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  There was just one figure on the deck of the ship at four oclock in the morning. Surely only a madman would venture into the open on such a night, the sky above black as
  pitch, illuminated by neither moon nor stars, the fierce wind cutting across the decks, a relentless rain slanting down from the invisible sky, the spray from the prow of HMS Fearless, one
  of the Royal Navys newest destroyers, washing and swirling round the madmans feet, sloshing its erratic way towards the gunwales where it returned to the foaming sea. On the bridge
  the Captain stared at his instruments and wondered whether he should decrease his speed in case his most eccentric passenger turned into a man overboard.


  But Captain William Rawnsley did not alter his course or his speed. One part of his mariners brain was permanently, subconsciously, attuned to the beat of the great engines beneath him,
  the finest and the most modern that the engineers of the Clyde could produce. As long as that heart beat strong and sure he was confident that his ship would do whatever he asked of her. And
  Captain Rawnsley had made a promise to the madman on the deck in Cape Town at the very start of their journey back to England. He would deliver his passenger on to dry land at Portsmouth at eight
  oclock in the morning of Friday the twenty-fifth of January in the year of Our Lord 1901. No earlier, no later. The Captain knew his passenger the madman was anxious to see his wife and
  family who had been informed of his time of delivery. The Captain himself, as he told the madman, was equally anxious to return to his home. He had a pair of twins waiting for him. And Captain
  Rawnsley had never seen them since they were born three long months before.


  The madman was clutching the rail of the ship very tightly in his lookout post some twenty yards from the prow where the sea crashed over the Glasgow steel in angry torrents. Sometimes he peered
  up at the empty sky as if willing some stars or some fragment of moon to come out and cast light on his journey. Sometimes he stared straight ahead, mesmerized by the relentless crashing of the
  waves or the white line of spray along the side of the vessel. Sometimes he stared out to his left as if he might spy land, a faint outline that would mark the coast of England.


  Always he thought of the people waiting for him at the other end. Lady Lucy, wife of his heart and love of his life, Thomas, his son, and little Olivia, his daughter. He had not seen any of them
  for over a year, four hundred and five days since he had waved goodbye at that melancholy railway station. For the madman was Lord Francis Powerscourt and he was going home. He wrapped his great
  souwester ever more tightly round his body and stared yet again at where he thought England must be. Darkness was upon the face of the deep, he muttered to himself, and the spirit of God
  moved upon the waters.


  Thirteen months before, the Prime Minister himself had despatched Powerscourt and his small private army to South Africa to improve the British Armys intelligence in the war against the
  Boers. Even now Powerscourt could still remember the exact words of his orders: The whole structure of military intelligence in South Africa is wrong. War Office cant sort it out.
  Useless bloody generals cant sort it out. They think the Boers are here. Theyre not. Theyre over there. The generals plod over there. By the time they arrive, Mr bloody Boer
  has disappeared again. Difficulties in the terrain, they keep telling me. Rubbish. Faulty intelligence, maybe no intelligence at all. It had taken Powerscourt and his companion in arms
  Johnny Fitzgerald a year to sort out the problem, but he had left in place a whole new system of intelligence gathering, based on the speed and mobility of the African scouts he recruited, and the
  information gleaned from hundreds of black spies.


  Some thirty miles north-east of HMS Fearless another figure was peering out to sea. Lady Lucy Powerscourt was rubbing at the window of her hotel room on the sea front in
  Portsmouth. Surely, she thought, the hotel people could keep their glass cleaner than this. The visitors wanted a proper view of what was going on down below in the harbour. But all she could see
  were the lights on the shore and a dark, impenetrable blackness behind.


  When she married Lord Francis Powerscourt some eight years before, he had left his career in Army Intelligence and become one of the foremost investigators in Britain, solving mysteries and
  murders that once went right into the heart of the Royal Household itself. Neither she, nor indeed he, had ever imagined that he would be recalled to the colours and sent to the other side of the
  world to help in a grubby and difficult war. She had found his absence very hard to bear. Only the children rescued her from depression. Thomas sometimes had a way of flicking his hair off his
  forehead that replicated to the last detail the behaviour of his father. Then, for what seemed to Thomas to be completely unaccountable reasons, she would sweep him up into her arms and smother him
  with kisses.


  Lady Lucy was fully dressed. She turned from her lookout post and glanced at the sleeping children. She smiled. They had taken their fathers absence in totally different ways. Thomas had
  an enormous map of Southern Africa on the wall in his bedroom, covered with stars and dates for the places his father had been. The map itself was now scarcely visible. What the little boy did not
  know was that his father never put his real location in his letters in case they were captured by the enemy. When he was in Natal, he told Thomas he was in the Transvaal, and vice versa. So
  Thomass map was accurate in the sense that his father had been in all the places ringed with stars, but never at the time marked on his wall.


  Olivia had never seen the point of the map and the stars. Instead she had appropriated a photograph of her Papa from the drawing room and she drew dozens and dozens of pictures of him, scarcely
  recognizable to anybody else, but a constant record of her devotion. She made her Mama keep a list of all the things she had to tell her father about, her new shoes, the pony in her
  grandmothers stable in the country, her new friend Isabella on the other side of their house in Markham Square in Chelsea.


  Lady Lucy checked the time once more. Half-past four. Not time yet to wake the children. She prayed that the ship would arrive on time. Perhaps they would be able to spot it better from the
  quayside. At six oclock, she said to herself, I shall wake Thomas and Olivia and get them dressed. They will be so excited. She smiled again. After four hundred and five days, an hour or two
  was nothing, nothing at all.


  On board HMS Fearless the rain seemed to have grown still more powerful. Captain Rawnsley and his officers on the bridge could just see a second madman come to join the
  asylum on deck. Even through the roar of the elements they could hear him shouting to the first lunatic.


  For Christs sake, Francis, why do they have to put these bloody guns in the middle of the floor? Youd think theyd put them higher up somewhere. Johnny
  Fitzgerald had banged his knee on one of the Navys latest and most lethal weapons as he crossed the deck to join his friend. Its bloody inconsiderate of them, thats what
  I say.


  Good morning to you, Johnny. Mind how you go now. You dont want to fall overboard at this stage.


  One of those bloody officers up there, Johnny Fitzgerald gestured vaguely towards where he thought the bridge must be, has just taken a bet with the Captain person that one
  of us will fall in.


  The Fearless sank at that moment into a particularly deep trough. As she rose out the other side a wall of water flooded over Powerscourt and Fitzgerald.


  Thats the other bloody thing, said Johnny bitterly, never a happy sailor. He was hanging on to the rail with both hands. Ever since we left, this bloody boat has been
  either going up and down like this, he ducked as another helping of ocean cascaded over them, or rocking from side to side. Its drunk all the time this boat, thats what
  it is. Why cant the damned thing move along on an even keel? They cost a fortune, these bloody boats, Francis. Youd think they could make them go along steadily, like a train. I
  mentioned the fact to the Captain the other day.


  There was a temporary lull in the weather. Fitzgerald plunged his right hand deep inside his clothes and produced an enormous flask.


  This is what you need on a night like this, Francis. Naval rum. Fellow in the catering department gave it to me. Said its the stuff they give the sailors before a battle. Makes
  them fighting drunk, he said. Seems to me youd need to have the bloody stuff twenty hours a day, battle or no battle, to survive on these wretched vessels.


  Powerscourt smiled. He suddenly remembered Johnny Fitzgerald turning green and being sick over the side on a yachting expedition years before when there was barely enough breeze to fill the
  sails. Im very curious, Johnny, he shouted into the wind, to know what the Captain said.


  What the Captain said when? Fitzgerald yelled back.


  When you complained about the ship not travelling like a train. Powerscourt had turned very close to his friends ear. Johnny Fitzgerald laughed.


  He said to me, Francis, Youre a hopeless case. Dont think I could convert you to ships any more than I could convert the Hottentots to Christianity. Here, youd
  better have another drink.


  Fifty miles to the west of Lady Lucys hotel, Andrew Saul McKenna finally decided that he must get up, even though it was five oclock in the morning. McKenna was
  butler in the great house of Fairfield Park, situated in the tiny village of Hawkes Broughton in the county of Grafton in the west of England. He knew something was wrong. He had heard
  strange noises in the night. He thought, or had he imagined it, that he heard a muffled scream. Now there was no noise, just this overpowering sense that something was terribly amiss in his little
  kingdom. He lit a candle and climbed rapidly into his clothes for the day, left out in neat piles the night before.


  McKennas first thought was for the master he had served for the last fifteen years. Mr Eustaces bedroom was one floor below. McKenna could still remember his master coming round
  the desk to shake him by the hand when offering him the job.


  I do hope youll be able to stay with us for a long time, he had said with a smile. Eustace was Chancellor of the Cathedral of Compton, responsible for the archives and the
  famous cathedral library.


  Now McKenna was tiptoeing down the back stairs in the middle of the night, his stomach churning with worry and fear. A floorboard creaked as he made his way along the corridor. Outside he could
  see, very faintly, the trees shaking slowly in the wind. He passed an ancient statue of a Roman goddess, lost in thought. For a big man, he moved very quietly.


  Andrew McKenna paused before he opened the door to his masters bedroom. There was a loud creak when you opened it, he remembered. Hed meant to have the door oiled for weeks now. He
  gripped the handle firmly and twisted it open as fast as he could. There was no noise this time.


  Nothing, he thought, nothing could have prepared anybody for what he found inside. As he moved slowly across the room towards the great four-poster bed, he found the long discarded habits of
  childhood had returned to take temporary occupation of his brain. His hands moved automatically into the folded position. He said two Our Fathers. He closed his eyes briefly to avert them from the
  horror. Hail Mary, full of grace, his lips muttered, his hands moving along the beads of an invisible rosary, blessed art thou among women, blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus. As he took in
  the full horror lying across the bedclothes, he realized that the words in his brain suited his master much more than they suited him. Pray for us now and in the hour of our death, Amen. Charles
  John Whitney Eustace, Master of Fairfield Park, Canon and Chancellor of the Cathedral of Compton, had died in the most terrible fashion. There were still two hours left before the dawn. Pray for us
  now and in the hour of our death, Amen.


  The rain on the deck of HMS Fearless had stopped. The spray and the waves were as powerful as ever. The night was still an impenetrable black. Powerscourt was wondering
  if this happy return might become an anticlimax. He had heard stories from men in the Army about upsetting reunions, so passionately desired over such a long time, so eagerly awaited on the long
  journey home, but where people found they had little to say to each other after the initial euphoria had worn off. Time had ensured that there was too little experience left in common after a long
  separation. After a fortnight, one man had told him, he realized he was living with a complete stranger he didnt know at all. Powerscourt didnt think that was going to happen to him.
  He groped about inside the folds of his souwester and produced a pair of binoculars. They were of the finest and the latest German make. The Kaiser had sent whatever he could to the Boers to
  confound perfidious Albion, guns to kill the British, ammunition to keep killing them, binoculars to find them. He peered despondently into the gloom.


  Dont suppose youll see anything yet, Francis. Johnny Fitzgerald was peering into the water below. How deep would you say this bloody water is? he went
  on, as if he saw himself being sucked overboard right down to the bottom of the ocean floor where there were no reviving bottles to console the living or the dead. Very deep, I should
  think, said Powerscourt.


  
    
      
        
          
            
              Half owre half owre to Aberdour


              Its fifty fathoms deep


              And there lies good Sir Patrick Spens


              Wi the Scots lords at his feet.

            

          

        

      

    

  


  Lady Lucy checked her watch again. Time seemed to be moving very slowly this morning. Twenty to six. Still an hour and a half to go before the dawn as the helpful hotel people
  had told her the night before. Francis is coming, she said to herself, remembering the mantra she had used like a comfort blanket when she had been kidnapped by a gang of villains and locked up on
  the top floor of a Brighton hotel. He had found her then. She checked the children once more and returned to her vigil by the window. Francis is coming. She smiled again.


  Andrew McKenna was shaking slightly as he stood by his dead masters bed. Part of it was shock. Part of it was anger that anybody human could have done such a brutal
  thing to his gentle master. Part of it was that he simply didnt know what to do. He felt suddenly that he was the lone representative left on earth of Charles John Whitney Eustace, charged
  with special duties towards the dead. His master had been quite small in life. Now, lying on this bloody bed, with blood dripping on to the floor, he looked smaller still.


  McKenna knew that terrible scandal could follow the discovery of the body. The newspapers would invade this remote corner of rural England and titillate their readers with exaggerated stories of
  vicious and violent death before dawn. The rest of the staff would want to come to pay their last respects. The women would turn hysterical if they saw this bloodied corpse, the men would turn
  homicidal towards the unknown perpetrators. The only thing to do for now, he said to himself, is to fetch the doctor who lived but a few hundred yards away. But he couldnt leave the remains
  of his master where they were. Somebody else might come in and find him. So the only thing to do was to move him. To move him now. McKenna shuddered violently as he thought of carrying this corpse,
  of all corpses, anywhere at all. And where should he take it? To the doctors? Some early-rising farmhand might spot him walking along the villages only street with blood and gore
  running from the package in his arms. Then he remembered the spare bedroom above the stables, recently refurbished and remote from the main part of the house.


  McKenna took a deep breath. He found that his hands were making the sign of the cross. He pulled out all the bedclothes and rolled them round his master till he looked like a wrapped-up sausage
  or an Egyptian mummy en route to the burial chamber deep inside a pyramid. He tried putting the body over his shoulder like a fireman rescuing somebody from a blazing building. That didnt
  work. The body kept slipping. Between the bed and the door he found that the best way to carry his master was in his arms, like an overgrown baby wrapped  the biblical reference came to him
  again from Christmases past  in swaddling clothes. Going to a stable, he said, his mind on the edge of hysteria now, like they did all those years ago.


  The journey to the kitchen passed off without incident, apart from the fact that Andrew McKenna had started to weep and had no hands to wipe away his tears. Outside the back door they were hit
  by the force of the wind. McKenna reeled like a drunken man. The real disaster came on the way up the stairs to the bedroom above the stables. McKenna slipped and almost fell over. Desperately he
  reached out his left hand to steady himself against the wall. The body fell out of his grasp and began rolling down the stairs. It stuck four steps from the bottom. Summoning the last of his
  strength McKenna picked his master up once more and went up the stairs as fast as he could. He dumped John Eustace on the bed and went down the stairs two at time. Out in the fresh air he stood
  still for a moment, panting heavily tears still rolling slowly down his cheeks. He noticed that a spot of blood had escaped from the wrapping and fallen on to his hand. He set out to wake the
  doctor. His hands were out of his control by now. They were shaking violently from the strain of carrying a corpse a couple of hundred yards in the dark. Pray for us, his lips were moving as he
  swayed up the village street, pray for us now and in the hour of our death, Amen.


  Six oclock at last. Just two hours to go now. Lady Lucy decided the time had come. The children would never forgive her if they missed the boats arrival. They
  could have breakfast downstairs in the great dining room that looked over the harbour. Just over four hundred days have passed, she said to herself happily as she woke Thomas and Olivia on the
  morning their father came home from the wars.


  Powerscourt and Fitzgerald had company in their night watch on deck. A cheerful Good morning, gentlemen announced the presence of Captain Rawnsley himself, fresh
  from his command post and his instruments on the bridge.


  Theres just an hour and a bit to go before the dawn, he announced as if sunrise and sunset followed the orders of the Royal Navy. I hope to take the ship into the
  harbour at first light. We shall dock at about a quarter to eight. The first passengers should be able to disembark on the stroke of eight. Then, he smiled broadly at Johnny Fitzgerald,
  you will owe me fifty pounds.


  Johnny had placed the bet one day out of Cape Town, refusing to believe that anybody could calculate their journey time so precisely in such an unreliable and dangerous thing as a boat. He
  laughed.


  Touch, Captain, said Johnny. I dont have the money on me at this moment, forgive me. Too dangerous carrying money around on the deck of one of these
  things. He waved an arm dismissively at the surrounding bulk of HMS Fearless.


  But come, gentlemen, we are having a special breakfast at seven oclock. I hope you will be my guests. A little champagne might ease the memory of the fifty pounds, Lord
  Fitzgerald?


  Johnny tried to persuade Powerscourt that his only reason for placing the bet had been to make sure that they did actually reach Portsmouth at precisely eight oclock in the morning.
  Fellow like that Captain, Francis, nothing like a bet of fifty pounds to make sure you got home at the time youd told Lucy. Stands to reason, if you ask me.


  Powerscourt didnt believe him.


  Dear God, why would anybody want to do that to John Eustace, of all people? Dr William Blackstaff was fastening his boots on the edge of his bed with Andrew
  McKenna in dutiful attendance. Blackstaff, like John Eustace, was in his early forties. They had known each other for over ten years. Every Wednesday, without fail, they had lunch together in the
  upstairs dining room of the White Hart Hotel in Northgate in the little city of Compton . At weekends they walked together over the hills. In spite of his walks Blackstaff was thickening out. The
  beginnings of a paunch were showing through the tweed suits he always wore, a collection so large and varied that the children in Compton always referred to him as Dr Tweed, amazed in later years
  to discover that his name was not Tweed at all but Blackstaff.


  We must have a plan, he said, making the final adjustments to his tie. He had served in the Army for five years and some memory of the need for proper staff work had stayed with
  him all his life.


  Yes, sir, said McKenna, looking out into the dark night beyond the doctors windows. Its going to be light in under an hour or so.


  Blackstaff stared vacantly at his friends butler. Let me just try to think this through, McKenna, he said. Please tell me when there is a flaw in the plan. Dr
  Blackstaff paused, well aware that his mind was so tinged with grief and shock that he probably wasnt thinking straight.


  We take him out of the stables at once, he said. But where do we take him? We could bring him here, but thats not going to solve the problem, is it?


  The chief difficulty, it seems to me, sir, said McKenna, is that the family are going to want to look at the body in the coffin. And thats impossible.


  This is the best I can do for now, McKenna, said the doctor, moving heavily towards his front door. I take my carriage with the covers up along the road towards the house. I
  stop about a hundred yards away in case anybody hears the noise. You bring the body down from the stables into the carriage. I shall take it into Wallaces the undertakers in Compton. Old man
  Wallace knows how to keep his mouth shut. He can put the body in the coffin and seal it up so tight that nobody can get at it. Blackstaff and McKenna were climbing into the carriage by now,
  groping their way with the reins in the dark.


  The cover story is slightly different. You must make up the bed as if nobody had ever slept in it. And of course you must clear up the blood in the bedroom. I shall say that your master
  came to see me late last night, feeling very unwell and complaining of chest pains. I kept him here overnight as I judged that the walk back to Fairfield might kill him. I watched over him all
  night. Later this morning I shall return to Compton and bring Wallace back again, as if to fetch the body. Well say he died shortly after ten oclock this morning. I shall send word up
  to the house once Wallace has gone with the imaginary body.


  Dr Blackstaff paused. Are we breaking the law? he whispered. Are we going to end up in jail?


  Dont see how we are breaking the law, sir. Poor Mr Eustace is already dead.


  And, said the doctor, stopping his carriage shortly before the entrance to the stables, I shall tell anybody who asks that he most definitely did not want people peering at
  him when he was dead. Indeed, I shall say that he repeated that wish to me only last night as he sat by my fire, looking very pale and ill. Got that, McKenna?


  Yes, sir, said Andrew McKenna, and he loped off along the path to start his late masters journey to the undertakers and to the grave.


  Powerscourt was back at his post on deck. He watched as the black turned to dark grey, then to a paler grey as visibility grew from fifty yards to two hundred and then to half
  a mile. A thin pencil of land was visible ahead of him. When he raised his binoculars he could see a tall spire somewhere near the centre of Portsmouth. He could see the naval buildings lined up
  along the quayside and the multitude of dockyards, repair workshops and training stations that marked it as the centre of the Royal Navy the greatest seafaring power on earth. His heart was beating
  faster. He remembered the words Lady Lucy had said to him in the drawing room of their house in Markham Square on his last evening in London and again on the station platform the following morning
  as the train took him away. Please come back, Francis. Please come back. Now the moment, of all moments the one he had most longed for, had nearly arrived.


  It was Thomas who claimed he saw him first. He had appropriated the binoculars from his mother, in true male fashion, and thought he recogniszed another figure with binoculars on the deck of HMS
  Fearless.


  There he is! he shouted. Theres Papa! Up at the front of the ship with the binoculars! He shouted at the very top of his voice, Papa! Papa! and
  waved furiously as fast as his hands could move. The other people waiting at the quayside for their loved ones smiled at the little boy and his enthusiasm. Now they were all waving, all three of
  them, Olivia standing on tiptoe so her father would recognize her across the water.


  Then Powerscourt saw them. He put his binoculars down and waved for all he was worth. Johnny Fitzgerald had stolen a naval flag from somewhere and was waving it above their heads like a banner.
  Powerscourt thought he was going to cry. These three little figures, waving as though their lives depended on it, these three, not the mighty ships with their great guns, not the peaceful English
  countryside that rolled back behind the city, these three were his homecoming, his landfall.


  He came down the gangway as the church bells of Portsmouth rang the hour of eight. He embraced Lady Lucy. She was crying. He picked up Thomas in his arms and kissed him violently. He hid Olivia
  inside his cloak and squeezed her till she thought she might break.


  Lord Francis Powerscourt was home.


  


  2


  John Eustace came from a family of four. His elder brother Edward had died serving with his regiment in India. His twin brother James had moved to New York where he dabbled
  unsuccessfully in share speculation. His elder sister Augusta Frederica Cockburn was the first to hear the news of his death, and the first to set out for Hawkes Broughton.


  Life had not been kind to Augusta Cockburn, ne Eustace. She had been born with some of the features thought desirable in a young woman. She was rich, very rich. She had a great deal of
  energy. She was tall, with a face adorned with a long thin nose and large protruding ears. Her fine brown eyes, one of her best features when she was young, had grown suspicious, almost bitter with
  the passing years. Her marriage at the age of nineteen, an act, she told her friends at the time, largely undertaken to escape from her mother, had seemed glorious at first. George Cockburn was
  handsome, charming, an adornment to any dinner table, a good fellow at any weekend house party. Everyone thought he had money when he led Augusta up the aisle at St Jamess Piccadilly all
  those years ago. He did have money, after a fashion. But he had it, as his brother-in-law once remarked, in negative quantities. He was always in debt. Some scheme, launched by the artful dodgers
  on the fringes of the City of London, was bound to attract him. The schemes invariably failed. He began to chase after other women. He began losing heavily at cards. After ten years of marriage
  Augusta had four young children, all of them looking distressingly like their father. After fifteen years of marriage they were all she had left to live for, George Cockburn being seldom seen in
  the family home and then usually drunk, or come to steal some trinket he could take to the pawnshop or use as a stake at the gambling tables. The very generous settlement bestowed on her by her
  father at the time of her marriage had almost all gone.


  Many families progress upwards as they move through life. They move into larger houses to accommodate their growing numbers. Augusta found herself carrying out the same manoeuvre, only in
  reverse. The family moved from Mayfair to Chelsea, from Chelsea to Notting Hill, from Notting Hill to an address that Augusta referred to as West Kensington but that everybody else, particularly
  the postmen, knew as Hammersmith.


  Augusta did not take these changes well. She grew sour and embittered. Only the appeal to his nephews and nieces persuaded her brother John to keep her financially afloat. So when she heard of
  his death she resolved to set out at once, without the children, on a visit of mourning and condolence to Fairfield Park. Her real purpose was to discover what had happened to her brothers
  money, and, if possible, to appropriate as much of it as possible for herself and her family. Thus could she restore the fortunes her wastrel husband had thrown away.


  It also has to be said that Augusta had not been a welcome visitor in her brothers house. John Eustace found her constant complaints, the endless whingeing about poverty and the cost of
  school fees rather wearing, particularly as it began over the breakfast table when a man wants to read his newspaper. And she was bad with the servants, peremptory, short-tempered, always secretly
  resentful that there were far more of them than she could afford back in West Kensington or Hammersmith. They, in turn, had devised subtle forms of revenge. Her morning tea was never cold, but
  never hot either. Tepid perhaps, lukewarm. The junior footman, who was almost a genius at pipes and plumbing, would contrive an ingenious and elaborate system for the course of her stay whereby the
  water in the bathroom, like the tea, was never hot but never cold. In the autumn and winter her room would be so thoroughly aired that the temperature would sink almost to freezing point. Then the
  fire would be made so hot it was virtually unbearable. They had, to be fair to them, the servants, decided that in view of the tragic circumstances they would behave properly in the course of her
  visit to the bereaved household. But only, said the junior footman who doubled as a plumbing expert, only if she behaved herself.


  It was now three days since the passing of John Eustace. Andrew McKenna, waiting nervously in the Great Hall to greet Augusta Cockburn, had found them very difficult. He had never liked lying.
  He didnt think he was particularly good at it. As he told the servants the sad news of their masters death, he tried to sound as authoritative as he could. Grief overwhelmed them so
  fast they had no time to notice the anxiety in his voice, the slightly shaky legs. That too, he told himself, could have been put down to shock. But now, he knew with deep foreboding in his heart,
  he would face a much sterner test, Mrs Augusta Cockburn with the light of battle in her eyes. The trouble was, he said to himself as he waited for the sound of the carriage coming down the hill,
  that he still wasnt certain he and Dr Blackstaff had done the right thing.


  Then the nightmare started. Leaving the servants to carry in her small mountain of luggage, she swept him off to the great drawing room at the back of the house, looking out over the gardens and
  the ornamental pond.


  McDougal, isnt it? she said imperiously, settling herself into what had been her brothers favourite chair.


  McKenna, madam, McKenna, said the unfortunate butler, wondering if he was about to develop a stammer.


  No need to say it twice, snapped Augusta Cockburn, Im not stupid. I knew it was Scottish anyway.


  She was twisting slightly in her chair to get a better view. McKenna was hovering at what he hoped was a safe distance.


  Come here, McKenna! Come closer where I can see you properly! No need to skulk over there like a criminal.


  Criminal was the very worst word she could have used. For Andrew McKenna had often suspected in the previous seventy-two hours that he was indeed a criminal. Some phrase about obstructing the
  course of justice kept wandering in and out of his mind. He blushed as he advanced to a new and more dangerous position right in front of Mrs Augusta Cockburn.


  Tell me how my brother died, McKenna. I want all the details. I shall not rest until I am satisfied that I know absolutely everything about it. She made it sound like an
  accusation.


  Well, madam, said McKenna, wondering already if his legs were holding firm, he went over to see the doctor three nights ago. That would have been on Monday night. I believe
  Mr Eustace was feeling unwell, madam. The doctor thought he was not well enough to come home so he kept him at his house overnight. That way he could keep an eye on Mr Eustace, madam, and give him
  any attention he needed. Unfortunately the doctor could not save him. He died at about ten oclock the following morning, madam. His heart had given out. Dr Blackstaff came to tell us just
  after eleven.


  Augusta Cockburn thought there was something wrong about this account. The man spoke as if he had learned it off by heart, or had just translated it from a foreign language. Precisely what was
  wrong she did not yet know. But she was going to find out.


  Hold on, McKenna or McDougal or whatever your name is 


  McKenna, madam.


  Dont interrupt me when I am speaking to you. You have begun at the end. I want you to begin at the beginning. What happened on the Monday? Was my brother feeling unwell? Did he
  complain about pains in his chest or anything like that? People dont usually drop down dead with no warning at all.


  Sorry madam. Your brother went off to the cathedral in the normal way on Monday morning. He came back about five, I believe, madam, and had some tea in his study. James the footman
  brought it in to him. We served his dinner in the dining room at eight oclock, madam. He would have been finished about a quarter to nine. Then Mr Eustace went back to his study,
  madam.


  He paused. Now came the difficult bit. For if everything he had said so far was totally or partially true, the words he was about to utter were complete fabrication. And there was no mercy from
  his interrogator.


  Get on with it, McKenna. All of this only happened three days ago. Its not as if youre telling me the line of battle at Trafalgar.


  I went to see Mr Eustace at about nine thirty in his study to ask if there was anything he wanted. He said I was not to wait up as he might be working till quite late. That was the last
  time I or anybody else in this house saw him, madam. Until I found him dead in bed in the middle of the night, he thought, blood all over the sheets.


  Augusta Cockburn sniffed the air slightly, like a bloodhound. If she had suspected something was amiss before, she was almost certain now. How unfortunate it was that a man so bad at lying
  should have encountered a bloodhound like Augusta Cockburn at such a time. For if he was bad at lying, she was an expert in its detection. She felt she could hold down a chair, the Regius
  Professorship in Lie Detection, at one of the ancient universities. After all her long years of marriage she had listened to so many lies from her own husband. Lies innumerable as the grains of
  sand on the seashore or the stardust on the Milky Way. Kept very late at dinner, couldnt get away. Need some money to buy some railroad shares. Damaged my ankle so badly at the club I
  couldnt even walk down the stairs. Some damned woman spilt her perfume right down my shirt. Fellow insisted I go home with him for a nightcap. Bloody trains cancelled yet again,
  couldnt make it home. Those were just the preface. Now she stared at McKenna as though he were a common criminal.


  And where is the body?


  The body, madam?


  My brothers body, McDougal. Where is it and when can we pay our last respects and say our goodbyes?


  I believe the body is at the undertakers in Compton, madam.


  And when is it being brought back here for the familys last respects?


  Im afraid I could not say, madam. The doctor has been looking after the arrangements.


  Are you not meant to be the butler here? Are you not meant to be looking after the arrangements, as you put it? Is that not what you are paid to do?


  Andrew McKenna turned bright red at the insult to his professional abilities. I have been butler here for the last fifteen years, madam. I have never had any complaints about the
  performance of my duties.


  Augusta Cockburn snorted. The whole house obviously needed taking in hand from top to bottom.


  I have not found this interview at all satisfactory, she said, drawing herself erect in the chair, her eyes flashing. You may go now. I shall be writing to this doctor,
  Blacksmith or Blackstaff or whatever he is called. Perhaps you could arrange for its immediate delivery.


  Dr Blackstaff, madam, said McKenna, heading as fast as he dared for the escape route. Before Augusta Cockburn had time to speak again, McKenna had reached the safety of the door.
  He closed it firmly, possibly too firmly, behind him and fled to the sanctuary of the servants hall below.


  Just look at this, Anne. Im really pleased with it. A slim young man with dark brown hair and dancing eyes was sitting at the kitchen table in a little
  house right on the edge of the Cathedral Close in Compton. The young man was called Patrick Butler and he was talking to Anne Herbert, the twenty-eight-year-old widow of the Reverend Frank Herbert,
  previously vicar of St Peter under the Arches in the city. When he met a tragic death in a train accident the Dean and Chapter had given the use of this house to his widow.


  Butler had an early issue of the county newspaper in his hand. He was the editor of this weekly journal, the Grafton Mercury, not one of the mightiest organs of opinion in the land, but a
  post where a man might make a name for himself and progress to greater things. He had been in Compton for nine months now, promoted from a position on an evening paper in Bristol.


  Anne brushed a couple of her childrens drawings on to a chair and opened up the newspaper. Patrick was hovering enthusiastically by her shoulder. She read of the tragic death of John
  Eustace. There were glowing tributes from the Bishop, always a humble and devoted servant of the cathedral and the people of this city, beloved by all who knew him, a terrible
  loss to the community, from the Dean, taken from us in his prime, when he had so much left to give, from the Archdeacon.


  Then came the paragraph of which Patrick Butler was particularly proud. He felt sure it would cause a sensation. He had already been in contact with a couple of the great national dailies in
  London about its contents. It might make his name.


  The Grafton Mercury, Anne read, aware that Patrick was somewhere very close but not sure exactly where, has learned that the former Chancellor of the cathedral, John
  Eustace, was one of the richest men in England, possibly the richest of all. His father was a very successful engineer in Britain who went on to make a vast fortune in America. His mother was an
  American heiress. On their death he was left an enormous portfolio of shares whose value has grown ever larger. It is believed that he was also left another fortune by his elder brother Edward. Mr
  Eustace was single at the time of his death.


  Anne Herbert looked up at her friend. This is amazing, she said. How do you know its true?


  Patrick Butler looked at her with a teasing smile. Im not sure I can reveal my sources, he said. Were not meant to divulge where our information comes from,
  you know. It might get somebody into trouble.


  If you think, Mr Patrick Butler, said Anne firmly, that you can come into my house and drink my tea and sometimes eat your supper here and not tell me how you know this,
  youd better prepare for some changes about the place. She tried to look at him severely but knew she was failing.


  Ill give you three guesses where the information came from, he said.


  All right, she replied, let me think. He told you himself. How about that?


  No good, said Butler, I only met the man a couple of times. Next?


  Anne was looking down at the newspaper as if Patrick might have put his source right at the bottom of the page. Dr Blackstaff told you. He was always very friendly with the
  Chancellor.


  Wrong again, said Butler cheerfully. Last go. If you dont get it this time, then youve had all your chances.


  Anne thought carefully this time. It must be somebody at the cathedral, she felt. People in those closed communities usually knew everybodys secrets.


  Its the Dean, she said authoritatively. The Dean told you.


  Patrick Butler looked impressed. How on earth did you guess that? Its not actually the Dean in person but youre as close as could be.


  Dont think it could have been the Archdeacon, she said thoughtfully, youre lucky if you get the time of day out of him. I know, its the Bishop.
  Its the Bishop!


  Patrick Butler clapped his hands vigorously and smiled right into her eyes.


  Absolutely right. Gervase Bentley Moreton, the Lord Bishop of Compton Minster, told me himself about five or six months ago.


  But wont he be cross with you, Patrick? Wont you get into trouble?


  Patrick picked up his newspaper from the kitchen table and waved it about. Where in this article is there any mention of the Bishop? Have I written that the Bishop told the Grafton
  Mercury this exciting piece of news? I have not. And he did not tell me at the time that it was confidential or anything like that. And the information would have come out at some point in the
  future. Its just that we have got it first. Its a world exclusive for the Grafton Mercury, Anne! Its tremendous!


  Anne smiled at the enthusiasm of her friend. But when did he tell you? He wasnt drunk or anything, was he?


  Patrick Butler smoothed out his paper and put it back on the kitchen table. It was all rather odd, really. It was at a cricket match at the end of last summer. The Friends of Compton
  Cathedral Eleven were playing a team from Exeter. The Bishop wasnt enthroned in state in the pavilion or anything like that, he was just sitting on the grass like any ordinary mortal,
  watching the match. Compton were batting, with Chancellor Eustace well set batting at number four. He was a very tidy batsman, Anne, if you know what I mean. Nothing violent, nothing agricultural
  about his play. He just stroked the ball about, a flick here, a nudge there, the odd cover drive that looked completely effortless. He had just placed the ball way into the outfield and they were
  running three. The Bishop tapped me on the shoulder, I remember. Youd never think now, looking at John Eustace play cricket, that he is one of the richest men in England. Then
  he told me about his parents and all that stuff. The really odd thing was what happened when he got to the end of his story.


  What do you mean? said Anne.


  Well, I wonder now if it mightnt have been an omen. All the time he was batting you would have said Eustace was going to bat for ever, that hed never get out. But the minute
  the Bishop finished his story, he was clean bowled next ball.


  Augusta Cockburn stared angrily at her breakfast in the dining room of Fairfield Park. Her fury was as cold as the scrambled eggs in front of her. The toast was limp and soggy.
  Her tea was almost cold. War had been declared between the servants of the late John Eustace and the living presence of his sister. The vote in the servants hall the previous evening, Andrew
  McKenna the Speaker of this tiny democracy had been unanimous. In less than twenty-four hours Augusta Cockburn had insulted every single member of the household. Now she was paying the price. She
  looked again at this insult, this degradation of a breakfast. Theyll all have to go, she said to herself. Every single last one of them, out the door and with no references to help them in a
  hostile world.


  The footman, at least, was managing to uphold the sullied banners of propriety.


  Dr Blackstaff, madam, is waiting in the drawing room.


  This was going to be another trial. She had met the doctor on previous visits. She had not cared for him, sensing perhaps that he was much closer to her brother than she would ever be. He, in
  his turn, did not care greatly for Mrs Augusta Cockburn. Dr Blackstaff had developed over the years a particularly annoying habit of asking whereabouts she was currently living. Still in
  Chelsea? he would inquire with a smile. When, reluctantly, she reported yet another retreat, another withdrawal of her living quarters to a less socially desirable part of the capital, he
  would repeat the last address as though the area contained, if not the plague, then at least elements that might not be entirely respectable. West Kensington? she remembered him
  saying at their last encounter, West Kensington? as though he could scarcely believe the place existed at all.


  But this morning Dr Blackstaff seemed to be on his best behaviour. He was wearing a dark grey suit of impeccable cut in place of the usual tweed. He began by offering his most sincere
  condolences for such a tragic bereavement. He went on to explain that the Dean had taken charge of the funeral arrangements. It was only right in the circumstances that the Chapter of Compton
  Minster should oversee the last rites of one of their own. The Dean, he went on, liked taking charge of arrangements for almost everything. That, probably, was why he was Dean in the first place.
  The service itself was planned, subject, of course to Mrs Cockburns approval, for the Wednesday afternoon the following week. The delay was because the Dean had managed to locate John
  Eustaces twin brother James in New York. He was returning on the fastest transatlantic liner available and would be back in time to attend the funeral service in person. The cathedral
  authorities, Dr Blackstaff went on, intended to say farewell to her brother with the ecclesiastical equivalent of full military honours. There was talk of a memorial plaque in the north transept
  under the cathedrals finest stained glass window, hundreds of years old. The burial itself would be in the graveyard of the little church just behind the house where they were sitting. It
  had been the wish of Eustace himself.


  For the first time since she had been in Fairfield Park Augusta Cockburn was impressed. She might have to fire all the servants in the house. But it seemed that the Dean and Chapter could be
  left in post for a little longer.


  I am very happy with these arrangements, she said. Things seem to have been very competently handled. She graced the doctor with a thin suspicion of a smile.
  But forgive me, doctor, if I ask about my brothers last hours. It is only natural for his closest relatives to want to know everything possible. And you were the last person to see
  him alive.


  Dr Blackstaff was well prepared for this, possibly too well prepared. Andrew McKenna had given him a blow-by-blow account of his inquisition by Augusta Cockburn. It was as if she
  didnt believe a single word I said, he had told the doctor. Shes got eyes that seem to look right into your head. Blackstaff had considered blinding Mrs Cockburn
  with medical science. He had checked out in his medical books a fleet, a veritable armada, of terms relating to heart conditions that only the fully qualified would understand. Then he thought he
  would probably have to explain every single one of them. He resolved on a different approach. He had practised it over and over again till he felt prepared for anything.


  Let me speak as a friend as much as a doctor, he began, his eyes fixed on a Dutch painting over the mantelpiece. Over the years your brother and I had grown very close. I
  think I can truly say that he was my closest friend in Compton as I was his. Of course he was close to many of the people in the cathedral but I always felt he found it more relaxing to talk to
  somebody who came from a different, a less exacting world.


  Why isnt he looking at me? said Augusta Cockburn to herself. She too stole a quick glance at the painting on the opposite wall. It showed a domestic scene in an Amsterdam household, a
  group of servants cleaning a great hall under the watchful eye of a person Augusta presumed to be their mistress. She noticed that they had missed a very obvious pile of dust on one of the
  dressers. Really, she thought, even then standards were dropping fast. More staff to be fired.


  I had noticed over a period of a year or so that your brothers heart might be deteriorating, the doctor went on, shifting his gaze now to the logs burning in the grate.
  He became tired quite easily. He wasnt able to walk as far as he had done in the past. Sometimes when he had to take one of the great services in the cathedral or preach a sermon on
  some important occasion, it wore him out. This could, of course, be the normal process of people slowing down in middle age. Nothing concrete was ever revealed under examination. And believe me,
  Mrs Cockburn, suddenly he did look her straight in the eye, I examined him many times.


  Was he worried about something, Dr Blackstaff? I have been told that anxiety can cause all sorts of problems.


  No, no, he wasnt worried. I would have been the first to know if he had been. He wasnt worried at all, said the doctor, who knew better than any man on earth just how
  worried John Eustace had been in the last months of his life.


  A sliver, a scintilla of a suspicion passed through Augusta Cockburns mind. Did the man protest too much? Was he too telling her a pack of lies?


  To come to his last hours, if I may. The doctor paused briefly, running through his story in his mind yet again. He came to see me about ten oclock on the evening
  before he died. He was feeling unwell. On examination he was suffering from a condition known as cardiac disfibrillation, a sort of racing of the heart. It could be that all sorts of things were
  going wrong, but we do not at present have the means to detect what those might be. I gave him something to ease the condition and a draught to help him sleep. I advised him against returning to
  his own house at that time. I thought it was merely a precaution. I did not imagine that John would never see his own house again. The doctor turned from staring into the fire to look at
  Augusta Cockburn and he shook his head sadly.


  The next morning, there was little change. I examined him again. I gave him some more medicine. But it was no good. Whatever was wrong with his heart, whatever pieces of human equipment
  were malfunctioning, his God called him home just after ten oclock. The doctor paused again. I dont believe he was in any great pain. His heart just stopped working and
  he was gone.


  And why is nobody allowed to see him before he is buried? Why is he locked up in the undertakers as if he had the plague?


  Dr Blackstaff had known this was coming. He told me several times over the last few years that he didnt want any procession of people peering in at him when he was gone.


  The doctor was not prepared for the next salvo.


  When did he tell you? What were you doing? Were you in this house or in his?


  I cant remember exactly where it was, the doctor said, not exactly. But he certainly said it.


  You cant remember where you were when my brother said such a strange thing? You cant remember? Augusta Cockburns voice rang with scorn.


  Mrs Cockburn, the doctor said in his most authoritative tones, believe me, in the course of my professional duties, I have a great many confidential conversations with my
  patients. I carry around in my head all sorts of wishes and requests relating to what people want to happen when they die. I cannot be expected to recall exactly where I was on each and every
  occasion.


  But you might have muddled them up, might you not, doctor? Somebody else might have told you they wished to remain locked up in their coffin like a criminal. If you cant remember
  where you were, how can anybody be sure that youve got the right person? Somebody else might have told you they didnt wish to be seen.


  Dr Blackstaff shook his head. I know I am right, he said.


  Nothing, absolutely nothing, could have prepared him for the next blast.


  Are you a beneficiary under my brothers will, Dr Blackstaff? Has he left you a lot of money?


  Blackstaff turned bright red. Augusta Cockburn thought this denoted guilt. In reality it was anger that such a question, such an imputation, be directed at him.


  No, to the best of my knowledge, I am not, madam. And now, if you will excuse me, I have patients to see to. The living have rights as well as the dead. I wish you a very good morning,
  madam.


  With that the doctor picked up his bag and strode from the room.


  Augusta Cockburn stared at the doctors departing back. She continued to stare at the door long after he had gone. She was not a bad woman, Augusta Cockburn. She had loved her brother. She
  loved her family, except, of course, for her lying husband. But the circumstances of her life brought out all the worst aspects of her character.


  She picked up the latest edition of the Grafton Mercury, lying on the table in front of her. She wondered if there was anything about her brother inside. She gave a little cry when she
  came to Patrick Butlers favourite paragraph. Charles John Whitney Eustace one of the richest men in England. An enormous portfolio of shares. Mother an American heiress. She read it again.
  She knew her brother was rich but not as rich as this paper said he was. It definitely did say he was one of the richest men in England. How did they know that, the people in this little backwater,
  miles from civilization? How did this twopenny-halfpenny scandal sheet, the Grafton Mercury, filled with information about the price of pigs and meetings of the parish councils, know it? Had
  all of Compton known it? Did the money, heaven forbid, have anything to do with his death?


  Augusta Cockburn stood and stared out of the window at her late brothers garden. A couple of robins were hopping energetically on the lawn. A light rain was falling. She hadnt
  believed the butler. She hadnt believed the doctor either. Dr Blackstaff might have been a more professional liar than McKenna or McKendrick or whatever the wretched man was called 
  doctors have to lie every day of their working lives, she thought  but there was something suspicious about his story too.


  One phrase kept echoing round her head. One of the richest men in England. Maybe she could move house again, back to a proper address. One of the richest men in England. She could provide
  properly for her four children. She could pay off all the debts her wretched husband had accumulated. One of the richest men in England. She could pay her husband off with a large sum of money so
  that she never had to set eyes on him again. They would, for once, have enough money to live on without worrying about how the next bill was going to be paid. One of the richest men in England.


  Augusta Cockburn moved to the far side of the room and went into her brothers study. She locked the door, gazing quickly behind her to make sure she was not being watched. She opened the
  drawers of the great desk where her brother did his work. She checked through all of them. She looked in the little cubby-holes on the top, full of writing paper and envelopes. She checked that
  there were no secret compartments where important documents might be hidden away. She didnt find what she was looking for. She unlocked the door and rang the bell.


  McKendrick, or whatever your name is, she said, I wish to go to the railway station. I have to go back to London. I shall return in a few days time. Order the
  carriage.


  Certainly madam. Andrew McKenna rejoiced as he heard of their tormentors departure. He and his colleagues had escaped from jail for a few days at least.


  Mrs Augusta Cockburn was returning to London to find a private investigator to look into her brothers death. She suspected very strongly that he had been murdered.
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  Anne Herbert was waiting for Patrick Butler in the coffee house on Exchequergate, a couple of hundred yards from the west front of the cathedral. Patrick was late. He was, Anne
  smiled to herself, usually late. Just had to talk to a couple of fellows, he would say with that great smile of his.


  Anne Herbert was tall and slim, with dark hair, a regular nose and very fetching green eyes. It was two years now since she had lost her husband, and been left with the two young children in the
  little house on the edge of the Cathedral Close. Shes so pretty, that Anne Herbert, the Dean had said to John Eustace after arranging her new accommodation, Im
  sure shell be married inside a couple of years, if not sooner. Marriage had seemed a distant, an impossible option to Anne for the first year. She had loved her husband very dearly
  and found the prospect of a replacement inconceivable. One or two of the younger curates had tried and failed to woo her. Then five months ago, she had met Patrick at one of the Deans tea
  parties. He had simply walked up to her, cup of tea in one hand and a large piece of the Deanerys best chocolate cake in the other, and said, How do you do. Im Patrick
  Butler. They had been seeing each other with increasing frequency ever since. The Dean had prophesied once more, saying this time to his housekeeper that he expected them to be married
  within the year. The Dean planned to conduct the service himself. He was searching, he told the Bishop, for a suitable passage of scripture concerning the scribes in the Bible to pay tribute to
  Patricks profession.


  Then Butler himself walked in and ordered two cups of coffee. Sorry Im late, he said with a smile. Had to talk to a man down at the cathedral. How are the
  children?


  Anne smiled back at him. The children are fine, she said. Have you had any reaction to the article about Mr Eustace? Everybody in Compton is talking about it.


  Good, said Patrick. Ive got some news on that front. But first I need to ask you this. He leaned forward in his chair in case they could be overheard.
  Youve lived here all your life, havent you? I mean you were born here, werent you?


  Annes father was the local stationmaster. Yes, I have.


  The young man pulled a small notebook out of his pocket. Ten months ago, just before I came to work here, one of the vicars choral simply disappeared. Thats right, isnt
  it? He looked down at his notes. Singing person by the name of William Gordon, my man in the cathedral tells me.


  Yes, thats right. But what of it? Everybodys forgotten about it by now.


  But he wasnt the first one to disappear, was he? There was another one, about eighteen months back. I cant find anybody who remembers his name, though. Even the old boy in
  the cathedral couldnt remember him.


  Anne Herbert looked at Patrick. He was very excited. Then she remembered a young vicar choral called Peter Conway coming to lunch when her husband was still alive. He had great plans for his
  future, he had told the young couple, hoping to end up as a choirmaster in one of the great cathedrals of England. Then he vanished without trace. Nobody paid very much attention to either
  disappearance. Vicars choral, for some unknown reason, had a reputation for flighty and irresponsible behaviour.


  I think he was called Peter Conway, she said very quietly. A couple of middle-aged ladies were planning a shopping expedition to Exeter in very loud voices a couple of tables away,
  their voices bright with expectation and greed. But what of it, Patrick? Something in the nature of the young mans occupation always worried Anne Herbert. It was all too
  excitable. Patrick and his colleagues were often obsessed with the dark side of human nature. As usual, he had laughed when she told him of her anxieties.


  Heavens above, Anne, he had said, do you want everything to run like your fathers trains, punctual down to the last minute, schedules planned months in advance? In
  the newspaper world, believe me, variety is the spice of life!


  Now he looked over at the middle-aged ladies. Think of the reaction of respectable people like that when they read the article, Anne.


  Which article, Patrick? The one about how rich Mr Eustace was?


  Sorry, said Patrick Butler, turning back to inspect Anne Herberts eyes. They were still green, still the same colour he often thought about last thing at night before he
  fell asleep. Im getting ahead of myself. Two vanished vicars choral, missing, possibly deceased. Late vicars choral. Singing for their suppers no more. One dead Chancellor Eustace,
  called to his maker long before his time was up. Three of them altogether. I think Im going to call it the Curse of Compton Minster. That should cause quite a stir!


  Anne was appalled. She had spent most of her adult years surrounded by the clergy and the choristers of this cathedral city. Now Patrick was going to blaspheme against her household gods,
  bringing the sordid techniques of his occupation to bear against the traditions of her upbringing. It was the profane assaulting the sacred.


  You cant possibly write such an article, Patrick. Nobody knows those two men are dead. I dont think anybody even suggested it at the time. And you cant be suggesting
  that there was anything suspicious about Mr Eustaces death. Thats ridiculous.


  Patrick Butler thought it was time to beat a tactical retreat. Maybe certain things had to be sacrificed in the cause of love. But he wasnt going to give up easily.


  I wasnt going to run this article soon, Anne, if it ever runs at all. I shall have to wait until after the funeral. And if it really upsets you, then I may never run it at
  all.


  Lady Lucy Powerscourt had been planning her campaign for over six months. Like all great generals she had carried out a number of reconnaissance missions. The final details had
  been fixed for some time. All that mattered, as with most military missions, was the timing. If that misfired, her strategy could collapse in a matter of minutes. She looked over at her husband,
  peacefully reading the newspapers in his favourite chair by the fire. It was now a fortnight since Powerscourt had stepped ashore in Portsmouth. Life was beginning to return to what she would
  regard as normal. He had spent a great deal of time with his children, mostly listening as they filled him in on the details of their lives while he was away, details that now seemed as important
  to Powerscourt as the schemes and stratagems he had hatched against the Boers thousands of miles from Markham Square. The previous evening he had taken Lucy to a concert where a young German
  pianist had taken their breath away with his interpretation of Beethovens Emperor Concerto. Afterwards there had been a romantic dinner by candlelight where Powerscourt had repeated his
  private vow to her. Semper Fidelis. Forever Faithful.


  Francis, said Lady Lucy to the figure in the armchair. It was a slightly hesitant Francis, as if she was not quite sure about what was to come. Like all famous
  commanders she was slightly nervous at the start of her operations.


  Lucy, said Powerscourt, putting down his newspaper and smiling with pleasure at the sight of his wife, something tells me you are up to something.


  Lady Lucy was momentarily taken aback. How could he know what she was about after just one word? Then she rallied. Its just theres something I wanted to discuss with
  you.


  Powerscourt rose to his feet and leant on the mantelpiece. Can I have a guess as to what this is all about? he said cheerfully. Let me see, perhaps the kitchen is in need of
  modernization, though I dont think it is going to be that. Change the bedrooms all around? New carpets for the hall? I dont think its any of those but I could be wrong. Maybe
  it has something to do with this room were in now?


  Lady Lucy blushed slightly, embarrassed at the nature of her plans having been so easily rumbled. It does have to do with this room, Francis, youre quite right.


  And what were you proposing to do here, Lucy?


  Before she could reply there came a slight apologetic cough. Rhys, the Powerscourt butler, always coughed apologetically when he entered a room. Powerscourt had often wondered if the man had
  coughed slightly before proposing to his wife or stating his marriage vows in church.


  Excuse me, my lord, my lady. There is somebody waiting downstairs who wishes to speak with you, my lord.


  Powerscourt looked apprehensive all of sudden. Was his peace, so ardently desired, so long awaited, about to be disturbed? Does this person have a name, Rhys?


  Of course, my lord. Sorry, my lord. She is a Mrs Cockburn, Mrs Augusta Cockburn.


  Then youd better show her up. Lady Lucy looked at her husband carefully as she left the room. He was looking miserable and he hadnt looked miserable once since his
  homecoming. Just when her plans were coming to fruition too.


  Augusta Cockburn had decided to dress in mourning clothes for her visit. She thought it might make a better impression. Perched demurely on the edge of the Powerscourt sofa, she poured out her
  story. Powerscourt decided not to interrupt. Her suspicions about her brothers death. The butler whose account she did not believe. The doctor whose account she did not believe. The strange,
  almost inexplicable fact that nobody could pay their last respects to the dead man because he was sealed up for all eternity in his coffin in the Compton undertakers. Her overpowering sense
  that something was being concealed and that that something might be very terrible indeed. The fact, if it was relevant, that her brother had been one of the richest men in England.


  I would like you to investigate the matter, Lord Powerscourt, she concluded. They say you are one of the finest investigators in the country.


  Powerscourt wondered precisely what her motives might be. Was she a humble seeker of the truth about her brothers death? He rather doubted it. Where did the money fit in? But most of all
  he wished she hadnt come. He didnt want to be bothered with another investigation so soon after his return.


  I have to tell you, Mrs Cockburn, that it is most unlikely that I shall be able to take the case on. I have only just returned from a year and more on service in South Africa. I have
  hardly had time to reacquaint myself with my wife and children.


  Im sure it wouldnt take you long, Lord Powerscourt. Not a man of your abilities.


  Perhaps I could just ask one or two questions, Mrs Cockburn. Do you know the details of your brothers will?


  Im afraid I do not, said Augusta Cockburn vaguely. Not exactly. Its just possible that he left it in our house or at our solicitors, Im not sure.
  I believe my husband may have helped him with it, but George, Mr Cockburn, is away at present.


  Augusta Cockburn was a much more accomplished liar than Andrew McKenna or Dr Blackstaff. Maybe the years with her deceitful husband had taught her something after all.


  Did your brother ever give any indication about his intentions in his will? asked Powerscourt.


  Not specifically, Lord Powerscourt, no. But he always said that my family would be well provided for. Sorry, I should have told you before. My brother was not married. There were no
  children.


  And what do you think actually happened to your brother? asked Powerscourt, the investigator in him always fascinated by puzzles and mysteries.


  Thats what I want you to find out, Lord Powerscourt.


  Do you think he was murdered?


  Silence fell over the Powerscourt drawing room. It lasted quite a long time. Powerscourt waited for her reply.


  He certainly could have been, Lord Powerscourt. I dont think we can rule it out.


  He didnt by any chance suffer from a debilitating illness? Something that could have disfigured his face?


  Not as far as I am aware, Lord Powerscourt. And Im sure the doctor would have mentioned it if he had been.


  Very good, Mrs Cockburn, you have presented the facts of the affair very clearly. And not all of them completely truthfully, Powerscourt thought, but which part was fiction and
  which the truth he did not yet know. He checked the address on her card. If you can leave me until this afternoon, I will let you know then whether I can take the case on or not. I must
  speak with my wife.


  Two minutes after Augusta Cockburns departure Lady Lucy was back in the drawing room. She found her husband pacing up and down. She thought he was swearing under his breath.


  Johnny and I used to do a lot of this walking up and down on that ship on the way home, Lucy. Helped to pass the time. Now it was her turn to wait until he was ready to speak. It
  was a full five minutes before he sat down and told her the details of the death of John Eustace.


  That poor woman, his sister, said Lady Lucy sadly.


  You wouldnt say poor woman if you spent any time with her. Shes bitter and twisted inside as though she had a corkscrew in her heart.


  Lady Lucy winced. What are you going to do, Francis? Are you going to take it on?


  Powerscourt started walking up and down again. I really dont know. Ive only just got home.


  Well, its not as if youre going back to South Africa.


  Do you think I should do it, Lucy? said Powerscourt, stopping by his wifes chair.


  You know what I think about these things, said Lady Lucy very quietly, looking at her husbands face. Lets suppose this poor clergyman was murdered. Somebody
  else may get murdered after that. And then there may be more victims. I think you have to remember the number of people who may be left alive after youve finished, the ones who might have
  been killed if you hadnt come along.


  Powerscourt smiled suddenly. Lucy what were you just about to say earlier this morning when that woman was announced?


  Lady Lucy blushed. Interior decoration didnt seem quite so important now. I was just going to suggest, only a suggestion, Francis, that we might . . . She paused briefly,
  then her courage returned. We might just redecorate this room. New sofas, new wallpaper, that sort of thing.


  Powerscourt took her in his arms. You go right ahead, Lucy, my love. Just as long as I can hang on to that chair of mine. After all, I may not be about very much for a while.


  Five days later Lord Francis Powerscourt was sitting in the nave of Compton Cathedral, waiting for the funeral service of John Eustace to begin. He was early. The ancient
  bells, high up in the great tower, were tolling very slowly for one of their own. Powerscourt had arrived at Fairfield Park as a guest of the family, an old family friend from London come down to
  help Mrs Cockburn through the ordeal of the funeral and the revelation of the will. So far Powerscourt had asked no questions. He had chatted inconsequentially with the servants. He had spent a lot
  of time in the dead mans bedroom and in his study. He had walked the short journey between the Park and the doctors house a number of times. He was waiting until he became a more
  familiar figure before he talked to anybody, but he was careful to be as charming as he could to every servant he came across. Augusta Cockburn was astonished at the improvements in daily life in
  Fairfield Park since Powerscourts arrival. Baths were actually hot. Meals were served at the proper temperature. Its probably because hes a man, she told herself bitterly.


  There was still some time before the service was due to start. One row behind him on the other side of the nave Anne Herbert, dressed in sober black, was sitting next to Patrick Butler whose tie
  was not sitting properly on his collar. Patrick was thinking about the special edition of his paper to commemorate Victorias death several weeks before. It was going to include tributes from
  all the major towns in the county. He had prevailed on the cathedral archivist to write an article on the changes to the minster during Victorias reign. The headmaster of the main secondary
  school, a noted if slightly erratic local historian, had agreed to contribute a similar piece on the changes in the city. The Lord Lieutenant, who had served briefly at court some thirty years
  before, was going to write his personal reminiscences of his sovereign. Patrick Butler was pleased that his material had all arrived on time, the headmaster and the archivist both having let him
  down on previous occasions at the turn of the century. He had launched an appeal to the major advertisers in his journal to take out larger than usual notices in his pages. Most
  newspapers, he had told the proprietor of the main hotel with disarming honesty only that morning, are thrown away after a while. But this special edition of the Grafton
  Mercury, each page specially edged in black, will be a permanent memorial to Victorias death. People will keep it safe. It will pass down the generations. Surely you would want a proper
  memorial to your business in such a paper?


  Still the bells rang out on this wet and windy afternoon. High up on the roof the crows, regular attendees, if not actually confirmed members of the Church of England, added their raucous
  tribute to the dead. Powerscourt was looking at the military colours of the local regiment that hung in the north transept and thinking about the dead Queen, in whose armies he had served, and in
  whose service he had seen too many lay down their lives. He looked around the congregation, late arrivals filling up the last few pews right at the back of the cathedral. How many, he wondered, in
  this great throng, come to pay their last respects to a different person, how many could remember a monarch other than Victoria? He certainly couldnt. As he looked across the tightly packed
  pews on the other side of nave, he thought six or seven persons might remember the reign of William the Fourth. Victoria had seen her island kingdom rise from being an important power to the
  greatest empire the world had ever seen. Powerscourt had not been the only person in Europe and North America to wonder if the Boer War in South Africa might seem in future years to have marked the
  slow beginning of that empires end. And now there was a new King, Edward the Seventh. Powerscourt tried desperately to recall who Edward the Sixth had been. Was he warrior or wastrel,
  playboy or saint? Dimly he remembered that Edward the Sixth had been an ardent Church reformer, sandwiched between Henry the Eighth and Bloody Mary, eager to force the Protestant religion on a
  reluctant people. Maybe Compton Minster had its own martyrs to the zealotry of the Reformation. He struggled further back to earlier Edwards, Confessor and Hammer of the Scots.


  The bells stopped. The entire congregation turned to look as the body of the former Chancellor, John Eustace, was carried into the cathedral. Six pallbearers, three staff from Fairfield Park led
  by Andrew McKenna, and three vergers from the cathedral, all clad in black, bore the coffin in a slow procession behind the choir and three members of the Chapter. A junior vicar carried a large
  silver cross in front of the Dean and the Bishop.


  Powerscourt suddenly remembered walking round one of Englands finest cathedrals with his father years before on one of their rare trips from Ireland to England, Wells had it been, or
  Gloucester, and his father explaining to him the different roles of the various dignitaries. The Bishop in spiritual authority over every priest and every parish in his diocese. The Dean
  responsible for the administration and running of the cathedral. The Chancellor, secretary to the Chapter and responsible for the archives and the famous cathedral library. The Precentor in charge
  of the music and the organist and the choirmaster, the two posts often held by one man. The Archdeacon the link between the cathedral and the work of the Bishop in the diocese. Powerscourt
  remembered his father taking particular pleasure as they watched a vicious game of croquet in the gardens of the Bishops Palace where all the players were in dog collars. The Church
  Militant rather than the Church Spiritual, his father had said as a red ball disappeared off the lawn into the Bishops rose-beds.


  The little procession was passing Powerscourt now, the pallbearers straining to keep in step, always fearful that one of them might slip and drop the dead man to the ground. The coffin was laid
  on a table in the centre of the choir. If he strained his neck right out to one side, Powerscourt could just see the side of it through the screen. I know that my Redeemer liveth, the
  Dean had a strong tenor voice, well able to fill the great spaces around him, and that he shall stand at the latter day upon the earth.


  The choir began to sing the 60th Psalm, Lord thou hast been our refuge from one generation to another. Powerscourt looked around again at the mourners. They were not, on the whole,
  the rich of Grafton though there were many who had turned out in fashionable clothes. These, he thought, must be the respectable middle classes of Compton, shopkeepers, teachers, lawyers with whom
  John Eustace had come in contact. Patrick Butler was eyeing the congregation too, wondering if there were any more advertisers he could lure into taking space in his memorial issue to Queen
  Victoria. Anne Herbert was sitting beside him, fretting about his restless staring up and down the nave.


  The congregation sang Abide with Me and Lead Kindly Light by John Henry Newman. The Bishop read one lesson, the Archdeacon of Compton the other. Then the acolyte with
  the silver cross preceded the Dean to the pulpit. The congregation settled themselves noisily in their hard pews to hear him.


  Connoisseurs of the sermons of the dignitaries of Compton Minster had long ago noted that the Bishop, although a considerable scholar in the Gospels of the New Testament, always preached from
  texts in the Old Testament. He would tell the stories of the ordeals of the Children of Israel against Philistines and Gideonites, Danites and Ammonites, Benjamites and Schechemites, and Keilites
  and Amalekites. There were often some bloodthirsty battles. There was, usually, triumph and victory for the Israelites, after many hardships along the way. Thus, the Bishop would always conclude,
  does the Lord of Hosts finally triumph over the enemies of his chosen people. The Dean, the connoisseurs noted rather sourly, always tried to bring in some references to the latest theological
  thinking when he preached. Neither the connoisseurs nor the congregation cared for the latest theological thinking. They preferred the older theological thinking, many feeling that the world would
  be a better place if everybody still believed every word of the creation story in the Book of Genesis. The Chancellor seldom preached, but his sermons were always mercifully short. He would speak
  of the transcendent importance and power of Gods love, a love handed down to his servants in so many forms, love of parents to children, love of children to parents, love of husband to wife,
  wife to husband, love of the natural world created for Gods glory.


  My text for today, the Dean began, peering out at his congregation over the tops of his glasses, comes from the fifth verse of the fifth chapter of the Gospel According to
  St Matthew. Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth. The connoisseurs had not heard this sermon before. It must be a new one, specially composed for the occasion, rather than
  an old one revamped. Powerscourt looked closely at the Dean, a tall strong figure of a man, with powerful hands which turned the pages of his sermon.


  It is now twelve years since John Eustace came to this cathedral as Chancellor, the Dean went on, and I can still remember his first meeting with the full Chapter of this
  cathedral as if it were yesterday. He was slightly shy. He was invariably courteous. He did not push himself forward. That meekness, which shall inherit the earth, was a constant in his behaviour
  with his colleagues in all the years he graced the minster with his presence.


  Patrick Butler was wondering if he should reprint the Deans sermon in his next issue. Depends on how long it is, he said to himself. Patrick didnt think the Dean would approve if
  his words were cut. Powerscourt was remembering the words of the Latin tag. De mortuis nil nisi bonum. Speak only good about the dead. And then he remembered the impious adaptation given by
  his Cambridge tutor after attending the funeral service for a famously unpopular professor, De mortuis nil nisi bunkum. People only speak rubbish about the dead.


  One of the definitions of the word meek in the Oxford Dictionary, the Dean went on, is kind. To be meek is to be kind. Meek is merciful. To be meek is to be merciful. John
  Eustace was famous throughout our little city for his generosity. He was a man blessed with great wealth. Blessed are the meek for they shall inherit the earth. Chancellor Eustace had already
  inherited a large portion of the wealth of this world. Such people do not always take the time or the trouble to seek out the hungry and the afflicted, the poor and the bereaved. John Eustace did.
  Our late Chancellor was one of the greatest benefactors the poor of Compton have ever known. The houses he had built for the poor and the destitute of this city will be a permanent memorial to his
  life and his generosity.


  Some of the congregations heads were beginning to slip as the sermon went on. Behind the coffin the six pallbearers waited to resume their duties. The acolyte with the cross waited
  patiently at the bottom of the pulpit steps.


  Today is a time of great sadness, said the Dean, laying aside his spectacles and looking around at his listeners, for one of our number has been taken from us before his
  time. He would have had many years of service to give to this cathedral and to this city. But is also a time for rejoicing. The Deans delivery lost a fraction of its former conviction
  at this point. The most acute of the sermon connoisseurs, the second tenor in the body of the vicars choral, who had attended theological college before losing his faith, later attributed the
  change to the Deans suspicion that his listeners no longer believed in heaven or hell. Assuming they ever had. The Dean ploughed on.


  For if ever a man was going to take his place in the kingdom of heaven, that man was John Eustace. We rejoice today that he has gone to be with his Father in heaven. Though worms destroy
  my body, as the prophet Job tells us, yet in my flesh shall I see God whom I shall see for myself, and mine eyes shall behold, and not another. John Eustace, a good man, a meek man. Blessed are the
  meek for they shall inherit the earth. Blessed are the meek for they shall also inherit the kingdom of heaven.


  The Dean collected his papers. The acolyte escorted him back to his position. As the choir began an anthem by Purcell, the six pallbearers brought the coffin back down the nave of Compton
  Minster. A fleet of carriages waited to take it and the mourners to the little cemetery behind Fairfield Park. The funeral of John Eustace was over. In forty-eight hours time, in the offices
  of Drake and Co., solicitors of Compton, his last will and testament was to be read to his survivors.
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