life, and he probably survived only because his persecutors no longer resorted to summary execution by shooting. I was not going to risk my or Londale's or anybody else's life by walking up to Jones and asking, ‘Can you explain this?’ Besides, as Londale himself had admitted, even with the inclusion of the documents from Hirsch's cabinet, there was no hard evidence in any of the papers in his briefcase. 

I phoned Jacob Salomon to ask him about the codename 2U, but he said he had never seen it. Several times I opened the briefcase, only to close it again after no more than a glance at a single page. I could not bring myself to read any of its contents. I had listened to the story Londale had forced on me under false pretences. I could not help that, but reading it now would be a deliberate act. I felt that there was safety in doubt and uncertainty. In spite of my intense curiosity, I resolved to take the lot to the Hallamy Institute and stash it away in the archives there, filing the papers as ‘On loan: confidential’ under ‘Overton’. That should meet Londale's request for safekeeping. It was up to him to decide what to do with them next. As for me, I should try not to think about his story, try even to forget all about it. Sarah should never find out about it, or about my knowledge of it. She would take it as an insult, a betrayal, if she ever discovered that I actually had a file on her father. 

I felt depressed. As much as I wanted to be with her, I could no longer be completely honest with her—ever. How could I still face her? What should I say to her? ‘I now believe that your father is a murderer; but I can't yet prove it.’ She should discover the truth, whatever it was, for herself—that was my only hope. If she did, then I would look into her eyes and say: ‘It does not affect my feelings for you; I love you.’ However, as things stood, the chances that there would be another occasion to be near her were slim, if not non-existent. 

*

IX. Family Matters

(Wednesday, May 18th)

News had come that Auntie would at last be discharged from the convalescent home and moved to the serviced flat that mother had selected for her. My parents decided to go to Antwerp again to help her settle in and to empty her old flat. ‘You should accompany us,’ mother insisted. ‘There's some heavy furniture there, and your father won't be able to do all the work by himself.’ 

‘I'll go with you.’ I jumped at this unexpected opportu​nity to get away from Londale's briefcase, which was still in my room. ‘I'm sure there won't be a lot to do for us. Pack her clothes and the few things Auntie wants to keep, and leave the rest to the house clearer. She won't be able to take much with her, will she?’

‘No, I suppose not. She'll have a fully furnished kitchen​ette, so we'll have to get rid of the fridge and the cooker. There certainly won't be enough space for the double bed and the wardrobe or for her cupboard. We'll have to check. We may have to buy some new stuff. I have the telephone number of the home somewhere. I'll talk to the manager. She should be able to tell us what we can do.’

‘We leave on Saturday?’

‘Yes, and we'll go by car this time.’ 

‘Through the new Channel Tunnel?’ I remembered reading that the queen and the French president had officially opened it about a fortnight earlier.

‘No, we'll take the ferry. The Eurotunnel is probably too expensive, and I'm not sure that it saves us much time in getting to Antwerp. Besides, I don't think that the trains are running yet. We'll stay at Auntie's flat. Make sure you pack your air mattress. The house clearer will come to collect her things next Wednesday in the morning, and we should be in Ostend by six p.m. to catch the ferry back to Dover. Vera told him that, and he promised that he would be there before nine a.m. She's such a great help. Auntie is so fortunate to have a friend like her.’

‘I'll tell the people at the Institute that I won't be there on Monday. I'll go on Thursday or Friday; that should be no problem.’

‘It's all so sad. She's going to a flat, and that will be her last address, unless she gets worse and ends up in a single room in an institution or a hospital. It makes you think, doesn't it, of what is awaiting us. I hope to die in my own house, not in some place where others make the rules. Do you think your father will be able to cope, if he ends up alone?’

‘You know dad; he's like Auntie, he takes it as it comes. You shouldn't worry about such things. I don't.’

‘That's because you're young.’ 

‘And so are you! You're barely fifty.’ 

‘You are a dear boy, but I'm fifty-five now. You're right, of course, but that's how it is. These thoughts creep up on you, and there's no way to stop them.’

I put my arms around her and gave her a bear hug. ‘This should stop them.’ She laughed as a tear welled up in her eye. ‘See? It doesn't take more than that.’ 

I took Londale's briefcase to the Institute and watched while the librarian care​fully arranged its contents in a box. She sealed it with long strips of sturdy tape, wrote a reference number on the box, and glued a sticker with the word ‘Confidential’ on the cover. She had me fill out a form and gave me a receipt. Taking the empty briefcase with me, I went home again.

Later that day, there was a telephone call from Harry Walters. The tone of his voice as he greeted me betrayed some discomfiture. ‘I'm sorry for not getting in touch earlier,’ he began, ‘but there were a few glitches over here. Now, don't think the worst, but the decision on the archives has been postponed.’ 

‘Postponed? Until when?’

‘No date has been set, I'm afraid. Part of the problem is financial, as you would expect, but that isn't all. We thought the out-going council would make the decision, but the new council will reconsider the proposed arrangement. There's been a lot of manoeuvring behind the scenes about who will have the final say on the appointment of the archivist. All along we took it for granted that it would be the board of the estate, but the rector of the college is crossing us there, and Sadat is really no match for him. The rector mobilized a lot of support in the commu​nity and that led to a deadlock in the council. Mind you, I'm not giving up, but the elections brought in quite a few new faces, younger people with a strong affinity to the college. You know how it is: the newly elected members want to flex their muscles at the earliest opportunity.’ 

‘And the college is a more dynamic entity than the estate?’

‘Exactly. The projec​tions made for the college promise a trebling of the student population within ten years and a profusion of start-up companies as the planned New Technologies Department gets under steam. Ha, “Gets under steam”, not a fitting metaphor for the new technologies, is it? Silicon Valley on the Lyse—that's how they are selling it. A lot of hype, if you ask me, but hype is the one thing that politicians can't afford to ignore, if you know what I mean.’

‘My chances are bleak, then.’

‘Well, let's say that they're a lot less bright than I thought they were only two weeks ago, when you were here. Of course, even if the college should get the authority to appoint the archivist, you might still come out on top. So far, I haven't heard of any candidate with better credentials than yours, but you can imagine that my opinion on who is the better candidate may not carry the same weight with the rector as it does with Sadat.’

‘He's no friend of yours?’

‘Oh, we're on good terms, but French and Philosophy are no longer basking in the glare of academic prestige over here. They're not the wave of the future, are they?’

‘So, I'll just have to wait and see?’

‘I'm sorry. I did my best… and as I said, I'm not giving up, but there's only so much that I can do.’

‘I appreciate your efforts in my behalf, Mr Walters. I really do.’

‘Yes. Well, now you know how things stand here. By the way, how is your book moving along?’

‘I'm working hard on it. It should be finished sometime in August.’

‘Great! As soon as I have more news, I will call you. Good​bye.’

‘Goodbye, and give my regards to Tim Holbrook, will you?’

‘I will. Have you met his brother?’

‘Yes, I had a long conversation with him when I was at the estate. I had dinner with them at their home.’

‘That's true. I'd forgotten about that. Then you know that George is not in good health. His condition has taken a turn for the worse. He was taken to the local hospital in Laingley and then moved to Cunnir only last week.’ 

‘That's bad. How is he now?’

‘Weak, very weak; he was back in Wainock yesterday, but he must remain in bed. It's sad; he's such a wonderful charac​ter. It's fortunate that he can count on Tim and Mary Jane; they are truly his lifeline.’

‘I noticed that. I'll send George a get-well card.’

‘You do that. Thanks.’

As I was no longer expecting to get the job in Cunnir, Walters's account of the goings-on in connection with the estate's archives hardly affected me. Nevertheless, I felt sorry for the man. The last time I had seen him, he was full of confidence in his power and influence. Now, he sounded defeated, embar​rassed by his inability to get his way, afraid perhaps that he might soon be a political has-been. 

George Holbrook's condition stayed on my mind. Several times during the day, I re-lived the discussion I had had with him over dinner at his brother's house, feeling the intensity and tenacity with which he had argued for his beliefs, hoping that he would soon recover. 

(
(Sunday, May 22nd)

Kasterlee was only fifty kilometres from Antwerp, but because we lost our way in the local labyrinth of country lanes, it was almost five in the afternoon on Sunday when we arrived at Dennenpracht, the home where Auntie had gone for her convalescence. 

As I had expected, it had not been that much work to get her flat ready for her to leave. By three o'clock, all her papers, photo albums, framed photographs, clothes, towels, toiletries, and other personal things that she wanted to take with her to her new home had been put in suitcases and a couple of boxes. With the exception of the bed, which my father and mother used during our stay, and the kitchen table, the other larger pieces of furniture that were to be collected by the house clearer had been disassembled and stored on one side of the living room. On the other side we had put some bulkier items that Auntie wanted to keep: her easy chair, two small cabinets, a bedside lamp, two paintings, her radio and her television set. We could easily have done all of that on Tuesday, but mother had decided that we should get on with it the moment we arrived at the flat. 

Auntie looked radiant. She was sitting in a comfortable chair by the window, watching the wind and the rain sweep through the orchard behind the convalescent centre. Her wheelchair, folded together, stood next to her, as if to explain why she was there and would not be able to return to her old flat. Only when she began to speak did we notice how severe the stroke had been. Her speech was slightly slurred, and occasionally she stopped talking in mid-sentence and then just sat there for a couple of seconds, frowning helplessly, then grinning: ‘Lost for words, that isn't like me at all, is it?’ Once she said, ‘I'll have to learn to think about what I want to say before I say it. Who would've thought that I…’ 

There was not much time. A male nurse had informed us that Auntie would be wheeled to the refectory for her dinner at five-thirty. Mother wanted Auntie to know about every detail of the arrangements she had made, especially for Wednesday, when we should come to pick her up and drive her to her new home, before our return to England. She also wanted to make sure about the things that Auntie intended to keep. ‘What shall I do with the big carpet? The toaster? Do you need it? I've packed the blender and the electric water heater. Is that okay?’ She was not in the least deterred by Auntie's repeated assurances that whatever she thought best would be fine. ‘Just one thing,’ Auntie said, ‘Michael can have his uncle's books and you can take whatever you fancy. Vera gets first choice of the rest.’ I knew the books, all twelve of them, all popular illustrated histories of the Second World War. Auntie had kept them because my uncle had told her they were valuable. She was not a reader herself and had long ago given all his other books, a collection of Dutch transla​tions of Louis L’Amour and a score of mostly cheap novels about the war and the concentration camps, to a hospital. Once, during a holiday, I had read L'Amour's Kid Rodelo and even started on Leon Uris's Battle Cry in a Dutch translation. However, at that time, my knowledge of Dutch was still far too inadequate for it and I abandoned the project after a few pages. 

Dad and I sat there, looking on and listening, delighted that Auntie was in such good spirits but aware of the infirmities with which she would have to cope. She had trouble not only with her speech and her legs but also with her left arm. She hardly moved it, and when she did, it was with obvious difficulty. The hand seemed a bit numb. 

A nurse barged in and announced in an overly loud voice that it was dinnertime. ‘I'm not deaf, you know,’ Auntie shot back with manifest irritation. ‘These are my nephew and his wife and their son. They are from England.’  

‘Ah, from England, that's nice,’ the nurse replied as she unfolded the wheelchair. To us she said: ‘She's a good girl, not a troublemaker at all, but’—she turned to Auntie again—‘it would've been better for my back if you'd lost some weight before coming here.’

Auntie answered, ‘I did,’ and speaking to us added ‘For some people it's never enough, is it?’ It was true: she had lost weight, although her face did not show it. We noticed it only when the nurse, with father's help, lifted her out of the chair by the window and then eased her into the wheelchair.   

We got up and put on our coats. ‘We'll be back tomor​row, after we've moved your things. Vera will come with us. She has arranged for us to hire a van and she'll take us to a shop where we can buy a single bed and sheets and blankets.’ 

‘You're such darlings! What would I do without you?’ She spoke cheerily but with a slight quiver. She looked up at the nurse and commanded, ‘Dinnertime, let's go.’ The nurse wheeled her out of the room. Without looking back, Auntie waved her right hand at us. 

(
(Monday, May 23rd)

Physically, Vera could not have been more different from Auntie: petite, thin, and a bit stooping, stylishly dressed, carefully made up, and obviously well off. Her flat, large and luxurious, expensively furnished and decorated with origi​nal cubist paintings, impressed mother so much that she kept mentioning it to all and sundry long after we had returned to London. Once upon a time Auntie had been Vera's cleaner. Much later, Auntie had gone to the funeral of Vera's husband, and the widow had invited her for a visit. Ever since, they had been close friends. 

‘You don't have to worry about the bed,’ Vera informed us; ‘I chose a really nice one, and it'll be delivered directly from the shop to the home.’ That little piece of information visibly disappointed mother, who had counted on making the pur​chase herself. Dad, however, was pleased: ‘Good, now let's get the van so that we can start moving.’ Vera gave us detailed directions to the garage where she had hired the van and reminded us that we should pick her up in the afternoon to take her to Kasterlee. ‘I've been there only once,’ she said. ‘I hate driving on the motorway, so I went by taxi, and that was horribly expensive. Mind you, I've phoned her daily ever since she left the hospital.’

The van was large enough to move the stuff in Vera's flat; Auntie's things would not fill a quarter of it. The size of it frightened dad. ‘I'm not going to drive that; I'm not a trucker,’ he protested to the proprietor. The man showed no sympathy: ‘The lady specifi​cally wanted this van, and I turned away another customer for it, but, hey, you're the driver.’ With a sigh he agreed to let us use a much smaller, and cheaper, vehicle. 

Getting Auntie's things into the van took much longer than we had anticipated. The lift in the building was so small that we had to carry most of the furniture three storeys down the staircase. By the time we finished, dad was exhausted. He insisted that we should go somewhere for a light lunch before driving to the home. 

Auntie's new residence was a two-room flat with special amenities for people in wheelchairs and daytime domes​tic service. To my father's relief, the manager told him to leave Auntie's furniture in the hall of the building. ‘We'll take care of it,’ she explained. ‘We're used to moving things around in this house, and the risk of damaging the walls in the corridors is too great.’ 

Surprisingly—on second thought, unsurprisingly—Vera's flat was only a few minutes away from Auntie's new home. By the time we rang the bell at Vera's, it was nearly three-thirty: there would be hardly any time left for visiting Auntie. Worn out by the unnerving experience of steering a large, unfamiliar vehicle through heavy city-traffic “on the wrong side of the road” and the exertion of moving the furniture, dad suggested that we should phone Auntie and tell her that it was too late to make the trip. ‘She'll understand,’ he said, but Vera would have none of that. ‘I called her this morning,’ she chided sternly, ‘and I promised to come and see her today. She's expecting us. A promise is a promise.’ I whis​pered to him, ‘It's okay, I'll drive.’ I felt sorry for him, but at least it would be interesting to see who would win the contest for Auntie's attention: the friend or the nephew's wife. As it turned out, it was me. 

‘Did you find the books?’ Auntie asked when I bent over to greet her with a kiss.

‘Sure, thanks, Auntie, and on the top shelf of the closet in the hall, there was a shoebox with the toy penguin that Alice used to play with when we were staying with you.’

‘Really? Then you should take it and give it to her, maybe send it to her, if that's not too expensive. That'll surprise her!’ Until dinnertime, Alice and America were the only topics of conversation. Vera did not mind a bit, for she had been to the United States, and Canada, and Mexico, many, many times with her husband, and even after his death, to visit their acquaintances over there. 

(
(Tuesday, May 24th)

Because nothing was planned for Tuesday morning, dad and I decided to drive to the Simms Factory. ‘Now that I'm here, it would be a shame if I didn't go and look around.’ When we got there, dad was noticeably disappointed, not so much because a department store had taken the place of the warehouses and the printer's shop where granddad had worked, but because nothing remained of the dock and the embankment, his very own Adventure Land. ‘I knew from your photo​graphs that it would be like this; still, I'd hoped that the place would've retained some of its old feel.’ The Fancy That! was boarded up, but a poster announced that on Friday, June 3, the place would reopen as Ban Nang Thai. 

We had a coffee in the little café in the back of the front building where Peter Vermeulen had taken me, seven weeks earlier. Father assured me that it was the room where he had stayed with Mr Jozef and Charlie, the caretakers of the factory complex—the room where they used to sort the mail. ‘Of course,’ he said, ‘there was a plain wooden door then, and only one small window.’ He began a conversa​tion with the man behind the bar, who told us that he had worked in a carpenter's shop in the back of the old complex and borrowed a lot of money to buy a part of the front section when he heard rumours about a renovation of the factory. ‘It was make or break,’ the man concluded dramatically, ‘but it turned out reasonably well.’ Not only did he remember Charlie, he brightened dad's day when he told him that Charlie occasionally dropped by to reminisce about the old times. That was the signal for father to tell the story of his connection with the Simms Factory. ‘Ask Charlie if he remembers me, and give him my greetings in any case.’

Back at the flat, mother informed us that she wanted us to drive to Kasterlee again. She thought of taking Auntie out for a stroll through the neighbourhood in her wheelchair and having afternoon tea in one of the many cafés in the village. ‘She will love that,’ mother insisted. ‘It's such a nice day, so let's take it easy. Tomorrow will be hectic.’

I did not go with them. I intended to go to the Fine Arts Museum. I had not been there since my childhood, when granny was still alive. I also thought of dropping in on Peter Vermeulen at the Port Authority, if he was not out for one of those meetings that he had so obviously pretended to dislike. 

At the museum, I spent time in the central rooms, letting myself be overwhelmed by the rich harmonies of colour and form, the surprising dramatic and often comical and irreverent details, and the sheer power of storytelling and characterisa​tion in the works of Jan van Eyck, Rubens, Jordaens and Hals. I also enjoyed Ensor's poetry of the bizarre. When I got hungry, I trekked to the quayside in search of a brasserie. I felt as if I were on a holiday. It was good to be away for once from the Overton book, the silly business of the Lyme Estate and Bill Londale's disturbing revelations. If only Sarah were with me, here in this café, eating a sandwich, sipping one of those magnificent beers, watching the traffic outside and listening to the sound of incomprehen​si​ble conversations at the other tables—here, where her father and the Hirsches meant nothing. I thought of sending her a postcard, but I knew I would not do it. With me, the mere sight of the flip side of a postcard is likely to bring on a severe case of writer's block; it would certainly do so if I wanted to write to Sarah.

From the café to Vermeulen's office was only a short distance. His secretary, Leo Neels, opened the door. It did not take him more than a second to recognize me. With a broad smile, he raised his impressive hands and eyebrows in genial amazement: ‘Mr Paradine, from London! Are you still interested in the Simms factory?’ He seemed a changed man. Not a trace of disdain marked his face or atti​tude. 

‘Actually, I just happen to be in town. I thought I should drop in to say hello.’

‘That's very kind of you. Please, come in.’

He led me into a large, almost bare office, not the messy cubicle where I had first met him. ‘Take a seat. Coffee? It's fresh. I was about to have a cup myself.’ I answered that I had just had lunch. ‘Right, there's no better time for a dose of caffeine.’ He left the room and after a minute or so came back with a tray with two cups and a small silver coffeepot such as one still sees in cafés and hotel lounges. He poured me a cup and sat down behind the desk. 

‘Mr Vermeulen is not in?’ 

‘Oh, no, he's taking a holiday—a long holiday. Actually, Peter is about to move on. Next July he'll begin working as an assistant professor at the university here. There's a good chance, I hear, that he'll be made a full professor within, say, two years. Career planning, you know. He's very good at that.’ That's why you're so happy, I thought. You're your own boss now. ‘Peter is a capable young man, but his heart isn't in this kind of work. It requires a special sort of discipline, and patience of course.’

‘And you're replacing him? Will there be a new director?’

‘You are looking at him,’ Neels said, his face beaming.

‘Congratulations.’

‘Thank you. Of course,’ he added smugly, ‘it's only logical. Nobody knows the ins and outs of the archives as I do.’

I mentioned my efforts in the archives of the Lyme Estate, without giving a hint about how uncertain my prospects were, and that made him even friendlier than he had been so far. ‘Well, well! A colleague!’ He wanted to know about my remu​neration, but pretending not to have heard his question, I asked him if there was any chance that there might be more on the Simms factory or the family than the box he had produced on my first visit. ‘As a matter of fact,’ he answered, ‘there is. It isn't a document or anything of the kind, and I don't know if it's of interest to you, but it always struck me as a fascinating story. Some time after you left, I remembered that another visitor had also wanted information on Simms. That was a long time ago. A Spanish historian from Ferrol came to see me. He was writing a book about the Costa da Morte, about some of the more spectacular shipwrecks that had occurred there.’ 

‘HMS Serpent?’

‘Among others, but that indeed was the ship he was interested in when he was here. He'd inspected the crew list and found a number of inaccuracies. In the course of his research, the Spaniard, one Antonio Galvaro, if my memory serves me right, learned about a rumour concerning a crewmember or a passenger who had gone ashore near La Rochelle. Our Mr Galvaro apparently was nothing if not thorough—maybe he just liked travelling around. He'd gone to La Rochelle to check on that.’

‘I've heard about that rumour, but as it was told to me, there were two passengers; and it wasn't La Rochelle but Île de Ré.’

‘It's an island near La Rochelle, three kilometres off the coast. There's a bridge now; there wasn't one in 1890. I was there two years ago, when we went caravanning in Les Landes. Anyway, Galvaro also went to the Police Archives in La Rochelle and discovered that a large trunk had been found in the surf near Ars-en-Ré by a local man, a couple of days after the Serpent supposedly sailed by. Among its contents were one or two binders with the imprint of the Simms Company in Antwerp, which was why Galvaro had come here. Isn't it funny—if that's the right word—how stories and hearsay about others can come to determine a man's work, even his life!’

‘You have an excellent memory. Did any of this get a mention in Galvaro's book?’

‘That I do not know. I never heard from him again and I haven't seen his book, if he ever published it. I'd forgotten all about it, until after your first visit.’ 

‘The man that left the ship may have been Anthony Simms, who at that time was in charge of the family business here. I saw a letter in your archives in which he announces having to go to Plymouth and embark on the Serpent. A friend of mine speculates that he may have been a spy of some sort, on a secret mission to France.’

‘Really? Galvaro thought that the man had become ill or maybe had an accident on board, and that the ship's doctor decided to get him to hospital on dry land. Well, I must say that your friend's version makes this even more fasci​nating.’

‘I have my doubts about my friend's speculations, but I'm very grateful for what you've told me. Whatever Simms may have been doing on the Serpent, it seems certain now that he drowned off the coast of the Île de Ré.’

‘Fascinating! If I were to write the book, I would make Simms an English agent, and have the French intercept and liquidate him. That would explain why no trace of the rowboat or any corpse was found.’ 

Neels was mocking me, obviously but good-naturedly. He was enjoying himself. At that moment, his telephone rang. When he answered the call, he began to speak rapidly and with increasing anger in the coarse dialect of the city that I had never learned to understand, although Auntie and my uncle had always used it between them. Neels seemed no longer aware of my presence. After a while, I got up from my chair and extended my hand across the desk. He shook it absent-mindedly and indicated with a nod that it was all right if I wanted to go. There sits a director, I muttered under my breath as I sidled towards the door. He looked up and, sur​prised that I was still in the room, waved his free hand at me.  

(
(Wednesday, May 25th)

Wednesday was hectic indeed. The house clearer was late, and his price was higher than mother thought it should be. He put a piece of paper on the table that he wanted father to sign. It was a long contract, with more than a page of small print. When dad insisted on reading it before signing, the man, who obviously had not counted on any of us being fluent in Dutch, became impatient. He kept saying, ‘It's a standard contract. No need to worry about it; it's been approved officially.’ 

Of course, in the end dad put his signature on it. ‘It's gobble​dygook, legalese raised to the power of two,’ he said in English as he handed one copy of the contract back to the man. ‘Why does a house clearer need a contract as if he were handling hazardous materials?’ 

The man had obviously understood the gist of that remark, for he launched into a rambling and morose rant about bureaucracy, health and environ​mental regulations, disposal taxes, license fees, lawyers and accountants, and customers who expect that every piece of their junk will sell for a fortune. When he noticed that his two helpers were lumbering idly in the hall, he brought his disquisition on the absurdities of modern society to an abrupt end: ‘Let's get this table out of here.’ 

When they left, only twelve World War II books, a shoebox with a toy penguin, a bundle of magazines and old newspa​pers, and a few things mother had put aside ‘just in case Auntie needs them after all’ remained on the floor. Where we had removed frames and furniture, rectangles of different sizes revealed the wallpaper's true colours against a faded back​ground. An overlooked curtain accentuated the disconsolate aspect of the kitchen, where a broom, a bucket, some rags and a container with detergent reminded us of the last chore we had to perform before leaving the keys with the neighbour, who would return them to the owner. 

Auntie was all packed and ready when she greeted us at Dennenpracht: ‘I am causing a lot of trouble, and don't say that isn't true, but maybe I should do this more often. It's so good to see all of you together.’

‘Well, we can kidnap you and take you to England,’ dad suggested while he helped her to sit down in the passenger seat in the front of the car and fastened her seatbelt. ‘Would you say yes to that?’

‘Oh no, that wouldn't be fair. Besides, you shouldn't uproot an old tree!’ 

Father manoeuvred the car out of the car park onto the road.

‘You'll like the flat,’ mother assured her. ‘It's really nice and there's is someone there in case you need help.’ 

‘You know, I've always dreaded going to such a place, and in a way I still do but only because it is… well, as we say here, Hotel Terminus. On the other hand, I'm looking forward to being there. It will be such a change, and change is what keeps one young, right?’

‘You're among the fortunate ones, Auntie. No matter how old you grow, you will remain young.’ 

‘Ha, young at heart, as if that keeps all the old-age ailments at bay!’ Suddenly, hilariously, she burst out singing in a high-pitched voice: ‘Fairy tales can come true, it can happen to you if you're young at heart…’ After a few seconds, the rhapsodic interlude ended in a fit of laughter and coughs. ‘Oh dear! Kathryn Grayson I'm not.’

‘Mrs Miller perhaps?’ father suggested with mock serious​ness. ‘Do you remember her?’

‘That squealing psychedelic grandmother? Is she still alive?’ Auntie half-turned her head. ‘You don't know her, do you, Michael? Never mind, you can probably name a hundred pop singers that I've never heard of—and they'll all be soon forgotten.’

‘Yeah, and forgotten by more people than we'll ever be.’ Dad looked up into the rear-view mirror and winked at me. It was his kind of joke and the wink was not so much an expression of his satisfaction with it as it was an apology for its being so predictable. 

‘If there's anything you need, let us know,’ mother said.

‘They say that if you do not ask, you will not get. That's not true. I've never asked for anything; still everybody keeps on giving to me.’

‘That's because there isn't a soul in world that doesn't see at first sight that you wouldn't hurt a fly.’

‘I do have a flyswatter—or did you throw it away?’ 

‘You know what I mean.’

‘The trick is to avoid people you might want to hurt; they are usually the ones who want to hurt you.’

‘Stop it, Auntie. You have always lived like a philoso​pher; now you're talking like one.’

‘That's the privilege of being old, my boy.’ 

‘Young, you mean.’

‘Yes, eternally young, young until the last breath...’ She gazed wistfully ahead. We understood. She was not thinking of herself but of the son she had lost, my father's brawny cousin, whom I had met only twice, once at a birthday party for granny and then again at her funeral. Hardly a word was spoken during the remainder of the long ride back to Antwerp. 

The manager was waiting for us at the home and, having helped Auntie into her wheelchair, took us to Auntie's new flat. ‘You'll like it, and there's a visitor already,’ the manager said. It was Vera, of course. She had supervised the furnishing of Auntie's rooms and supplied a bottle of cham​pagne in an ice bucket and stylish crystal glasses. ‘Never miss an occasion for a celebration. Here's to you, Marie.’ 

It was past three p.m. and we had to leave. ‘The manager gave us your telephone number here,’ mother said; ‘I'll pass it on to Alice. Remember, if there's anything we can do, call us immediately, you hear. We love you, you know that.’ 

‘I'll be fine, just fine. Now go, don't miss the boat.’ 

*

X. Almost There

(Saturday, May 28th – Monday, 30th)

It was Saturday before I could resume work on my book. Thursday, the day after our return from Antwerp, I had gone to the Institute to make up for my absence on Monday. I found a paper on my desk so voluminous that it kept me busy until late Friday afternoon. ‘Sorry Michael, this HAS to be checked before the weekend. R.B.,’ the accompany​ing note said.

Randolph “Randy” Banes—his American friends always asked for Randy Banes when they phoned the Institute to talk to him—was our resident legal scientist but no friend of mine. On my return from Cunnir, I had written him a note with Sarah's account of the deed and the will, and a question concerning their legality. He had not replied to it. Later, when I accosted him on the stairway and asked him about it, he said that it would not be fair if he, not being a practising lawyer, would give free consultations. He made it sound as if my question was unethical. All the same, I should not take time over his request. The Institute had hired him specifically to boost its academic credentials, even exempted him from teaching. That made him by far the most expensive member of the staff, envied and disliked by everybody except the head of our department, who thought that his dissertation Managed Evolution: a Legal Frame​work for the Post-Industrial Society was the essential scientific reference for all future work on economic policy. Moreover, alone among the staff, Randy had a knack—perhaps the right connections—for having his papers accepted for publication in prestigious journals, especially American ones. And indeed, one had to admire the dexterity with which he mixed concepts stolen from evolu​tionary biology and quotes from legal sources to produce one variation after another of what was generally referred to as Randy's Cocktail. It was a hell of a formula: simply by changing the legal references Randy managed to get away with writing the same paper over and over again and claiming to revolution​ize now this then that area of legal thought. It was fortunate for me that the paper on my desk contained hardly any new references; it was little more than a combination of two articles I had checked for him months before. Still, I had to go over to the Law Library of the University of North London and spent the better part of Friday morning there. As usual, many of his references and quotations were inaccurate, as if he had written them down from memory or unreliable sources.

It was difficult picking up the work on my book where I had left it the previous week. I did not make much progress and consequently welcomed mother's suggestion that I should accom​pany her and dad on a bank holiday visit to her niece, Helen, who lived in Staplehurst with her husband and their youngest son, Mark. ‘We'll leave on Sunday, shortly after noon,’ mother said, ‘and we'll stay with them for a visit to Sissinghurst Gardens and maybe Scotney Castle on Monday. We should be back on Monday, in time for supper.’ 

As it turned out, it was a most enjoyable outing, especially for mother, who loved the Gardens and got ecstatic over the displays of azaleas and rhododendrons in Scotney, although large batches of azalea were already well past their prime. For me, it was great fun spending time again with Mark, whom I had not seen in many years. I did not even recognise him when we arrived at their house and he opened the door for us. The fat boy that I remembered had turned into a sporty young student of computer engineering with a plan to do a summer internship in California. 

Because Helen had insisted that we stay for dinner, it was already close to midnight when I parked the car in the driveway next to dad's study. Mother, who had been sleeping in the backseat all the way home, woke up, as on cue, the moment we turned into our street and issued her last set of instructions for the day. Father soon disappeared into his study. I switched on the television, zapped from one channel to the next until I got one noise-filled screen after another, and switched it off again. Why is it that such carefree days leave one at once deeply satisfied and melancholy? My thoughts turned to the Overton book as I went up the stairs. For more than a week, it had been lying idle, except for a few unfruitful hours on Saturday and Sunday morning. I had not yet made up my mind whether to go to the Institute in the morning—I had been there on Thursday and Friday—but in the end decided to go anyway. 

(
(Tuesday, May 31st)

On Tuesday, there was another bundle from Randy and a note: ‘Sorry Michael, Forgot to include the bibliography. Use Chicago Manual of Style. URGENT, R.B.’ That was no work at all. Randy had one bibliography that he always used. I had it stored in a database on my computer, from where I could extract any item I wanted in the appropriate format. All I had to do was to scan the footnotes of the paper in search of the odd book or journal that was not already on the list. By ten-thirty I was at Randy's door, but his room was empty. I went into the secretarial office on the same corridor.

‘Young Master Paradine! Alive and well!’

‘Hello Marilyn.’ Marilyn Kerr was a phenomenon in her own right. She had quite a reputation: too outspoken and self-willed to last long in any department but old and efficient enough to deserve everybody's respect. The staff knew her as The Breeze, but there were other nicknames as well—The Transgendered Bull being the most memorable. ‘These are for Randy.’

‘Too late, sonny. He came in this morning to pick up some papers and then left immediately. He won't be back until Thursday.’

‘But he said these were urgent.’

‘Yea, right; show me something that's not urgent! Half of the people here don't seem to know the difference between a school and an emergency ward at an inner-city hospital. He's off to Amsterdam. Haven't you heard? He'll be leaving us at the end of next month. Poor Fiona!’—Fiona Morane was the chairwoman of our department—‘Imagine losing your favour​ite son so soon.’

‘No, I haven't heard. Whereto?’

‘Amsterdam, of course.’

‘What's he going to do there?’

‘Serve his Cocktail with Gouda, I suppose.’ She took Randy's paper out of my hands and ostentatiously did not put it in the basket marked Urgent. 

‘He's not going to like that,’ I warned. 

‘Actually, my dear boy, that is the basket for urgent matters. The urgent-basket is for the you-should-have-done-that-yester​day stuff.’

‘You know best. I'm off. I did a double shift last week, and they don't pay for overtime, do they?’

‘Ha! We'd all be rich.’

(
(Tuesday afternoon, May 31st)

‘That girl Sarah Jones called this morning,’ mother an​nounced when I walked into the kitchen. ‘She said that she'd tried to reach you last week. I told her that we were in Belgium. She also tried to phone you at the Institute, Friday morning, but you weren't there.’

‘Friday morning? I was in the library at North London University. Did she say why she called?’

‘She's in London now.’

‘In London!’ It was so unexpected. 

‘She asked if you could meet her. She gave an address in Richmond. I wrote it down. She said that she would be there until noon and then leave for home again, taking the train from London Euston. She hopes to see you there, if you can't make it to Richmond in time.’

‘It's too late to go to Richmond. Did she say where in Euston Station?’ I damned Randy Banes and his dull Cocktail; cursed him for his arrogant claims on my time, and myself for falling—without so much as a mutter of protest—for his phoney pleas of urgency.

‘No, she didn't say. Anyway, she has to catch her train because there will be someone—her father will be waiting for her when she arrives, to drive her home.’

‘Did she say which train?’

‘The four and something, I don't remember exactly.’ She took offence at my reproachful look: ‘I gave her your number at the Institute. I didn't even know that you'd be back before dinnertime. You never are when you go to work there.’

She was right. ‘Sorry, mum. It's not your fault.’

On the train speeding through the tubes of the London Underground, I kept asking myself if something had happened in Wainock that Sarah wanted to discuss with me. All sorts of hypotheses formed in my head, few of them even remotely probable. Could it be that she simply wanted to see me? I had not heard from her ever since my stay in Cunnir when she had told me about the transfer of the property of the farm to John Hirsch, and I, instead of offering my unconditional support, had only aggravated her devastation. Most likely, she had news about the position in Cunnir. Why would she want to talk to me all of a sudden if not for some merely practical, utilitarian reason? 

I could not find her amid the waves of people streaming into the main hall of London Euston from the street and the Underground. For a while I ran frantically hither and thither in the hall, to the ticket office, the bookstall and the cafeteria, then out onto the street and back inside again. In the end, I positioned myself in front of the exit of Euston tube station. There I stood, my hands clasped behind my back, scrutinizing every face that emerged from the moving stairs.

‘Michael! At last!’

I turned around and there she was, seemingly as happy as she had been when we were together on the slope behind Wain House on that memorable walk in The Hollows. However, she embraced me as one embraces an acquaint​ance, cheerily but without a trace of intimacy. Then she stepped back a little and introduced me to a woman standing a few feet behind her: ‘Michael, this is my mother. Mother, this is Michael.’

‘So you're the young man that Sarah was so eager to see.’ Mrs Jones was tall and thin, in her late forties but no longer handsome, with a boyish haircut and eyes as dark as Sarah's except that hers were piercing rather than probing. Although every piece of clothing she wore was clearly expensive, all together they added up to a tasteless, garish ensemble—as if she cared about her clothes only at the moment of purchase and not at all when she got dressed in the morning. 

‘My train leaves in forty minutes,’ Sarah said. ‘That should give us enough time for a cup of tea. Right?’

‘Of course, dear. Just keep an eye on the clock; time goes fast.’

That was true, especially since Mrs Jones tended to monopo​lize the conversation as soon as we had found a place to sit in a crowded self-service bar. I only had a chance to speak to Sarah while we walked over to the bar, Mrs Jones a few steps ahead of us, and while we were waiting for her to come back with our drinks. Not a word about Londale, I kept admonishing myself. ‘How are things at the farm?’

‘Fine, busy of course but fine.’

‘And with your father?’ She looked at me reproachfully, as if to remind me that her father was off limits in any exchange between us. After a short uneasy silence, she nevertheless replied: ‘Some time ago we had a long talk. I asked him about the farm and what would happen to it when he was no longer in charge. He said that somebody will have to manage it, and it won't be Tom or Rick. He didn't mention John at all. He didn't say it with so many words, but it was obvious that he was re-assuring me that the farm would be mine. I'm certain that he wants me to take over when the time comes. It was such a heartening father-and-daughter talk.’

Had he really said ‘manage’? Was the deal that Sarah should become the manager of John's estate—as Armand's wife? 

‘He's a difficult man and he hasn't always been fair to me, but he alone encouraged me when I said that I wanted to study agriculture and the business of farming. He assured me that I was going in the right direction and that if I kept my eyes firmly on the goalpost then everything would turn out right.’

‘Despite the deed?’ 

I should not have asked, but after a moment's hesitation, she answered, ‘I didn't tell him that I knew about that, of course, but I'd say, yes, despite the deed.’ There was a long pause and then she continued: ‘I spent the weekend with my mother. We talked about the deed a lot, and I made her promise not to tell my father that I know. She wouldn't do that anyway because he can't stand her asking questions about Arlene—and she owes everything to him, everything. 

‘Of course, I didn't tell her about the circumstances under which I found out about it.’ Sarah put her hand on my arm and looked straight into my eyes. ‘I didn't tell her about us.’ I wanted her words to be a full explanation of her impersonal embrace and imagined that the way she said them meant that she still cared for me. However, she immediately went on about the deed: ‘Mother said she hadn't known a thing about it—she said my father was always tight-lipped—but she wasn't surprised. She knew that Alfred Hirsch knew Arlene long before either of them met my father. It seems that Alfred was a relative of Arlene—I didn't know that. Maybe Arlene had found out about my mother and my father and sought Alfred's help in tying my father's hands while she still had the opportunity. I'm not sure what to make of all of this. My mother doesn't trust the Hirsches, never did; she particu​larly despised Alfred. She says that his presence in Wainock drove her back to London, although I think the real reason was that she simply couldn't adjust to living in The Hollows. Here in London, she can do what she likes and be somebody. Here she can speak with authority even on agriculture, because her husband is a farmer.’ Sarah looked furtively about her, but her mother was still at the counter. ‘Anyway, she's convinced that my father does not trust the Hirsches either.’

‘But the deed…’ 

She pressed a finger against my lips to silence me—a gesture that sent a tingle all through my body. ‘Mother said the Hirsches are no match for a wily fox like my father. “That deed must have been something cooked up between Arlene and Alfred, but I bet your father kept a few cards up his sleeve,” she said. “Otherwise he wouldn't have put his signature to it. He's no fool. Trust him.” I do, Michael, always did.’

It struck me as wishful thinking, but I held my tongue and changed the subject: ‘What about Armand?’

‘I avoid being alone with him. He's always out to make me feel guilty when we're alone. Which is fine: we have an argument; he gets tired of it and walks away. Otherwise, things are pretty much as they were before that horrible night: pubbing with friends, water-skiing on the canal, sightseeing and shopping with Liz and Charlotte. He's arrogant and terribly jealous to boot, but then that's how he is. We practically grew up together, until he went to university. When he came back, he began to treat me as his fiancée and everybody accepted that as if it were meant to be. I did too, but I held him off because after a while he became so overbear​ing it was suffocating. He acts as if he owns me, telling me what to do and where to go, even what to wear, and making a fool of me in front of his mates—as if it's all in jest, except that I know now that it isn't.’

Mrs Jones returned with three cups of tea on a tray. The conversation shifted to this and that and finally Sarah's exams for her evening classes. They were scheduled for Friday and Saturday. She told us that she dreaded the prospect. ‘Don't be silly,’ her mother admonished her. ‘You've never had any problems with your studies. Why would you worry now?’ 

‘For some time the motivation was gone; I missed a few classes. That's why. Anyway, after that, I'm going with Liz and Charlotte to France, to the Provence, for two weeks.’ Her mother disapproved. ‘You ought to know better than to mix with the Hirsches,’ she hissed, as if she did not want me to hear her comment. Sarah ignored her: ‘I'll return on the twenty-sixth. Liz and Charlotte will stay on for another week, when John and Armand will join them.’

It was time for her to go. I wanted to accompany her to the platform, but Mrs Jones said: ‘Take care, Sarah. Give Ralph a kiss from me, if he remembers me. Go now. I'll stay here and talk to your friend for a little while longer.’

They gave each other a goodbye kiss. Sarah embraced me only a touch more intimately than she had done half an hour earlier. It did not feel right. It was as if I was going with her the way I had gone with Patty—only faster and without having had, or taken, the opportunity to show her how I had come to feel about her. 

I was still watching her as she ran off to the platform when her mother said, ‘She's my only child, my daughter. I'm very proud of her, but it's beyond me that she wants to bury herself in a place like Wainock. I wish she'd come to London. You don't mind keeping me company, do you? We're having a panel discussion tonight on the social impact of information technology. I'm supposed to meet one of our guest speakers here. I should hate to just sit here with nothing to do. Get us another cup of tea, will you?’

When I returned, she said, ‘Sarah told me you're an academic and a writer.’

‘That's right. I work at the Hallamy Institute for Industrial Studies, and I'm writing a book. It should be…’

‘An engineer?’ Disappoint​ment and even suspicion tinged her voice. 

I hastened to reassure her: ‘No, though my father is an engi​neer. The Institute has a small department of social science. I work there. I'm a historian.’ 

‘Good; then we should be on the same wave​length.’ I expected that she would want to talk about Sarah and me, but that was not her intention. ‘Tell me, what do you think of the elections?’ What do I think of the elections? Nothing; they were three weeks ago. I had hardly thought about them on the day itself. How could I have thought about the elections on that fateful Thursday, when Sarah had told me about the deed in her father's safe? ‘Where do you stand?’ Mrs Jones wanted to know.

‘You mean: on the scale between pro-freedom and pro-slavery?’ My father always used that line to confuse people when he did not want to discuss preferences for one party or another. She was not confused. ‘Ah, a thinker! I like that,’ she said appreciatively while she rummaged through the contents of her handbag.

‘Sarah told me you're into politics. Were you a candi​date?’

She produced a gold-plated lighter, which she put upright on the table, and a wrinkled packet of cigarettes, to which she gave a pitying look before trying to open it up without crushing its contents any further. 

‘No, of course not, but it is true that I'm active politi​cally.’

‘A lobbyist?’

‘No… yes… sort of; not a hobbyist. I see myself as an activist. I'm involved with several groups in various cam​paigns, mainly the NEI, Stanley Shawn's New Earth Initiative. Stanley is great, a true visionary and a tactical genius.’ In other words, a pompous ass, I thought, remem​bering the anecdote David Allison had told me at our last dinner in Greenwich. ‘Are you interested in the politics of the new social movements?’

‘Very much so: they are changing the face of politics,’ I said with exaggerated enthusiasm. It was a sycophantic lie, meant in part to please Sarah's mother and in part to mask the guilty smirk that the memory of David's gibe had brought to my face.

‘And you like that?’ she asked with a sigh as she discarded one crumpled or bent cigarette after another.

‘Sure. There's not much to be said for the old face of politics, is there?’ That pleased her very much and she raised a thumb to show her approbation. To keep the initiative, I asked her, ‘An activist—is that what you do for a living?’ 

‘There you are!’ she said, addressing a cigarette in a reasonably straight condition. She held it aloft, then carefully lodged it between her index and middle fingers. To me she said, ‘Yes, does that surprise you? Of course, being married to the heir of the Simms fortune helps defray a few expenses.’ She let out a sardonic laugh. ‘As they say, money is odourless. You know my husband, don't you?’

‘Yes, I spoke to him when I was in Wainock, where I met Sarah. Are you working together with him? He too seems to be active in various groups with political designs.’

She gave me a queer look as if she suspected some hidden purpose behind my question: ‘We may be working towards the same goal, perhaps, but our strategies are entirely different. He's seventy-five, you know, and has old-fashioned views. He has this notion that there is an established ruling elite and that we should influence as many of its members as we can. It's so top-down, so passé. The truth is that there is no ruling elite; power lies with the masses. Only a bottom-up approach can work.’

‘So you expect to meet him when you're halfway up?’ 

She ignored my little pun. ‘Ralph, my husband, still thinks that it's a matter of finding the right “responsible” argu​ments. That might work with the elite, if there were an elite, because the elite is supposed to have palpable, tangible interests and articulate ideologies. Not so the masses: they are swayed by emotions, and their emotions sway the politicians. Forget the elite. What you may think of as the elite is either irrelevant or a mere snapshot of the current face of public opinion—all those worthless celebrities and talking heads on television, all parroting the same bromides.’

‘I'm not sure that I understand.’

‘It's elementary, Dr Paradine; this is a democracy. There is no political reward in being responsible; there is in being respon​sive. What do the masses expect from a politician? Let me tell you: they want to hear him say what they feel. They are animal instincts, all the way. Take their emotions and throw them back at them as poignant proposi​tions, preferably one-liners—then you have defined public opinion. Define public opinion and the rest follows—and that rest includes the academics and the scientists. Nobody has the guts to stand up to public opinion nowadays, certainly not the average Consumer Jekyll and Voter Hyde. Marketing directors at the big corpora​tions know that all too well. They are quicker to respond than the politicians are, because for them every day is Election Day. They know how much money there is in being responsive and how little in being responsible.’  She finally got around to lighting her cigarette. Without taking her eyes off me, she allowed a wavelet of smoke to roll outside over her lower lip before sucking it back in. ‘Only feelings and emotions are reliably constant; beliefs and ideas are ephemeral. If there's one lesson to be learned from the past century, it is that people—I'm talking about the masses of course—can be made to believe anything as long as one changes the paradigm at least once every thirty years or so. Every generation must feel it is entering a New Age, one that's unlike anything that went before, for it's part of the lesson that modern man can't stand the notion that he owes anything to the past.’

‘But he expects future generations to be eternally grateful to him?’  

‘Already I've seen history courses that start in 1945, when out of an earth that was without form, void and dark, the Holy Trinity—that's Roosevelt, Stalin and Churchill—created light and order.’ 

‘Isn't that a bit too cynical?’ 

‘It's realism, Michael. If you haven't discovered that by now, you will as you grow up. How old are you?’ Twenty-nine, I told her. ‘You'd better hurry then. Don't get me wrong: I'm an idealist. But to be an effective idealist one must be a realist. That isn't hard to understand, is it?’ I smiled at her; I was thinking of David Allison: realism is not the same thing as opportunism. ‘That means that you must learn to control the power of the masses, to channel their emotions. You can't do that Ralph's way. Once he was so close to the truth, but now he's just a regular at those frequent meetings of the irrelevant.’ 

I did not know what to say to that. It was embarrassing to listen to her dismissive opinions of her husband. Was she perhaps trying to provoke me? Had Sarah told her about my misgivings about her father? ‘What do you mean, close to the truth?’ I asked.

‘Ralph once showed me a brilliant piece on politics that he'd written as a young man, “The Game of Religion” I believe it was called. He's forgotten all about it, but I haven't.’ I had seen a paper with a similar title in Jacob Salomon's bundle. Maybe I should read it. 

‘What did it say?’

‘Let me explain.’ She pushed the cups on the table aside, as if she needed an unencumbered desk to lay out the argument. ‘It was a demonstration, almost a mathematical proof: the funda​men​tal theorem of politics, if you like. Fear is the basic emotion on which all politics rests; hope is merely a deriva​tive of fear. It's where you start. Ralph's genius was in grasping that, at bottom, men fear only two things: the judge​ment of God and the power of Man.’

‘Why is that genius?’ The judgement of God and the power of Man—was that not the distinction upon which George Holbrook had insisted so feverishly at the end of our discussion three weeks earlier? It was hard to believe that George and Ralph Jones would be on the same side of any important question. Had they perhaps read the same book?

‘Why is that genius? Don't you see? As long as men fear the judgement of God above all else, they are likely to be fearless with respect to one another. They stand their ground; they consult their conscience, because they need to know what is justified or not. They know or at least expect them​selves and all others to be self-respecting persons. It's why they are convinced that it is right to respect one another, and right to accommodate themselves to each other under the Law of Equilib​rium: the Law that tells them to let one another be in peace. Then Ralph pointed out that where that Law rules, politics is held in check and therefore impotent to change the world for the better.’

‘I see; nobody in his right mind would describe politics as the art of leaving others in peace.’ 

She did not take notice of my remark: ‘Try ruling fearless people! They are too jealous of their own power to surrender it. Try being a politician if people constantly remind you that you are answerable to a higher law! There's no such thing, of course: Man is a law unto himself. Politics, you have to understand, is the power of Man over Man; in its pure form, it's organised humankind ruling itself. Therefore, to make a better world, to combine and unleash the power of politics, the fear of divine judgement has to go.’ She spoke with such stirring enthusiasm that I could not help looking around to see if she was perhaps addressing a larger audience than just me. The place was crowded, but nobody was paying any attention to us. 

‘Instead of the fear of God, let's have man's fear of other men. Judgement has to make way for Power; truth and logic for efficacy and efficiency. Is that what you're saying?’ I caught myself sounding exactly like George Holbrook. ‘I mean, forget God and embrace politics?’

‘Exactly, well… almost. Teach men the futility of praying for good judgement and they will pray only for power. Ralph saw that politics could escape from under the weight of religion only by downplaying God's Judgement and exalting his Power: present God as a partisan warlord, or rather a congeries of war​lords; and then repudiate him because he's a warlord—an ineffective warlord.’

‘Surely that had been done long before your husband was born, if not already at the time of the Crusades then certainly when the nationalists in various countries had the idea that they could nationalize God.’ 

‘Of course! Ralph merely pointed out that any attempt to regulate politics with the sanction of the divine inevitably leads to the politicisation of the divine. It's how Christendom became Europe—isn't that what you historians have taught us? But the Warlord-God, the partisan God, is only the first step to the victory of Man. Why? Because when men lose faith in good judgement, they must turn to effective power—there's no alternative. That was Ralph's great insight.’ It was also George's argument, except that he was on the side of good judgement, definitely not on the side of power. George and Mrs Jones seemed to be close to the point where opposites meet, where no compromises are possible. Moreover, there was a curious asymmetry here: one can imagine power being made whole​some under the guidance of good judgement; but what would become of judgement, if it were no more than the servant of power, a slave of the emotions? 

Mrs Jones was still lecturing, speaking rapidly as if repeating a text she had already used on numerous occasions: ‘Tell people that they ought to fear God because he is almighty, and experience will soon teach them that he's well-nigh powerless. That's when they transfer their fear from God to other men. Keep them in fear of one another and they won't want to stand their ground—fearful people don't consult their conscience. They run for help, seek guidance in defeating others. They're pliable, easy to rule, and eager to subject others to the same rule. Do you get it now?’ I thought that I did, but I was not sure. I merely responded with a skewed nod. That was not good enough. With obvious impa​tience and in a shriller voice, she proceeded with her argument: ‘They will pray for power. Now, to whom will they pray? Not to a powerless God but to other men, obviously! It's the current state of politics: men pray that others should rule them. The problem is different persons pray to different men.’ It was a reasonable conclusion, but I was sceptical of the slant she im​parted to it. She sensed my reluctance: ‘You don't believe that, do you? Maybe you don't because you think like Ralph. He didn't follow his own argument to its logical conclusion, and rather than to make the effort, he chose to forget it.’

‘What then is the logical conclusion? That all of us should pray to the same men?’

‘Certainly not! Ralph was right to stress the emotion of fear, but he didn't go beyond “Who fears whom?” Another relevant question, of course, is “Fear for what?”’ 

‘Of course.’ I had no idea where her argument was going.

Mrs Jones leaned back. For a while, she kept gazing pensively at me. Then she said almost ruefully, ‘I shouldn't be too hard on my husband. Ralph grew up when the old socialism still looked as if it was the wave of the future. You can't deny that in the meantime all the traditional parties, Left, Right, and Centre, all over Europe and elsewhere, have become socialist. There is a problem? It is Society's fault, so lets reform, if need be re-form, Society. That's what politics today is all about, isn't it?’

‘Isn't it the basic tenet of socialism that an individual's primary obligation is to Society?’

She leaned forward again. ‘Certainly, that's the beauty of it. It teaches you to worship the thing that's to blame for every evil that befalls you. In that respect, it's like that silly religion of the Almighty God. But unlike that religion, it immediately offers a way out: Society is merely other people. That's what is wrong with Society. To right that wrong you must take command of Society and use its powers—the powers of others—to solve your problems. Re-make others the way you want them to be. It's all there: fear and hope—fear others and hope to defeat them, hope to make them do your bidding.’ She paused for effect. This time I nodded emphatically to indicate that I understood, although I still would not have bet any money that I did. ‘Ralph was stuck in that morass, the old-socialist way of thinking. He thought that people were afraid of one another because they feared that competition would… What the hell is that?’ 

Suddenly the station resonated with crackling sounds—as if jumping jacks were exploding all around—followed by shrill but rapidly fading wailing. Then, in the general hush, the re-adjusted public-address system announced the delayed arrival of a train. Mrs Jones, visibly shaken, reached for her cup and took a few nervous sips. ‘Can't they get anything right?’ she snarled furiously. After a few more sips and a fruitless search for another usable cigarette and still seething with irritation, she returned to her critique of her husband's views.  

‘As I was saying, socialism thrives on the fear of people for one another all right, but it also offers the hope that they can win. It raises expectations that it can't fulfil. Worse, it offers a ready-made scapegoat and an effective absolution for all their sins, the perfect whitewash: Society, other people.’

‘We are blameless, the others are at fault?’

‘Exactly: blameless or victims or both.’ She seemed at ease again. ‘The old socialism aims at a contradiction: you do what you want while society takes care of your every need. Can you make sense of that: everybody doing what he wants while attempting to make all others take care of his needs? It's a recipe for endless conflict. How can Society protect you from other people when it is nothing but other people?’

‘Are you saying then that there's no hope?’

‘That is not the point!’ she upbraided me sharply, suddenly on the verge of anger. ‘The point is that it isn't enough to fear for some​thing as transient as one's livelihood, even one's life. People know they are going to die, for Christ's sake!’

‘What is it, then, that they should also be made to fear?’ 

Her eyes lit up. She had been waiting for that question. ‘Themselves, obviously! Only people who fear themselves as much as or more than they fear others will understand that they must be protected not only from others but also and in the first place from themselves.’ That, presumably, was the logical conclusion that Ralph Jones had failed to reach. ‘Now imagine the shape of politics once people recognize that they can't live without fear unless they forsake their very own selves. Have you ever thought of that?’

‘Is that what you're going to teach people: that they can't trust themselves, that they should discard self-respect?’

She nodded her approval and proceeded in a warm, almost motherly way: ‘It's an old commonplace that only selfless people can be happy. If you take “selfless” to mean kind or nice to others, it is of course a falsehood. But given the literal sense of “without self”, it's the greatest truth of all.’

In the land of the sightless the one-eyed man is king—but what character would rule in the land of the selfless? Would she laugh if I asked that question? Maybe not, but I did not want to inter​rupt her didactic stride now that I seemed to have her sanction: ‘How are you going to make people selfless in that sense?’

‘That's easy. Make men a role model for girls, and women a role model for boys: they all end up as insecure, vulnerable, childish whiners—and proud of it too.’ She burst out in acerbic laughter but immediately recovered her poise: ‘Don't mind that, it's a private joke. The true key is to make people distrust, even loathe the one education they're familiar with: the one they got from their parents. Knowing they don't know how to educate their children, they'll be glad to hand them over to the educational authorities, who'll raise a whole generation according to the fashionable theory of education, whatever that may be.’

‘I see,’ I said, ‘and the next generation of professional educators will declare that theory obsolete and advance their careers by introducing another theory. But don't you fear that this will create a situation in which there is no longer a common culture that unites the young, their parents and grandparents and even earlier generations?’

 ‘Fear? On the contrary! Culture, in that sense, is like religion: it gives people a sense of self and adequacy that will last them a lifetime; and it thrives on a common store of stories and images that stand in the way of rational political action unencumbered by the ghosts of the past. What you call “culture” is a reactionary force. 

‘Mind you, the principle applies not only in education. Take guns for example: “I can't be trusted with a gun.” Many people already believe that. They want nothing more than that the govern​ment disarm them. “Self-defence, self-protection? No way, it's Society's job to protect and defend us.” That's how it is, Michael: people don't want to be safe; they want to feel safe. A ban on guns makes them feel safe even as it leaves them defence​less if they abide by it. You don't understand politics if you don't realize that for the masses safety is an emotion, not a real condition.’

‘I often think that Hitler would've loved it if guns had already been banned in the countries he invaded. Imagine the French resistance movement brandishing hay forks at the Gestapo!’ 

Acknowledging my remark with no more than a quizzical look, Mrs Jones proceeded: ‘From guns, move on to cars, medicines, cigarettes, children, animals, sex, food, even a raw egg, anything. “No, thank you,” they say, “these things are not safe in our hands. Let Society take the responsibility for our use of them.” Why should Society refuse to honour that request? How could it refuse?’

‘But why this concern with selflessness?’

‘It's the way to focus the emotions of mankind. Tell people that they are destroying themselves as individuals and as a species. Better yet, tell them they are destroying the very basis of their existence. Get them to admit that they can't trust themselves with their own body, their own judgement—their own life—and they will pray that something else will lead their life for them.’

‘And that something else is Society?’ 

‘Exactly! Of course, when I say “Society”, I don't mean a society of threatening strangers, a society of other men. I mean a society of nobodies like themselves. As soon as people fear themselves above all else, they rush to submit to organised man​kind, that mindless powerful machine that we call Society. Then the most tenacious illusions of the old religion, Truth and Judgement, are shattered for good. Indeed, every day, every hour, Society emanates its own substitute for truth, namely public opinion; and it does not judge, it administers.’

Mrs Jones reached for her cup and drank from it, although to me it looked empty already. She radiated self-confidence. How ironic! She had just told me that the way to the future is to destroy everybody's self-confidence. Not knowing what to say, I merely exclaimed: ‘Wow! That is the most radical political philosophy I've ever come across.’

She took it as a compliment. ‘It is, isn't it? Let me tell you another thing. It's not just a philosophy; it's an evolving reality. Give or take a few exceptions that prove the rule, we're at the point where people consider themselves victims, right? The next step is to make sure that they see themselves as the culprits.’ 

‘When will that happen?’

‘It's happening now. In a few years, you'll hear people clamouring for instructions on how to do even the simplest things; there will be plenty of social authorities to tell them. What to eat, drink, read, and wear, how to handle their children, dispose of their rubbish, spend their free time, you name it—they will be waiting for the manual, in fact, for the instructor.’ 

‘Who are these supposed social authorities?’ I asked her. ‘Are they bureaucrats, functionaries who'll tell people only what it is their job to tell them?’ 

‘Excellent, Michael, you've got it: bureaucrats and function​aries, employees, consultants and experts in the pay of large corporations in the public and the private sector! Functionaries executing orders issued by other functionaries executing orders from still other functionaries, and so on; and all orders originating in committees and other collective bodies of interchange​able functionaries. Total, impersonal, depersonal​ised, anonymous social power, without a trace of personal judgement, responsi​bility or liability—the answer to man's fear of Man.’ I gaped at her, and she took that as a symptom of bewilderment. ‘I know,’ she said indulgently, ‘you're tempted to say, “On the one side anonymous social power, on the other side mindless rule following.” But that isn't the case because, in fact, the two sides are identical. Do you understand what that means? Society is made whole; the problem of social antagonism is solved. That's what it means.’ 

I stared at her in disbelief. Expecting nothing less than whole​hearted assent, she was proposing a world where men would be pawns acting out the moves prescribed in rule​books composed by other pawns. How had David Allison put it? No Rule of Law, just the law of rules—rules that receive their authority from the stamp of some office, any office. Moreover, what was all the fuss about? Surely, the philosophy of the human anthill was not something new, and neither was the conception of men and women as made-to-measure cogs in the efficient machinery of Society. 

Mrs Jones's impatient look made it clear that she wanted me to say something. After all, she had just solved the problem of Man's existential angst: make everybody a nobody and the fear of everybody else resolves itself into the fear of nobody. Neat. ‘Where are you going to find such functionaries? Who is going to train them to make the right decisions?’ I asked facetiously, as if I did not know. Well, it turned out I did not know the answer. She replied with a mixture of exasperation and condescension in her voice: 

‘Hello, Ralph Junior! Are you listening? Right or wrong—what does that mean? We can leave that safely to public opinion, can't we? Right or wrong, indeed! The point is that no one, whether he's a functionary or not, should ever have the sense of making a consequential decision himself. It's the essence of human freedom: to be free from oneself. It is what people deep down really want, the only thing they want.’ 

I wanted to demur, but she would not let me: ‘Think about that. They want to be nobodies and to be proud of it. How do you satisfy that want? Make them identify themselves with their function in Society, their job! There's no need for us to train functionaries; others do that for us, every school, every employer. Look around you: already Society is flooded with people who have never seen anything but a classroom and the office where they sit at their desk. They have a comfortable life, if they do as they are told. They never see the real consequences of what they are doing; in fact, they have no idea of what they are doing—and neither do those who tell them what to do. They are all little else than Job Descrip​tions Incarnated. People want to be nobodies ruled by nobodies: the perfect egalitarian democracy. Don't you see that today this process of on-the-job “nobodification” runs virtually unopposed?’ Her eyes gleaming archly, she explained: ‘Stanley came up with that word the other day; it's horrible, but it makes the point very well. Anyway, take our prime minister: he has vastly more power than, say, Elisabeth I, James I, or Napoleon ever had. Do people fear him? No! Why not? Let me tell you: because he's only doing his job. He says so himself, and they are taught, and they happily believe, that apart from his job he's a nobody just as they are.’ I thought of my father and his political metaphor of the passengers and the robber in a train. He should bring his punch line up to date: “Don't worry, people; this is nothing personal, as I'm only doing the job you expect me to do.”

‘Now, isn't that beautiful? People like that will do and believe everything they're told, as long as it looks nice and innocent on paper; better yet, if it's part of something too complex for them to want to understand and too important to suffer any delay. Then the participation mystique kicks in: the meaning of my life is doing what I'm expected to do; I must not stand in the way.’ 

That reminded me of Overton's motto and I asked her, ‘In sum, you want people to be what they do. Why?’ 

‘Be what you do—that's a nice philosophical way of putting it. I should remember that. You ask why? This is why: all those people together are an enormous quantity of power and they are swayed by emotions, by their fear of having to do something on their own, their fear of themselves. The traditional parties try to mobilize them by appealing to their fear of others, which is divisive and therefore counterproduc​tive—it fragments power. With them, politics will never get beyond the power of some over others. We appeal to their fear of themselves, which unifies power. We shall make politics whole: the power of Man over Man.’ 

She studied my face with benign smugness. Come on now, her eyes seemed to say, I'm sure you have other questions that I'll be delighted to answer; don't disappoint me. I obliged by asking, ‘Who is going to pay for that worldwide bureaucratic network?’ 

‘Young man, you do have a lot to learn! In five, maybe ten years, nobody will use cash anymore. It will be electronic transfers from A to Z. Every payment, every transfer will pass through the banks' computers; and that's also where all their savings will be. Isn't that glorious? All those computers, all of them linked to the central bank and to the treasury. Information, Organisation, Discipline—that's what it's all about. Once we have the information, the rest is easy. Eventually, all the central banks and all the treasuries in the world will be linked together—a global system of control where it counts: the purse.’ 

Information, Organisation, Discipline—that, Sarah had told me, was Ralph Jones's motto. There was a paper in Jacob's bundle with the title Why Banks Matter. I should look it up.

‘Of course, it's not going to stop with banks. Not just financial but also industrial, commercial, medical, and per​sonal information, your fingerprints, photographs, detailed records of your whereabouts, correspondence, conversa​tions will be stored in computers linked over a single network.’ Patty had told me about that during our first encounter in the then brand-new computer room at the Institute. It had seemed interesting then; it made me shudder now. 

‘Some fools believe that ready access to such a network will increase personal freedom. They forget that the network isn't a market based on property rights and freedom of contract. It's a gigantic infrastructure like a national road or telephone system: cables, tubes, and machines. It's easy to regulate it. It's easy to control the relatively few points of entry, where the access providers are. The thing is the ideal object for central management and supervision by nameless, invisible functionar​ies. You'll see in ten to twenty years from now, or sooner, if there's another war.’

A woman carrying a suitcase in one hand and a tray with a glass of juice and a sandwich in the other asked if the third seat at our table, where Sarah had sat, was free. ‘No, it is not,’ Mrs Jones said curtly. She ostentatiously put her purse on the seat and pointed to the array of empty cups. ‘Can't you see that there are three of us here?’ The woman muttered an apology and moved away. She sat down on her suitcase in front of a flowerpot with a bare branch of a tortuosa tree and put her tray on her knees. I envied her, but Mrs Jones proceeded with a derisory smirk: ‘Where was I? Oh, yes, the technology-sets-free enthusiasts. They look at the technol​ogy and they say: “Now, isn't that great! Consider all the things I'll be able to do with it.” These boys-with-toys never stop to think what large organi​sations, governments and corporations, with functionar​ies on round-the-clock shifts, will be able to do with the technology. 

‘Some people think their freedom is secure, because they assume that the quantities of information in the system defy monitoring, but that's a delusion. Our specialists are convinced that it will soon be possible to perfect search engines that can retrieve any particular item of information from any database, no matter how large, in a couple of seconds, minutes at the most; monitor every communication on the fly. Eventually, information retrieval will be nearly instan​tane​ous: absolute transparency. The truth is that govern​ments and corporations—all of them run by func​tionar​ies—control the rules and protocols of the information infrastruc​ture. Modern technology means that functionaries have the means of control before there is anything to control. All that private persons do when they use the network is only seconds away from being fully visible to the controlling bureaucracies. Privacy is an illusion; private persons are a nearly extinct species.’

‘But you don't want them on the endangered-species list?’

‘No, let them go unmourned, the quicker the better.’

 Maybe she was just rehearsing for the panel discussion about which she had told me, but even so, I found her message deeply repellent. She must have sensed some of my horror: ‘You think full transparency is scary? It's fine with us. People don't care about freedom anyhow; they only care for convenience and comfort. They don't want a meaningful life; they want a vacation. They want to be like babies: pampered useless con​sumers, expecting gratification merely for crying out for it. 

‘In their desire to vacate themselves, instead of carrying their life within themselves, they won't hesitate to store it in external databases, where others can see it, edit it, replace it, erase it, with or without their consent.’ Grinning mischievously, she went on: ‘Let them be hooked on virtual reality, where there are no property rights and where there is no personal freedom. Incidentally, you don't think that people like that care about private property or freedom in the real world, the one place from which they want to escape at all costs, do you?’ I shook my head. ‘Of course not,’ she continued cheerily; ‘from school to job to nursing home, the only thing they know is the command economy in one form or another, where they can prosper safely merely by being good, docile boys and girls. Property and freedom frighten them because these entail responsibil​ity and liability rather than mindless obedience to tailor-made rules. Introduce such people to the network, and for a few moments, they'll indulge themselves in its possibili​ties. Inevitably, they'll get stung in the process. Then they will beg for regulation—regulation made easy by the same technology that gave them the illusion of virtual freedom. Sure, they will get “safeguards” to protect their privacy, just as there are safe​guards now to keep central banks and govern​ments honest: paper safeguards that flap in the wind.’

I did not see myself behaving in the way she expected every​body to behave. ‘And what about those who stay out of the network?’ 

‘They'll be the wretched of the Earth: dreadfully poor or else under suspicion of being criminals. Look at the present system of making payments. Only the poor still use cash. If you're not poor and you do use cash, you're suspect. In 1982—that's already twelve years ago, Michael, I was in Washington D.C., and I wanted to buy a two hundred and fifty dollar gift for Ralph and pay cash for it. That was in a department store in a shopping mall. The sales clerk panicked, and it required the intervention of a manager before she agreed to accept my money. That opened my eyes, let me tell you, about not just the so-called Land of the Free but also the future of the world. It made sense. Why would you even want to be invisible to the machine, if you're not a criminal? Anyway, we should see the results in thirty to fifty years, when a younger generation that has never known anything else is in charge.’

Without taking her eyes off me, Mrs Jones leaned back, waiting for a comment or perhaps a compliment. What was there to say? The Transparent Society and Its Enemies: how long before someone would write that book? Could such a society have enemies? Where would they hide? Suddenly a memorable saying in the Histories of Herodotus sprang to my mind: “Bethink thee that a woman, with her clothes, puts off her bashfulness.” Surely, that can stand generalization, I thought. ‘But doesn't total visibility carry the risk of leading to total shame​lessness?’ 

Mrs Jones's eyes glowed with appreciation. ‘If it's a risk, we're prepared to take it. There's nothing like shameless​ness to wither the prestige of judgement. Someone told us at an NEI meeting that the ancient Greeks thought that the feeling of shame is at the root of all morality. So what? If transparency engenders shamelessness, it will kill off the old order for good. Say goodbye to law and morality; here come regulation and supervision!’ She laughed derisively but then continued in an almost contrite tone: ‘Of course, we're not talking about full transparency in the literal sense. If everything were fully transparent, there would be nothing to see!’ That was clever, but I was sure I had read it somewhere before, probably in an assigned text at school in Luton, for I had a vague memory of a schoolyard joke about the spindly Miss Kelly, our English teacher. ‘We're talking about partial, selective, focused transparency. Besides, govern​ments, especially the military of course, are already working hard to make themselves literally invisible. It's a question not only of miniaturization but also, I'm told, of manipulat​ing waves of light around planes, weapons and soldiers. Imagine: an invisible power, ruling people who can't hide anything from it! Wouldn't that be Paradise Regained?’ She waited a second to allow me to catch the allusion and then continued soothingly, ‘Mind you, we're not peddling a Utopia. We want a political system that responds immedi​ately to what people want, no matter what that is. Then, when people get what they want and don't like it, when they discover that there's no satisfaction even in getting satisfaction, we'll have achieved our goal. For then they will know that they can't trust anything that comes from within themselves.’

‘Who are the “we” to whom you keep referring? Is it a party?’

‘No, there's no need for it. This is not about imposing a regime but about creating a state of mind—a new religion, as my husband put it when he was still in uniform, a man of action rather than talk. Already enough people are whipping up the sort of emotion we need, telling everybody that we're all to blame. It works. Only a few remnants of the past still respond to such an insinuation by saying “Okay, I'll see what I can do about it.” Most people just line up to be told what they should do about it.’

‘How do you rhyme that with all the things we hear about the Me-generation?’

 ‘It is pathetic, isn't it, how people try to keep a sense of uniqueness, individuality. They think they are special by virtue of one or other pet subject on which they dare to challenge public opinion. It doesn't matter. With respect to any particular expression of non-conformism, the conformism of the masses easily obliterates the few who grasp at that single straw. Moreover, having such a pet subject doesn't stop them from joining the herd in trampling others who clutch at a different straw. Even if everybody finds refuge in one or another niche, where he or she can feel good being unique, the overall picture does not change. The political point is a simple one: put one or a few people, no matter how knowl​edge​able, against a thousand, no matter how ignorant, and the thousand win.’

‘Society loves big battalions.’

‘Society is big battalions; everybody loves big battalions.’  

Mrs Jones took another mock-sip from her empty cup. ‘I'm telling you: our time has come. We see where things are going; there lies our advantage. We're almost there.’ Then, with a sardonic smirk, she added, ‘God is dead and Plato is dead; opinion rules.’

The woman is mad, I thought, and her madness is of the kind that mistakes the logic of an idea for its historical inevitability, as if it were the key to Providence. I shivered—and not only because she kept her piercing eyes fixed on me. I needed to get away from her. ‘Sarah told me that you're an environmentalist, but I see now that that's not quite correct, is it?’

‘Environmentalist, consumer advocate, feminist, what​ever: these words merely serve to create new masses. What matters is that one knows one's goal. Sarah, poor thing, she has no vision of politics.’ Maybe not, but I found it hard to imagine that Sarah would actually want to ‘vacate’ herself, to give up her dream of being her own boss on her own farm—to live yet another person's lie. 

‘I must go now,’ I said, ‘as I have some work to do. Thank you for taking the trouble of explaining all of this. It was quite an education.’

‘I should hope so, Michael. Here is my card. Call me if you want further discussion, or if you want to join us. We can always use an extra hand. Good as the theory is, all the fun is in the action.’ I took her card and put it in my pocket. She looked at her watch. ‘Oh dear! I'll have to sit here for another twenty minutes at least. Before you go, get me one more cup of tea, will you? I don't want anybody to come and take my seat while I'm at the counter. And bring a pack of cigarettes.’ When I came back with her tea and her cigarettes, I noticed that she had draped her jacket over my chair. 

‘Goodbye, Mrs Jones.’ 

It was not hard to understand why Sarah, with parents like hers, wanted to devote her life to growing vegetables. 

(
(Friday, June 3rd)

‘One more chapter to write, I'm right on schedule,’ I told Overton after Jennifer had put me through to him. ‘Good,’ he replied. ‘I'll be away on holiday from the twenty-fifth to July 17: a cruise around the Mediterranean that I've been promising my wife for years. Why don't we set a date now, say, Monday August 1? Is that okay? We can have lunch again in the Rose of Picardy. I'll tell Jennifer that she should remind you in time.’

‘I won't forget.’

‘Of course, you won't; but I may.’

‘You told me you would write an epilogue with a short overview of what happened after you began to lead the Group, and also an outlook for the immediate future.’

‘Did I? Well, that should give me something to think about while I'm taking that cruise. Bring me all that you've written before I go sailing. I fear I might be bored to death sitting on the deck of a yacht for three weeks.’ 

‘I'll leave the typescript at your office a day or two before you leave—everything except the last chapter, which I don't think I can get ready by then.’

‘About my father?’

‘Yes, mainly about how he fought off the Mayden Indus​tries raid.’

‘Excellent! That should be a nice suspenseful ending, and it will give me a chance to really check how good you are. I witnessed the whole thing at close hand, you know.’

‘I'm aware of that, sir. Still, I think, there will be a surprise, maybe two, even for you. I had a most interesting cor​re​spon​dence with Mayden's widow, Aurora. She's living in Australia now.’

‘Really? What does she have to say?’

‘I sent her a questionnaire; I'm still waiting for her answers.’

‘I see, but on the first of August, I want to know.’

‘You will, sir.’ 

Having a date for delivering the complete manuscript put me in an ebullient mood. I felt as if the work was already finished, although there was still a lot to do. I went into my father's study to tell him about the arrangement that I had made with Overton. He had taken such an interest in the book and done so much to improve the manuscript that I felt he ought to know: ‘That means the book could be published some time next winter, maybe even before the end of the year.’

‘Let's hope it works out that way, son.’ He put his cigar in the ashtray and swivelled his chair around. ‘Of course, it means that you should begin to think seriously about what you intend to do next. That part-time job at the Institute is not going to support you.’ 

‘I know, dad. I may seek a commission to write another book. There's a lot of material that's come my way in the course of researching the Overtons that I had no opportunity to use.’

‘If it is what I suspect it is, I urge you to forget it.’ 

It was what he suspected but not quite. Ever since Bill Londale's revelations, I had been thinking of writing a book about Wendell Marle's last campaign. It was just too much of a coincidence that Jones had started working for him immediately after the death of Jeremy Nicholas, and that he had retired from politics only a short while after Barry Londale's murder, not much more than two months after Barry confronted his erstwhile “prodigy”, Hirsch, in Jakarta. That would be an interesting piece of historical research. Of course, it was far too early to declare my intention to anybody. ‘I'm kidding you, dad. The truth is I'm considering looking for a job as a teacher.’

‘Good, but don't delay. Six weeks ago, you said that you had a fair chance of securing a position in Cunnir. Nothing came of that, did it?’

‘No, not yet anyway. It was too good to be true, I guess. I'm still hoping that the Overton book will open a door some​where.’ 

‘It may. It is a good book as far as I'm able to judge; but you still have to publish it. How's the last chapter going?’

‘It shouldn't be a problem. There's one more interview; it's been post​poned a number of times but is now set for Sunday 26. I don't expect any surprises, though.’

‘Not another Alfred Hirsch.’

‘No, heaven forbid! A Mr Spencer McFarland, he was old Mr Overton's chief engineer.’

‘Good, an engineer, not another lawyer or accountant. Well, I'll go over chapters ten and eleven again, if you want.’

‘Thanks dad, but take your time. Overton won't leave for his holiday for another three weeks. By the way, do you know anything about Stanley Shawn and his New Earth Initiative?’ 

‘Not much, no more than what I read in the newspaper.’

‘I met one of Shawn's collaborators on Tuesday. I got the impression from her that it's a visionary thing—she didn't mind using the word “religion”, conjuring up a new sort of mentality. “Politics,” she said, “is about tapping the power of the masses to use it to control the masses, to give them what they want.”’

‘She knows what the masses want?’

‘That was the scary part: they do not want freedom but comfort and convenience—and from there she somehow got to the conclusion that they want to be nobodies, literally selfless persons.’

‘Self-less person is a contradiction in terms, son: no self means no person. Mind you, she has a point. Satisfaction of wants, any wants, has been elevated to be the guiding principle of ethics, economics, politics, and worst of all education. Everything that men aspire to is called a human right now, as if to suffer the slightest frustration is an injustice.’ 

‘“I can't get no satisfaction” and that's bad.’  

‘Precisely! Well no: it's not just bad, it's felt to be wrong—as if one were entitled to satisfaction. The problem, of course, is that people have conflict​ing desires. If you tell them that they have a right to the things they desire, and you permit them to satisfy their desires on their own initiative, then you have a war on your hands. It's the modern credo: desires translate into rights, and freedom of action translates into war. Therefore, to avert war, you must convince people that they can satisfy their desires only if they let the government decide which desires should be satisfied first. Although they have a right to everything they desire, they have no right to do any​thing about it without official authorization.’

‘I see; to get satisfaction they must let the government—Society, that woman said—satisfy their wants for them. Politics trumps rights.’

‘Exactly! “Let the politicians take care of your life from the womb to the grave and beyond, and you'll never be in want of anything.” Once you have committed yourself to the idea that rights are want- or desire-based, your only alternatives are war and politics.’ 

‘Very clever. Given that choice, who wouldn’t put his faith in politics? Who wouldn’t consider submission to the state the precondition of salvation?’

‘Salvation is the right word. To imbue the state with religious meaning, to present the state as the victory of life over death—that was the whole point of Thomas Hobbes, the inventor of the desire-based conception of human rights. Of course, there's no reason whatsoever why anybody but an adolescent should think that want-satis​faction is the basic norm. Why not simply respect other persons rather than defer to their desires? Why not appeal to their self-respect instead of their craving for self-esteem?’

‘Is there a difference there?’

‘Of course there is. Self-respect implies respect for others, never taking what belongs to them without their permission. One can never have too much self-respect, but it's easy to have far too much self-esteem. Self-respect underpins the virtue of humility, because it leads you to accept others for what they are: free persons with a life of their own. Seeking to maximize self-esteem without practicing self-respect is the vice of pride, the source of all immoral behaviour.  

‘Besides, look at it from a political perspective. It makes all the difference in the world whether politics is about maintaining the discipline of self-respect or about maximizing some aggregate of want-satisfaction.’

‘Is there really an alternative to maximizing want-satisfaction, or utility, as the professors say? Most of them seem to agree that there's no alternative: we are utility-maximizing animals.’

‘Are we? Are you? You're writing a book and you want it to be a good book, right? So, you discipline yourself to deem what you write unsatisfactory, especially at those tempting moments when you feel quite satisfied with it. You write and rewrite until you can't make it better, not until you feel satisfied. I'm sure you've had the experience of going to bed fully pleased with what you'd written only to wake up in the morning knowing that it wouldn't do.’

‘Many times; that's why I appreciate your comments so much.’ 

‘And because you know that choices and sacrifices have to be made, you discipline your​self to consider many other things satisfac​tory, although they satisfy none of your desires. Would that be true for writing a book but not for living your life? 

‘The point of educating a child, surely, is to teach it to be wary of its wants, to develop its conscience and to make that, not its wants, the principle of its actions. Of course, in the world of politics, conscience and principle count for little against the notion that everybody must have the chance to satisfy his wants at the expense of everybody else—and teaching is now well and truly under political control.’

‘Maybe teaching has been separated from education. Maybe it has been allied with politics.’ I remembered something George Holbrook had said, and added. ‘Maybe it's mostly about selling techniques of manipulation and control.’

‘You are spot-on there, I'm afraid. Modern schools were started under the motto “Good citizens and productive workers!” Good citizens—they are docile, loyal servants of the state. In a democracy, that means telling people that they can serve their own interests no better than by handing over their lives to their representatives, who then authorize the govern​ment to control everything. Then you get the current confusion of public and private interests, the idea that the public interest is the greatest happiness of the greatest number, keeping the majority if not happy then at least complacent.’

‘It isn't?’

‘Not in my book; the public interest is not some statistical aggregate derived from opinion polls taken after interested parties have spent millions on propaganda and indoctrina​tion.’ 

‘It's called “social engineering”, dad.’

That made him scowl. ‘I know what engineering is, son; it is manipulating things. Social engineering is manipulating people; it's not education. What are you going to teach your children? That is the question where education and moral philosophy are concerned.’

It was not his habit to speak that long on any subject. I must have touched a nerve. Wanting to end the discussion, I merely said, ‘Well, that woman seemed pretty sure of her analysis.’ It was to no avail.

‘Don't call it analysis, Michael; it's a diagnosis at best, and one that's based on the dubious philosophy of utility maximiza​tion. I'm talking about the power-worshipping Thomas Hobbes, Jeremy Bentham, the original control freak…’

‘Was Bentham a control freak?’

‘Who else but a control freak would gloat over the notion that any person's life is controlled only by pain and pleasure, the two sensations which one man can most easily induce in another? If anyone wrote the book on manipulating and managing others, it was him. Besides, he came up with the idea that society should be like his model prison, the Panopticon: every citizen-inmate visible to the supervising authorities, the authorities invisible to the citizens.’ 

Before I could mention Mrs Jones's enthusiastic endorse​ment of that vision, dad went on: ‘Before Bentham there was, of course, the young David Hume, who packed the philosophy of utility in exquisite, suave sophis​try. He was clever and witty, but also an adolescent with an ambition to be the English Voltaire, and on top of that a childless bachelor—not your obvious choice if you're looking for one who would ground the moral sciences on sound principles, which is precisely what he claimed to be doing. Yet, he couldn't even account for his own life in terms of his philosophy. He confessed that he wouldn’t have got through a single day if he'd stuck to the principles that made him famous among the literati. You're not a moral philosopher if you're incapable of including yourself and your readers among your subject matter. It's not like chemistry, where you can say, “Let us find out about them molecules.”’

I knew only the mature Hume's History of England and a few of his Essays, but father was referring to the young Hume's Treatise of Human Nature, which I had not read, although there was a copy in his library in that very room. 

‘The worst part is this: he didn't consider what his fundamental idea would do to educa​tion, if it were ever taken seriously—and, alas, it is now arguably a ruling dogma of Western and Westernised intellec​tual elites all over the world. I mean his mercenary conception of reason, his idea that reason is and ought to be the slave of the passions. Try educating a child on that principle! If you believe it, what will you do when some expert comes along, persuading you with his diplomas, certificates and professionally designed promotional material that his reason is better qualified to serve your passions than your own? Are you going to let your passion—your greed, lust, fear, whatever—decide whose reason will guide you through life? “Just express your desires; leave the thinking to the experts.” Is that what you ought to do? People are what they are; it's what they believe they ought to be that defines their civilization—or lack of it. Besides, think about the institutional aspects: the schools and the universities are and ought to be the slaves of politics—of public opinion, if you prefer. It's the betrayal of our civilization, but it's where we are now.’ 

‘All of us slaves of public opinion---that's exactly what the woman proposed. I thought she was mad.’ 

‘Is she mad? If she is, then she's not alone in her madness.’

‘How did the madness become the received wisdom?’

‘Confu​sion about the nature of society! In the past, the general term “society” referred primarily to the conditions of peaceful co-existence among people, the condi​tions of conviviality. At the latest from the French Revolution onwards, the term began to refer to the order imposed by a state on people living in the territory under the dominion of that state. Society was nationalized. “Society” became a political concept.’

‘Explain.’

‘In the convivial order, you meet and deal with people as such. It doesn't matter whether they are members of the same organisation, or even members of any organisation. That's why the rights of people in the convivial order are called natural rights, the rights of natural persons, bound to respect one another as what they are: free persons of the same kind.’

‘And in the state?’

‘The state is an organisation, an artificial construction, and so is every national society: it's continually being organised and re-organised by the state. In an organisation, your rights and duties depend on your rank, position or function in the organisation. These rights and duties are not determined by your nature as a thinking and acting person but by how the directors seek to realize the goals of the organisation. You don't have rights but your position has.’

‘Meaning that the state and natural rights can't go together?’

‘Exactly! The state is a system of positions and functions. It can deal with people only to the extent that they have a place in its organisational schemes. It even has its own human resources management programmes to train people to identify with the positions and the functions to which its rules assign them.’

‘Schools?’

‘Yes, and social services, licensing boards and much more.  If you don't comply with the legal-positional requirements, you'll be treated as a deviant, a suitable target for “corrective” policies of a penal, fiscal or thera​peutic nature. If your face doesn't fit the mask you're made to wear, they'll force plastic surgery on you until it does.’

‘In short, the state seeks to transform people into legal placeholders? Job Descriptions Incarnated—that's how that woman put it.’

‘Indeed. The state doesn't want its tax collectors to have qualms about robbing Peter to pay Paul; it wants them to rob Peter because that's their job. And it doesn't want Peter to make a fuss; it wants him to understand that it's his job to pay up. To be successful it must get inside people's heads, make them look to the power of the state as the solution for all their problems. Power fails where there is a shortage of power worshippers.’

‘Almost word for word what the lady said, but she was definitely enthusiastic about politics. But where's the madness?’

‘Today people are surrounded by artificial things, created and maintained by little else than fashionable opinions, and many come to accept these opinions as defining the real world. They lose the ability to tell whether they're awake or dreaming. Isn't that a sure sign of madness?’ 

‘By the way, she used an expres​sion that I thought you'd like: Consumer Jekyll and Voter Hyde.’

‘Indeed. If Consumer Jekyll wants something but thinks it is too expensive, he'll put on his Citizen cap, turn into Voter Hyde, and authorize his representatives to supply it at the expense of other people. It's the illusion of politics: invite everybody to live at the expense of everybody else, and to empower the politicians to take over the lives of everybody.’

‘In other words, vote… write a blank cheque.’ 

‘Yes, by all means, write a blank cheque. Then say, “I've done my duty, and damn the consequences. When I'm asked to do so, I'll write another blank cheque.”’ Dad sighed deeply, struck a match to light his cigar again, and resumed reading the report that he had put aside when I had come into his study. 

I climbed the stairs to my room and immedi​ately began to work on my last chapter. It was as if the book was writing itself—except, of course, that it was not, and my typing was not fast enough to stay with the flow of sentences and ideas in my head. At five o'clock, after rereading part of what I had written that afternoon, I felt an urge to talk to Sarah and share my high spirits with her. I dialled her number, with no thought at all of her father or what I would say to him if he answered the call.

‘Sarah Jones speaking.’

‘Sarah, it's me, Michael. How are you?’

‘Michael, what a pleasant surprise! Why are you calling?’

I told her about my conversation with Overton and how much I was looking forward to having completed the book. ‘Two more months, Sarah! Two more months, and then I'll be free. Of course, it will be two months of hard labour. I can't afford to waste another day.’

‘That's great news. But I can't stay on the phone now. Tonight and tomorrow, I have to do the tests for my evening classes. I'm still studying for them.’

‘I'm sorry; I forgot about the tests.’

‘How did your talk with my mother go? How long did she keep you there? I spoke to her on the telephone and she said that you're a bright young man, a good listener. Believe me, coming from her, that is a compliment.’

‘Your mother is an extraordinary person. She talked end​lessly about her political philosophy.’

‘I can imagine that she did. Poor Michael. I stopped listening to her lectures on politics a long time ago. I can't make sense of them. Do you understand what she means?’

‘Some of it but not much; it went deep, and I can't say that I... But I shouldn't waste your time. You have to prepare for your exams; I'm not going to interfere with that. When will you know the results?’

‘In about three weeks, by the time I get back from France.’

‘Good luck, Sarah. Tonight and tomorrow, I'll keep my fingers crossed for you.’

‘You do that. I'm going to need some luck.’ 

*

XI. An Excursion to The Coast

(Friday, June 24th)

On the day before his holiday, I took the typescript of the first eleven chapters to Overton. I went by car and was at his office so early that I actually met him as he was coming into the hall.

‘Ha, personal delivery! I say, that's a lot of reading matter you have there.’

‘It's about two hundred and sixty pages so far. With the last chapter and your foreword and epilogue it should come to three hundred pages, give or take a few, with an additional sixteen pages of photographs and an appendix with essential statistics and maybe a few key documents. We'll have to discuss these things sometime.’  

‘Of course, but tell me: what exactly do you expect me to do with this?’

‘I would appreciate your opinion of the whole, and if you discover gaps or errors or things that I may have misunder​stood or misjudged, please mark them. It would be great if you could send the bundle with your comments to me as soon as you're back, so that I can make the necessary changes before our meeting in August.’

‘I see. You should go to Jennifer and tell her to send you the text when I get back. I may not have much to suggest—we've gone over most of it before, haven't we? However, knowing that this is supposed to be the final version will assuredly sharpen my critical faculties. You've done all the work, but it's my baby too, right?’

‘You are its father, sir.’

‘Oh dear, Mother Michael! Go on in now. Jennifer should be in already.’

‘Pleasant sailing, Mr Overton.’

After I had spoken to Jennifer Roeback, I rushed to the Institute. I had no time to waste. Two days earlier, Patty had called and invited me to a house-warming party in her new flat in Bournemouth on Saturday. Marking the day in my diary, I noticed that Sunday would be her birthday. I had to buy a suitable present and already knew what it would be: a beautifully framed hand-coloured nineteenth-century engrav​ing of the street where she had lived when she was working at the Institute. I knew she had a fondness for such things. I had seen that specimen in a shop near the Institute not too long before. 

The picture was no longer on display, but the seller knew immediately what I wanted, when I described it to him. ‘It's a W.H. Prior, a certified original,’ he said, turning it around to show me a label stuck at the back in the bottom right corner, ‘and in a fine condition too.’

‘And the frame?’ I asked. 

‘No problem,’ he replied. He took the frame that was hanging in his display window and replaced the print in it, an equine etching in the style of George Stubbs, with the one depicting Patty's street. He packed it in bubble wrap and two layers of brown paper. ‘A hundred and twenty five, then,’ he announced when he had finished. A snip it was not! I should learn to ask for the price first, I thought as I handed him my credit card. 

Back home, I started working on chapter twelve right away. I was just about to go downstairs again for lunch when I noticed the bundle of letters and magazines that had come in the morning post. Mother must have left it on the windowsill while I went out to see Overton. There was a postcard from Sarah, from France. ‘This is just to let you know that I've passed my exams,’ she wrote. ‘I spoke to my father on the phone yesterday. The grades aren't so good, but considering that I'd expected to fail at least one course, I'm happy with them. I'm having a wonderful time with Charlotte and Liz. We're staying in Florac, which isn't in the Provence but in the Cévennes. Breathtaking landscapes; you should come and see for yourself.’ That was all. I thought that, over there in France, she should feel free enough to write something more personal. Had time not healed the wound that I had made? For a while, I felt peevish. Then I imagined myself writing back, trying to put some warmth in my reply, but every attempt sounded phonier than the previous one. I got no further than congratulating her and expressing the hope that she would soon find an occasion to come to visit her mother again. I put the postcard aside. I had work to do. On Sunday afternoon, there would be the inter​view with Mr Spencer McFarland. I still had to prepare the questions I would put to him. 

(
(Saturday, June 25th)

Patty loved the framed print. ‘It is marvellous! Michael, a nice personal touch. Thank you!’ she exclaimed when she had taken it out of its wrapping. We were standing in the hall of her flat, which was in a luxurious new building not too far from the seaside. ‘Go in,’ she urged me. ‘The others are here already; they are all colleagues from work.’ She opened the door to the living room and called out ‘Hey everybody! Look what Michael has brought for me!’

There were about ten persons there, among them three women. With the exception of one grey-haired man, most of them were in their twenties, certainly none was older than thirty-five. They were standing on the large balcony at the other end of the room with a stupendous view of the gardens and the sea. ‘Who's Michael?’ I heard one man whisper to another. Patty put the print on the couch. ‘That's the street where I used to live in London. That house is still exactly as it was then, and that's approximately where my rooms were, isn't it, Michael?’ They flocked around the framed print, studied it and commented on it as if they were experts. 

‘A fine print! You have an eye for quality.’

‘There must be millions of those around; so you'd think they're cheap, but they're not.’

‘Look at those delicate colours! Don't you just love them?’

‘They are a safe buy. They fit in with almost every style of furniture.’

Then, as they were beginning to lose interest and drift back onto the balcony, Patty took me by the arm and led me into the kitchen. She looked great, more beautiful than ever. She threw her arms around me and kissed me tenderly. ‘I'm so glad that you were able to come,’ she said. ‘I should've phoned you earlier, but I couldn't find your home number; I'm such a slob. Anyway, I had to call the Institute first, and then things got so busy… but you're here, and that's so sweet of you.’ 

I knew she was about to ask for a favour. 

‘You're staying overnight,’ she said after another kiss. ‘You didn't plan to leave early, did you?’

‘I have to return to London. I think I should leave around eleven.’

‘You can't. One of the chaps in there is a client, one of the four accounts in my portfolio so far. To be honest, he insisted with my boss—Patrick, the man with the grey hair—that I should manage his account. He has his eye on me; well, he wants to get me into bed. Don't worry, I can handle him, but I should remember he's a client.’ 

‘What does this have to do with my staying or leaving?’

‘Don't you see? He'll hang around until everybody else has left and I don't fancy being alone with him in my flat. It's easy enough to get rid of him when he has taken me out; he'd never want to have a scene out on the street or in front of other people; but when he's in here, alone with me? He drinks a lot. When I tell them that you'll be staying overnight—after all, you have come all the way from London—then he'll get the message before he gets too drunk to care.’ 

‘You might have told me. I didn't bring…’

‘Thanks, Michael. I knew I could count on you.’

‘Where would I sleep?’

‘Don't worry. I have plenty of room.’

‘May I use your phone?’

‘Still living with your parents, are you?’

‘Yes, still looking for a job.’

‘You are incorrigible! You should talk to Chris. He's here. He's a historian, but at least he had the good sense to look to the future instead of the past.’ 

‘We've had this conversation before.’

‘Sorry Michael, it's just that it seems such a waste.’

After a round of beers, we all went out, and with the exception of Patty's boss, who excused himself, headed towards the pier. It was windy and occasionally cloudy but otherwise a perfect summer day. I walked with Chris, the historian-turned-website-developer. He was eager to talk: ‘You have to get used to working with clients. They're like children; they don't know what to expect, but every time they read a magazine they discover something new that they think they should have too. In this business, developments come fast. There's no way of predicting what will catch on and what will die in its infancy. It's tough to keep abreast of things. I'm glad I can leave some of the practical work to Patty; she's good, you know. Still, it's stressful—and the Big Bang is yet to come. Wait until Microsoft jumps in. I admit that the pay is good. Still, I must look ahead. The competition is growing day by day. In a few years, I may find that I would've been better off teaching history. My parents are both teachers. Let me tell you, it isn't easy to adjust to this crowd; I'm not sure that I want to adjust. Career, money, the stock market, sports cars, swim​ming pools, and hot babes—it's the full range of their conversation when they aren't talking shop. Never a dull moment, they say, but that's not true: at the end of the day, I have no sense of accomplishment; there's nothing to look back on. I don't see myself suspended forever in the state of perma​nent adolescence that this job requires.’

‘Patty seems to like it.’

‘Oh yes. She's a natural. She never looks back. Have you any idea how much the rent is for a flat such as hers?’

It was close to nine when we returned to the flat. I uncorked the wine bottles while Patty served the salads and other snacks she had prepared. After that we had coffee, and then there were more beers—she had stuffed her refrigerator with cans of Kronenbourg and Stella as soon as she had taken out the food. The first round, which had not chilled properly and tasted like an indefinable stale juice, provoked the company into escalating outpourings of merciless sarcasm. 

A young man whom they called Whiz produced a thin tin box from his shirt pocket and offered Chris and me a cigarillo. ‘No smoking in here,’ Patty shouted from across the table. ‘And no snorting either,’ she added half-jokingly, addressing no one in particular, but one of the guests responded with a frown and a grin to a chorus of sniggers and threw up his hands in a why-look-at-me gesture. 

The three of us went out on the balcony for a smoke. The last traces of daylight had vanished from the eastern sky and only the moon, a few stars and now and then an evanescent reflection on the water remained to draw the eye away from the harsh lighting along the seaboard.

‘Whiz is looking for another job,’ Chris informed me. ‘He's our computer man but he wants to be a computer systems security analyst, don't you, Steve? How's it going?’

‘My background in mathematics is a bit weak, but I'm making progress. It's fascinating stuff in itself, and it will be a hot topic now that the whole world is about to go online.’ He described some of the techniques a criminal might employ to steal or adulterate the data in a computer and then explained a few current ideas for fighting back against com​puter crime. Chris and I exchanged a couple of indulgent glances; neither of us, I even less than he, was familiar with the jargon that Steve the Whiz used. When he noticed that he had lost us, he con​cluded with a sigh: ‘Still, to be honest, in one respect at least, it's fighting a losing battle.’

‘Why do you say that?’ I asked.

‘The governments and the military, especially of course the Americans, have more computing power than maybe the whole of the private sector together, and they snatch up the best minds in mathematics and computer engineering. God knows how fast their experimental machines can go. As for techniques of encryption and coping with large databases, their experience in the past century gives them such an advantage that I don't see how a commercial firm can have any meaning​ful security against them.’

‘I never thought of the government as a security risk,’ Chris remarked. ‘It's there to protect us, right?’

‘Yea right! So that's how it is: I'm studying to become an expert at swatting flies and pretending that anything bigger than a fly is basically benign—but then, that's how little guys like us salvage their self-esteem, isn't it?’

I brought up some of the things about which Mrs Jones had so glowingly spoken to me. Whiz merely shrugged: ‘To the extent that you rely on raw computing power, the bigger, faster machine carries the day anytime—and as I said, if you can afford the really big and fast machines then you can also afford to hire the best minds to program them.’

‘Already people are talking about superhuman artificial intelligence,’ Chris said. ‘The funny thing is that they assume that it will somehow remain part of human progress. To me, it's a bit like a chimpanzee in a zoo looking at human achievements and gloating, “Haven't we done well!” Maybe someday an Orwell Series Z/19.84 supercomputer will write a satire about the inanities of the post-human world and give it the title Human Farm.’ That was an amusing but also disquieting remark. Surely, no human intelligence can design a laboratory from which no superhuman intelligence can escape. So, when superhuman intelligence emerges from the laboratory, who will be the master? Patty was right: Chris was a historian with an eye for the future. 

Beyond the distant lights of the promenade and the pier, the sea and the sky merged into an indiscriminate expanse of blackness as the moon disappeared behind a rolling mass of clouds. For a while, we smoked in silence. Then Chris spoke again: ‘I wonder how the debate between the evolutionists and the adherents of the intelligent-design hypothesis will go, say, a thousand years after those supra-intelligent computers and robots have consigned all remain​ing humans to zoos and reser​vations because they're such endear​ing cuddly creatures that make such funny faces. Somehow, I doubt that the Machine-God we may yet create will have as much patience with us as the God that created us.’

Whiz had the last word: ‘You may be right about that, but in the mean time I have to make a living.’ 

We pressed the stubs of our cigarillos in the soil of a flower basket that the company had bought for Patty's birthday, and went back inside. Nobody except her client raised an eyebrow when Patty casually announced that I would spend the night there. Her strategy worked almost to perfection: the man was among the first to leave, but not until after he had made a particularly tasteless remark about her reason for inviting me. She was in the kitchen then, so she did not hear it. However, after he had left, the others were unsparing in their com​ments. 

‘What an ass!’ 

‘An arrogant pimp, that's what he is.’  

‘His TTR Limousine Service is just a front. It's basically an escort service and you can guess what that basically is.’  

‘Knock it off, boys,’ Patty reprimanded them sternly. ‘He's everything you say he is, but with his Limo Service and his Lovers' Gift Shop he's our only entry into consumer-oriented direct-sale websites so far.’

‘It would be if you could get the damn thing to work properly,’ the woman sitting next to me sneered. ‘What's the point of having computer terminals in a few hotel lobbies if people can get better service at the reception desk?’ Patty ignored her: ‘Pretty soon everybody is going to have access to the Web and you'll be thankful for the experience.’ 

One man disagreed: ‘You're going to buy experience whole​sale, mind my words. Integrated packages, they are the future, and you'll buy them on the Web. I know where to invest my money.’  

‘That's right,’ another chimed in, ‘the Web feeds on itself.’  

‘Now, that's an ambiguous thing to say,’ Chris remarked. ‘Do I see a bubble forming?’  

‘Forget bubbles, this is going to go through the roof and nothing will stop it. Get in early, I say, and in a few years' time you'll be where you always wanted to be, among the filthy rich.’  

‘Assuredly, if you don't forget to get out in time. In the long run…’  

‘The long run is for suckers. If you have any brains, you move from day to day, from one peak to another.’  

‘A foolproof formula you have there, Willie. You should get a patent.’

‘Willie is right. Why have a brain if you don't use it to get what you want?’

The conversation dragged on in the same vein into the night, until it was nearly two a.m. By that time, we had drunk all the beer, emptied two bottles of whisky, and started on a third. One after another, the guests left, happy, unsteady on their feet, one of them soused to the gills, as Alice would say. I began to carry the cans, glasses, and bottles into the kitchen, but Patty insisted that she would take care of them in the morning. ‘I'm tired,’ she said drunkenly, ‘let's go to bed.’ She went into the bedroom and then into the bathroom. I closed the door to the balcony and arranged the cushions on the couch. 

‘You have a spare blanket for me?’ I asked when she came in again. She was wearing a sleeveless chemise so short it barely covered her crotch.

‘You're not thinking of sleeping on the couch, are you? I have a bed, you know. Let me show you.’ She led me into the bedroom, whoopsing merrily as she missed the doorknob and bumped into the door. There was only a large double bed. Before I could say anything, she threw her arms around my neck and left it to me to carry her weight and keep her on her feet. ‘Remem​ber London,’ she whispered. Yes Patty, I cherish the memory; let's not spoil it. I kissed her on her lips and gently made her sit down on the bed. ‘London was great, wasn't it?’ she said, carefully masticating each syllable in a pathetic effort to hide her drunkenness. ‘Come, sit by me for a while.’ 

I went into the bathroom and splashed some water in my face. I was not that drunk—after the wine and the coffee I had had only three beers and a whisky—but enough to feel slightly off balance. Drawing deep breaths, I held my head between my hands for a while and then undressed to take a shower in the bath. I was uncertain about what to do next. Leaving now was out of the question. I would fall asleep behind the wheel before I was halfway home. In the end I put on my underwear again and a bathrobe that was hanging from a peg beside the door. The sleeves were a bit narrow at the top, but otherwise it was okay. 

Patty was lying on her back, quietly asleep, snoring almost inaudibly. I covered her with the sheet and a blanket, looked in her wardrobe for another blanket, switched off the lights, and went back to the other room to sleep on the couch. Sarah, you will never know, but this I do for us. Sarah, Sarah, the very thought of you… 

(
(Sunday, June 26th)

The sun was already shining brightly into the flat when I woke up. After a trip to the bathroom, I drew the curtains as far as they would go, in a vain attempt to shut out the light, and lay down again, determined to catch a little more sleep. It did not come; my neck was too sore. At eight, I got up from the couch, put on my clothes, scribbled ‘Happy birthday! Many thanks and good luck! Michael’ on a piece of paper that I propped up against a bottle on the table; and left. I stopped for breakfast in Winches​ter. 

At noon, I phoned Patty from home. ‘Are you all right?’ I asked.

‘No, not at all. A terrible headache.’

‘A hangover.’

‘Yes, probably. When did you leave?’

‘You were still asleep. I did not want to wake you, and I had to be back here before noon.’

‘Did you enjoy yourself? Apart from me, you didn't know anybody.’

‘True, but it was good seeing you again. You're doing well, and you're going to do even better; I'm sure of that.’

‘Yes, although today I don't feel at all like I'm going to do well.’

‘Take care.’

‘I will. Michael?’

‘Yes, Patty?’

‘Thanks for the print. I feel guilty about it, you know.’

‘Why?’

‘You have nothing to remember me by, have you?’

‘I'm a historian; I have a good memory.’

‘So true. Good memories—that's what counts. Bye, Michael.’

‘Goodbye, Patty.’

Is she the girl that never looks back? No, but the hangover will pass. Tomorrow she will be immersed again in her career. I remembered Overton's words, ‘Don't be what you do’—words wasted on Patty.

I had a bath and a shave and dressed up. Then I picked up the questionnaire that I had prepared for the interview with Mr Spencer McFarland and went downstairs for lunch. ‘You shouldn't work on Sundays,’ mother said. ‘I'll be glad when you have done with that book.’

‘It'll be finished by the time Alice comes home for her holiday. That's the first week of August, am I right?’

‘She'll be home on the sixth, a Saturday, just in time for dad's birthday. She should come back for good. She didn't sound at all happy the last time I spoke with her on the phone. Are you serious about finishing the book?’

‘Sure, mum, you'll have an occasion for a triple celebration: a homecoming, a birthday, and a clean desk in my room.’ 

*

XII. Another Funeral

(Wednesday, July 20th)

Besides a fund-raising letter from Stanley Shawn in behalf of his New Earth Initiative, the day's post brought Overton's anno​tated copy of the chapters that he had taken with him on his cruise. It also brought a mourning card with the news of George Holbrook's death on Sunday, July 17, and an invitation to attend his funeral on Friday 22. 

I immediately decided that I should be there to pay my last respects, although it meant rescheduling an extra interview with another engineer that I had planned on the advice of Mr McFarland. The man had no objections: ‘You're welcome any​time. Next week is fine.’ I phoned the B&B in Cunnir, but Mrs MacDonald in​formed me that it was the height of the season and they were fully booked up. ‘You should have told us that you were coming back,’ she said. ‘We always prefer returning guests.’ I asked if she knew of another place where I could stay. ‘Try The Prince's Hotel; it's just out of town on the road to Laingley.’ I remembered driving by it when I was in Cunnir. It had seen better days, but at least it would not be too expensive.

‘Do you have the number?’ I asked. 

‘Sure, wait a second,’ Mrs MacDonald replied. She dictated the number, once more expressed her regrets that they had no room for me and rang off. I phoned the hotel. 

‘One person, one night? No problem.’  

I also called Muirwenny House. Sarah answered the tele​phone.

‘Michael! What a pleasant surprise!’

I told her about George Holbrook's mourning card. 

‘It is sad, isn't it? Father and I will go to the funeral. Will you come too?’ 

‘Sure, that's why I'm calling.’

‘How sweet of you! It's at ten o'clock. You'll need a place to sleep, unless you want to risk the morning traffic. I'll talk to father.’

‘No need, Sarah. I booked at The Prince's Hotel, on the road to Cunnir.’

‘Oh? Why?’

‘Well, I wasn't too sure about your father's relations with the Holbrooks.’

‘You're talking nonsense again. This is a death in the village, Michael, a funeral.’

‘I'm sorry. Anyway, I didn't think I should bother your father on this occasion.’ 

‘You have no idea of the ways of the countryside, do you?’ There was no reproach in her voice, only bemusement and a touch of sadness.

‘I'll see you there. Will there be an opportunity to talk?’ I asked.

‘Of course. It's been such a long time. Don't rush home after the funeral. All of us will go to the parish hall for coffee and a snack. You should come too; I'm sure you're invited.’

‘Yes, I am.’

‘Are you all right?’

‘Yes, my book should be finished in about two weeks, three at the most; just a few more odds and ends. And you?’

‘I'm fine.’ She said that in a neutral tone. I did not know what to make of it. ‘It's going to be busy on the farm.’

‘Will your mother be there?’

‘No, of course not. I don't think she's ever met George.’

I wanted to say ‘Good’, but checked myself: ‘Well, till Friday then.’

‘It's a sad occasion, but it'll be nice to see you again.’

Nice, just nice? Then, almost whispering, she added: ‘We could go for a walk in The Hollows again, if you can still bear to be alone with me.’ It sounded as if she was beseeching me. Can I bear to be alone with you? I long for it. I said, ‘Sure, let's do that.’  

(
(Thursday, July 21st)

On Thursday morning, immediately after breakfast, I went to the Institute to retrieve Londale’s documents from the archive. I brought them home and took them straight to my room. Father had gone to his office and mother had left a note that said she had some shopping to do in the city and would not be home before five.

I felt guilty about holding the documents in my hands: Sarah should never find out that I was prying into the past of her father and the man she had known as a friend of the family. However, it was not merely curiosity that had prompted me to get the docu​ments. Her father would be at the funeral, and maybe the Hirsches too. I needed to know how I should behave myself in his presence. It was time to make up my mind about him, if only to clear away the doubts that prevented me from expressing my feelings to Sarah as frankly as I should.

I put away the envelope with Mrs Mayden's replies to my questionnaire, which had arrived that morning in the post, and laid the documents out on my desk—the contents of Hirsch's drawer on one side, Barry Londale's files on the other. I spent the rest of the morning and much of the afternoon poring over them with barely an interruption for lunch. 

One document would be useful for my book. On writing paper with the letterhead of Overton Enterprises, it gave an over​view of the official steps taken to found the Overton Investment Bank and to get it up and running, with a full list of the names and addresses of its board members and officers. Hirsch was mentioned once; he was only a minor assistant then. There was no hint of secret operations. It should be no trouble inserting the information into the chapter on Overton's grandfather and adding a footnote to Hirsch's name with a mention of my first trip to Wainock and his death. Surely, Overton would agree that there was no harm in that. 

Many of the documents in Hirsch's file seemed to be detailed financial records of the bank's secret undertakings. Unfortu​nately, they were not enlighten​ing, as they consisted only of generic labels, numbers and sums. Another docu​ment, six sheets of paper stapled together, appeared to be a collection of handwritten texts encrypted in some sort of code: all block letters and no spaces or punctuation marks. Without the encryption key, it was useless to me. I won​dered if Bill Londale had any idea of its contents.

I found Hirsch's typewritten, apparently hastily com​posed report interesting, in places even entertaining, rather than spectacular. To me it seemed that Hirsch had toyed with the idea of writing a memoir of his part in the secret wars—perhaps to make some money—but had not completed the project—perhaps because in the meantime he had solved his financial problems. 

The memoir mentioned the deaths of the officers of the bank but did not hint at any campaign of elimination. In addition to the suggestive list with the crossed-out names that Bill Londale had shown me when we were in Macky's Garden Room, there was, however, another slip of paper with three names on it. Two of them came with an address (one in Coimbra, one in Stockholm), and the last name, Jeremy Nicholas, with a question mark instead of an address. Below the three names there were only the words ‘No-go unless Jeremy also found’ and the codename 2U. Somebody—this 2U, whoever he was—had tried to dissuade Hirsch from going after these men, at least until they knew where Nicholas was. Had Hirsch ignored the advice and proceeded on his own? The deaths in Portugal and Sweden had occurred in 1944, when Hirsch and Jones had just run into one another in New York or Washington, well before 1946 when Jeremy Nicholas met his end as the homeless Jeremy Hobbs. If that note was not a smoking gun, as Bill Londale had put it, it certainly was the next best thing. I don't know how many times I admonished myself not to be carried away by my imagi​na​tion, but it was to no avail. The file didn't defini​tively dispel or prove my suspicions of Hirsch, but there was enough in it to feed them. 

Nothing in Hirsch's papers suggested that he had incriminat​ing evidence against Ralph Jones—indeed, his name was not mentioned anywhere. This did not invalidate the hypothesis of blackmail because there would have been no reason for Hirsch not to destroy or keep apart such evidence after the transfer of property to his son.  

Barry Londale's report contained lots of information about Hirsch's activities in the United States, and some about Jones's. There were large gaps in the account of Jones's whereabouts, but it was not clear whether they were due to Londale's lack of interest, time or resources, or to Jones's skill in covering his tracks. 

The report was obviously unfinished; its pages were covered with numerous correc​tions and marginal notes. However, its message was clear: Hirsch had orchestrated the elimination of at least some of the officers of the bank, and Ralph Jones had possibly had something to do with the later deaths and was almost certainly the killer of Nicholas. 

An exciting bit of information was on the pages Londale had written after his interview with Hirsch in Indonesia. Among the Davids that Londale had been able to identify at the British Embassy, one name stood out: Andrew David M. Stretham! He was listed as ‘employee’, which could mean anything. Certainly, if a distressed Hirsch had sought help at the Embassy then it was unlikely that he would have called a typist or a switchboard operator. ‘Employee’ was just a cover—that much was clear. I made a mental note that I should contact Bill Londale on my return from Laingley:  there was no doubt in my mind that the undercover agent Hirsch had called at the Embassy in Jakarta was the Stretham I had seen at Craigh House. Was he the murderer of Barry Londale, or had he called upon someone else—perhaps Jones—to execute Hirsch's nemesis in England? Did Stretham know Jones already in 1966, or did he get to know him only after Hirsch had moved to Craigh House? Jones was in England at the time, serving his last months in the Army, preparing to become a farmer in Wainock. Was Arlene Simms's illness the real reason why Jones had resigned from the Army, or had Barry Londale's death something to do with it?

I suppressed an urge to shove everything back into the box. Nevertheless, I reproached myself for what I was doing. Why was I again tempted to drag Ralph Jones into the picture of Barry Londale's murder? Bill Londale had dismissed the idea of a link between Jones and his father's death, and he had given the case far more consideration than I had. Why should I think otherwise? Apart from the transfer of property in The Hollows, the only thing I knew that Londale did not know was that Jones and Stretham were in league. And I knew that only because I had seen them together at the reception follow​ing Alfred Hirsch's funeral and had asked Sarah about the man who looked like Sydney Greenstreet. 

Notwithstanding the stern tone in which I kept warning myself to stick to the facts, I no longer had the slightest doubt about my original suspicions in connection with the transfer of property in The Hollows to John Hirsch: Alfred Hirsch had been blackmailing Jones. If, as Londale's file suggested, Jones had at least Jeremy Hobbs's death on his conscience then Hirsch would have been in an ideal position to turn the screws on him. Maybe Hirsch had black​mailed Jones even earlier—into killing Barry Londale?

The problem with that theory was obvious: if Jones had executed Hobbs or Londale, or both, then he had presumably acted to protect the career of Alfred Hirsch. Would Hirsch have turned on his erst​while hit man, at the risk of exposing his own role in the elimination of the officers of the Overton Investment Bank? For a moment that seemed like a prepos​terous idea, but then I remembered that the deed had been drafted not only in the year of Arlene Simms's death but also shortly after the death of Alfred's wife, when Hirsch's career was over and his debts kept him down. At that time, the nadir of his life, he might well have said to himself, ‘I don't care about what happens to me; all that matters is that my son and his family are provided for.’ Is there a stronger argument than ‘I have nothing to lose’? For Jones, how different the moment was! He must have known that a large inheritance was awaiting him—his wife too was in her last days; but he had a mistress to replace her, perhaps already a newborn daughter. At that moment, surely, Jones had a future to lose. He would bring misery not only on himself and his sons but also on the woman he loved and the child she had borne him, if he provoked his former mentor into revealing his part in the elimination of the Overton Investment Bank's officers. Jones was a likely target for black​mail; that was beyond question. 

Obviously, I could tell none of this to Sarah, but at least I knew that there was no reason to doubt her father's intentions towards her. He had worked hard to increase the value of the property in The Hollows. His sons no longer had a substantial claim on the land. Yet, he never sold out to John, although that would have extricated him from his entanglement with Alfred Hirsch. Only Sarah remained, and if Jones held on to the land until she married Armand then the property would remain ‘in the family’ and she would see her dream come true. Maybe he thought that he would have a chance to redeem himself to some extent if his daughter were to take charge of the farm. 

What a tragic figure he was! When the paths of Hirsch and Jones crossed, the adventurous ambitious man of action became first a tool and then a hostage of the inveterate schemer. Marle's prodigy had cast a long shadow, indeed.

While I was packing my suitcase, the telephone rang. It was Auntie. I told her I was alone at home and asked her how she was doing. ‘I'm fine, just fine,’ she said. ‘Of course, it's a new life and I have a lot to learn anew, but I'm fine. In the flat, I can move about with my crutches; that beats sitting in the wheelchair. I would love it if Alice could come to visit me next month. I haven't seen her in ages.’ I said that I was prepared to use force to make her go to Antwerp. ‘Force won't be necessary,’ she replied. ‘Tell her that I'll prepare meatloaf and black cherries for her.’ 

Father was still at work and mother had not yet returned from her shopping. They knew that I was going to the funeral in Laingley and that I would not return until late the next day, but I left a short note on the kitchen table anyway. Finally, just before starting on my fourth journey northward since Easter Sunday, I phoned The Prince's Hotel to warn them that they should not expect me before nine o'clock. 

(
(Friday, July 22nd) 

Because I did not want to be late in church yet again, I left the hotel shortly after nine. It was a bright windless morning, bearing the promise of a warm summer day. ‘It's going to be busy on the canal,’ the hotel clerk told me while he counted out the change for my bill. ‘Are you going there? If the weather holds, the weekend will be tops.’   

The amount of traffic on the road astonished me. I spent a couple of miles looking at the sharp prongs of a mechanical rake mounted on a slow-moving tractor, which I could not overtake because of the density of the oncoming stream of cars and lorries. In spite of that, I made it to Laingley with more than a quarter of an hour to spare. The town was as sleepy as I remem​bered it and, unlike the first time, finding a parking space for my car on the square in front of the church was a cinch.

As I stepped into Saint Mary Magdalen's, I caught a glimpse of Tim Holbrook and went over to greet him. 

‘That was such sad news. George was a wonderful man.’  

‘Yes, well, we saw it coming,’ he replied. He spoke me​chani​cally, without emotion, as a man who had been saying the same thing a number of times already; still, there was no mistaking the grief in his eyes. ‘But we're grateful that you took the trouble to come all the way from London. Mary Jane is over there with our son, who flew in from Vancouver yesterday, and her sister and my aunt.’ 

I went over to where his wife was standing and waited until she took notice of me. She did not seem to recognize me at first, but when she did, she beckoned me and introduced me to the two women and then to her son, a giant of a man whose handshake nearly crushed my finger bones. The sister was a bit younger than Mary Jane and far more elegantly dressed, but as jovial in appearance as Tim's wife. The aunt, shrunken and shrivelled, must have been at least eighty years old, but her voice was still surprisingly firm and clear: ‘From London, eh? That's quite a distance. You knew George? I didn't know he had such young friends.’ 

‘Michael was with us… When was it?’

‘Early in May, the week of the local elections.’ 

‘George was still reasonably well, and he took advantage of having a captive audience. You know what he was like when he got started. It turned out to be his last opportunity to air his philosophy. By mid-May he was taken to hospital in Cunnir.’ 

‘I heard about that, from Harry Walters, but George was home again after a week, wasn't he?’ 

‘Yes, and by the way, thanks for that nice get-well card that you sent to him. He really appreciated that. Well, after he came home from hospital, he seemed to make a good recovery. He didn't leave the house, but then he started exhausting himself, reading and writing, as if he had a forebod​ing and wanted to make the most of the time left to him. He said he was feeling fine. Then, last Sunday, we were supposed to take him to Mass for the first time since he'd come out of hospital, but he didn't wake up.’ 

‘He went in his sleep?’

‘Yes. Sixty-two he was.’

‘Too young to go, but then he's been living on borrowed time for the past forty years,’ Mary Jane's sister said. 

‘Isn't that true for all of us?’ Tim's aunt added philosophically. ‘It's not how long the time is that counts.’ It sounded like an incom​plete sentence, but she said nothing more. 

‘No, that's true,’ the sister came back. ‘I mean, for most of us, there's not a lot of it when it all comes down, is there? But George, he made more of it than anybody could have expected.’

‘I'll be flying home tomorrow, but my wife and I will be back with our son at the end of August for a holiday. Maybe we'll meet again then,’ Tim's son said to me. Maybe. 

A woman came to our group, tenderly embraced Mary Jane and her son and, after a few words with them and a mere nod to the rest of us, immediately left with downcast eyes. ‘That's George's old flame, isn't she?’ the aunt remarked. ‘Yes,’ Mary Jane spoke with affection. ‘That's our Meg; they were childhood sweethearts, before he left for Africa, and she's never forgiven herself for not staying true to him. She had no choice, though; she had a business to run.’ 

‘The One-Way Inn?’ Although I had not recognized the woman, I remembered the name Meg.

‘That's right; it's where you met Tim for the first time, didn't you. They'll be starting to serve lunch soon; that's why she can't stay.’  

I offered them my condolences, and as I turned away they resumed the conversation that I had inter​rupted.

I went outside again. The view from the steps of the church was stunning. Framed by the trees in the square, the landscape exhibited a palette of the lushest greens, sparkling under the sun yet still darkly intimidating on the steeper inclines of the Archer Hills. More and more people began to arrive. Some lingered outside in dispersed little groups; most went directly inside. Harry Walters suddenly turned up in front of me. I had not seen him coming. 

‘Mr Paradine! I hadn't expected that you'd be here. Listen, I want to have a quick word with you. I'm here for the service only, as I have a meeting at the college at one.’

‘We still have a few minutes.’

‘You may have expected this, but it has been confirmed a week ago: the college will have jurisdiction and authority over all decisions concerning the archives of the Lyme Estate. Sadat lost the battle. As things went, I couldn't do much to help him. That means that, where you're con​cerned, matters are now completely out of my hands. I know that there are four candi​dates, you and three others, for the position at the archives. Two of them are locals, and I'm afraid that the current front​runner is one of them. I'm sorry.’

I should have taken Harvey Parker's advice and gone for a walk in the park instead of burying myself for two days in the cellar of Lyme House. ‘I did expect something like this to happen, after your last call.’ 

‘Well, as I said, I'm truly sorry. I have to go now. I should see Tim before the service starts.’

‘Give my regards to the people at the estate, Harvey Parker in particular. I liked working with him.’

Walters shook his head and sighed. ‘Next September, Harvey will start working for the museum. It's sad, but I can't blame him. The estate is bleeding badly. In retrospect, giving the council a say in the museum was a strategic mistake, even if it did solve a recurring financial problem. Without the museum, let's be candid, the estate is an empty shell. The archives were our last hope. But thanks, anyway; I'll tell them you were here.’

While I was talking to him, Sarah and her father arrived to​gether with Mrs Hirsch and her daughter, Charlotte. They didn't notice me. Neither John nor Armand was with them. 

The bells chimed mournfully and all the people in the square hurried to get inside the church. It was not difficult to find a seat. The turnout was far less than at Alfred Hirsch's funeral four months earlier, which had been on a Saturday—maybe that had something to do with it.

The service was simple and laden with emotion. Tim spoke a few words in a strong clear voice, as if his brother was sitting there right in front of him. ‘You are my example, George, always were and always will be. With only a tenth of your strength, we should all be giants. We love you, brother. Farewell.’ 

The priest's eulogy, delivered in a big, beautifully rumbling voice, began with a gripping account of the incidents in Africa that had determined George's lot for the rest of his life, and ended with an evocation of Tim and Mary Jane's unwavering devotion to him. Many in the audience were moved to tears, as was I. One fragment stuck in my mind: ‘George was a forester—he knew about sowing, waiting, and reaping; and he was a philosopher—his arguments were the seeds, but he did not argue to convince others. No, he argued to aid them in cultivating the Truth on their own soil.’

Because of a red traffic light at some road works in the centre of Laingley, I lost sight of the other cars driving to the cemetery and ended up following one that was not part of the procession. I thought that I would be able to find the way on my own. However, none of the views that I remembered from driving to Hirsch's burial matched the sights of the outskirts of the town in the fullness of summer. When I stopped to ask for directions, a passer-by told me the cemetery was on the other side of the town. I decided to return to Saint Mary Magdalen's Church and wait at the parish hall. Some elderly people who had preferred to skip the trip to the graveyard were already there. Martha, Jones's house​keeper, was among them, talking to an old woman in a wheelchair. She recognized me immediately and I went over to say hello to her. I stepped outside again and walked around the square and then halfway up the hill. I had a coffee in a pub opposite the church from where I could watch out for the return of the company. By the time I had paid for the coffee, most of the guests were already inside the hall.

When I entered the parish hall, Sarah stood up and beckoned me. Her father introduced me to the men and the women at the table and invited me to sit down between him and his daughter. The Holbrooks were presiding at the main table at the back of the room; at a table close to the street-side window, Liz and Charlotte Hirsch were talking to Martha and the woman in the wheelchair. A man in a baggy grey suit and crooked tie was with them. He looked familiar, and when he raised his arm in greeting, I saw that he was Leo, Jones's farmhand. 

After a few polite enquiries about my book, to my immense relief, Ralph Jones turned to his other neighbour, and they were soon engaged in a spirited conversation. I had never been at ease with him. I remembered our first meeting, when he had held up his hand, demanding to see my driving licence; the reception at Craigh House, where I had spotted him going up the stairs with the enigmatic David Stretham; and the awkward silences in his replies to my innocent questions about the burglary. Now I felt cowed by his presence. Hirsch was dead, but Jones, who had put his warrior skills at the service of Hirsch's and his own career, and had paid dearly for doing so, still moved about as if he was King of the Hill. 

With her father sitting so close by, Sarah and I stuck to neutral subjects—George's illness, my job at the Institute, the approach of the harvesting season, the sandwiches on the table, the woman in the wheelchair, who, Sarah told me, was Leo's mother and Mary Jane's aunt. However, at one point, just to fill a gap in our conver​sation, I suppose, Sarah asked about Alfred Hirsch and the Overton Investment Bank, and I obliged by saying something about the bank's role in the war. She listened eagerly and I quickly warmed to the subject, losing myself in the spellbinding attention of her dark, probing eyes. Then she asked, ‘How did you discover it was a secret operation run by the government?’

‘At first it was mere speculation on Mr Overton's part, but then I learned that an investigative reporter from Manches​ter, Barry Londale, had come to the same conclusion.’ Realizing that I was moving into territory that I had vowed so many times to avoid, I ended the sentence in a near-whisper. My caution was in vain.

‘Londale!’ she exclaimed.

‘What is that you said?’ Her father turned to her, his face cold and hard as if cut in stone, betraying no emotion whatsoever.

‘I told Sarah that Mr Alfred Hirsch may have been a secret agent before the war, when he was working for the Overton bank,’ I said quickly, but Sarah added: ‘Yes, and that he was uncovered by a journalist by the name of Londale.’ She pro​nounced the name with apparently deliberate emphasis. I held my breath. Oh Sarah, why did you do that? Why can't I say anything to you without producing an unintended and wholly undesired effect? 

‘Londale? Who is he?’ her father asked her, but his eyes were boring into mine. Then he shrugged and said, ‘It wouldn't surprise me if Alfred was involved in such things. Diplomacy, intelligence work—it is a thin line between the two. We may have discussed his past already some time ago, isn't that so, Michael?’

‘I believe we did, one time. Mr John Hirsch was there too, I seem to remember.’ 

Ralph Jones turned his back on us again, but he held his head so that he would be able to listen in on what we were saying. 

‘What do you know about this Londale?’ Sarah asked insis​tently under her breath.

‘Very little, I'm afraid.’ I desperately wanted to defuse the situation, to make her forget the name, for her sake as well as mine. ‘If he's still alive he must be very old now. Someone I interviewed for my book must have mentioned him, and I thought it was interesting because it confirmed Overton's suspicions about his grandfather's excursion into banking, a business of which he knew nothing.’ I said that loud enough for Ralph Jones to hear. He did not move. Only when I began to tell Sarah about our stay in Antwerp did he resume talking to his other neighbour. I kept babbling away, about Lyme House, Overton's cruise in the Mediterra​nean, Anthony Simms and the shipwreck of HMS Serpent, even my trip to Bournemouth to visit ‘a friend’. She listened absent-mindedly. When her father announced that they were about to leave and went to say goodbye to Tim and Mary Jane Holbrook, she lingered at the table. 

‘Father will drop me off at home and then leave for Cunnir for an appointment he has there this afternoon. Stay here for another half hour or so and then come to the farm. We must talk.’ She joined her father, and only minutes later, they left the hall.

While I was waiting, alone between two empty chairs, Tim came over: ‘Let's go for a walk.’ Outside he lit a cigar and we strolled around the square and then around the church building itself. I told him again how deeply the news of George's death had touched me. ‘I know, you wouldn't be here if you didn't care. He really liked you. Apart from family, you were the last visitor he saw at home.’ 

A cat crossed the square in front of the church and, although it did not show the slightest interest in them, startled the pigeons that were pecking at crumbs of bread beneath a bench. Following them in their noisy flight, our eyes came to rest on the crag-crested hill that hid The Hollows from our view. ‘He loved that place,’ Tim said softly. ‘He didn't fear death, mostly of course because of his faith, but also because he didn't want to be a part of the future that he saw being advertised in the media. He said that it's a future born of two world wars—sacrificial offerings on an industrial scale to the god of Pride, he called them—and he didn't want to be around when it descended on Wainock. As he put it: “When the state wrests education away from the Church, pride and power are consecrated as cardinal virtues. When the Roman legions capture the imagination, Athens and Jerusalem become the subjects of unread books.” You heard him: my brother didn't shy away from hyperbole in giving his opinions—but then he always gave them in private, where one had an immediate chance of answering them. “Show me a public speech that's not a lie!” he used to say.’ 

‘Mary Jane told me he spent the last weeks writing.’

‘He did.’ Tim extracted a bundle of folded sheets from his inside pocket. ‘Here, take this, George's commentary on Lucretius and another note. I copied them for Father Terence; but he couldn't be here, as he has to substitute for a sick colleague in another parish. Keep it as a memento.’ They were photocopies of two handwritten texts. The first was on a single page and bore the title ‘The Enlightenment’. The other, ‘Against the Epicureans’, was obviously a polemic against material​ism or hedonism. It had plenty of underlining and a few boxed paragraphs. I thanked Tim and with some difficulty managed to insert the bulky bundle in my pocket.

‘It's going to be quiet around the house: Alfred, gone in the spring; and now, George. Maybe I can persuade my son to come back and help me with the business. You've met him, haven't you? He's an agent for a Canadian timber firm, but if he's a Holbrook then he should want to be his own boss, even if he can't make here what he earns over there. But he's married and has a child of his own. I don't think his wife would like the prospect of leaving Vancouver. Sometimes marriage is the enemy of tradition. Mary Jane says we should consider selling. It's not a bad idea. Jones will be a willing buyer and eventually Sarah will inherit The Hollows, unless of course her brothers have a change of heart about the place.’ 

‘She should marry a forester, then.’ 

‘Or a lumberjack, which is what my grandson wants to be. He's a bit young though, not yet four.’ He gave me a gentle, slightly mocking smile. ‘Do you know that when you came to visit us Mary Jane thought that you and Sarah were going to be a couple?’

‘Really? Where did she get that idea?’

‘Really, she did. Martha must have insinuated some​thing to that effect. She's our local news service… Well, are you?’ 

I shrugged. I was not about to share my feelings, much less my confusion about them, with him. ‘Doesn't everybody around here know that Armand Hirsch is the man?’

‘Ha! That's indeed the popular belief, but remem​ber what George thought of that. Let's go back inside.’

‘It's getting late. I should go.’

‘I understand. Sorry about the archives.’

‘Yeah, I saw Mr Walters before the funeral service.’

‘Don't blame him. He kept his seat after the election, but he doesn't seem to have as much influence in his party as he used to. Farewell, Michael.’

Before starting my car, I took George’s texts out of my pocket to stash them away in the glove compartment. Glancing at the irregular but legible handwriting, reading a few sentences here and there, I seemed to hear George’s voice resonating with truculence and sarcasm. ‘What did the Enlightenment do for physics? Nothing! Chemistry: nothing. Cosmology: nothing. Mathematics: nothing. Geography: nothing. Biology: nothing. True science would have progressed even if the Enlightenment had never happened. The effects are entirely in the destruction of common sense and humility, the corruption of philosophy and the rise of the pseudo-sciences, which hold out the pseudo-religious, utopian promise that reality can be made to yield to imagination. The hypocrisy shines through as soon as you raise the question: Whose imagination? (The Marquis de Sade's or was his just a little bit over the top?)’ 

The other text was even more distinctly vintage George: ‘Lucretius wrote against the pagan religions of his day, but today's pagans cite him against us.’ On the next page: ‘“Nothing after death and death itself nothing.” Do you really need such a platitude to talk yourself out of the fear of death, Lucretius? Nobody fears being a dead body. In case you did not know, dying is fearsome, the soul losing the body, facing into that state of pure being where excuses are of no avail. Take it from me; I have lived through it once already. Dying and being a condemned soul…’ Farther down on the same page: ‘I wish you were alive now in this Age of Hedonism Triumphant; would it surprise you that the fear of death is now big business and enormous politics?’ A boxed para​graph: ‘“Nothing after death and death itself nothing.” That, my friend, trivializes not just dying but killing as well: the materialist philosophy in a nutshell.’ The last paragraph: ‘“The soul perishes, but your atoms exist eternally.” Lucretius, nobody cares about your atoms, but you poured your soul into your poem and two thousand years later even a humble forester like me can call you by your name and sit in judgement of your soul. An accident of history? Call it whatever you like; it still proves my point.’ 

When I got out of the car, the collie gnarled menacingly from behind the gate of the walled garden but disappeared from view after a sharp rebuke from Sarah, who was standing in the door​way of the farm. Not only the rash-like blush on her face but also every detail of her body language betrayed a state of severe agitation. 

‘You should have waited; my father left only minutes ago. He might have seen you.’

‘I waited half an hour, just as you said.’ 

‘Come in. Something is awfully wrong.’

‘What is that?’

‘When I mentioned that reporter's name, Londale, my father pretended not to know him. He was lying!’

‘I know, Sarah. It's a complicated story. How did you know that he was pretending?’

‘Come.’ She closed the door behind me and led me up the main stairway into a large room on the first floor. It was Ralph Jones's study, its walls covered with overflowing bookcases. In the back, a huge desk occu​pied almost the entire breadth of the room. Sarah squat​ted down in front of a cabinet in the wall behind it. Inside there was a large safe. She deftly turned the knobs and pulled at the heavy door. 

‘Look at this.’ She retrieved a green folder from the lower compartment and handed it over to me. 

‘What is this?’

‘Look, will you!’ she said impatiently.

The first item in the folder was a page torn from a newspaper. The date was Saturday, May 21. There was nothing on it that caught my eye, so I put it aside. Next, there was another page from a newspaper, obviously a much older one, as the layout and a fair amount of yellowing suggested, with a screaming headline: ‘Body of Journalist Found near Hollins Green.’ I held my breath. I looked at Sarah, who was still sitting in front of the open safe, but she only stared back impassively. ‘Read on,’ she said. There were more cuttings from newspapers and magazines with reports and discussions of the investigation into the murder of Barry Londale. I didn't know what to say. If, as Bill Londale be​lieved, there was no link between Jones and his father's death, why had Jones kept these cuttings in his safe? I leafed through the rest. More press cuttings, but their look was entirely different. They were American, dating from the forties. One was a short newspaper column: it dealt with the discovery of a body riddled with bullets in the Potomac. What had possessed Ralph Jones to keep these items in his safe for almost fifty years? Was this how a bad conscience works? Had he perhaps intended to use the papers to deter Hirsch from upping the ante? Maybe somewhere in the file, in the safe or in the house, there would be the evidence, the smoking gun, against Jones's former mentor that Bill Londale was looking for. 

I kept my eyes on the pages in my hands but could not bring myself to utter a comment. What could I say to Sarah? Outside, the collie barked a couple of times. I pretended to read on.

‘Look again at the first page, Michael. Read the obituary at the bottom.’ I did as she instructed me to do: ‘Obituary. Yesterday, Friday 20, our long-time collabora​tor William Martin Londale and his wife died in a crash when their car hit a hoarding on Manchester Road near the junction with the M6 at approxi​mately 11:30 p.m. …’ 

‘Bill Londale is dead?’ 

‘Do you know him?’

‘Yes, I met him once. He came to me with a story about Alfred Hirsch and your father…’ My throat went dry; I could not utter another word. Londale's files were in my room in London. Now, they were my responsibility—mine alone. Cold sweat oozed from my temples and for a moment I felt close to fainting.

‘And you didn't know that he was dead?’

‘No. May 21? Let me see.’ Hiding my discomfort as best I could, I took my diary out of my pocket and looked up the date. ‘That figures; it was the day my parents and I left for Antwerp to help my aunt. I told you about that.’

‘I knew this file was in the safe, but I never paid attention to it. The name Londale didn't mean a thing to me; I thought he was an old friend of my father. Yesterday, I went through the papers in the safe again and this folder slipped from my hands and fell on the floor. That's when I noticed that he had added a recent page. At first I had no idea why it was there, but then I read the obituary.’ 

‘Bill Londale was the son of Barry Londale, who was shot and dumped in the river in 1966.’

‘I worked that out myself, but I still didn't see that there was anything wrong. Then, an hour ago, in the parish hall, you told me that Londale had investigated that bank and Alfred's role in it. He couldn't have been a friend of my father. I don't want to know, Michael, but I have to. Why did my father keep these things in his safe? Was he blackmail​ing somebody?’

‘Oh no, Sarah. Don't you see? He was the one being black​mailed, and the ransom was the farm.’ 

Her eyes filled with tears as she at last accepted my interpre​tation of the meaning of the deed and the will that had put her future at the mercy of John and Armand Hirsch. ‘So you were right, right from the start!’ Then, out of a pained hush, she whispered: ‘My father killed these people?’

‘Maybe not Bill Londale, maybe he had an accident…’

‘Why?’

‘He did it to protect Alfred Hirsch. Barry Londale suspected that Alfred had been involved in some really dirty tricks early in the war, including the deadly cover-up of a failed plot in France, in which the Overton Investment Bank had been involved—that was in 1938, before the war. When your father befriended him in 1944 or thereabouts, Hirsch was already well on the way to being a successful diplomat. Your father was with the secret service then, the special operations unit, one of those who did the actual dangerous work. He must have been a godsend to Alfred, who was in a hurry to silence his former colleagues lest they should expose his role in the cover-up of the French plot. Your father became devoted to Alfred, and I guess he served him as a personal special agent. He was the victim of his ambition. He wanted to become someone like Alfred: a man of ideas, a strategist, influential, always mingling with the great and the powerful. As for Jeremy Nicholas…’

‘Nicholas? Who is he?’

I showed her the column cut out from the American newspa​per and told her some of the things Bill Londale had revealed to me about Hirsch, her father and Nicholas: ‘Jeremy Nicholas had to die, probably because he threatened to expose Hirsch's complicity in the deaths of his former colleagues at the bank. Barry Londale was a threat primarily to Hirsch but also to your father, because if Hirsch's deeds ever became known then your father's role in the death of Nicholas would also be exposed. The death of Barry Londale, however, did not prevent the decline of Hirsch's career. My guess is that Alfred Hirsch lost the protection, at any rate the support, of his former friends in the govern​ment or the secret service, when they sensed he was in deep trouble. 

‘The blackmail started, I think, when Hirsch's wife died and your father inherited from Arlene Simms. Coming on top of the shattering of his career, his wife's death was a devastating blow to Hirsch. He may have thought that he had nothing to lose anymore, even if his crimes came to light. Your father had to protect himself, and he had to think of you and your mother and his sons. He had no other option than doing Alfred's bidding. It was Alfred's show from the start.’

‘Dear God! What am I to do?’

Until then, Sarah had maintained her composure, but now she broke down. Still squatting, she bent forward until her head touched the floor. She started sobbing uncontrollably. I sat down beside her and helplessly stroked her hair. Slowly a thought took shape in my head. 

‘If we can prove that Hirsch was blackmailing your father…’

‘No, no, that would imply proving that my father was…’ 

‘If we can prove that Hirsch was blackmailing your father, because your father was helping to cover up Hirsch's crimes, the will and the deed will have to be declared invalid. They would be part of a criminal act.’

‘No, no,’ she repeated, but this time I did not back down. ‘There's no hurry. Nevertheless, someday you'll have to make up your mind, because your future is on the line—yours more than anybody else's. I'll do nothing against your will, I promise, but when the truth about your father's past comes out then you should be ready to cut your losses. Without the deed, John Hirsch has no claim to any of your father's property. Of course, I have no idea what your half-brothers will do…’

Still crying, she rose up from the floor, straightened herself and rested her back against the cabinet. At last, she stopped weeping. An awkward silence hung in the room as she stood there with downcast bleary eyes, from time to time shaking her head. Then she blurted out: ‘It's not fair! Why should I have to make a decision like this?’ I put my arms around her and pressed her head against my shoulder. ‘You don't have to do anything now. As long as your father lives, things need not be different from what they were before you found out. But you should be prepared when the day comes. I don't want to see you hurt. You have to think. Marrying Armand—no, don't say anything and hear me out. Marrying him is an option: you would be running the farm, just as you always wanted, not as the owner but as the owner's wife. It's probably what your father was banking on, why he hasn't yet sold his share to John to make a clean break with the past. He never meant to harm you.’ She kept shaking her head. ‘But marry​ing Armand would make you wholly dependent on him, at least as far as the farm is concerned. There is the risk for you. There would be nothing left for you if he were to divorce you later. He's a lawyer, he will protect his interests.’ 

At that moment, a voice rang out:

‘Don't listen to that punk!’

Armand was standing there in the doorway, threaten​ing, steaming with rage, his face red and his fists clenched. I was shocked, struck dumb by his appearance, but it seemed to re-invigorate Sarah instantly. 

‘Armand!’ she exclaimed, her voice full of surprise and anger. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘What is he doing here… apart from poisoning your mind?’

‘You've been eavesdropping! What have you heard?’

‘Enough,’ he said stepping farther into the room. I let go of Sarah and turned towards him. I would have to fight him. The thought frightened me. I was no match for him. I scanned the desk for an object with which to ward him off: there was only a telephone and a desk lamp. I reached for the lamp, but Sarah stepped in between him and me.

‘You knew about the deed all along, didn't you?’

‘The deed and the will, of course I knew. My father told me last year when I came back from university. He also said there was an agreement to keep them secret until after your father's death.’

‘And about your precious grandpa's blackmailing my father?’

‘That's preposterous. I knew nothing of that and for a good reason… because it isn't true. Don't you see that he's lying?’ He pointed at me, his face distorted with contempt and hatred. Then, as he looked at her again, his expression changed. He implored her: ‘Don't let that lowlife destroy everything, Sarah: you, me, my dad, your father, all our hopes, everything we've worked for.’ 

In a sudden, terrifying fury, she exclaimed, ‘How dare you say that! You have been lying to me. You knew and you kept it from me.’

‘I was told it was to be kept a secret.’

‘Don't play games with me, Armand. If it was okay for you to know, why wasn't it okay that I should know? You're the lawyer. Don't tell me that you thought it was just a harmless thing; something you should keep as a surprise wedding gift for me. What do you take me for? Now, leave the house immedi​ately.’

‘No, I'm staying. Your father is the boss here and he asked me to come over and keep an eye on him.’ He pointed at me again.

‘What!’

‘He phoned me. He wanted my dad, but he'd already left, and then he told me that I should go to the farm and stay with you, make sure you wouldn't be alone with your London friend. But his car was in the yard already. Come to your senses, Sarah. Every​thing was going fine until he showed up. Do you think I'm blind? Ask him why he's here, where he has no business whatsoever.’

‘Michael is here because he wanted to be at George's funeral; something you couldn't be bothered with. After all, George was only a life-long neighbour. What's that to you? You come to your senses, Armand. I am through with you. Get out of my life! Get out of my house!’

I thought he was going to explode. I instinctively stepped forward, but Sarah held me back. She was fuming. ‘You're a bastard, Armand; you are truly nothing but a bastard. Ever since you came back from university, you have acted as if you owned me. I thought it was just a phase, but it wasn't. You really believed you did, because of what your father told you about the deed and the will. If you think I'll just bow my head and play along then that shows how little you understand. You're right, though: Michael changed every​thing. He made me realize that I didn't have to put up with you for the rest of my life. Now, for the last time, get out.’

He was seething with rage and I readied myself to stop him somehow, should he approach us. He did not come nearer but merely hissed ‘Fuck you, the both of you!’ and stormed out of the room. From halfway down the stairs he yelled, ‘Just you wait. I've not finished with you.’ We heard him slam the door. Seconds later the muffled roar of his car told us he had indeed left the premises. I turned to Sarah. She was again leaning against the cabinet, her face buried in her hands. All the strength had drained from her body and her voice. I pulled her hands away from her face and lifted her chin with a single finger. ‘What have I done?’ she mumbled dejectedly. You have burnt all your bridges; you have put your fate in Armand's hands—that is what you have done. 

‘Do you think he can reach your father?’

She shook her head. ‘No, I don't think so. He's at a meeting in Cunnir.’

‘Is John with him?’

‘No, Charlotte told me that he was off to Edinburgh; other​wise he would've been at the funeral.’

‘You must make sure that you see your father before Armand does. There's no way out anymore.’

‘I understand that, Michael, but I'm not going to sit here and wait.’ 

‘Maybe we should drive to Cunnir?’

‘I don't know where my father is. He could be anywhere. Let's go outside. You must stay with me until he gets back and talk to him.’

‘Do you think that's wise?’

‘I don't know what is wise anymore. I only know that I can't handle this on my own.’

‘Where shall we go then?’

‘Let us drive to the radio beacon, the platform. It's the only place around here with no walls of any kind.’

I gathered the newspaper and magazine cuttings, which were all over the desk, and slipped them back in the green folder. While I was putting the lot in the bottom compart​ment, I noticed a passport-size photograph sticking to the inside of the safe. It was a fuzzy, obviously enlarged detail from a picture of Bill Londale, showing only his face. On the back, in pencil, was the cruel message ‘Your man, R.I.P. D.’ I showed the photo​graph to Sarah. ‘Who is that?’ she wanted to know. ‘It wasn't there before.’ I put it back where I had found it. D.—David? David Stretham? Who else! Here he was again. Stretham had found Bill Londale. Had he also liquidated him on Jones's behalf? Was that what he had discussed with Jones on the day of Hirsch's funeral? What was his stake in this sordid business? Was he a player or a pawn—an Alfred Hirsch or a Ralph Jones? 

‘You should close the safe now, Sarah.’

She did not close the safe straight away but started to rearrange the contents of the lower compartment, to make it look as if they had not been touched. While she was busying herself with that pointless task—after all, Armand must have noticed the open safe and the papers on Jones's desk—my eye fell on a stack of photo albums on the shelf immediately above the cabinet with the strongbox. I opened the topmost album and hur​riedly leafed through it. It was full of pictures of Jones at receptions, dinners, in an audience or giving a speech, all but a few of them in black and white. I had just turned to the first page, where there was a photograph of Wendell Marle and Jones in his Colonel's uniform flanking a young couple, a rather plump bride and a tall, strongly built bridegroom, when Sarah closed the door of the safe. 

‘Michael! What are you doing?’

I tilted the album so that she would be able to see the picture. ‘You know this?’ Something vaguely familiar about the picture had aroused my curiosity, but I was unable to tell just what it was. 

‘That's Wendell Marle, obviously.’

‘I mean the young couple.’

‘It must be the marriage of one of Marle's daughters or sons. I don't know. Let's go now.’

‘Yes, let's go!’ I said, but I could not resist satisfying my curiosity first. I hastily removed the photograph from the stickers that held it in place and turned it over. On the back, in black ink, there was written: Lou + Andy, Sep. 30, 1961. As far as I remembered from Marle's biogra​phies, there was no Andy among Marle's sons, but I had read somewhere that there had been a daughter called Louise. She had died after a miscarriage or emergency abortion somewhere in Asia, where her in-laws lived. Then I recognized the groom: a young, tall, not yet fat and bald David Stretham. The Andy in the photo​graph was Andrew David M. Stretham—a son-in-law of Marle! It was a staggering insight. On the one hand, I felt jubilant: here is my book on Marle, the link between his aborted last cam​paign and the events in Indonesia that had ended Hirsch's career and led to the murder of Barry Londale! On the other hand, I felt stupid: why had I never thought of asking Jacob Salomon about Stretham, the keeper of the Marle family's heinous secret? How could I have missed the obvious: that The Prodigy had been a stooge for The Great Buffoon ever since he had entered into the latter's ambit? But then I had not missed it entirely, had I, even if I had all too obsequiously deferred to Bill Londale's agnosticism in quelling my suspicions not only of Jones's involvement in his father's death but also of the identity of the mysterious 2U in Hirsch's files? I shivered with excitement and fright: the book on Marle's last campaign would be a heavy responsibility and, if Stretham ever got wind of it, a daunting risk. 

Then, before I had a chance to re-insert the photo properly, Sarah snatched the album from my hands and shoved it back onto the stack above the cabinet: ‘Michael, let's go, please.’

I drove my car along the narrow road, past the deserted byre, around the Muir, and then up the track to the platform of the erstwhile radio beacon. Halfway up, a sign announced that the road was closed for repairs. ‘I'd forgotten about that,’ Sarah ex​plained. ‘A week ago a party from Cunnir was there for a barbecue, and their van damaged the bridge beyond the next bend. Let's leave the car here. It's still too far to the plat​form, but we can walk to Widow's Leap along the path through the woods that we used before; remember?’ Tense as she was, she managed a smile that seemed to say: I'm going to be okay with you by my side. 

Wildfowl took fright as we got out of the car; a moment later, all was quiet. Tall vigorous weeds rose up above a stretch of dry discol​oured grass under the alders alongside the track. Amid the dull green of the bushes on the other side, small patches of shrivelling leaves also indicated that the growing season was at its peak and that the long wait for autumn was about to begin. But these signs were in the details only; they were lost in the bright panorama of the valley. Sarah looked out over the meadows and fields of The Hollows, which were shimmering peacefully in the summer heat. I let my gaze travel from her farm to Craigh House. On the stretch of the road between the Holbrooks' barns and their house, a car slowed down almost to a halt and then picked up speed again as it drove on in the direction of the chapel; nothing else seemed to move in the village. ‘See that?’ Sarah pointed towards the far end of the valley, where a couple of tractors were crawling across the meadows along the Wain. ‘They're still turning the hay over there, but most of it is already baled and stored in the sheds. Come.’

It was hot and I welcomed the shadow of the trees. A question had been lurking in the back of my mind ever since I had heard Armand drive away. ‘How did he get in? I mean, Armand, how did he enter the house? You closed the door when you let me in, didn't you?’

‘They have a key; John has. He has an office next to my father's study, where we were, at the farm.’ 

‘Does your father have a key to Craigh House?’

‘No, not that I know. Why?’

‘No reason, I merely wondered how Armand got in.’ John has a key to the farmhouse—how symbolic, how pathetic! Poor piteous Ralph, lured by Alfred's delusory promise of power and influence into a lifetime of violent crime, deceit, servitude, and betrayal of his children, especially the one child that had stood by him! I put my arm around Sarah's shoulder and hugged her. 

‘I was such a fool,’ she whispered, resting her head against my shoulder. ‘And to think that I was angry with you!’

‘I should have held my tongue.’ 

‘So should I… when you mentioned Londale… when Armand turned up.’

We passed by the well pit—the remains of the fence that had still marked it in the spring were no longer standing—and reached the edge of the cliff. Not a sound stirred the air. I glanced over the edge. There was not much water in the Wain and what there was trickled noiselessly over the rocks below. 

‘Michael?’ She put her arm around my waist. ‘Have you ever loved me?’ 

I kissed her. 

‘Is that an answer?’

I kissed her again: ‘But it wasn't love at first sight; it just grew on me.’

‘For me it was love at first sight. Well, almost.’

‘That's because you're quick and I'm slow.’ 

I wanted to ask her what had made her fall in love with me, but she spoke again: ‘What is going to happen to us now?’

‘We shall have to talk to your father, but it's not going to be easy. Frankly, I have no idea.’ 

I had no idea. 

Suddenly she looked up, utterly terrified, shrieked and pushed me away. I nearly went over the edge. A crashing sound reverberated among the trees and seemed to end in a howl. Then, recovering my balance, I saw him: a ghostly silhouette, Armand, motionless against the backlight stream​ing in from The Hollows, his arms dangling beside his body, one of them eerily extending almost to the forest floor. And I saw her, Sarah, my Sarah, knocked to the ground, a blood​stain growing on the right shoulder and sleeve of her blouse, her lips moving, her fingers twitching, her eyes no longer probing the world around her but dim with fright. I looked up again. Armand was coming closer, half-stumbling, half-running, holding a sporting-gun and aiming it at me as he lurched forward over the uneven surface. I ran, away from the cliff, towards the only exit I knew, the path through the forest at the end of which was my car. Another shot. I felt nothing but instinctively began to zigzag, looking over my shoulder at every change of direction, until I slipped and fell. Within a second I was back on my feet but now he was right behind me, grunting, clawing at my back. Then he clutched my wrist. Propelled by the momentum of the chase, we swirled and stumbled. He lost his grip but I slipped again and, no longer feeling any ground under my feet, fell and kept falling, as if in a bottomless pit.  

*

Wait and See

It's not a bottomless pit. I am in the well pit at Widow's Leap. I move my hands. They're still hurting and I take care not to let them touch the stubbly floor around me. There are no skulls and bones. Not yet anyway. The specks of light seem to be winking—I suppose it's getting windy up there.  

Widow's Leap, that's good: they're bound to find me. Sarah's up there, she'll tell them where to look. Even if she passed out and didn't see what happened after she was hit, somebody will notice my car and come looking for me. It's a matter of a few hours, at the most. How long have I been lying here already? 

Somebody will find me… but not Armand! He's down here with me. I remember now: we were close to the pit, he slipped, and the edge caved in under his weight. That's when he lost his grip. Thrown out of balance when he let go, I slipped too, yet I managed to clutch a branch of the tree growing out of the pit. It was too thin to hold me and cut through the palms of my hands like a knife before it snapped, but I hung on long enough to hear the thud that broke off his scream. 

‘Armand!’ It comes out no louder than a whisper. There's no answer, no sound of breathing, not even the rustle of a single pine needle being moved. ‘Armand!’ Nothing. ‘You idiot! You're supposed to be a calculating bastard, the kind that will go far in the world, but you didn't, did you?’ Still nothing. ‘You should be up there, helping Sarah.’ I stretch my right arm out as far as it will go. Groping blindly in the dark, I feel a piece of cloth and a hand already colder than mine. I pull back my arm; an excruciating pain nearly knocks me out.     

I see him driving to the farm to call an ambulance; the ambulance speeding from Laingley to Wainock; the medics rushing with their folded stretcher through the woods to the edge of the cliff, where Sarah is. To my horror, he pushes her into the gorge, turns around and comes to the well with his gun and a rope, and climbs down. A lump forms in my throat; I can hardly breathe. This can't be right.

I wake up. I must've lost consciousness again. The specks of light are still up there, but then these are the long hot days of summer. Now that I'm lying on my back, I cannot muster the strength to turn over again. Not that I want to turn over, but there are moments when my body aches so much that I need to move it, just a little, just enough to lessen the pain. 

Out of a sweet, almost holy silence, I hear Sarah's voice. ‘Michael? Are you all right?’ I hear myself answering her but instantly realize that I haven't uttered a sound. She's holding my head in her lap, caressing my temple. ‘Do you love me as much as I love you?’ I look up at her, but there is mother. ‘You'll be fine,’ she says; ‘it's just a tummy ache, we all have it from time to time.’ Now she is on the terrace, talking to dad. The light is perfect, bathing them in a golden glow. This is the moment; I must get my camera. She asks, ‘What shall we do with that stuff in Michael's room?’ ‘Be careful with that,’ he says. ‘A lot of it belongs to Mr Overton.’ They fade away, as they always do when a friend comes to visit me. Overton asks about the twelfth chapter: ‘The Mayden Industries raid, where's the surprise?’ I ask him, ‘That man in Bangalore, Andy Mansur—Andrew David Mansur Stretham—was he a Sydney Greenstreet look-alike?’ 

It is as if I am slipping and I try to steady myself, digging my fingers in the bristly floor until the pain becomes unbearable. Mrs Jones gives me a sly confidential smile, ‘Almost there, Michael,’ while Harvey Parker crosses his fingers and George clasps his hand on my forearm: ‘Judgement and being.’ What a crowd! I feel dizzy. I look around for David Allison, but he is not here—a pity, he has his faults, but he is my friend. There is Auntie! She points to the folded wheelchair and says, ‘It's as good as new.’ That frightens me and I protest, although I know that she means well. 

I wake up and look around. There's nothing but darkness. The specks of light are gone. To my relief, I now smell dad's cigar. He'll be at the kitchen door in a second—but he isn't. Instead, he's holding me up into the strong winds over the North Sea, pointing towards the white cliffs of Dover and the tumbling seagulls. ‘We'll be home before supper,’ he says; ‘let's not forget to call granny.’

‘Bro-bro!’

There's Alice. Mummy puts her down on the floor and she run-waggles towards me, giggling like mad. She pinches my nose, and I put on a face, mock pain and mock anger, that makes her giggle even more; and off she runs, back to mummy's arms. I should tell her about this. What will she make of it? She won't believe her ears. For now, it is wait and see, as it always is: from start to finish. 

�Perhaps “rows”?


�Perhaps “estate”?


�Perhaps “goggles”


�perhaps “businesses”?


�Perhaps, “silent”?
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