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About the Book

A search for missing documents in an international mining company becomes a voyage into dangerous waters.

A dead friend, a lost lover and a clutch of mysteries from Jonathan Kellaway’s youth in Cornwall and Italy in the late 1960s come back to haunt him when he is tasked with discovering why there is a gaping hole in his employer’s records – and to tempt him with the hope that he may at last learn the truth about the tragedies of those years. It is a truth that has claimed several victims before. If he pursues it hard and long enough, he may only add himself to the list.

But pursue it he will. Because the truth, he comes to realize, is the secret that has consumed his life. This time he will not stop... until he has found it.
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2010


ONE

I WASN’T A frequent visitor to Presley Beaumont’s office. I wasn’t a frequent visitor to Intercontinental Kaolins’ Augusta HQ at all. For years I’d been a field man, happy to steer clear of head office number-crunching. I remembered IK’s base in Sandersville and preferred it (by a long way) to the anonymous tower of angular steel and tinted glass that was our new centre of operations.

Our new centre? Theirs, I’d soon be able to say. I’d handed in my notice. I was on my way out. Resigning or retiring? You could take your pick. Either way, I was leaving.

But not, apparently, as quickly and quietly as my line manager had led me to expect. He’d supposed – I’d supposed – that my three months’ notice would be waived; that I’d be seen off swiftly with a back-slap and a cheque in lieu: the travelator of working life moving on, with someone else stepping on at the start just as I stepped off at the end.

Then the call had come from the HR director: Beaumont wanted to see me before anything was finalized. There were ‘issues he wanted to address’. What might they be? No point asking. I knew that even as I asked.

I’d worked for Beaumont’s father. A good man. I’d said a few words at his funeral that came from the heart. The son was smoother, smarter, sleeker. I didn’t like him. I certainly didn’t trust him. He probably knew that – though, naturally, neither of us was ever likely to admit as much.

He’d put on some weight since I’d last seen him. But his tailor had kept pace effortlessly. The suit was a work of art, celebrated in shimmering fibre-notes that threw crimson in among the bronze. His smile was broad, his handshake firm. The extra poundage made him look younger than ever, puffing out his babyish complexion. He clearly thought he was looking good.


‘Can we get you some coffee, Jonathan?’ he enquired in an amiable tone.

‘Will I have time to drink it, Presley?’ I countered. ‘I mean, it’s good of you to call me in for a parting word, but I know how busy you are.’

‘There’s time.’ The smile stiffened fractionally. ‘Sit down.’

We took our seats either side of his vast and virtually empty desk. He leant back in his ergonomically over-designed chair and extended an arm to flick an intercom switch. ‘Fix us some coffee, would you, Beth? I believe Jonathan takes his black.’

‘I’m impressed you remember that.’

He smiled. ‘It is impressive, I agree.’

Someone once said to me he thought Presley smiled a lot just to remind you he had teeth. Expensive teeth, by the look of them.

‘I was surprised to hear you were planning to leave us, Jonathan, I surely was.’

‘I turned sixty last October. Time to come in out of the weather.’

‘We could have fixed you up with something less physically arduous here, if that was the problem.’

‘Coast down to retirement behind a desk, you mean?’

‘Exactly. Not one as big as this, of course.’ He chuckled.

‘Naturally not.’

A pause, inching towards awkwardness. Then he said: ‘I heard you’d expressed … reservations … about the Rio Tocaru project.’

Reservations? You certainly could call them that. The Amazon Basin represented the future of Intercontinental Kaolins in particular and the china clay industry in general. It was going to be a bigger source than Georgia and South Carolina. It was already bigger than Devon and Cornwall. But extraction involved deforestation – a lot of it. I’d overseen much of the geological research that had taken IK into Brazil in the first place. I couldn’t deny the part I’d played. But I could end my involvement before any more rain forest was strip-mined out of existence. It was just about all I could do.

‘Not going green in your old age, are you, Jonathan?’

‘Late middle age at worst is how I like to think of sixty.’

‘That’s probably—’

He broke off as Beth entered with the coffee. There was a grinning flurry of three-way small talk as the tray was set down. Then she was gone, leaving Presley to eye me, still smiling, over the rim of his cup.

His expression planted a question in my mind. We’d locked horns a few times over the years. So, were his memories of those times the same as mine? Had he forgotten more than I had – or less? And which of us did the answer hand the advantage to?

‘Any reservations I may have are irrelevant,’ I said, after a cautious sip of coffee. ‘I’m out of the game.’

‘Not yet.’

‘Surely you aren’t going to insist on me working out my notice?’

‘I’m not proposing to insist on anything.’

‘Then … why the summons?’

‘Summons? Is that how it came across?’

‘Pretty much.’

‘Well, I’m sorry. Communications glitch. You know how it is.’

I did know. That was why I didn’t believe there’d been a glitch. ‘Is there something I can do for you, Presley?’ I matched him smile for smile. ‘Before I go.’

‘Not for me.’ He raised his eyebrows and spread his arms expansively, disowning responsibility. ‘I’m just the messenger.’

‘And who’s the message from?’

A beat, as he let me wait for his reply. Then: ‘The old man.’

I should have known. There was only one person in Presley’s world he’d be carrying a message for. The old man. Greville Lashley, former chairman, officially retired, yet still not quite out of touch. And he never would be while he lived. Everyone who knew him knew that. And I, for my sins, knew him well.

‘It’s the damnedest thing, Jonathan. I got the word from him to call you on the same day I heard you were leaving us. Seems you’d have got a break from Rio Tocaru anyway. Without having to do anything as drastic as resigning.’

‘Unfortunately, I have resigned. So—’

‘You can wrap this assignment up within a few weeks, that would be my guess. Well, his guess, I should say. I apprised him of your … pending retirement. And he said, “There’s time for him to do one last job for me.” You should be flattered. I got the feeling there’s no one else he’d trust to do it.’

Trust was hard to win from Greville Lashley. And I didn’t fool myself for a minute I’d ever won it. But, then, who had? Maybe that was the point. It wasn’t that there was no one else he trusted. There was just no one else at all. ‘What’s the job?’ I asked warily.

‘Has word reached you about the old man’s vanity project?’

‘His what?’

‘A few months ago, he asked the board to commission a history of the company. Well, both companies until the merger. CCC and NAK.’ Cornish China Clays and North American Kaolins were IK’s forebears. I couldn’t for a moment imagine why Greville should want their corporate paths documented. It would amount, in many ways, to his own professional biography, something I’d have expected him to do his level best to prevent ever seeing the light of day. But maybe, just maybe, extreme old age was chipping away at his reticence. ‘So, we set it up for him. Hired a suitable historian. Fay Whitworth. Doctor Fay Whitworth. Bristol University. Gave her all the access she needed and let her get on with it.’

‘I’ve heard nothing about this.’

‘No. Well, no particular reason you should have, I suppose. She hasn’t touched the NAK side of things yet. Or anything post-merger. To be honest, I’m not sure she ever will. That’s the problem.’

‘Meaning what, exactly?’

Presley’s smile faded. ‘She claims whole chunks of CCC records from the nineteen fifties and sixties have gone missing. They should be in the basement in St Austell – but they aren’t. Anyhow, the perfectionist doctor says she can’t make any further progress without them. She’s effectively gone on strike. The old man wants you to get her back to work.’

‘How?’

The smile was restored. ‘Find the missing records, I suppose. Between you and me, Jonathan, I don’t care whether this history ever gets written or not. But the old man cares. So, we need to look as if we care too.’

‘Maybe you need to, Presley. I don’t see how that applies to me.’

‘Really? You disappoint me.’

‘But I’m sure I don’t surprise you.’

He gave a pained frown, as if baffled by my uncooperative attitude. ‘I’m going to have to insist, Jonathan. It’s in your contract. “Such other duties as the chairman may at his discretion ask you to perform from time to time”. This is one of those times. And you wouldn’t want to put yourself in breach a few months away from your pension, now would you? That would be … kind of stupid, don’t you think?’

It would be stupid, of course. But then chasing after missing company records from forty or fifty years ago didn’t sound very sensible either. Casting my mind back to my earliest involvement with Cornish China Clays, in 1968, I felt a shiver of apprehension. That period was surely a book Greville Lashley should want to keep firmly closed. What was going on inside the old man’s mind? ‘Maybe I ought to talk to Greville about this, Presley.’

In Presley’s eyes there was a gleam of something close to pity. ‘I suggested that myself. He said there was no need. You were just to … deal with the problem as you saw fit. We’ve scheduled a meeting for you with Doctor Whitworth, day after tomorrow. Beth has the details.’

‘The day after tomorrow?’

‘The sooner you go, the sooner you can get the job done and start planning your retirement.’ Presley drained his coffee and glanced at his preposterously bulbous wristwatch. ‘Now, I need to move my day along, so I’m afraid we’re going to have to leave it there. I can tell the old man you’re on the case, can’t I, Jonathan?’

There could be only one answer to Presley’s question. I would be on the case. Not because of a clause in my contract. But because, like Greville Lashley, I’d have trusted no one else to find out what was really going on. I was uniquely qualified for the task, as the old man well knew. And for a host of reasons – many of which he was familiar with – I was bound to accept it. At his contriving, a mystery I thought I’d put behind me had tapped me on the shoulder. And I had no choice, as he must clearly have understood, but to turn and face it.


1968


TWO

MEMORIES ARE MORE than recollected experiences. They’re displacements of ourselves in time and space. They’re events our younger self witnessed and participated in, recalled by an older self who often wonders if he’s truly the same person. They’re visions of people we once knew. And, bewilderingly, we are one of those people.

When I left St Austell Grammar School in July 1968, I was well aware my life was entering a new phase. A new and exciting one, if my hopes for it were to be fulfilled. The world was changing in big, mind-expanding ways. The old order was crumbling. And I liked the sound of what was reputedly replacing it – liberation in every kind of beguiling form.

But in St Austell all that was just rumour – second- or third-hand accounts of glamorous, even dangerous, events far, far away. For first-hand experience, you had to leave. And that was exactly what I was planning to do. A place at LSE awaited me in September. London was where I was confident I’d find everything – including myself.

Ironically, London was where I was actually from. But we’d moved to Cornwall when I was two, so I had no memories of my birthplace. The bank had offered my father a branch managership and west we’d gone. Managership of a bigger branch elsewhere had failed to follow. I could see in him the narrowness of vision his bosses had probably seen too. If he’d ever thought of St Austell as a stepping stone to greater things, he’d stopped thinking that way by the time I was old enough to understand him.

We’d moved into a brand-new three-bedroom semi in Eastbourne Road, between the cemetery and the bypass, on the southern edge of town. Sixteen years later, we were still there, or at least Mum and Dad were. In my mind, I was already packed and ready to go. Dad had tried gently to steer me towards engineering or geology degree courses, on the grounds they would help me get a job in the china clay industry back in Cornwall after I’d graduated. I’d opted for economics because a job in the china clay industry was the last thing I aspired to. I didn’t want to think about returning to Cornwall. I wanted to think about getting out and staying out.

As a child, I believed the spoil heaps on the horizon north of St Austell were natural formations. Later I understood that St Austell’s hinterland was entirely man-made: a weird, out-of-scale moonscape of vast pits worked by huge machines that looked no bigger than my Dinky toys when seen from above; of conical waste mountains dwarfing the terraces of labourers’ cottages; of gleaming blue-green lakes in flooded pits and drying sheds as big as cathedrals; of long, lumbering trainloads of clay trucks heading for Par Docks while Mum and Dad and I sat in the Morris Minor at the level crossing in St Blazey, watching them slowly pass. The china clay blew in storms of fine dust on dry, windy days, or flowed in milky slews of mud on wet ones. It curdled the rivers and bleached the land. It was everywhere.

It was also every other local resident’s employer. St Austell wasn’t just a china clay town. It was the china clay town. The industry was dominated by one company, Cornish China Clays, operating out of a large, newly built headquarters easily visible from the playing fields of the grammar school. While I was in the sixth form, we were taken to see the wonders of their IBM computer and tour their research laboratories. We met assorted science graduates recruited from all over the country. The message was clear: this was a modern, efficient, innovative business we should think seriously about getting involved in. Absolutely. Just a pity it was in St Austell. Where I had no intention of remaining.

A summer job with CCC sounded too much like being sucked in to me, so, to raise money for the wild time I was determined to have in London, I looked elsewhere. Walter Wren & Co. were a china clay firm right enough, but much smaller and older-fashioned than CCC. And their advert in the Cornish Guardian made it clear the vacancy in their office was menial and temporary – the perfect combination, as far as I was concerned. Two months would suit them as well as me. I started the job ten days after the end of term.

Wren’s operated out of dilapidated premises in East Hill. Not only were there no research labs or computers, there was little sign that anything much had changed since before the war. Maurice Rowe, the lugubrious, chain-smoking head of accounts I was at the beck and call of, informed me before the end of my first week that the company would be swallowed by CCC sooner or later, so the directors saw no sense in investing in new equipment or procedures. ‘We’re not exactly what you’d call go-ahead.’

That was a serious understatement. The accounts office functioned on manual typewriters, double carbon copies and wooden filing cabinets. It was fortunate for me I didn’t have to spend all day every day there choking on Rowe’s cigarette smoke. There were errands to be run at the so-called shipping office, attached to the firm’s drying shed near the harbour a mile away at Charlestown. I never had to be asked twice to take the van down there. The place was every bit as antiquated as East Hill, but livelier, thanks to all the loading and unloading that went on around it.

Par Docks was CCC territory, so Wren’s and a few other small firms used Charlestown for their shipments. There was no rail access, the harbour was tiny and facilities hadn’t been upgraded since the village was built by local landowner Charles Rashleigh at the end of the eighteenth century. But it was a pretty spot when the sun shone and the sea sparkled. I spent as much time there as I could contrive. Jim Turner, the shipping manager, cordially hated Maurice Rowe, so took pleasure in keeping me hanging around. And I never put up much resistance.

Most of the staff were at least twenty years older than I was and behaved as if the gap was even bigger. Exceptions included Polly Hodge, the long-legged accounts typist, who tormented all the men in the office with her micro-mini-skirts but was so wonderfully brainless she never realized it, and Peter Newlove, who was exactly my age and had joined Wren’s at fifteen straight from school (secondary modern, in his case). A whippety lad with a Ringo Starr moustache and an insatiable appetite for Polo mints, he viewed me with a mixture of awe and resentment. University and London were both unimaginable concepts to him. He cultivated me, I think, in the hope that I’d invite him to visit me in the big city after I’d left Wren’s. Naturally, there was no chance I’d ever do that. But he was amusing company during lunchtime forays to his favourite pub, the General Wolfe, at the other end of Fore Street.

Pete pretended not to care what would become of him in a merger with CCC, but his detailed knowledge of feuds and alliances in the Wren family suggested he was pondering the future with some anxiety. George Wren, son of the original Walter, had died a few months previously. His son-in-law, Greville Lashley, was now cock of the walk and was rumoured to be cosying up to the CCC board for all he was worth. He’d married Muriel, George’s daughter and only child, after the death of her first husband, Ken Foster. ‘Suicide,’ Pete gleefully informed me, as if he had some personal knowledge of the event, whereas under questioning he admitted it had happened when he was still at junior school.

Further rumour had it that old George had let the firm’s finances deteriorate to the point where a takeover by CCC was the only way to avoid bankruptcy. Pete was all for it. So were most of the staff, according to him. ‘Provided we get to keep our jobs.’ There was the rub. Lashley would be negotiating to protect himself and the family, not the staff. There was no way to tell how many of them would make it to the promised land with him.

Greville Lashley struck me as a clever, quick-thinking man doing his best in difficult circumstances. Tall, slim and darkly handsome, with distinguished wartime service in the RAF behind him, he always dressed immaculately and drove a mirror-polished Jag. If he was staring ruin in the face, you’d never have known it. But that, according to Pete, was just an act. ‘This year’s make or break – for him and us.’

The problem, apparently, was that the split of shareholdings in the family meant Lashley couldn’t put through any deal he succeeded in negotiating without support from one of George Wren’s two surviving siblings. There was a brother, Francis, who lived abroad and a sister, Harriet, who shared Nanstrassoe House, the Wren residence in Carlyon Road, with Greville and Muriel Lashley, their young son and Muriel’s two children by her first marriage. Harriet was believed to be opposed to a takeover. Francis’s opinion wasn’t known.

None of this was of more than idle interest to me. Unlike Pete and his co-workers, I had no stake in what happened. I’d soon be on my way to a place where the fate of a small Cornish china clay company was supremely unimportant. Still, it was impossible not to be aware of the intrigue and uncertainty that lay behind the workaday routines at Walter Wren & Co. and Pete made sure I was kept informed about what was reckoned to be going on.

The consensus was that a crisis was looming. But how long it would go on merely looming was unclear. ‘You’ll probably have left by the time it comes to a crunch,’ Pete speculated. ‘But don’t worry. I’ll tell you all about it when you come home for Christmas.’ In my own mind, I felt sure I wouldn’t be the least bit interested by then. I’d forget all about Walter Wren & Co. as soon as I got on the train to London on Sunday, 22 September. Oh yes. I already knew the date when I’d be putting St Austell behind me. And it couldn’t come fast enough.

The reality, of course, was that it would come when it came and no sooner. Meanwhile, there was a summer to be enjoyed and I was going to do my best to enjoy it, humdrum working days notwithstanding. And, as it turned out, the crisis Pete had predicted didn’t wait until after I’d gone to break.


The first sign of its imminence came one damp Tuesday afternoon in the middle of August, though at the time its significance was lost on me. I’d just driven back in the van from Charlestown. As I turned into the small yard behind Wren’s, I had to slam on the brakes to avoid a collision with a boy who darted out of the back door of the offices and ran straight across my path, heading for the road. He didn’t even seem to notice me and was gone in a flash. All I remembered of him was jeans, a white shirt and a mop of blond hair. But that description was enough to identify him in Accounts and to elicit a frisson of unease that I found distinctly puzzling.

‘Oliver Foster,’ Maurice tartly informed me. Ah, of course. One of the two children of Muriel Lashley’s first marriage. He’d looked about fifteen, which probably made sense. ‘He’s been making a nuisance of himself. Don’t encourage him. He’s a pain in the neck.’

Mutterings from Pete while we were at the tea urn later suggested there was more to be learnt for the price of a lager and lime (his drink of choice) at the General Wolfe at opening time. As he’d probably calculated, I was bored enough to relish any gossip. So, just a little after opening time, off we went.

Oliver and his sister, Vivien, had been sent to private boarding schools outside the county. Not much was seen of them in St Austell. They were both home for the summer and Vivien was about to go up to Cambridge. ‘That outranks London, doesn’t it, Jon?’ Pete observed. (I’d tried to stop him calling me Jon, which no one else did, without success.) ‘Her and Olly are a brainy pair, apparently.’

Exactly what Oliver might be applying his brain to at Wren’s was unclear, but evidently Lashley had sent his secretary, the formidable Joan Winkworth, down to the basement, where records dating back to the company’s formation in 1895 were stored, to fetch something shortly after his return from lunch. Joan had come upon young Oliver searching through the files. He’d scooted off without explanation. She’d reported back to Lashley, who’d reacted by issuing an instruction that the basement door should be kept locked in future, with the key in Joan’s keeping, and emphasizing that no non-staff members were to be allowed the run of the premises. By implication, the ban applied to his stepson as much as to anyone else.

‘I guess Olly came back to finish doing whatever it was Joan interrupted, only to find he was locked out,’ reasoned Pete. ‘He must have been leaving again when you nearly ran him over.’

‘But what would he have been after in the basement?’ I asked. I couldn’t imagine the dusty archives of the family firm holding any sort of attraction for a teenage boy when there were girls in bikinis to be ogled all day down at the Lido swimming pool.

‘Beats me,’ Pete admitted. ‘But some people reckon he’s not right in the head on account of witnessing his father’s suicide.’

‘He witnessed it?’

‘Well, more or less. Ken Foster drove out to Goss Moor, parked at the end of some track and gassed himself in his car. You know – tube through the window from the exhaust. That’s how he topped himself. What he didn’t realize, though, was that Olly had stowed away in the boot. Some kind of prank. He was only seven. Anyway, he was still in the boot when a pair of hikers came across the car. Too late for Ken. I’m not sure what state Olly was in by then. But it’s bound to have affected him, isn’t it?’

I conceded it might have. But that still didn’t explain a clandestine visit to the basement. And why now, nine years after his father’s death?

‘Maybe it’s something to do with the merger,’ Pete suggested. ‘Maybe Olly’s worried about being robbed of his inheritance.’

Incredulity at the idea that anyone of our generation might want to inherit an outfit like Walter Wren & Co. must have been written on my face.

‘It’s all right for you,’ Pete complained, scowling at me. ‘Some of us need to earn a wage. Wren’s isn’t so bad.’

‘It’s had its day, Pete. And if Oliver Foster doesn’t understand that, then he really isn’t right in the head.’

I gave no further thought to Oliver Foster’s state of mind until Thursday, when I found myself down at Charlestown again. Jim Turner had borrowed me to clear a backlog of paperwork, which involved sorting several months’ worth of shipping orders into first date, and then alphabetical, order. I needed some fresh air come lunchtime, so took my sandwiches down to the harbour wall and sat in the sunshine on the bollard at the end of the eastern mole.

There were a few tourists wandering around taking snaps of the quaint old port, but it was otherwise a quiet day in Charlestown, with no loading in progress in the dock. I had the harbour wall to myself.

But it didn’t stay that way. I’d just lit a cigarette when I heard a voice behind me. ‘Can I buy one of those from you?’ The accent was cultured, the tone casual.

I looked round to find Oliver Foster gazing vacantly at me. He was dressed as he had been the previous day, in white shirt, jeans and plimsolls, with the addition of a green sweater tied round his waist. His hands were thrust into his pockets and his face wore an expression of heavy-lidded detachment. A high forehead made him look much older than I knew him to be, despite his unruly mass of blond hair.

‘Well, can I? Would thruppence do it?’ He fished a threepenny bit out of his pocket.

‘You can have one for nothing.’ I proffered the pack.

‘OK.’ He took a cigarette, peering at the label as he did so. ‘Ah. The international passport to smoking pleasure.’ He chuckled, though whether at his own ability to recite Peter Stuyvesant’s advertising motto or my pretentiousness at choosing the brand it was hard to tell.

He flourished a silver lighter. There were some initials inscribed on it that looked like K.L.F. I wondered if it had belonged to his father. He took a long first draw on the cigarette and gazed past me out to sea.

‘I nearly drove into you the day before yesterday,’ I said, reckoning that would get his attention.

It wasn’t immediately obvious I’d succeeded. But after a long pause he said, ‘So, you work at Wren’s.’

‘Yes. Just for the summer. Then I’m off to university.’

‘Where?’

‘London.’

‘Lucky you.’

‘You’re Oliver Foster, aren’t you?’

‘Apparently.’

‘Jonathan Kellaway.’ I offered my hand.

He smiled, amused, apparently, by the quaintness of the gesture. But he consented to a handshake. ‘How do you do, Jonathan?’ He was a couple of years younger than I was, but it was hard to believe. He already seemed to be an adult – mature, self-possessed, cynical even. Pose or not, it was impressive in its own way.

‘Been for a walk?’

‘You could say that. Been visiting. At the Carlyon Bay.’ I took him to mean the premier hotel of the neighbourhood, a mile or so along the coast. ‘Fancied a stroll afterwards. Told my chauffeuse to pick me up here.’

‘Your chauffeuse?’

‘Sister. She’ll be here soon. Very reliable, my sister.’

‘How old is she?’

‘Nineteen. She’s off to university as well.’

‘Really. Which one?’ (I knew the answer, of course, thanks to Pete.)

‘Not London.’ Oliver grinned. ‘Ah, here’s the chariot.’ He pointed with his cigarette towards a bright yellow Mini heading down the road on the other side of the dock. It pulled up at the landward end of the western mole, separated from us by the harbour mouth. A blonde-haired girl climbed out and started walking along the mole towards us. She was wearing a white safari-suit, dazzlingly bright in the sunshine, with several bead necklaces. Large, circular sunglasses and her long, breeze-ruffled hair gave her a glamorous, sophisticated look. Her world, I felt sure, was exactly the one I aimed to enter as soon as I left St Austell.

But the impression she made on me didn’t stop at glamour and sophistication. As she neared the curved end of the mole, with just the narrow mouth of the harbour between us, she pushed her sunglasses up on to her forehead – high, like her brother’s – and smiled.

She was beautiful. That was the realization that hit me almost like a blow. Not pretty or sexy or attractive, or, rather, all of those things with some other magical ingredient thrown in: the shape of her mouth, the sparkle of her blue, blue eyes, the hint of mystery as well as allure in her gaze. She was quite extraordinarily beautiful. She was the sort of girl I’d dreamt of meeting in Paris or Venice or San Francisco. And here she was, not half a world of fantasies away, but standing in front of me, on the harbour wall at Charlestown, in Cornwall.

‘Coming home?’ she called across to Oliver, her voice soft and slightly husky.

‘Glad to see you dragged yourself away,’ he replied.

‘You said you’d want picking up, so here I am. Are you coming?’

‘Guess so. But say hello to Jonathan here before we go. He’s working at Wren’s until he starts at university. Not Cambridge. But still university. This is my sister Vivien, Jonathan.’

‘Hello,’ I said, painfully aware of how sheepish I sounded. But great beauty, as Vivien must have been aware, is an intimidating thing.

‘Hello, Jonathan,’ she responded, smiling at me briefly, before returning her attention to Oliver. ‘Now, can we go?’

And that was how we first met, Vivien Foster and I. I watched her walk back along the mole to her car while Oliver headed towards the bridge across the dock gate. She never once glanced round at me, though she cast several glances in her brother’s direction. It was pretty clear she’d barely noticed me. But I’d noticed her. And I was already certain I’d never forget her.

How right I was.


THREE

I COULDN’T STOP thinking about Vivien Foster for the rest of the day. I wanted to see her again – I longed to see her again – but I knew that wouldn’t be easy. Even if I could engineer an encounter, I suspected she’d give me the brush-off if I asked her for a date. The fleeting glance I’d got from her suggested she’d judged me as barely more interesting than the bollard I’d been sitting on.

By the following morning, I’d more or less abandoned the idea. I set off for work in a glum mood, Mum’s parting report of a fine weather forecast for the weekend doing nothing to lift my spirits. ‘We’ll probably go to the beach hut on Sunday.’ Poor old Mum. I think she genuinely believed what I’d enjoyed as a twelve-year-old I’d still enjoy at eighteen.

The walk to Wren’s was generally as uneventful as it was short, involving a cut through the cemetery to Alexandra Road. Not so that morning, however. As I approached the cemetery gate, I was astonished to see Oliver Foster leaning against it, puffing at a cigarette. He looked cold, with the collar of his thin windcheater pulled up round his neck. It was immediately obvious he’d been waiting for me.

‘Hello, Jonathan,’ he said with a smile.

‘Hello. What are you doing here?’

‘I wanted to talk to you.’ He pulled the gate open to let me through. ‘Smoke?’ He produced a pack. ‘Not Peter Stuyvesant, I’m afraid.’

‘Never mind. Thanks.’ I took one and he gave me a light. ‘Been waiting for me long?’

‘Ten minutes or so.’

‘How did you know where I live?’

‘No other Kellaways with a St Austell phone number.’

‘But you didn’t want to phone me.’

‘Thought face to face would work better.’

‘Better for what?’

‘Take a walk with me and I’ll explain.’ He glanced at his wristwatch. ‘Don’t worry, I won’t make you late for work.’

‘I’m not worried.’

‘Good.’ He led the way at a dawdling pace along one of the paths between the graves. As far as I could see, we had the cemetery to ourselves – unless you counted its permanent occupants.

‘What’s this about, Oliver?’

‘I need you to do me a favour. Naturally, I’ll do you one in return.’

‘What kind of favour?’

‘Well, I reckon you’d like to get to know my sister. I could fix that for you.’

I’d meant what favour he wanted from me, not what favour he could offer me. Already, I’d been outmanoeuvred. ‘What makes you think I want to get to know your sister?’ I asked cagily.

‘All the guys do. Don’t pretend you don’t. It was obvious, anyway.’

‘How?’

‘It just was. But you won’t get anywhere with her without my help.’

The fact that I believed him was hugely irritating, but I was determined not to show it. ‘Maybe I don’t need a go-between.’

‘You won’t get anywhere with her on your own. You’re just not in her league. Those who are generally don’t get anywhere either. Viv’s very … choosy.’

‘In that case, I doubt she’d let her kid brother do the choosing for her.’

‘She wouldn’t know I was doing it. She’s very protective towards me. You saw how she came to pick me up yesterday. She worries about me, you see. And one of the things she worries about is that I don’t have any friends. So, if she thought you were my friend, she’d want to get to know you. You’d have a real chance with her. It’s actually the only chance you’ll get.’

How satisfying it would be, I thought, to prove him wrong about that. How satisfying, but how improbable. ‘Let’s just say, for the sake of argument, that I—’

‘Do you play chess?’

The question literally stopped me in my tracks. ‘Chess?’

‘Well, do you?’

I shrugged. ‘Sort of.’

‘Sort of will have to do. Come to the house Sunday morning around half ten. We’ll play a few games. I’ll treat you like the big brother I’ve never had. That’ll get Viv’s attention. I guarantee it.’ He giggled, childishly, reminding me of what was so easy to forget: how young he was. Did I play chess? There was certainly no room to doubt he did.

I knew the sensible thing to do was to turn him down. But it wasn’t just the opportunity to meet his sister on her home ground that lured me on. There was also a come-hither hint of mystery about their family that I couldn’t resist. Sunday morning at Nanstrassoe House was a far more enticing prospect than anything else a weekend in St Austell was likely to throw my way. Oliver knew that, of course.

‘You haven’t told me yet what you want me to do in return for this invitation, Oliver,’ I said levelly.

‘You’ll come, then?’

I nodded. ‘Yes. I’ll come.’

‘Good. In that case, this is for you.’ He pulled something wrapped in a brown-paper bag out of his pocket and handed it to me.

‘What’s this?’ It was the size and shape of a half-pound pack of butter and weighed about the same too.

‘A cake of soap.’ He grinned. ‘Carefully chosen soap. Just the right consistency. Not too hard. Not too soft. I’ve cut it in half lengthways. You should get a perfect impression if you compress the key between the two halves.’

‘What key?’

I didn’t really need to ask. It was only a few days since he’d been locked out of Wren’s basement. But even so I could hardly believe he was going to such lengths to gain entry.

‘I need access to Wren’s records, Jonathan. Greville isn’t going to stop me just by locking a door.’

‘What are you looking for?’

He smiled. ‘It’s best if you don’t know. Best if no one knows. Until I’m ready.’

I was intrigued. There was no denying it. Intrigued and tantalized. A boring holiday job had suddenly blossomed into something much more interesting.

‘I need an impression sharp enough for a locksmith to cut a copy from.’ Yes. He did. And I wondered what he was offering that locksmith in return. Something else it was best for me not to know, probably. ‘Think you can do it?’

‘I don’t see why not.’

‘Good. It has to be done today, though. Bring it to me at the library this afternoon after work. I’ll be in the reference section. But remember: no key, no game of chess; no game of chess, no introduction to Vivien. You get me?’

I assured him I did. But as I watched him walk away, leaving me to carry on to Wren & Co., cake of not-too-hard-not-too-soft soap stowed in my duffel bag, I acknowledged to myself that I didn’t; I didn’t get him at all.

But he got me.

I’d cooked up a cover story for needing to look through the records by the time I reached Wren’s: a discrepancy I was trying to iron out for Jim Turner. With any luck, though, I wouldn’t need to use it. I’d decided to stage my raid on the basement straight after the mid-morning coffee break, when Joan Winkworth was likely to be in one of her mellower moods. She’d arguably be even mellower after lunch, but it was Friday, so several pints with Pete at the General Wolfe were virtually mandatory. I needed to be sober for this.

In the event, the whole thing went off with absurd simplicity. I got the loan of the key from Joan without having to proffer an explanation and, during a five-minute sojourn in the basement, produced what looked to me like a good enough impression for any competent locksmith to work with. Glancing round at the shelfloads of dusty box-files before I left, I wondered what Oliver could possibly want with them. But I reckoned he was right. It was best for me not to know. Certainly not if Vivien Foster was to be the reward for stifling my curiosity.

But on one point I didn’t have to remain curious for long. Pete had news, eagerly imparted to me over his first lager and lime. His sister worked as a chambermaid at the Carlyon Bay Hotel. Among newly arrived guests were Francis Wren and his glamorous Italian wife, retired opera singer Luisa d’Eugenio.

So, the late George Wren’s brother was in town. And he wasn’t staying at Nanstrassoe House.

Now I knew what Oliver and Vivien had been doing prior to my encounter with them at Charlestown. They’d been paying a call on their great-uncle. I mentioned this to Pete, without of course going on to mention a second encounter with Oliver that very morning. Pete fed the information into the spicy mixture he was stirring of surmise and speculation. As he saw it, the Wren clan was gathering – none too cordially, given that Francis preferred a hotel to the family home. They were gathering to decide the future of Wren & Co. Nothing else could explain Francis’s willingness to return to Cornwall only a matter of months after attending his brother’s funeral. ‘Let’s face it, Carlyon Bay’s not a patch on Capri, is it?’ Pete reasoned, as if personally qualified to compare the two. ‘He’s here because he has to be.’

I didn’t argue. It was probably true. But, naturally, Pete didn’t stop there. ‘Olly must have known he was coming. I bet that has something to do with whatever he was looking for in the basement. Francis worked in the company before the war, until about twenty years ago, y’know. Then he suddenly left. No one knows why. Maybe Olly’s on the track of an answer.’

I couldn’t see any mystery there myself. Francis had swapped Cornwall and the china clay business for Italy and a life of luxury with some Sophia Loren lookalike. Who wouldn’t have? Not me. Not Pete either. Except that he maintained there were rumours of past scandals attached to Francis and his wife. ‘The Wrens are a dark lot,’ he assured me, spluttering the words through a mouthful of lager and crisps. ‘Always have been.’

There was more evidence to support Pete’s contention than he knew. My rendezvous with Oliver at the public library late that afternoon was a prime piece. I found him hunched over a bound set of Cornish Guardian back copies. He heaved the massive volume shut as I approached and pulled a chair back for me to sit down beside him.

The atmosphere was warm and torpid, dust-moted shafts of sunlight slanting down from the building’s glass-panelled roof. There were only a couple of other readers in the reference section and they were both too far away to catch our whispered exchanges.

‘How did it go?’

‘Fine. Here it is.’ I took the bag of soap out of my pocket and placed it directly in front of him. ‘I think your locksmith will be pleased.’

‘He better had. Otherwise you won’t get past the door on Sunday.’

‘There won’t be a problem.’

‘Good. Here’s something to be going on with.’ A book I hadn’t noticed till now was lying face down on the table to his right. He turned it over and slid it across to me.

The cover illustration was of a chessboard set up for a game. The title above it was Chess: A Novice’s Guide. ‘Very funny,’ I said ruefully.

‘It’s not a joke. You should borrow it. You don’t want to look a total idiot on Sunday, do you?’

‘Just how good at chess are you, Oliver?’

‘Not as good as I’d like to be. But better than anyone I can find to play against. Ever heard of Bobby Fischer?’

‘No.’

‘He’s a genius. Won what they call the game of the century when he was thirteen. You’ll find the moves in that book. Just brilliant. He should be world champion.’

‘Why isn’t he?’

‘Because he’ll never compromise, never back down from what he thinks is right. I suppose that’s what makes him such a great player.’ Oliver thought about what he’d said for a moment, as if it had some particular significance for him. Then he pushed back his chair and stood up. ‘I’m off.’ He pocketed the bag of soap and picked up the newspaper volume. I spotted the dates it covered embossed on the spine: July–Sept 1959. And 1959, I recalled, was the year his father had died. ‘Coming?’

‘No. I’ll … take a look at this first.’ I held up Chess: A Novice’s Guide.

‘Good idea. See you Sunday, then.’

‘Yeah. Sunday it is.’

He sloped off and I began leafing through the book. A few minutes later, I saw him through the window, wandering away along Carlyon Road, in the direction of Nanstrassoe House.

That was my signal to cut along to the enquiries desk and ask to see the volume he’d just returned. To win at chess, I reckoned you needed to study your opponent every bit as much as the game.

Luckily for me, Kenneth Foster had died in early July rather than late September. The Cornish Guardian of Thursday, 9 July 1959, carried a fuzzy photograph of him which struck me as an eerie preview of what Oliver would probably look like in middle age, beneath the headline Local businessman found dead in car. This was surely what Oliver had been reading – what he’d read many times before, if I was any judge.

Kenneth Foster, 43, a director of Walter Wren & Co. Ltd, one of St Austell’s foremost china clay businesses, was found dead in his car, parked near the end of a rough track on Goss Moor, on Monday. Detective Inspector Hancock of Cornwall Police said the engine of the vehicle was running, with a tube feeding fumes from the exhaust into the car, when two hikers came upon the scene. They pulled Mr Foster from the car and attempted resuscitation, to no avail. An inquest into Mr Foster’s death was opened and adjourned on Tuesday.

Detective Inspector Hancock added that Mr Foster’s seven-year-old son, Oliver, was discovered in the boot of the car in a distressed condition. How the boy came to be there is presently unclear. His grandfather, George Wren, chairman and managing director of Walter Wren & Co., said the family was deeply shocked and saddened by Mr Foster’s death and that nothing in his recent behaviour had prepared them for such an event.

Mr Foster was originally from Kent. He met his wife, Muriel Wren, during wartime service at RAF St Eval. They were married in 1945. He worked at Wren & Co. from then until his death.

I imagined what it must have been like for a seven-year-old boy to be pulled from the boot of his father’s car and to see, as Oliver surely must have, his father’s lifeless body stretched out at the side of the track – the exhaust fumes catching in his throat, tears filling his eyes, fear and panic gripping him. But who was I kidding? I couldn’t really imagine what it must have been like. And I couldn’t ask either. It was locked away in Oliver’s mind. He wasn’t letting go of it. The memory hadn’t faded or lost its sting. It was there, raw and real. It was part of him. Just as it was part of whatever he was trying to accomplish now, nine summers later.

I leafed on through the volume and found a report of the inquest. It added little to the original article except a verdict of suicide and some words from the coroner that Oliver might, it struck me, have taken as a challenge, as soon as he was old enough to understand them. ‘We cannot hope to discover what led Mr Foster to take such a desperate course. The truth will rest with him.’

Or not, of course.

There were several large houses dotted along Carlyon Road. Most of them were, or had been, the residences of china clay magnates. There’d never been many other routes to wealth and status in St Austell. I walked as far as the pillared entrance to Nanstrassoe before heading home that evening. The drive to the house curved away past trees and shrubs that screened the building itself from view. All I could glimpse was a stout-chimneyed roof. There was nothing to see and less to learn – until Sunday.
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