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The Shadow of Death

Canon Sidney Chambers had never intended to become a detective. Indeed, it came about quite by chance, after a funeral, when a handsome woman of indeterminate age voiced her suspicion that the recent death of a Cambridge solicitor was not suicide, as had been widely reported, but murder.

It was a weekday morning in October 1953 and the pale rays of a low autumn sun were falling over the village of Grantchester. The mourners, who had attended the funeral of Stephen Staunton, shielded their eyes against the light as they made their way to the wake in The Red Lion. They were friends, colleagues and relatives from his childhood home in Northern Ireland, walking in silence. The first autumn leaves flickered as they fell from the elms. The day was too beautiful for a funeral.

Sidney had changed into his suit and dog collar and was about to join his congregation when he noticed an elegant lady waiting in the shadows of the church porch. Her high heels made her unusually tall, and she wore a calf-length black dress, a fox fur stole and a toque with a spotted veil. Sidney had noticed her during the service for the simple reason that she had been the most stylish person present.

‘I don’t think we’ve met?’ he asked.

The lady held out a gloved hand. ‘I’m Pamela Morton. Stephen Staunton worked with my husband.’

‘It’s been a sad time,’ Sidney responded.

The lady was keen to get the formalities out of the way. ‘Is there somewhere we can talk?’

Sidney had recently been to see the film Young Man with a Horn and noticed that Mrs Morton’s voice had all the sultriness of Lauren Bacall’s. ‘Won’t you be expected at the reception?’ he asked. ‘What about your husband?’

‘I told him I wanted a cigarette.’

Sidney hesitated. ‘I have to look in myself, of course . . .’

‘It won’t take long.’

‘Then we can go to the vicarage. I don’t think people will miss me quite yet.’

Sidney was a tall, slender man in his early thirties. A lover of warm beer and hot jazz, a keen cricketer and an avid reader, he was known for his understated clerical elegance. His high forehead, aquiline nose and longish chin were softened by nut-brown eyes and a gentle smile, one that suggested he was always prepared to think the best of people. He had had the priestly good fortune to be born on a Sabbath day and was ordained soon after the war. After a brief curacy in Coventry, and a short spell as domestic chaplain to the Bishop of Ely, he had been appointed vicar to the church of St Andrew and St Mary in 1952.

‘I suppose everyone asks you . . .’ Pamela Morton began, as she cast an appraising eye over the shabby doorway.

‘If I’d prefer to live in the Old Vicarage: the subject of Rupert Brooke’s poem? Yes, I’m afraid they do. But I’m quite content here. In fact the place is rather too large for a bachelor.’

‘You are not married?’

‘People have remarked that I am married to my job.’

‘I’m not sure what a canon is.’

‘It’s an honorary position, given to me by a cathedral in Africa. But it’s easier to think of me as a common or garden priest.’ Sidney stamped his shoes on the mat and opened the unlocked door. ‘The word “canon” just sounds a bit better. Please, do come in.’

He showed his guest into the small drawing room with its chintz sofas and antique engravings. Pamela Morton’s dark eyes swept the room. ‘I am sorry to detain you.’

‘That’s quite all right. I have noticed that no one knows what to say to a clergyman after a funeral.’

‘They can’t relax until you’ve gone,’ Pamela Morton replied. ‘They think they have to behave as if they are still in church.’

‘Perhaps I remind them too much of death?’ Sidney enquired.

‘No, I don’t think it’s that, Canon Chambers. Rather, I think you remind them of their manifold sins and wickedness.’

Pamela Morton gave a half-smile and tilted her head to one side so that a strand of raven hair fell across her left eye. Sidney recognised that he was in the presence of a dangerous woman in her mid-forties and that this gesture alone could have a devastating effect upon a man. He couldn’t imagine his interlocutor having many female friends.

Mrs Morton took off her gloves, her stole and her hat, laying them on the back of the sofa. When Sidney offered her a cup of tea she gave a slight shudder. ‘I am so sorry if this seems forward but might you have something stronger?’

‘I have sherry, although I am not that keen on it myself.’

‘Whisky?’

This was Sidney’s favourite tipple; a drink, he tried to convince himself, that he only kept for medicinal purposes.

‘How do you take it?’ he asked.

‘As Stephen had it. A little water. No ice. He drank Irish, of course, but I imagine yours is Scotch.’

‘It is indeed. I am rather partial to a good single malt but I am afraid that I cannot really afford it.’

‘That is quite understandable in a vicar.’

‘You knew Mr Staunton well, I take it?’

‘Do you mind if I sit down?’ Pamela asked, walking towards the armchair by the fire. ‘I think this is going to be a little awkward.’

Sidney poured out the Johnnie Walker and allowed himself a small tumbler to keep his guest company. ‘It is clearly a delicate matter.’

‘We are not in church, Canon Chambers, but can I presume that the secrets of the confessional still apply?’

‘You can rely on my discretion.’

Pamela Morton considered whether to continue. ‘It’s not something I ever imagined telling a priest. Even now I am not sure that I want to do so.’

‘You can take your time.’

‘I may need to.’

Sidney handed his guest her whisky and sat down. The sun was in his eyes but once he had established his position he thought it rude to move. ‘I am used to listening,’ he said.

‘Stephen and I had always been friends,’ Pamela Morton began. ‘I knew that his marriage wasn’t as happy as it had once been. His wife is German; not that it explains anything . . .’

‘No . . .’

‘Although people have commented. It seemed an odd choice for such a handsome man. He could have chosen almost anyone he wanted. To marry a German so soon after the war was a brave thing to do, I suppose.’ Pamela Morton stopped. ‘This is harder than I thought . . .’

‘Do go on.’

‘A few months ago, I went to the office to pick up my husband. When I arrived I discovered that he had been called away. There was some fuss about a will. Stephen was alone. He said he was going to be working late but then he suggested that we go out for a drink instead. It seemed perfectly innocent. He was my husband’s business partner, and I had known him for several years. I had always been fond of him and I could see that something was troubling him. I didn’t know whether it was his health, his money or his marriage. I think that’s what most men worry about . . .’

‘Indeed.’

‘We took a drive out to Trumpington, where I suppose Stephen thought that we were less likely to meet people we knew and we wouldn’t have to explain to anyone why we were having a drink together. So, thinking about it now, I suppose it all began with something complicit.’

Sidney was beginning to feel uncomfortable. As a priest he was used to informal confession, but he could never quite reconcile himself to the fact that it often contained quite a lot of detail. There were times when he wished people wouldn’t tell him so much.

Pamela Morton continued. ‘We sat in the far corner of the pub, away from everyone else. I had heard that Stephen liked a drink or two but the speed surprised me. He was on edge. It was the usual chatter to begin with but then he changed. He told me how tired he was of his life. It was a strange thing to say; the intensity of his feeling came on so suddenly. He said how he had never felt that he belonged in Cambridge. He and his wife were both exiles. He said that he should have gone straight back to Ireland after the war but that the job was here. He didn’t want to sound ungrateful to my husband for giving it to him, and besides, if he hadn’t, then he would never have met me. When he said that, I started to worry. I wondered what I would have to tell my husband, and yet there was something compelling about the way he spoke. There was an urgency, a desperation and a charm to it all. He had a way with words. I’ve always admired that. I used to act, you know. In a small way. Before I married.’

‘I see,’ said Sidney, wondering where the conversation was going.

‘Despite the blarney, I knew he was telling me that his life was a shambles. Anyone who heard him speak might have thought that he was beginning to be suicidal but they would have been so wrong.’

Pamela Morton stopped.

‘You don’t have to tell me everything,’ Sidney answered.

‘I do. It’s important. Stephen spoke about how he longed to get away and start again somewhere else. Then, when we were still in the pub, he looked me in the eye for a long time before speaking and . . . oh . . . do you mind if I have a drop more? Dutch courage, you know.’

‘Of course.’

‘You must find this all rather seedy. You know what I am going to say, don’t you?’

Sidney poured out the drinks. ‘No, I don’t think I do,’ he said quietly. ‘Please go on.’ He had learned never to stop a narrative in full flow.

‘Stephen told me that he couldn’t stop thinking about me; that every part of his life without me was a misery; and that he loved me. I couldn’t believe it. He said what a miracle it was that we had the chance to be alone so that he could tell me. He only lived for the times when we saw each other and that if only we could be together then his life would have purpose and meaning and he would drink less and be happy.’

Pamela Morton looked up, expecting Sidney to ask what she had done. ‘Go on . . .’ he said.

‘As he was speaking,’ Pamela continued, ‘I felt this strange heat inside me. I don’t know where it came from. I thought I was going to faint. My life seemed to fall away from me. I hadn’t ever thought about it before but he was saying all the things I thought myself. I could see that my life did not have to be a dead end in a small provincial town. I could begin again. We could run away, escape our own past and live without history, pretending that there had been no war, we had lost no friends and that we had no family. We could just be two people with the future before them. We could go away, anywhere, Stephen said. He had some money saved and all I had to do was think about it. He didn’t want to rush me. All he wanted was for me to say yes . . .’

‘And did you?’

‘I thought it was mad and impossible. I was frightened and thrilled at the same time. He talked about getting back in the car and driving away there and then, down to the coast, and taking a boat across the Channel. I didn’t know what to say. He told me to imagine how we’d laugh, thinking of the havoc we’d wrought. We could drive all the way through France, staying at hopelessly romantic hotels while everyone else continued with their humdrum lives back in Cambridge. We would be free. We would go to Nice and the French Riviera and we would dress up and dance on warm summer nights under the stars. It was crazy and it was wonderful and although we knew we couldn’t leave there and then it was surely only a matter of time. Anything was possible. Everything could change.’

‘When was this? Sidney asked.

‘It was just after the Coronation. The pub still had its bunting up. Four months ago.’

‘I see.’

‘I can understand what you’re thinking.’

‘I am not judging you in any way,’ Sidney replied, knowing that he was not sure what to think. ‘I am listening.’

‘But you must wonder. If we were that impetuous why has it taken us so long? My children have left home but, even so, I thought of them. Then, as soon as we got back home, I became frightened of what it all meant. I began to lose heart. I couldn’t quite believe what had happened. Perhaps it had been a dream and Stephen had never said those things, but then we started to meet each other in secret and I knew that it was the only thing I wanted to do. I was obsessed. I could not believe that no one had noticed any change in me. “Surely they can tell?” I thought to myself. I hardly dared to believe that I was getting away with it. The more it went on the more I couldn’t wait to leave. I was no longer myself. In fact, I didn’t know who I was, but I told Stephen that we had to be sure that we had everything settled before we could do something so rash and that we should go in the New Year.’

‘And he agreed?’

‘As long as he saw me, he said, he believed that anything was possible. And we were happy.’

‘And no one else knew of your plans?’

‘I have a friend in London. She . . . it’s difficult to explain, Canon Chambers. She let me pretend that I was staying with her . . .’

‘When, in reality?’

‘I was in a hotel with Stephen? I’m afraid so. You must think me very cheap.’

Sidney was taken aback by her frankness. ‘It is not for me to pass judgement, Mrs Morton.’

‘Pamela. Please, call me Pamela . . .’

It was too soon for such familiarity. Sidney decided to try not to offer his guest another drink.

‘So you see why I have come, Canon Chambers?’

Sidney couldn’t see anything at all. Why was this woman telling him all this? He wondered if she had got married in church, if she had ever considered her marital vows and how well she got on with her children. ‘What would you like me to do?’ he asked.

‘I can’t go to the police and tell them this.’

‘No, of course not.’

‘I can’t trust them to keep it a secret. My husband is bound to find out and I don’t want to stir things up.’

‘But surely this is a private matter? It is no concern for the police.’

‘It has to be, Canon Chambers.’

‘But why?’

‘Can you not guess? I can’t believe Stephen killed himself. It is totally out of character. We were going to run away together.’

‘So what are you suggesting?’

Pamela Morton sat up and straightened her back. ‘Murder, Canon Chambers. I mean murder.’ She fought to find a handkerchief from her handbag.

‘But who would want to do such a thing?’

‘I don’t know.’

Sidney was out of his depth. It was all very well for someone to come to him and confess their sins but an accusation of murder was a different business altogether. ‘This is quite a dangerous thing to suggest, Mrs Morton. Are you sure that you really think this?’

‘I am certain.’

‘And you have told no one else?’

‘You are the first. When I heard you speak in the service about death and loss I felt sure that I could trust you. You have a reassuring voice. I am sorry I don’t attend church more often. After my brother was killed in the war I found it hard to have faith.’

‘It is difficult, I know.’

Pamela Morton spoke as if she had said all that she had to say. ‘What I have said is the truth, Canon Chambers.’

Sidney imagined his guest sitting through the funeral service, restraining her grief. He wondered if she had looked around the congregation for suspects. But why would anyone have wanted to kill Stephen Staunton?

Pamela Morton recognised that Sidney needed to be convinced. ‘The idea that he took his own life is absurd. We had so much to look forward to. It was as if we were going to be young once more and we could be whoever we wanted to be. We would start again. We were going to live as we have never lived. Those were the last words he spoke to me. “We will live as we have never lived.” Those are not the words of a man who is going to shoot himself, are they?’

‘No, they are not.’

‘And now it’s gone. All that hope. All that wasted love.’ Pamela Morton took up her handkerchief. ‘I can’t bear it. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to cry.’

Sidney walked over to the window. What on earth was he supposed to do about this? It was none of his business; but then he remembered that, as a priest, everything was his business. There was no part of the human heart that was not his responsibility. Furthermore, if Pamela Morton was correct, and Stephen Staunton had not committed what many people still believed to be the sin of suicide, then an innocent man had been unjustly killed and his murderer was still at large.

‘What would you like me to do?’ he asked.

‘Talk to people,’ Pamela Morton answered. ‘Informally if you can. I don’t want anyone to know about my involvement in all this.’

‘But who shall I speak to?’

‘The people who knew him.’

‘I’m not sure what I can ask them.’

‘You are a priest. People tell you things, don’t they?’

‘They do.’

‘And you can ask almost any question, no matter how private?’

‘One has to be careful.’

‘But you know what I mean . . .’

‘I do,’ Sidney replied, as cautiously as he could.

‘Then you could keep what I have said in mind and, if the moment comes, perhaps you might ask a question that you might not otherwise have asked?’

‘I am not sure that I can make any promises. I am not a detective.’

‘But you know people, Canon Chambers. You understand them.’

‘Not all the time.’

‘Well, I hope you understand me.’

‘Yes,’ Sidney replied. ‘You have been very clear. I imagine this must have been terrible. To bear it alone . . .’

Pamela Morton put her handkerchief away. ‘It is. But I have said what I came to say. Are you sure I can rely on your discretion?’ she asked, looking up at him, vulnerable once more. ‘You won’t mention my name?’

‘Of course not.’ Sidney answered, already worrying how long he could keep this secret.

‘I’m so sorry about all of this,’ Mrs Morton continued. ‘I’m ashamed, really. I couldn’t think how to tell you or the words that I was going to use. I don’t know anything at the moment and I’ve had to keep so quiet. I’ve had no one to talk to. Thank you for listening to me.’

‘It is what I am called to do,’ said Sidney and immediately wondered whether this was true. It was his first case of adultery, never mind murder.

Pamela Morton stood up. Sidney noticed that, despite the tears, her mascara had not run. She pushed back that strand of hair again and held out her hand.

‘Goodbye, Canon Chambers. You do believe me, don’t you?’

‘It was brave to tell me so much.’

‘Courage is a quality Stephen said I lacked. If you find out what happened to him then I hope you will inform me first.’ She smiled, sadly, once more. ‘I know where you are.’

‘I am always here. Goodbye, Mrs Morton.’

‘Pamela . . .’

‘Goodbye, Pamela.’

Sidney closed his front door and looked at the watch his father had given him on his ordination. Perhaps there would be time to look in at the wake after all. He returned to his small drawing room with the tired furniture his parents had bought for him at a local auction. The place really did need cheering up, he thought. He gathered the glasses and took them through to the kitchen sink and turned on the hot tap. He liked washing up; the simple act of cleanliness had immediately visible results. He stopped for a moment at the window and watched a robin hopping on the washing line. Soon he would have to get round to his Christmas cards.

He noticed the lipstick marks on the rim of Pamela Morton’s whisky glass and remembered a poem by Edna St Vincent Millay he had read in the Sunday Times:



‘What lips my lips have kissed, and where, and why,

I have forgotten, and what arms have lain

Under my head till morning; but the rain

Is full of ghosts tonight . . .’



‘What a mess people make of their lives,’ he thought.



Sidney’s friend Inspector Keating was not amused. ‘It could hardly be more straightforward,’ he sighed. ‘A man stays on in the office after everyone has gone home. He sets about a decanter of whisky and then blows his brains out. The cleaner finds him in the morning, calls the police, we go in, and that’s it: clear as my wife’s crystal.’

The two men were sitting at their favourite table in the RAF bar of The Eagle, a pub that was conveniently situated not far from the police station in St Andrews Street. They had become friends after Sidney had taken the funeral of the inspector’s predecessor, and they now met informally after work every Thursday to enjoy a couple of pints of bitter, play a game of backgammon and share confidences. It was one of the few off-duty moments in the week when Sidney could take off his dog collar, put on a pullover and pretend that he was not a priest.

‘Sometimes,’ he observed, ‘things can be rather too clear.’

‘I agree,’ said the inspector, throwing a five and a three, ‘but the facts of this case are as plain as a pikestaff.’ He spoke with a slight Northumbrian accent, the only remaining evidence of a county he had left at the age of six. ‘So much so, that I cannot believe you are suggesting that we set out on a wild goose chase.’

‘I am not suggesting that.’ Sidney was alarmed by his friend’s assumption that he was making a formal request. ‘I am merely raising an eyebrow.’

Inspector Keating pressed his case. ‘Stephen Staunton’s wife told us that her husband had been depressed. He also drank too much. That’s what the Irish do, of course. His secretary informed us that our man had also started to go to London on a weekly basis and was not in the office as much as he should have been. She even had to cover for him and do some of his more straightforward work; conveyancing and what have you. Then there is the small matter of his recent bank withdrawals; vast sums of money, in cash, which his wife has never seen and no one knows where it has gone. This suggests . . .’

Sidney threw a double five and moved four of his pieces. ‘I imagine you would think the solicitor was a gambling man . . .’

‘I certainly would. And I would also imagine that he might have been using some of his firm’s money to pay for it. If he wasn’t dead I’d probably have to start investigating him for fraud.’ The inspector threw a four and a two and hit one of Sidney’s blots. ‘So I imagine that, when the debts mounted up, and he was on the verge of being discovered, he blew his brains out. It’s common enough, man. Re-double?’

‘Of course.’ Sidney threw again. ‘Ah . . . I think I can re-enter the game.’ He placed his checker on the twenty-three point. ‘Did he leave a note?’

Inspector Keating was irritated by this question. ‘No, Sidney, he did not leave a note.’

‘So there’s margin for error?’

The inspector leaned forward and shook again. He had thought he had the game in the bag but now he could see that Sidney would soon start to bear off. ‘There is no room for doubt in this case. Not every suicide leaves a note . . .’

‘Most do.’

‘My brother-in-law works in the force near Beachy Head. They don’t leave a lot of notes down there, I’m telling you. They take a running jump.’

‘I imagine they do.’

‘Our man killed himself, Sidney. If you don’t believe me then go and pay the widow one of your pastoral visits. I’m sure she’d appreciate it. Just don’t start having any ideas.’

‘I wouldn’t dream of it,’ his companion lied, anticipating an unlikely victory on the board.



The living at Grantchester was tied to Sidney’s old college of Corpus Christi, where he had studied theology and now took tutorials and enjoyed dining rights. He enjoyed the fact that his work combined the academic and the clerical, but there were times when he worried that his college activities meant that he did not have enough time to concentrate on his pastoral duties. He could run his parish, teach students, visit the sick, take confirmation classes and prepare couples for marriage, but he frequently felt guilty that he was not doing enough for people. In truth, Sidney sometimes wished that he were a better priest.

He knew that his responsibility to the bereaved, for example, extended far beyond the simple act of taking a funeral. In fact, those who had lost someone they loved often needed more comfort after the initial shock of death had gone, when their friends had resumed their daily lives and the public period of mourning had passed. It was the task of a priest to offer constant consolation, to love and serve his parishioners at whatever cost to himself. Consequently, Sidney had no hesitation in stopping off on his way into Cambridge the next morning to call on Stephen Staunton’s widow.

The house was a mid-terrace, late-Victorian building on Eltisley Avenue, a road that lay on the edge of the Meadows. It was the kind of home young families moved to when they were expecting their second child. Everything about the area was decent enough but Sidney could not help but think that it lacked charm. These were functional buildings that had escaped wartime bombing but still had no perceivable sense of either history or local identity. In short, as Sidney walked down the street, he felt that he could be anywhere in England.

Hildegard Staunton was paler than he remembered from her husband’s funeral. Her short hair was blonde and curly; her eyes were large and green. Her eyebrows were pencil-thin and she wore no lipstick; as a result, her face looked as if her feelings had been washed away. She was wearing a dark olive housecoat, with a shawl collar and cuffed sleeves that Sidney only noticed when she touched her hair; worrying, perhaps, that she needed a shampoo and set but could not face a trip to the hairdresser.

Hildegard had been poised yet watchful at the service, but now she could not keep still, standing up as soon as she had sat down, unable to concentrate. Anyone outside, watching her through the window, would probably think she had lost something, which, of course, she had. Sidney wondered if her doctor had prescribed any medicine to help her with her grief.

‘I came to see how you were getting on,’ he began.

‘I am pretending he is still here,’ Hildegard answered. ‘It is the only way I can survive.’

‘I am sure it must feel very strange.’ Sidney was already uncomfortable with the knowledge of her husband’s adultery, let alone potential murder.

‘Being in this country has always seemed strange to me. Sometimes I think I am living someone else’s life.’

‘How did you meet your husband?’ Sidney asked.

‘It was in Berlin after the war.’

‘He was a soldier?’

‘With the Ulster Rifles. The British Foreign Office sent people over to “aerate” us, whatever that meant, and we all went to lectures on Abendländische Kultur. But none of us listened very much. We wanted to go dancing instead.’

Sidney tried to imagine Hildegard Staunton in a bombed-out German ballroom, dancing among the ruins. She shifted position on the sofa and adjusted the fall of her housecoat. Perhaps she did not want to tell her story, Sidney wondered, but the fact that she would not look him in the eye made it clear that she intended to continue. Her speech, despite its softness, demanded attention.

‘Sometimes we went out into the countryside and spent the nights drinking white wine under the apple trees. We taught them to sing “Einmal am Rhein” and the Ulstermen gave us “The Star of County Down.” I liked the way Stephen sang that song. And when he talked about his home in Northern Ireland, he described it so well that I thought that this could be my refuge from all that had happened in the war. We would live by the sea, he said, in Carrickfergus, perhaps. We were going to walk by the shores of Lough Neagh, and listen to the cry of the curlews as they flew over the water. His voice had so much charm. I believed everything he told me. But we never did go to Ireland. The opportunity was here. And so our marriage began with something I had not been expecting. I never imagined that we would live in an English village. Being German is not so easy, of course.’

‘You speak very good English.’

‘I try hard. But German people are looked on with suspicion, as I am sure you know. I can see what they are thinking still, so soon after the war. How can I blame them? I cannot tell everyone that I meet that my father was never a Nazi, that he was shot at a Communist protest when I was six years old. I do not think I have done anything wrong. But it is difficult for us to live after such a war.’

‘It is hard for everyone.’

Hildegard stopped and remembered what she had forgotten. ‘Would you like some tea, Canon Chambers?’

‘That would be kind.’

‘I am not very good at making it. Stephen used to find it amusing. More often he drank whiskey.’

‘I am rather partial to Scotch myself.’

‘His was Irish, of course.’

‘Ah yes,’ Sidney remembered. ‘With a different taste and a different spelling.’

Hildegard Staunton continued. ‘It was Bushmills. Stephen called it the oldest whiskey in the world. It reminded him of home: a Protestant whiskey, he always said, from County Antrim. His brother sends over two cases a year, one on Stephen’s birthday and the other at Christmas. That is, two bottles a month. It was not enough. Perhaps that is why he went up to London before he died. It wasn’t for business. It was to collect more whiskey. We couldn’t find Bushmills in Cambridge and he wouldn’t drink anything else.’

‘Never?’

‘He said he would prefer to drink water. Or gin. And when he did that he drank it like water in any case.’ Hildegard gave a sad smile. ‘Perhaps you would like sherry instead of tea. Priests often have sherry, I think?’

Sidney did not want to have to explain his dislike. ‘That would be kind . . .’

Mrs Staunton moved to the glass cabinet on the sideboard. There were not many books, Sidney thought, but he noticed an upright Bechstein piano and some tasteful reproductions of landscape paintings. There was also a collection of German porcelain, including a fiddler wooing a dancing lady, and a Harlequin twisting a pug dog’s tail. Most of the figurines were of children: a boy in a pink jacket playing the flute, a girl in the same coloured top with a basket of flowers, a little ballerina, brothers and sisters sharing a picnic table.

Sidney remembered his reason for coming. ‘I’m sorry if I am intruding. But I like to think that you are one of my parishioners . . .’

‘I am Lutheran, as you know. We are not regular churchgoers.’

‘You would always be welcome.’

‘Kinder, Küche, Kirche.’ Hildegard smiled. ‘The German tradition. I am afraid I am not very good at any of them.’

‘I thought if there was anything I could do . . .’

‘You took my husband’s funeral. That was enough, especially under the circumstances.’

‘They were difficult.’

‘And after so much death in the war. To choose to die in such a deliberate way after you have survived. It’s hard to understand. I am sure you disapprove.’

‘We do believe that life is sacred, given by God.’

‘And therefore God should take it away.’

‘I am afraid so.’

‘And if there is no God?’

‘I cannot think that.’

‘No. As a priest that would be a bad idea.’ Hildegard smiled for the first time.

‘Very bad indeed.’

Hildegard Staunton handed Sidney his sherry. He wondered why he had got himself into all this. ‘Will you go back to Germany?’ he asked.

‘Some people say there is no Germany any more. But my mother is in Leipzig. I also have a sister in Berlin. I do not think I can remain here.’

‘You don’t like Cambridge?’

‘It can be dispiriting. Is that the right word? The weather and the wind.’

Sidney wondered if the Staunton’s marriage had ever been happy. ‘I was thinking,’ he began tentatively. ‘Did your husband share your feelings?’

‘I think we both felt that we were strangers here.’

‘He was depressed?’

‘He is from Ulster. What do you think?’

‘I don’t think all Ulstermen are depressed, Mrs Staunton.’

‘Of course not. But sometimes with the alcohol . . .’ Hildegard let the sentence fall into the silence between them.

‘I know . . . it does not help.’

‘Why did you ask that question?’ Hildegard continued.

‘I apologise. It was intrusive, I know. I was only wondering if you had any fears that this might happen?’

‘No, I did not.’

‘So it came as a shock?’

‘It did. But then nothing surprises me, Canon Chambers. When you have lost most of your family in war, when there is nothing left of your life, and when the only hope you have turns to dust, then why should anything shock you? You fought in the war?’

‘I did.’

‘Then I think, perhaps, you understand.’

If Sidney had been a better Christian, he thought, he would try to talk to Hildegard about the consolation of his faith, but he knew that it was not the right time.

The conversation was unsettling because there were so many subjects moving through his mind: the nature of death, the idea of marriage and the problem of betrayal. To concentrate on any one of these issues was likely to upset Hildegard and so he tried to keep the conversation as neutral as he could.

‘And you are from Leipzig?’ Sidney continued.

‘I am.’

‘The home of Bach.’

‘I play his music every day. I studied at the Hochschule in Berlin with Edwin Fischer. He was like a father to me. Perhaps you have heard of him?’

‘I think my mother might have one of his recordings.’

‘It is probably The Well-Tempered Clavier. His playing was filled with air and joy. He was a wonderful man. But, in 1942, he went to Lucerne, and I lost my confidence.’

‘The war, I suppose.’

‘It was many things.’

‘And do you teach?’

‘In Germany I had many pupils. You know that work is our weapon against world-weariness.’

‘Weltschmerz.’

‘You are familiar with the word?’ Hildegard smiled once more. ‘I am impressed, Canon Chambers. But here, work is not so easy. When I return to Germany, then, perhaps, I will teach every day. I need to work. I do not know what my husband did with money.’

‘He left no will?’

‘I do not think so.’

‘Perhaps your husband’s business partner was waiting until after the funeral to tell you about it?’

‘I do not know him well. My husband was private about his work. He told me that it was unfulfilling. All I do know is that Clive Morton felt the same. I think he was more interested in golf than law.’

‘Perhaps I could enquire on your behalf, if it might be helpful?’

‘I would not like to trouble you.’

‘It is no trouble,’ said Sidney.

‘There is nothing that is urgent . . .’ Hildegard Staunton continued. ‘I have my own bank account and enough money for now. It is only that I am so tired. I think it must be the sadness. It is like looking down a lift shaft. The gap is dark. It goes down and you can see no ending.’

Sidney sat down beside her. ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Staunton. Perhaps I should not have come.’

Hildegard met his eye. ‘No, I am glad. I am not myself. I hope you will excuse me.’

‘You have had a terrible loss.’

‘I was not expecting it to be so violent. I knew that Stephen kept his revolver from the war. He told me that sometimes he thought about what he had done with it. The people he had killed. He had such a conscience. I think it was too much for him, the memory of that conflict. Perhaps marrying me was an attempt to make up for what had happened, but I think it made it worse. He kept thinking that he might have killed people I had known; teachers, friends, relations. It was hard to know what to say to him. It was not good.’

Sidney remembered his own war, fighting in the last year with the Scots Guards, the long periods of waiting, the sleepless nights before moments of violent activity, risk and death. He didn’t remember the killing so much as the guilt and the loss: men such as Jamie Wilkinson, ‘Wilko’, whom he had sent out to have a look at the enemy lines and who had never come back. He recalled the fear in men’s faces; the sudden bursts of action and then, afterwards, the swift, brutal burial of friends. No one spoke about it and yet Sidney knew that they had all kept thinking of the things that had happened, hoping their thoughts and fears would recede. The rest of their lives would be lived in the shadow of death, and they would spend time involved in activities that were unlikely to have as much impact as anything they had done in those years of war.

‘Are you listening?’

Sidney remembered where he was. ‘I’m very sorry.’

Hildegard was almost amused by his lack of attention. Sidney saw the beginnings of a smile. He liked her mouth.

‘You were perhaps dreaming, Canon Chambers. Such a thing is normal for me, even more so than what is real.’

Sidney remembered why he had come. It was not going to be easy to continue but he had to do his best to discover the truth. ‘I meant to ask you a question. I hope you do not mind.’

‘I hope I can answer it.’

‘I know this may sound strange,’ Sidney began tentatively. ‘But do you think anyone would have wanted to harm your husband?’

‘What a question!’

‘I am sorry to have asked.’

‘Why should anyone want to hurt him? He was good enough at harming himself.’

‘Yes, I can see that.’

‘Everyone loved my husband, Canon Chambers. He was a charming man.’

Sidney finished his sherry. ‘I wish I had known him.’

He was about to make his excuses and leave when Hildegard Staunton continued. ‘Of course, you should also speak with his secretary.’

‘Why “of course”?’

‘You have met Miss Morrison?’

‘I don’t think I have.’

‘She was at the funeral. She organised his life and knew everyone who saw my husband. She would be able to answer your question if you go to ask about the will. They spent all their time together at work. I sat in this house.’ Hildegard looked away as she said this.

On the mantelpiece Sidney could see another porcelain figurine, of a little girl feeding chickens. Mädchen füttert Hühner was inscribed in Old German at the base. He wondered who had given it to them, or if it had belonged to Hildegard’s family, bought when she was a child. There were so many questions he could not ask.

‘We could not have children,’ she said, as if in answer.

‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you or intrude,’ he said.

‘I do not know why I said that. I sometimes think people who live in England prefer their pets to their children. But I do not worry about that any more. I will try to come to your church. It was kind of you to take the funeral; you have a gentle face.’

‘Thank you,’ said Sidney, ‘if that is true.’

‘Come again,’ Hildegard offered, ‘after you have visited Miss Morrison. If you see her then perhaps she will tell you more.’

Hildegard Staunton held out her hand and Sidney took it. Her grasp was firm and she looked at her guest with a gaze that did not falter. ‘Thank you for coming. Please visit me again.’

‘It would be my privilege.’

Sidney walked back to church and felt unutterably sad. Something was very wrong. He thought of a field in a foreign country, a summer’s evening, white wine and apple trees, an Irish boy and his German sweetheart at the beginning of their adventure together and a man singing:



‘From Bantry Bay up to Derry Quay

And from Galway to Dublin town

No maid I’ve seen like the sweet colleen

That I met in the County Down.’



They had once had all of their lives before them.



The offices of Morton Staunton Solicitors were located on the ground floor of a single-storey building that abutted the yellow brick loggia of Cambridge Railway Station. To the left lay a waiting room and Miss Morrison’s office. To the right lay the rooms of the two partners, Clive Morton and Stephen Staunton.

On arrival, Sidney was somewhat surprised by the appearance of the victim’s secretary. He could not remember seeing her at the funeral and was now guilty of a presumption. He had been expecting a cliché: a woman in a green tweed skirt with her hair pinned into a neat bun; someone who had been educated at Girton and now lived with her mother and a couple of cats. What he discovered instead was an elegant and petite woman in her late thirties with swift eyes and finely angled features. She was dressed entirely in black and white and wore silver jewellery that matched her elegantly styled grey hair.

‘Miss Morrison . . . I don’t think we’ve met.’

‘I scurried away after the service, I am afraid. It was all too upsetting as I am sure you must appreciate.’

‘I can imagine,’ Sidney began, already regretting the fact that he had come.

What was he doing getting involved in all this? he thought to himself. As an ordinand he had imagined the tranquil lifestyle of a quiet country parson, but now here he was, poking his nose into other people’s business, involving himself in matters in which he was plainly out of his depth. He had to concentrate on the official reason for his visit: the acquisition of Stephen Staunton’s will.

‘I hope I am not calling at an inconvenient time?’ he asked.

‘There is still so much tidying up to be done. But my job is half of what it used to be and I am not sure whether we will be getting another partner . . .’

Sidney looked down at Miss Morrison’s desk, with its papers scattered beside a well-used typewriter. A bag of lemon drops rested on top of what appeared to be a thick Russian novel.

‘What can I do for you?’ she asked

‘I have come on behalf of Mrs Staunton,’ Sidney began. So far this was, approximately, true. ‘As you can imagine, she is not feeling particularly strong at the moment. I offered to enquire as to whether her husband had left a will.’

‘I have thought about this, Canon Chambers, and it is an odd thing. He did not. Like many solicitors they may be good at drawing up instructions for other people but they are absent-minded when looking after themselves.’

‘And Mr Staunton needed a bit of looking after?’

‘My employer was not the most methodical of people.’

‘But you kept his diary, managed his appointments, that kind of thing?’

‘Of course.’

‘You organised his life?’

‘Not entirely.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘He liked to be mysterious at times.’

‘I suppose most people like to have an area of their life that is private. I know I do myself.’

Miss Morrison began to explain. ‘Mr Staunton kept his own pocket diary and so if people spoke directly with him then he would write it down there and it often led to confusion. If he made arrangements in the evenings, for example, and then didn’t tell me the next morning, we would have a number of double bookings; but, in general, we rubbed along very well.’

‘So he didn’t always tell you everything?’

‘He liked his privacy. And he did not want to be pinned down by too many appointments.’

Sidney found the matter-of-fact tone unconvincing. ‘I am sorry to have to ask this, Miss Morrison, but was your employer a difficult man?’

‘He wasn’t easy but when you’ve been with someone for so long you get used to their ways.’

Sidney was about to ask a leading question about the state of Stephen Staunton’s mind at the time of his death but a train steamed past so loudly that it shook the windows. ‘Good Heavens,’ he said.

‘It’s only the express that makes that much noise. They’re every two hours so it isn’t too bad. You get used to it.’

Sidney had planned to return to what he hoped was a subtle interrogation when Clive Morton looked in. He was a tall man with greying blond hair that was swept back, lotioned and in need of a cut. Dressed in a blue blazer with grey flannel trousers, a white Oxford shirt and a Savage Club tie, he clearly saw himself as the public face of his firm.

‘Canon Chambers,’ he began. ‘I don’t think I’ve seen you since the funeral? I trust my secretary has been catering for your every need.’

Miss Morrison interrupted. ‘He was asking about a will.’

The solicitor appeared surprised. ‘I didn’t know that was your department?’

‘On behalf of Mrs Staunton . . .’

Clive Morton already appeared to suspect Sidney’s motives for coming. ‘I see.’

This was the man that Pamela Morton had wanted to leave. Sidney felt uncomfortable with the knowledge. ‘I was just passing when . . .’

‘He was not that fond of paperwork, our Stephen. He could be rather slapdash. Don’t think he bothered about a will. He didn’t even have the courtesy to leave a note explaining why he had done such a dreadful thing. Poor Mrs Hughes . . .’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Our cleaner. She found him.’

‘So there was definitely no explanation for what he did?’

‘There’s not much need to explain something that dramatic. He downed enough whisky to give him the courage and off he went.’

‘Had you been partners for long?’

‘Just coming up to five years. We read law at Trinity and got back in touch after the war.’

‘So you were friends?’

‘Most of the time. We did have the odd contretemps but nothing too serious. Although it has to be said that Stephen could be bloody moody. The charming Ulsterman who drinks too much and then tells you it’s all hopeless; you know the type . . .’

Clive Morton’s presence dominated the room. Miss Morrison gave a little nod and left. She seemed upset. ‘If you’ll excuse me . . .’

Sidney pressed on. ‘Did he have a temper?’

‘Oh, he had a temper all right. I remember I once remarked that it was rather amusing that a man with a German wife should have to initial all his paperwork “SS”. He went berserk!’

‘I can imagine that he would.’

‘Never one to take a joke, our Stephen.’ Clive Morton moved towards the drinks table and began to open a bottle of sherry. ‘Would you like a drink, Canon Chambers? It’s nearly lunchtime and it’s been sticky round here recently, as you can imagine.’

‘I shouldn’t . . .’

‘Go on . . .’

‘A small whisky perhaps.’

‘Oh,’ Clive Morton paused. ‘I had you down as a sherry man.’

‘Most people do . . . but I’d prefer whisky if that’s possible.’

‘How do you have it?

‘Neat, please, from the decanter.’

‘Stephen was very partial to the whiskey; the one spelled with an “e”. I’m more of a gin and tonic man. I’m sure Miss Morrison will bring in some ice. She knows I need a bit of fortification before lunch.’

Sidney took a sip of the whisky that had been poured from the decanter. It tasted exactly as it did at home. ‘Is this from Stephen Staunton’s supply?’

‘I wouldn’t know. Miss Morrison stocks the cupboard. We normally offer a gin or a sherry. If a client is particularly upset we do have some medicinal brandy. Stephen, however, stuck to his whiskey.’

Sidney was no aficionado but he had spent enough time with his friends in the Ulster Rifles to recognise that he was not experiencing Stephen Staunton’s favourite blended whiskey. There was no smoky aroma, no fruity sweetness redolent of vanilla and bitter toffee. In short, it was not Bushmills.

‘Of course, Stephen used to drink far too much,’ Clive Morton continued. ‘And it always gets to you in the end. I’ve seen it in so many friends, especially those who couldn’t settle down after the war. They come home and can’t explain what they’ve been through. So they drink to cheer up, the alcohol depresses them, and then they drink even more to get through the depression. Did you fight yourself, Canon Chambers, or were you a padre?’

‘I fought, Mr Morton. With the Scots Guards . . .’ The reply was more insistent than he had intended but Sidney did not intend to be patronised.

‘Good for you!’ his host continued.

Sidney remembered bayonet practice on the Meadows, running into sandbags and being told how important it was to hate his enemy. He had never been much good at that but he guessed that he had seen more of death than Clive Morton.

‘Is this all that’s left?’ he asked. ‘In this decanter?’

‘Why? Do you want another?’ His host laughed.

Sidney remembered Hildegard Staunton’s words. ‘You cannot get Bushmills in Cambridge and he wouldn’t drink anything else.’ ‘Oh no,’ he said. ‘This is quite enough.’

There was a pause. Sidney knew that he should leave but thought that if he let the silence hold a little longer then Clive Morton might say more.

‘Do you think Mr Staunton’s affairs will be complicated to settle?’ Sidney asked, and then felt compromised and guilty about using the word ‘affair’ in the presence of Pamela Morton’s husband. He wondered if his wife’s adultery had been a form of secret revenge.

‘Lawyers are a bit like doctors, Canon Chambers. We neglect our own lives, perhaps because we think we are immortal. An occupational hazard.’

‘But in Stephen Staunton’s case . . .’

‘Well, I suppose it was inevitable . . .’ Clive Morton continued.

‘You think so?’

‘Don’t get me wrong,’ Clive Morton continued. ‘I liked the man. We used to be close but, as I’ve implied, he had become much more distant of late: remote and moody to boot. And you can’t work with a partner who is half-cut after lunch.’

‘I wonder if Miss Morrison may have had to cover up for him?’

‘Well spotted, Canon Chambers. It was getting ridiculous. I told Stephen I was prepared to turn a blind eye in the evenings but you can’t employ a man who can get drunk twice in a day.’

‘It was as bad as that?’

‘Sometimes. I’m not saying he was an alcoholic. It’s that his mind wasn’t on the case in hand. I had to warn him, of course.’

‘That he might lose his job?’

‘Yes. Even though we were partners something had to be done.’

‘And he knew this?’

‘Of course he knew it. I was the one that told him.’

‘And do you think the idea of losing everything might have made him despair?’

‘I am not going to feel responsible for Stephen’s death if that is what you are getting at, Canon Chambers. He had plenty of opportunities to sort his life out. I won’t pretend it was easy but I always dealt with him fairly – no matter how many times he went to London or disappeared without telling anyone. At least Miss Morrison kept tabs on him. She could always be relied upon to finish off the paperwork and let us know where he was in the event of an emergency. He didn’t seem to have any problems with her. It was the rest of the business that suffered from his rather cavalier approach. But, if you’ll excuse me, it’s my golfing afternoon.’

‘Golf?’

‘Every Wednesday. It helps to break up the week. I sometimes combine it with business. So much easier when you are out of the office . . .’

‘And were you playing golf the afternoon that your colleague died?’

‘Afternoon? He died after work, didn’t he? We always shut up shop early on a Wednesday. That’s how Stephen made sure he couldn’t be stopped. It’s a terrible business. When a man decides to do something so drastic there’s nothing you can do to stop him, don’t you think?’

‘I suppose not,’ Sidney replied. ‘And there were no big arguments with clients, that sort of thing? No one who might have a grievance against him?’

‘None, as far as I am aware. Solicitors can sometimes get on to the wrong end of things but I was always confident that Stephen could charm his way out of a tricky situation. What are you getting at?’

Sidney paused. ‘It’s nothing, I’m sure,’ he replied. ‘I am sorry to have taken up so much of your time.’

‘That’s quite all right. I don’t mean to rush you but I don’t think we were expecting you. We don’t have much call for clergymen in the office . . .’

‘And I admit that, in the church, we don’t have much call for lawyers . . .’ Sidney replied, more testily than he had intended.

He had never taken such dislike to a man before and immediately felt guilty about it. He remembered his old tutor at theological college telling him, ‘There is something in each of us that cannot be naturally loved. We need to remember this about ourselves when we think of others.’

On the way out of the office, Sidney felt ashamed of his rudeness. He worried about the kind of man he was becoming. He needed to return to his official duties.

He bicycled over to Corpus and arrived just in time to take his first seminar of the term. It was on the synoptic gospels, a study of how much the life of Christ found in the accounts of Matthew, Mark and Luke was dependent on a common, earlier source known as ‘Q’.

Sidney was determined to make his teaching relevant. He explained how, although ‘Q’ was lost, and the earliest surviving gospel accounts could only have been written some sixty-five years after the death of Christ, this was not necessarily such a long passage of time. It would be the equivalent of his students writing an account of their great-grandfather just before the turn of the century. By gathering the evidence, and questioning those who had known him, it would be perfectly possible to acquire a realistic account of the life of a man they had never met. All it needed was a close examination of the facts.

Sidney spoke in familiar terms because he had discovered that when students were first at Cambridge they required encouragement as much as academic tuition. On arrival, those who had been brilliant at school soon found themselves in the unusual position of being surrounded by fellow students who were equally, if not more, intelligent than they were themselves. This, matched by the superiority of Fellows who didn’t actually like teaching, meant that undergraduates in their first year were often prone to a vertiginous drop in confidence. The gap between a student’s expectation of academic life and his subsequent experience could prove dispiriting. At the same time, the University itself displayed little sympathy for their disorientation, believing that those in their charge should understand that it was a privilege to be at Cambridge and they should either shape up fast or go crying back home to Mummy. Sidney therefore saw it as one of his duties to look upon the more vulnerable undergraduates with more sympathy than that shown by his colleagues, especially towards those theological students who found the rigorous investigation of some of the more unreliable biblical sources a challenge to their faith. Sidney, as in so many other areas of his life, had to ensure that those in his charge took a long view of life and held their nerve. The race was not always to the swift, nor the battle to the strong, he told himself. Time and chance happened to them all, and it was vital, above all, to hold a steady course.

It was a lesson he still needed to learn himself.



Although Sidney knew that he would see Inspector George Keating for their regular game of backgammon the following day, he decided that he really did need to telephone his friend, even if it might incur wrath. This it did, as the inspector had made it clear in the past that he never liked to have open and shut cases questioned and he was still smarting from England’s loss at football to the Hungarians the previous evening.

‘6-3! And to think we invented the game, Sidney. Wembley Stadium is the home of football and a team no one’s ever heard of put six goals past us. Unbelievable!’

‘I don’t know why you are so fond of football,’ his friend replied. ‘It always leads to disappointment. Cricket is the game . . .’

‘Not in the winter . . .’

‘Then Rugby Union. Perhaps even hockey . . .’

‘Hockey!’ Inspector Keating exclaimed. ‘You think I should start taking an interest in hockey? Next thing it will be bloody badminton. Why are you on the telephone, man?’

‘There is something I wish to discuss with you.’

‘Can’t it wait until tomorrow?’

‘It could but I don’t want it to ruin our game of backgammon . . .’

The inspector let out a long slow sigh. ‘You had better pay a visit to my office, then. If you can fit me in between services . . .’

‘I think you are rather busier than me.’

‘Come to St Andrews Street, then.’

Sidney had never been invited into the inner sanctum of the police station and had been expecting something altogether more organised, modern and scientific than the sight that greeted him on arrival. Inspector George Keating’s private space was not the methodical hub of an organised crime-fighting force but a mass of manila files and papers, notes, diagrams, paper bags and old cups of tea that covered every conceivable space: desks, chairs and bookcases. The windows were lightly steamed from the heat of a two-bar electric fire, the ashtray was full and the desk-light had blown. The whole interior could easily have been mistaken for the rooms of a university don, an effect the inspector would not have intended.

Sidney often wondered whether he should say something about his friend’s demeanour. He was a man who was two inches shorter than he wanted to be, which was not his fault, and his suit needed pressing, which was. His tie was askew, his shoes were scuffed and his thinning sandy-coloured hair was not as familiar with a comb as it should have been. The demands of the job, three children at home and a wife who kept a tight control on the family finances were perhaps beginning to take their toll. There were times when Sidney was glad that he was still a bachelor.

He knew that his visit was something of an imposition and felt increasingly guilty, but his suspicions were on his conscience and he needed to share them. He reported what he had discovered and conveyed his concerns about the whisky.

‘Stephen Staunton’s wife specifically told me that he only drank Bushmills, which, as you may know, has a distinctive smoky, vanilla and bitter-toffee taste. However, the whisky in the office was of the more common or garden variety. Johnnie Walker, I suspect . . .’

‘Which leads you to conclude?’

‘That the whisky was placed on Stephen Staunton’s desk to give the illusion of Dutch courage but that he never drank any of it . . .’

‘Nor, I suppose you are about to tell me, did he put his revolver in his mouth and shoot himself?’

‘I seem to remember that there were no fingerprints on the revolver, Inspector?’

Sidney was not going to call his friend by his Christian name in the office.

‘None. We did check.’

‘And do you not think that is suspicious too?’

‘You’re suggesting the gun was wiped clean?’

‘It’s a possibility. Did you examine the decanter?’

Geordie Keating was now, if such a thing were possible, even more irritated. ‘Not especially closely. We didn’t really see the need. You’ll have to provide more evidence than this, Sidney. What you have told me just won’t do. Who would have killed Stephen Staunton, anyway? What was the motive? He didn’t have any enemies as far as we can make out. He was simply a hard-drinking and depressed solicitor from Northern Ireland. That is the beginning and the end of it.’

‘Yes, Inspector, only I don’t think that it is.’

‘Well, you’ll have to find more information from somewhere if you want me to do anything about it . . .’

‘But if I do so then you will investigate?’

‘If further evidence comes to light of course we will investigate; but in the meantime I’ve got a runaway teenager, a couple of burglaries and a nasty case of blackmail to contend with.’

‘Then I am sorry to have troubled you.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous, Sidney. If something comes up then of course we will investigate. You must know that we need more to go on than this. Jesus didn’t settle for one or two miracles, did he? He went on until people believed there was proof.’

‘I think we are quite a long way from Jesus, Inspector.’

Sidney left the police station, mounted his Raleigh Roadster and bicycled along Downing Street and past St Bene’t’s church. As he did so, he dreaded to think how Isaiah Shaw, the current vicar, would regard his current activities. Sidney could sense the man’s disapproval not only whenever they met but every time he passed his church. For Isaiah had let it be known that he disapproved of his colleague’s early rise through the ranks of the Church of England.

Sidney was forced to acknowledge that Isaiah had a point. He had, indeed, been fortunate. Following the untimely demise of his predecessor, the new Bishop of Ely, a Corpus man, had wanted to install his own domestic chaplain in Sidney’s place, and had therefore moved him swiftly onwards and upwards to the fortuitously vacant parish of Grantchester. This promotion to such a plum position at the relatively young age of thirty, followed by his acquisition of a canonry only two years later, was regarded with considerable jealousy by colleagues of a similar age who found Sidney’s effortless friendship with the senior clergy nothing less than an affront to their piety and hard work. There was more to being a priest, they argued, than their rival’s easy charm.

Consequently, Sidney felt that he had to prove himself not only to his parishioners, but also to his rivals. He had to earn his position as Vicar of Grantchester after the fact. This was not always easy, and so he took it upon himself to throw himself into as many situations as possible, doing whatever he could to bring a Christian perspective to everyday events.

He turned into Trumpington Street. There, even though he knew that it might ruin his appetite for lunch, he decided to stop off at Fitzbillies for a consoling Chelsea bun. He wondered what Mrs Maguire, his daily help, might have left for him back at the vicarage. On a Wednesday it was normally sausages. For some reason he didn’t fancy sausages, but then halfway through his bun he found that he didn’t feel like something sweet either. He was out of sorts.

He returned to his bicycle and set off down Mill Lane towards Grantchester Meadows. He hoped that the wind against his face might freshen him up a bit but nothing seemed to make any difference. A group of students in duffel coats and long college scarves were talking loudly on their way to lectures, walking off the pavement and into the road, paying no heed to passing cyclists. A sign writer was repainting the façade of the butcher’s shop and a window cleaner was at work above the new bank. Both of their ladders spanned the entire pavement, so that those of a superstitious nature, who did not want to walk under ladders, swayed on to the road and into the traffic. How removed all this was from the desperate world of suicide, or, more likely, murder, Sidney thought.

He passed Hildegard Staunton’s house and headed off across the fields to Grantchester. When he arrived home all was as he had expected. Mrs Maguire had done some of her famous tidying, moving papers that Sidney had carefully left in separate and organised stacks on the floor, and piling them all together on his desk so she could vacuum. There were sausages in a Pyrex dish in the kitchen and potatoes she had peeled and left in cold water. There was also a note:

‘More Vim please. And Harpic. Fish tomorrow. Not Friday.’

Sidney found it hard to address these concerns. He turned on the wireless and listened to the news. The Queen had just arrived in Canada on her Commonwealth tour. The Piltdown Man had been exposed as a hoax; and the Salvation Army were about to open a café in Korea. Sidney listened, ate his sausages and wondered what impact any of this information would have on the people of Cambridge.

As he cleared away his lunch and contemplated the possibility both of a cup of coffee and the second half of his Chelsea bun – there might even be a few quiet minutes in which he could listen to a bit of his beloved jazz music – there was a knock on the door.

Sidney opened it to find Miss Morrison standing on the step. ‘I hope I am not disturbing you,’ she apologised. She was wearing an elegant dark mackintosh and her hair was wet and windswept. ‘I saw the bus to Grantchester and just stepped on to it.’

Sidney had not noticed that it had been raining. ‘This is a surprise,’ he replied.

‘I hope a not unpleasant one.’

‘Of course not. Do come in . . .’

‘I won’t stay if you don’t mind, Canon Chambers. It’s only that I have something that I think you should see . . .’

‘What is it?’

Miss Morrison produced a piece of paper from her handbag but appeared reluctant to hand it over. ‘I’m very sorry. It’s evidence. I should have told you about it earlier. In fact I should have given it to the police but it’s private. I hope I won’t get into trouble.’

‘What is it?’

‘A letter; or rather a note . . .’

‘To you?’

‘Yes. It’s addressed to me. From Mr Staunton.’

‘May I see it?’

‘Yes. But if you could just read it and give it back I would be very grateful. It’s rather upsetting.’

‘I see . . .’ Sidney took the note. ‘Where did you find it?’

‘Mr Staunton left it on my desk. It’s very short. But it leaves you in no doubt as to what must have happened.’

‘Are you sure you won’t come in?’

‘I’d rather not if you don’t mind.’

Sidney stood in the doorway and began to read:



A,

I can’t tell you how sorry I am that it has come to this. I know you will find it upsetting and I wish there was something I could do to make things right. I can’t go on any more. I’m sorry – so sorry. You know how hard it has been and how impossible it is to continue.

 Forgive me

 S



It had begun to rain again, and it was absurd that they were both still standing in the doorway of the vicarage, but Stephen Staunton’s secretary remained in righteous defiance.

‘I can see how upsetting this must be, Miss Morrison, but it would have been helpful if you had shown this to the police. I notice that he refers to you by your initial: A. Was that his usual practice?’

‘We both used to initial everything to show that we had read things. He’d sign a single “S” for me and a double “S” for Mr Morton’s papers – that is, until Mr Morton made a joke of it. They did not get on as well as they once had . . .’

‘And “A”?’

‘My name is Annabel, Canon Chambers.’

She waited for Sidney to return the note. This he did not do.

‘Miss Morrison, there are some unusual features about your employer’s death in which the police have become interested.’

Sidney knew that he was exaggerating Inspector Keating’s level of concern but decided that it was the only way in which Miss Morrison would grant the request he was about to make.

‘Are there?’ Miss Morrison looked shocked. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘I don’t think it is anything to worry about but I very much hope that you will allow me to keep this note so that I can show it, in confidence, to my friend Inspector Keating in order to set his mind at rest. As soon as I have done so, then I will return it. May I have your permission to do this? I can assure you that the information would remain confidential.’

‘I won’t get into trouble, will I?

‘I think that is unlikely. The police are convinced Mr Staunton died by his own hand and this note appears to prove it.’

‘Appears? It states it quite clearly.’

‘Indeed it does,’ Sidney admitted. ‘And so I am sure that it will be returned to you shortly. The only strange thing is why it has come to light now.’

‘I explained. It is private. I was upset. And it is mine. Meant only for me.’

Sidney realised that he would have to give Inspector Keating the note and accept the reality of what had happened. All that he had been doing was to complicate a straightforward case and arouse doubt. He should never have listened to Pamela Morton’s suspicions or been railroaded by her charm. Clearly the pressure of the infidelity had been too much for Stephen Staunton and he had taken the only escape route that he could find.

And yet, for reasons he could not quite fathom, Sidney’s suspicions would not abate. Why, for example, would Stephen Staunton leave a note for his secretary but not for his wife? What made Miss Morrison so hesitant to provide the police with information? And who had replaced the whiskey in the office?

Annabel Morrison looked him in the eye. ‘Please return the note as soon as you can.’

‘Of course.’

‘I hope you can understand how distressing this has been, Canon Chambers . . .’

‘I can, Miss Morrison. It has been distressing for everyone.’

‘I am glad you understand that. Good day, Canon Chambers.’

Sidney closed his front door and made his way back into the hall. He was still holding the note. He looked down but could not focus on the words. And then, unbidden, he imagined Stephen Staunton’s widow, Hildegard, sitting alone with her porcelain figures, due to receive Christmas cards from people who did not yet know that her husband was dead.



The following Sunday, having attended the last, and the shortest, Communion service before lunch, Pamela Morton knocked on the vicarage door. She was dressed in a dark navy coat with a wide-brimmed saucer hat that looked extraordinarily formal, even for church. She informed Sidney that she would take a very small whisky but could not stay long. She was expected for lunch at Peterhouse. A driver was waiting.

Once she had sat down her impatience was revealed. ‘I am rather disappointed in you, Canon Chambers,’ she began, her voice altogether more strident than Sidney had remembered. ‘I was hoping that you might have something for me by now. Have you found anything at all?’

‘A little,’ Sidney answered. Despite the imperious charms of his guest, his attitude to her plight had cooled since his meeting with Hildegard Staunton. If any one person involved in this sorry business required his time and sympathy it was surely the widow rather than the mistress.

‘Then what have you discovered?’ Pamela asked.

‘I am afraid that, despite my endeavours, your suspicions of foul play are going to be difficult to prove. Stephen Staunton left a note.’

‘Do you have it?’

‘I do.’

‘Can I see it?’

Sidney crossed over to his desk and handed the piece of paper to the dead man’s mistress. He knew that this was a breach of Miss Morrison’s privacy and that he should have taken the evidence straight to the police as he had promised but he wanted to see what Pamela Morton had to say.

She was less interested than he had hoped. In fact she was unimpressed. ‘No date, I see.’

Sidney was almost irritated by her dismissal of the only fact he had uncovered. ‘It is Stephen Staunton’s handwriting, is it not?’

‘It is . . .’

‘You hesitate to accept it as genuine.’

Pamela Morton was thinking. ‘His secretary could just as well have written it. She certainly knew how to forge his signature.’

‘How do you know that?’

‘Stephen told me. It was a tacit agreement between them. He let her go home early on Wednesday afternoons – I think she saw her mother – and then, on other days, if he had to leave before she had finished his letters, he would trust her to read them through and dash off his signature. It gave him more time to see me, he said, and then he could get home sooner without arousing the suspicions of his frumpy wife.’

‘Do you think she is frumpy?’

‘I wouldn’t call her stylish. And no one would say she was thin.’

Sidney suddenly felt very sad. There was no need for Pamela Morton to talk like this. He had been moved and haunted by his visit to Stephen Staunton’s widow and he had kept remembering it: her poised profile as she looked out of a window; the way that she would stop in the middle of a sentence as if she had suddenly remembered something else; the fact that she turned to Bach for consolation. He was upset that Pamela Morton could be so dismissive.

‘You don’t seem to care for the other women in Mr Staunton’s life?’ he asked.

‘Why should I care for them? They did not make him happy. In fact, they contributed to his misery . . .’

‘I am not sure Miss Morrison could be considered guilty of that . . .’

‘She is an irrelevance, Canon Chambers.’

‘Although she seems to know rather a lot about her employer. She knew where he went and she certainly made excuses for him when he was in places where, perhaps, he should not have been. Are you sure that your relationship with him was a secret?’

‘I don’t think little Miss Moribund knew a thing. There was only my friend Helen in London. The odd “seen-it-all-before” barman might have guessed but no one else.’

‘And you are convinced that your husband did not have his suspicions?’

‘I’m not stupid, Canon Chambers. I know how to keep secrets. Have you heard of Tupperware?’

Sidney was distracted by this sudden change of tack. Something Mrs Maguire had once said when she replenished the larder came back to him. ‘Don’t they have those American-style parties for housewives?’

‘It’s not the parties I’m interested in. They’re plastic boxes that keep food fresh and separate. No cross-contamination. Nothing gets in; nothing comes out.’

‘And so you “Tupperware” your life?’

‘That’s right, Canon Chambers. I keep things separate. It’s like making meringues . . .’

Sidney understood the allusion but was not sure that dividing the white of an egg from its yolk was on a par with adultery.

‘You have to keep things fresh, Sidney,’ Pamela continued with her egg-bound metaphor, ‘and discrete. Both discrete and discreet if you know what I mean. Sometimes people are not aware of the difference between the words so I think it’s safer to do both. That way no one is hurt.’

Sidney could not remember allowing Pamela Morton to call him by his Christian name but was too surprised by her way of looking at human behaviour to comment. He decided to challenge her. ‘There is a flaw . . . of course.’

‘Which is?’

‘Well, if there are two of you then you both have to be equally diligent about your Tupperware, or, indeed, your egg whites. The slightest bit of yolk . . .’

‘That’s true. But Stephen was very careful. Do you know about the private diary?’

‘His secretary mentioned it.’

‘Well, he certainly made sure she never saw it. He kept it in his jacket pocket. That was the one that could tell you what was really going on.’

‘But his secretary kept an office diary . . .’

‘That was for show. What he really thought and what he really got up to was in the private notebook. Miss Morrison did not know him as well as she thought she did.’

‘I am not so sure about that. But I am surprised that you do not appear to accept this note as being genuine.’

Pamela Morton hesitated. ‘Have you shown it to the police?’

‘Not yet.’

‘But you will.’

‘Of course.’

‘Then I hope you will be appropriately sceptical.’

‘I haven’t decided what I think,’ Sidney replied, but knew that he would have to see Stephen Staunton’s widow once more.



It was always a difficult matter for a vicar to decide when to call in on his parishioners. The traditional hours were between three and five, before Evensong and the preparation either of high tea or dinner; but clearly those hours were unsuitable for people in employment and Sidney knew that Hildegard Staunton sometimes taught piano to private pupils after school. He therefore decided to risk a visit at six-thirty, making the assumption that she would be at home and unlikely to be either dining or entertaining. This proved correct.

Josef Locke’s ‘I’ll take you home again, Kathleen’ was playing on the wireless when he arrived. Hildegard switched it off and offered him tea.

His hostess was wearing the same green housecoat and appeared nervous; embarrassed even. ‘I am sorry I was in a dream when you last came. It was unfortunate. I could speak to people after the funeral because it was soon and I knew that I had to. Then afterwards . . . it was the shock, I think.’

‘I did not think that you were in a dream.’

‘I am sure I was rude. And sometimes, when I am sad, my English disappears. Do you speak any German?’

‘Nur ein wenig . . . Können Sie mir den Weg zur nächsten Stadt zeigen?’

Hildegard laughed.

‘From the war, you understand. Sie sind eine sehr anziehende junge Dame. Spielen Sie Fußball?’

‘No, Canon Chambers I do not play football. Würden Sie gerne tanzen?’

‘Ach, ich bin kein Tänzer. I am afraid I am not a dancer.’

‘Was für eine Schande. Did you find out about the will?’ she asked.

‘I am afraid that there doesn’t seem to be one. But as his wife, you will no doubt be the beneficiary. This house, his savings . . .’

‘I am afraid there are more likely to be debts. No doubt Miss Morrison will tell me.’

‘I take it that you are not too fond of Miss Morrison.’

‘I didn’t see her enough to have an opinion. I think she thought that she was more responsible for my husband’s well-being than I was myself. I did not mind too much. I have never found jealousy helpful . . .’

‘Although she might have been jealous of you, of course?’ Sidney began.

‘I do not think it likely that she was in love with my husband if that is what you mean. But she did like to know everything that was going on.’

‘I can imagine,’ Sidney replied. ‘But I gather he had a separate diary. So she can’t have known everything . . .’

‘How do you know about that?’

‘She told me.’

‘There is nothing much in it. The police returned it to me with what they said were his “effects”. I didn’t understand what they meant.’

‘Have you put them somewhere safe?’

‘They are here,’ Hildegard replied. ‘Would you like me to show you?’

‘You don’t have to.’

Hildegard took up a box from the sideboard. ‘It seems very strange now. It is like something in a museum, the few possessions of a life: a wallet, a diary, cigarettes and a pencil with a rubber on the top. Sometimes I think my husband could still come back and the house would be as he had left it. I pretend that he has not died. One morning I poured two cups of tea before I realised that I only needed one.’

‘I’m sorry . . .’ said Sidney.

Hildegard stood up and opened the box. ‘The police also asked if I wanted to keep the gun. What would I want with a gun?’ She handed Sidney her husband’s diary.

‘What is this life,’ she asked, ‘but days that have passed? My husband wrote down the things he had to remember in pencil and then when each day was over he rubbed out what had happened.’

‘An unusual habit . . .’

‘When I saw him doing this for the first time he smiled and told me that another day was gone. He sounded relieved. He was rubbing out his life. Sometimes he would leave the house late at night and go for a walk. He could be away for hours. I never knew where he went. He could disappear, morning or night, and when I asked he told me that he just wanted to keep the black dog away. I think he preferred the night, when there was no one to trouble him. That’s why he slept in the day – another hour could be lost.’

‘He slept in the day?’

‘After lunch; a sleep for one hour exactly, even in office hours. He stayed on into the evenings to make up for it and was always last to leave and lock up. Often he was late for dinner, or distracted, and sometimes I didn’t know what I could do or say to help him. I asked him if perhaps it made life worse, to wake up twice in a day . . .’

Sidney opened the diary. It was small and leather-bound; the leaves were of lightweight paper and it came with a rubber-topped pencil in its spine. The pages were so fragile that some had been torn through excessive rubbing out. Inside the front cover, written in an italic hand was the owner’s name, S. Staunton. On one page he read the word ‘Anniversary’ and on the first of August ‘H’s birthday’. The only other markings were the traces of a pencilled division between morning and afternoon – A.M. and P.M. Perhaps, Sidney thought, they were the remnants of appointments either side of his afternoon nap.

‘And he would sleep anywhere?’ Sidney asked.

‘It was a routine. At two o’clock every day. His last appointment ended every morning at 12.30. Lunch. Sleep. And then his next appointment would be at 3.15. He was like a machine. He could sleep through anything. A bomb could go off and he would not notice. I sometimes worried that if he was ever driving the car at two o’clock he would fall asleep, crash the car and kill himself. In the end he did not need a car to do that for him . . .’

Sidney leafed through the diary. There didn’t seem to be anything of note but perhaps, he wondered, he could examine it more closely at home, when he had more time. Then he might be able to work out what had been erased. ‘Do you mind if I borrow this?’ he asked.

‘There is nothing to see.’

‘I would like to think about it a little more. It might be the basis of a sermon, perhaps; the disappearance of the days . . .’

‘For they are as grass.’

Sidney had a sudden memory. ‘Denn alles Fleisch, es ist wie Gras. Brahms’s German Requiem.’

‘You know it?’

‘I heard it in Heidelberg, just after the war. I found it very moving: the singing in unison at the start of the second movement, the journey from pain to comfort.’

‘It was popular all over Germany. It was like a death march.’

Sidney was still holding the diary. ‘I know this must have a sentimental value.’

‘We were not sentimental people.’

‘I’m not sure that I agree with you. Your husband remembered your birthday and, it seems, your wedding anniversary.’

‘He was good about those things. It was easy for him to remember. Then he could feel confident. He was a kind man who wanted to please people. I could not help him as much as I wanted to. I should have been a better wife.’

‘You must not blame yourself.’

‘How can I not? My husband took his own life.’

‘But he must have had friends?’

‘You came to the funeral. They were there. But we did not socialise. My husband did not enjoy the politeness of dinner parties. He did not like being forced to behave well. He preferred to see people on their own . . .’

‘And out of office hours?’

‘I did not mind who my husband saw. I did not ask questions. He was kind to me. We had this house. We had food. I was warm. And I could play the piano as much as I liked without being disturbed. It was not complicated. All I wanted in my life was someone to be kind to me and I found him. We were not happy all the time but I do not think we were ever sad. Now, of course, this has gone . . .’

Sidney wondered if Hildegard was about to cry and then realised that it was he who was on the verge of tears. He felt immense pity and yet he could not think how to express it or give her comfort. ‘You have your memories,’ he said quietly.

‘Yes, of course.’ Hildegard Staunton tried to accept Sidney’s cliché. ‘I have my memories. Not that all of them are good. And now I have to start again.’

‘If there’s anything I can do?’

Sidney knew that his offer was weak but he was surprised by the alacrity of Hildegard Staunton’s response. ‘You can pray for me, Canon Chambers. That would be helpful. And you can pray for my husband too. I would like to know that you are doing that; that someone will care for us. You know that some believe that people who take their own life will never go to heaven?’

‘I am not one of those people,’ said Sidney. ‘And it is not for me to judge. We live as we can. If we cannot meet our hopes and expectations, then we fall short. It is, if you will forgive me, part of being a Christian. We are not as we might be . . .’

Hildegard gave Sidney the faintest of smiles. ‘Is that not a very long way of saying that nobody is perfect?’

‘It is,’ said Sidney. ‘Perhaps you should be a priest yourself . . .’

‘Oh, I don’t think that would be allowed.’

‘You could be a deaconess . . .’

‘Now you are teasing me . . .’

‘I like to see you smile,’ said Sidney, boldly.

‘And I like it that you make me smile,’ Hildegard replied.



One of the advantages of being a clergyman, Sidney decided, was that you could disappear. Between services no one quite knew where you were, who you might be visiting, or what you might be doing: and so, on most Mondays, his designated day off, he would bicycle a few miles out of town, ride out through the village lanes of Trumpington and Shelford, and then take the Roman Road for Wandlebury Ring and the Iron-Age forts of the Gog Magog Hills. In such a flat Cambridgeshire landscape Sidney liked the gently sloping elevation of the hills, the prehistoric route ways around him, the sense that he was part of a longer, more distant history, of barrows, vortexes and ley lines. This was a pre-Christian landscape that connected with an ancient folk tradition, with its reports of haunting apparitions, ghostly packs of dogs and giant chalk figures carved into the ground.

Here Sidney sat, with the ham sandwich and flask of tea that Mrs Maguire had prepared, and let thoughts come to him. It was a form of prayer, he decided. It was not asking or talking but waiting and listening.

The view was not as spectacular as that of the hills of Antrim that Stephen Staunton must have known as a child, but Sidney was content that it had a smaller English beauty; a contained, unfolding series of vistas that were never still as the sun moved through the clouds. He took sustenance and consolation from what he had come to refer to as ‘healing views’. There was no one to disturb him; no telephone calls, no unwelcome letters, no knock at the door.

Autumn was his favourite time of year, not simply for its changing colours but for the crispness in the air and the sharpness of the light. As the leaves fell the landscape revealed itself, like a painting being cleaned or a building being renewed. He could see the underlying shape of things. This was what he wanted, he decided: moments of clarity and silence.

The grass and the fields were damp after the morning rain and Sidney could not sit down. Instead, he leaned on a five-bar gate, ate his sandwich and drank his tea, letting his thoughts roam. When he had finished, he decided to climb on to the gate itself, perching on its top rung, as if he were still a boy with a whole day stretching before him and nothing to do but waste it. He looked out over the surrounding countryside and wondered how many other people had been confronted with this same view over time, and thought that this was home; this was England.

He began to consider the case in which he had become involved. He was sure that Pamela Morton was right to be suspicious about Stephen Staunton’s death, and all was not as it appeared, but how could he give her misgivings weight and substance? Why would a man whom so many people had been at pains to point out was clearly a potential suicide not have taken his own life? And if he had been murdered then who could have done it? Clive Morton could have had a financial motive and Hildegard Staunton certainly had cause for resentment.

Sidney was unsettled by his feelings. On approaching the Staunton residence he had felt depressed and ill at ease, but as soon as he had sat down with Hildegard he had not wanted to leave. Had her tragedy made him pity her, or were his feelings more than sympathy for her fate? Had he even, he wondered, become so fond of her that he could not believe that she could ever make a man so miserable that he would want to kill himself?

Sidney watched the low sharp light of the day start to disappear behind the trees and remembered that he had no lights on his bicycle.

He would have to get back.

He returned home, poured himself the smallest of Johnnie Walker’s against the chill of the night, and looked at Stephen Staunton’s suicide note once more. Then, as the whisky took care of his anxieties, the beginnings of an idea started to emerge.

He picked up the pocket diary and looked at the seemingly random arrangements of mornings and afternoons that had been added in pencil.

How could he have been so slow? It annoyed him beyond measure. To have taken the information at face value; to believe what people wanted him to believe! How had he allowed himself to be taken in?

He realised that he needed to see Pamela Morton once more, and urgently, but when he telephoned it was her husband who answered. Struck by a sudden moment of nerves, Sidney put down the receiver.

The next day, he sent her a note but it was late the following afternoon before she called on him in person. After he had poured them both cups of tea, Sidney leaned forward in his chair and said: ‘I think, after all this time, that I might be making progress.’

Pamela Morton was still, surprisingly, ungrateful. ‘Well, that would make a pleasant change.’

‘It has not been easy, Mrs Morton, and I do think it might have been simpler if you had gone straight to the police rather than a clergyman who is ill-equipped to deal with these matters . . .’

‘There is no need to be defensive, Canon Chambers. I know you would not have summoned me to your home if you did not have something to tell me. Is there the faintest chance that you might actually believe me?’

I have always believed you, Mrs Morton . . .’

‘I have told you before. Pamela . . .’

Sidney ignored her request. ‘Although I do need to ask you to account for your movements . . .’

‘On the day of the murder? You don’t think I’m a suspect? That would be rich.’

‘No, I am not saying that.’

‘But you might be suggesting it.’

‘Well, it would be a good way of throwing an investigator off the scent; to suggest a murder that no one has considered to be murder; to open a case that was never going to be opened. Perhaps one would only do that if one wanted to frame someone else?’

‘And do you think that is what I might have been doing?’

‘I don’t wish to insult you, Mrs Morton. . ..’

‘You’re doing a pretty good job so far . . .’

‘I have to think about every possibility: your husband, for example.’

‘Yes, I can see why he might be a suspect but I can assure you he knows nothing. He’s too busy playing golf. He’s obsessed. The hobby is worse than gambling.’

‘That’s as may be. But I need you to be both specific and honest.’

‘That’s how I’ve always been.’

‘Then I must ask you to remember where you were on the evenings of September the first, second, eighth, fifteenth and twenty-second, and the two nights of October the fifth and sixth.’

‘You expect me to remember all that?’

‘It’s very important . . . Pamela . . .’

‘And you want to know now?’

‘There is only one thing about these dates that interests me . . .’

‘October the sixth is the night before Stephen died. I certainly saw him then. I will always remember it. I told him that we just had to get through the winter. If we could just get through Christmas then everything would be all right.’

‘And the other dates?’

‘I don’t have to account for all of my movements, do I?’

‘You just have to tell me if these were the days on which you saw Stephen Staunton. September the first, second, eighth, fifteenth and twenty-second, and the two nights of October the fifth and sixth.’

Pamela Morton thought for a moment. ‘I can’t be exact without my own diary but I can tell you that we did see each other two days running because my husband was away and it probably was on the nights that you mention. If the other days were Tuesdays, then yes. I always get the 10.04 to London on Tuesdays. Stephen would follow me later. We went on separate trains. We were very careful, Canon Chambers. I want you to understand that. Why do you want to know?’

‘It would make everything clear, Mrs Morton. Everything . . .’



During many a moment in the course of his investigation Canon Sidney Chambers considered once again how much he had neglected his calling. Prayer, scripture, sacrament and fellowship were supposed to be the sacred centre of the priest’s life and yet he could be found wanting in all of these activities. Instead, he had been distracted. He had attended meetings of the Mothers’ Union, the Women’s Institute and the PCC. He had organised the flower rota, and typed up a timetable for the church wardens, the sidesmen, and the volunteers to clean and polish the brasses. He had edited the monthly issue of the parish magazine, continued with the weekly Bible study group, and run a series of confirmation classes. He had even taken a group of Scouts and Cubs on a hike, supervised the building of the Christmas crib, organised the carol singers and set up a search for a lost cat. At the same time he had continued his teaching at Corpus. Any visiting archdeacon, sent to check up on him, would have no cause for complaint, but Sidney knew that he was not at his best. He had not visited the sick as regularly as he had hoped, he was three weeks behind on his correspondence and he had not even begun to write the big Advent sermon which he was due to preach in King’s College Chapel.

There were also his parents to consider. His father, a doctor in North London, was still complaining about the demands of the National Health Service. His mother had recently telephoned to say how worried she was about Sidney’s brother and sister. Jennifer was, apparently, seeing a man who was ‘too common by half’ and Matthew had joined a skiffle band that included ‘all kinds of riff raff’. Perhaps their elder brother could go and knock some sense into them, she wondered? Sidney thought that this was not really his business but the plain fact was that even before he had involved himself in this criminal investigation he had had too many things on his plate. His standards were slipping and the daily renewal of his faith had been put on the back burner. He thought of the General Confession: ‘We have left undone those things which we ought to have done; and we have done those things which we ought not to have done . . .’

He started to make a list, and at the top of the list, as he had been advised at theological college, was the thing that he least wanted to do. ‘Always start with what you dread the most,’ he had been told. ‘Then the rest will seem less daunting.’ ‘Easier said than done,’ thought Sidney as he looked at the first item on the list of his duties.

‘Tell Inspector Keating everything.’

It was a Wednesday morning, and he knew that a visit to the St Andrews Street Police Station would not be popular, but Sidney was so convinced by the accuracy of his deductions that he decided the truth was more important than Geordie Keating’s impatience.

‘I hope this is not going to become a habit,’ his friend warned, as he pushed an old cup of tea on to a stack of stained papers and began a new one.

‘Not at all, Inspector. I do have more information that I think is important.’

‘My life is a river of “more information”, Sidney. Sometimes I wish someone would put a dam in it. I presume that you are referring to the solicitor’s suicide.’

‘I am.’

‘Then you had better sit down.’

Sidney wondered whether he should have rehearsed what he was going to say, written it down even, but there had been no time for such preparation. Consequently, his thoughts came out in a rush. ‘I have been thinking about the circumstances of the crime, the people involved and the nature of love.’

‘Oh God, man . . .’

‘And I just cannot believe that Stephen Staunton meant to kill himself. I know that everything suggests that he did so but I do not believe this to be the case. Nor do I believe that he drank any of the whisky that was on his desk . . .’

‘Then what was it doing there?’

‘A red herring, Inspector. It was even, perhaps, a way of pointing the finger at Clive Morton, a man who does not know as much about whisky as he possibly should . . .’

‘That does not make him a murderer . . .’

‘I do not think that he is . . .’

‘Well, that’s a relief . . . it only leaves every other inhabitant of Cambridge as a suspect. I don’t suppose the victim could still be responsible for his own death? That the case could in fact be suicide?’

‘You remember at the very beginning of our conversation on this subject when I suggested that things could be too clear?’

‘I certainly do. It was a bit cheeky of you if you don’t mind my saying so.’

‘I don’t. But this was the murderer’s mistake. Knowing that I was on the case she began to panic. In fact she panicked so much that she was forced into producing her trump card: a suicide note.’

‘She?’

‘Yes . . . “She” . . .’

‘You’re suggesting our man got his secretary to write his own suicide note? You’re crackers.’

‘I am not, Inspector.’

‘Then what are you suggesting?’

‘I am proposing that the letter is not a suicide note . . .’

‘Oh, Sidney . . .’

‘Look again, Geordie.’

As Inspector Keating examined the piece of paper Sidney recited the text he had memorised.



A,

 I can’t tell you how sorry I am that it has come to this. I know you will find it upsetting and I wish there was something I could do to make things right. I can’t go on any more. I’m sorry – so sorry. You know how hard it has been and how impossible it is to continue.

 Forgive me

 S



‘Seems pretty clear to me,’ Inspector Keating replied.

‘Too clear; and then again, not clear enough. For this is not a note written by a man who is about to kill himself. It is the note of a man ending a relationship.’

‘Yes, I can see that it could be . . .’

‘And you remember the private diary, the one with the entries in pencil that Mr Staunton rubbed out each day?’

‘The one with the days marking the mornings and the afternoons? The one that might suggest a few appointments that he wanted to keep quiet? I can see what you might be saying.’

‘But they are more than that. Look again.’ Sidney produced the diary.

‘A.M and P.M. What is wrong with that?’

‘They are never on the same day. And you will note that the initials A.M. occur less frequently as the initials P.M. increase.’

‘Which means?’

‘Annabel Morrison and Pamela Morton. Their initials. These are the records of assignations.’

‘So you are suggesting that our solicitor friend had not one but two lovers?’

‘I am afraid I am.’

‘How did he have the energy?’

‘That is not our concern, Geordie . . .’

‘But two on the go at the same time! And a wife as well. God knows, it’s hard enough when you’ve been married for a bit. What do you think Stephen Staunton’s secret was?’

‘Charm.’

‘Is that all?’

‘That and the fact that he listened. He paid attention. According to Pamela Morton, when he spoke he made people feel that they were the only people in the world that mattered.’

‘Is that what women want?’

‘Apparently so. Although, being a married man, you would know more about it than I do.’

‘I am not so sure about that.’

‘But to our purpose . . .’

Inspector Keating was hesitant. ‘I am still trying to understand it all. The man was involved with three women – if we include his wife. No wonder it all got too much. You are suggesting, I take it, that when his relationship with Mrs Morton became more intense he decided to end things with Miss Morrison?’

‘Exactly.’

‘And you think that she . . .’

‘I am afraid so.’

‘That’s madness.’

Sidney continued. ‘You will recall that Mr Staunton took a rest after lunch each day. You will also remember that every Wednesday afternoon Mr Morton plays golf, which leaves only two people in the office on the day of the murder . . .’

‘Annabel Morrison and Stephen Staunton.’

‘Miss Morrison has received the note from Mr Staunton ending their affair. What is more, she suspects that a new relationship has begun. She cannot be sure, but such is her fury, and such is her rejection, that she determines no one else will enjoy the attentions of the man she loves. We know that Mr Staunton is a strong sleeper. His wife told me he could sleep through anything; perhaps even the sound of the 2.35 train to Norwich. For it is at that moment that Miss Morrison places the gun in his open mouth and pulls the trigger of the revolver she has removed from the desk. The sound is masked by the noise of the train. She then places a half-empty decanter of whisky on the desk, little caring that it is a whisky her employer would never drink because the appearance of suicide is so strong. Only when we begin to doubt does she produce the note which, she realises, can be converted from a “Dear John” letter into an explanation for suicide. It is very clever.’

Inspector Keating did not give his friend the appreciation that he thought such reasoning deserved. ‘That’s all very well, Sidney, but the evidence is very circumstantial. How on earth are we going to prove all this?’

‘You don’t think this is enough?’

‘It would be hard to secure a conviction on this alone.’

‘Then I think I will pay Miss Morrison a little visit.’

‘On what pretext?’

‘The return of the note.’

‘And then, I suppose, don’t tell me, that you will try and prove your theory by engineering a confession?’

‘I am not sure what I will do,’ Sidney replied. ‘But the truth will out.’

‘Are you sure you want to do all this?’

‘I have no choice.’

‘And there’s nothing I can do to stop you?’

‘Nothing at all, Inspector.’



Sidney was relieved to discover that Annabel Morrison was alone when he called at the office of Morton Staunton Solicitors, and she was grateful to receive the return of the note.

‘I hope the police are satisfied?’ she asked.

‘They are indeed, Miss Morrison. You have been most helpful. I am sorry it has all been such a terrible business. You must be very upset.’

‘I am, Canon Chambers, I don’t mind admitting it.’

‘You were clearly very fond of Mr Staunton.’

‘I was.’

‘You must have spent a great deal of time together, more time perhaps than he even spent with his wife?’

‘We did. I don’t want to speak out of turn, Canon Chambers, but I am not sure that he was happy with his wife. She’s German as you probably know.’ Annabel Morrison gave Sidney a conspiratorial look, one that assumed the atmosphere was now safe for prejudice. ‘I think he needed a bit more looking after than she was able to do.’

‘It must have been a full-time job, and out of the office as well on some occasions.’

‘It was. But I am not sure what you are suggesting?’

‘I am not suggesting anything at all, Miss Morrison. I am merely remarking that you must have accompanied Mr Staunton on many occasions, on business, of course. I am not implying that there was anything improper.’

‘We did sometimes travel together, but those times were quite rare.’

‘But then Mr Staunton also travelled with other women.’

‘What do you mean?’

Sidney looked at Annabel Morrison and decided to take an extraordinary gamble. ‘With Mrs Morton, for example.’

‘Did he?’

‘I believe Mrs Morton travels down to London on Tuesday mornings.’ Sidney decided to add a lie to his risk. ‘I believe that sometimes they went together?’

Annabel Morrison was clearly discomfited by the question. ‘This was never in the diary that I kept.’

‘Perhaps Mr Staunton didn’t like to tell you?’

‘But if he was travelling with Mrs Morton I would have known.’

‘I gather they were rather fond of each other.’

‘What on earth are you suggesting?’

‘I am sure there was nothing compromising or untoward,’ Sidney replied, in as unconvincing a manner as he could.

He had told a second lie.

He was astonished to discover how easy it was.



The railway station at Cambridge had been built in the 1840s, in a symmetrical style in warm local stone, and was the heart of a regular service between London and Kings Lynn. When it was at its busiest the platforms were crowded with people, and this Tuesday morning was no different. A stooping elderly don kept dropping a selection of books which he had tied up with string; three girls were preparing to put their bicycles into the guard’s van; and Pamela Morton was waiting for the 10.04 express train to London. She was wearing a dark burgundy coat and a matching beret, and she carried a small portmanteau. A thickset man in a double-breasted navy pinstriped suit stood to her right. He looked, to all intents and purposes, to be a man about to do business in the City but he held neither briefcase, papers nor an umbrella.

As the express train approached, a petite but determined woman with silver hair pinned in a bun, and dressed entirely in black, made her way through the crowds. She wore dark glasses, although it was November, and leather gloves. She appeared to know exactly where she needed to be on the platform and stood directly behind Pamela Morton.

The train whistled. The woman in black stepped and stretched both arms, palms facing forward. As she leaned back to gain the necessary momentum to push Pamela Morton off the edge of the platform on to the rails and under the train, one man blocked her path, a second pulled her back from behind, while the businessman next to Pamela Morton threw his arm around her waist.

‘What are you doing?’ she shouted, struggling to break free. ‘Let go of me!’

The train braked, slowed and stopped. The businessman let go, and just as Pamela Morton was about to complain to the stationmaster she saw that the two men behind her were holding Annabel Morrison. Her face was filled with fury. ‘You tart. Isn’t one man enough for you?’

‘What do you mean? What are you doing?’

‘It’s all your fault.’

‘My fault?’

‘He was happy with me. You never knew that, did you? He never told you.’

Pamela Morton looked at her lover’s secretary. ‘My God,’ she said. ‘You.’

‘You don’t know anything.’ Annabel Morrison continued. ‘You never knew him at all; what he felt, what he went through, how he suffered. He told me everything.’

‘You tried to kill me.’

‘I could kill you all.’

The doors to the train opened, and the people of Cambridge alighted and boarded. Inspector Keating came forward to make his arrest. ‘Are you all right, Mrs Morton?’

‘I don’t understand. What is this woman doing?’

Keating gestured to his men. ‘Take Miss Morrison away.’

‘You’ll never have him now,’ she spat. ‘No one will.’

Keating turned to Pamela Morton. ‘I’m sorry. Sometimes desperate crimes require desperate measures . . .’

Pamela Morton looked hard at the Inspector. ‘You risked my life.’

‘We had two men following Miss Morrison and one man guarding you since you entered the station. I’m surprised you hadn’t noticed.’

‘And how did you know someone would try to kill me?’

‘We didn’t. It was Canon Chambers who suggested that an attempted murder might take place and that we should be ready for this. I believe you know the man.’

‘I certainly do.’

‘Then you can have a word with him yourself. He has been summoned.’

‘I will need more than a word.’

‘Go easy on him, Mrs Morton.’

‘I most certainly won’t,’ Pamela replied, before looking at the receding figure of Miss Morrison. ‘That jealous, murdering bitch.’

When Sidney finally arrived to greet Pamela Morton he could tell that he was in for a roasting. ‘What on earth do you think you were doing having me followed?’ she shouted.

Sidney held out his hand in greeting but it was not shaken. He let his arm fall. ‘It was, I am afraid, a necessary evil.’

‘Was this the only way of doing things? And how did you know it would happen here?’

‘You take this train every Tuesday, I think?’

‘Most Tuesdays . . .’

‘Miss Morrison has always been very particular about train times. I also noticed that she liked to read Russian novels . . .’

‘Fascinating. But I fail to see what this has to do with me,’ Pamela Morton replied, icily.

‘The first time I spoke to her I realised that she was reading Anna Karenina. You will be familiar with the work?’

‘I have seen the film. I was not as impressed with Greta Garbo as everyone else seemed to be . . .’

‘A story of adultery that begins and ends on a railway platform. I informed Inspector Keating of my suspicions and although he didn’t quite believe me, he trusted me sufficiently to provide men for your protection . . .’

‘And how did that woman know about me?’

‘That I cannot reveal . . .’

‘You told her, didn’t you?’

‘I told her nothing. I let her make an assumption.’

‘That is as good as telling her. You promised that you would keep my secret. I could have been killed. Why didn’t you warn me?’

‘Sometimes it is not always what you know that matters. It is what you withhold. If you had known of the possible danger then your behaviour might have become unpredictable. It was vital that you knew nothing.’

‘A bit dicey if you ask me.’

‘A calculated risk. Taken by someone you could trust.’

‘That’s all very well for you to say . . .’

‘But we finally discovered the truth, did we not? And your suspicions were proved correct.’

Pamela Morton jumped to the necessary conclusion. ‘So that jumped-up little nobody did everything?’

‘It appears so.’

‘Then I was right.’

‘You did not point the finger . . .’

‘That is true. But I certainly raised the alarm. I suppose there’ll be a trial?’

‘Of course.’

Pamela Morton looked uneasy. ‘It will be a scandal, I imagine. How public will the information become? What shall I tell my husband? How can I explain why his secretary tried to kill me?’

Sidney hesitated. ‘You can tell him that Miss Morrison is a fantasist and create your own story, I would have thought. Perhaps you could say that despite it all, Miss Morrison was really in love with your husband and wanted you out of the way. Most men are flattered when they discover that they have a secret admirer. Convince him of that and it should blind him to everything else.’

‘I hope you’re right. Interesting that you of all people should advocate the telling of untruths.’

Sidney offered her his arm and began to escort his unwilling accomplice from the station. ‘The white lie has its purposes.’

‘I suppose it’s easier to tell than the black.’

‘I prefer white,’ Sidney added before adding a barbed question of his own. ‘But in your case isn’t it simply a matter of preserving the status quo?’

‘I am not sure either of us knows what that is.’

‘I’m sure he’ll believe whatever you say, Mrs Morton.’

‘It’s just as well I was once an actress. Do you think he’s going to go along with even more lies?’

‘Trust me . . .’

Pamela Morton shielded her eyes from the low November sun and gave Sidney a stern look. ‘Do you know, Canon Chambers, I’m not sure that I will. I think I’ve trusted you enough for one day.’



That evening Sidney stopped outside Hildegard Staunton’s front door. He was about to ring the bell when he heard the sound of the piano inside. The music was stark, angular, dramatic and mysterious. It seemed to hover on the edge of atonality, using all twelve notes of the chromatic scale as it built to a conclusion that was as natural as it was inevitable. It was Bach’s Fugue in B Minor; the final piece in the first book of The Well-Tempered Clavier.

Hildegard held the final chord for a long time and let the music die away. When Sidney was certain that she was not going to continue, he rang the doorbell.

Inspector Keating had suggested that the news of Annabel Morrison’s arrest would be better coming from a clergyman than a policeman, but Sidney had not decided how much to tell her about all that had happened, or how many details of the case he would leave out.

The light in the porch came on, the door opened, and Hildegard Staunton smiled. ‘Come in,’ she said as he stepped up and stood by her side. ‘I had forgotten how tall you are.’

‘I am often too tall for a room,’ said Sidney. ‘I try to sit down as soon as it is polite to do so.’

‘I hope you don’t develop a stoop,’ Hildegard replied. ‘I always think a man should be proud to be tall.’

‘I try not to be proud,’ said Sidney, sounding more pompous than he had intended.

‘You have come to tell me things?’

‘I have come to return your husband’s diary and, yes, I have come with news.’

‘I can tell already that you are nervous, Canon Chambers.’

‘Sidney . . .’

‘Very well, Sidney.’

‘It is not easy.’

‘I am not frightened of difficult things . . .’

‘It is to do with Miss Morrison . . .’

‘Ah . . . She loved my husband . . . I think . . .’

‘You knew?’

‘Women often know more than men think that they do.’

‘Unfortunately . . .’

‘Oh,’ Hildegard Staunton interrupted. ‘Now I see. But it can’t be?’

‘Yes . . .’ Sidney hesitated. He wondered how much she understood.

‘My husband loved me but wanted another. What did she do?’

‘Your husband did not commit suicide, Mrs Staunton. He was murdered by his secretary. I am sorry to have to tell you this.’

‘Why would she do such a thing?’ Hildegard spoke slowly as she tried to take in what Sidney was saying.

‘I think because he stopped seeing her.’

‘He wanted to come back to me? He once told me that he could never leave me.’

Sidney considered his answer. There was no need to tell Hildegard about Pamela Morton. What purpose would it serve other than to hurt her? It was true that the facts could well emerge at Annabel Morrison’s trial but it was likely that Hildegard would have returned to Germany by then. Besides, this was not the time for further revelation. The sin of omission was surely kinder than the telling of truths.

‘No,’ Sidney said quietly. ‘And he never did.’

Hildegard stood up and started to walk round the room. She stopped by the window and looked out. It was almost dark. Sidney could hear the wind gathering outside. It began to rain.

‘You are kind to tell me.’

‘The police were going to come; but I thought it better . . .’

‘If you came yourself? I am grateful. It is horrible but you make it less so.’

‘If you would like me to leave you alone, you just have to say.’

‘No,’ Hildegard replied. ‘Don’t go. We do not have to speak. I have to think of death in a different way now. I wish I didn’t have to consider it so often.’

‘I will stay for as long as you need, Mrs Staunton.’

‘Hildegard.’

‘I am sorry. Hildegard.’

‘Please could you sit here beside me? I will try not to cry.’

Sidney moved next to her. He took her hand and held it. Hildegard tightened her grip as she spoke. ‘I do not know what I am saying, perhaps, so you may not believe me, but, to know this, to know even part of this, is relief. That he was not so sad that he killed himself. That I did not drive him to do such a thing.’

She looked at Sidney and the tears came. ‘Is that so very selfish?’

Sidney felt in his pocket for a handkerchief but he was too slow. Her tears fell on to the hand that held hers. ‘I don’t think anyone thought that.’

‘It does not matter what anyone else thought. I thought it.’ She stood up and moved away.

Sidney heard the pain in her voice. ‘I wish you hadn’t.’

‘We cannot help what we think . . .’

‘But perhaps sometimes we should not dwell too much . . .’

‘No,’ said Hildegard as she tried to pull herself together. ‘You are right. It is why I play the piano. It stops me thinking.’ She sat back down beside him. ‘Do you play?’

‘I am afraid not.’

‘Perhaps I should teach you?’

Sidney smiled. His lessons at school had not been a success. He never could get the hang of his two hands doing different things at the same time. ‘I think Germany is rather a long way to go for lessons.’

‘Yes,’ Hildegard smiled sadly. ‘I suppose it is. Will she hang, this woman, for what she did?’

‘It seems most likely.’

‘I am not in favour of another death.’

‘Neither am I; but it is the law of our land.’

‘You should change it. Rache trägt keine Frucht . . .’

‘It is not in my power; but one day, I hope, in my lifetime.’

They were still sitting beside each other and neither of them wanted to move. Hildegard Staunton gave him a playful pat on the knee. ‘And what about you, Sidney?’ she asked. She seemed amused by the very English nature of his name. ‘What about your lifetime?’

‘It is very simple. I have my job. I have my calling . . .’

Hildegard smiled. ‘You do not have a wife, I think?’

‘I cannot imagine it . . .’ he began.

‘Well, there is time . . .’ Hildegard said gently and then smiled. ‘Why are you called Sidney?’

‘I was named after my grandfather.’

‘Is it an unusual name? I have never heard it before.’

‘There was a Victorian clergyman called Sidney Smith. He was quite a character. He once said that his idea of heaven was eating pâté de foie gras to the sound of trumpets.’

‘I am not so sure about that. In any case I think I prefer the Sidney of this world to any man of the past.’

‘I think we would both have enjoyed meeting him, had we lived in those times.’

Hildegard stood up. ‘I think you do not like sherry but it is all I have. The whiskey has not yet arrived. Stephen’s brother told me a last case was on its way; not that I need it. Would you like some?’

‘Why not?’ Sidney replied.

Hildegard laid out a tray. ‘What do you think I should do?’ she asked. ‘Perhaps I should not go back to Germany after all?’

‘It would be good if you stayed here, of course. From my point of view . . .’

Hildegard handed Sidney his drink. ‘It is a strange feeling to have no responsibility for someone else any more.’

‘You must try not to let this darken the rest of your life.’

‘It is hard to think of that now.’ Hildegard looked up and smiled sadly. ‘I cannot imagine the future.’

‘It may be impossible. You will not forget what has happened. But I hope, if I may say so, that you might think a little bit more about yourself. There is only so much self-sacrifice we can offer . . . .’

Hildegard was amused. ‘I never thought I would hear a priest telling me to be selfish. You think I have made a sacrifice of my life?

‘No. All I hope is that you will find happiness again.’

‘But you know that happiness is an illusion, Canon Chambers?’

‘Sidney . . .’

‘Nothing can last in this world. Zeit gibt und nimmt alles.’

‘Time gives and takes all?

‘Your German is better than you admit. If you come and see me you may even feel at home.’

‘Oh, I don’t know about that.’ Sidney replied. ‘Are you going back?’ he asked.

‘In ten days’ time. I will be home for a German Christmas with my mother and sister.’

‘What are they called?’

‘My sister is Trudi. My mother is Sibilla. They are very German names.’

‘Like Hildegard.’

‘I was named after Hildegard of Bingen. The visionary. Fortunately I don’t have any visions. But she wrote music and without music I do not know how I could live.’

‘I am sorry that you won’t be at our carol service.’

‘I will be with my sister in Berlin. I will hear Stille Nacht in German once more. When they sing, I shall remember your kindness to me.’

‘I am also sorry that not everyone has been good to you.’

‘But you have been good, Canon Chambers, and it is your kindness which I shall remember . . . .’

Hildegard stood up and took a porcelain figure off the mantelpiece. It was of the little girl feeding chickens. ‘Take this,’ she said. ‘On account of your kindness.’

Sidney was caught off guard. ‘Oh, I don’t think I could.’

‘Stephen bought it for me when he thought we were going to have a child. He always wanted a girl. Perhaps you will be luckier in your life than we have been. I’d like to give it to you.’

‘Your life is not over.’

‘Please,’ said Hildegard. ‘Take it to remember me by.’



Sidney could hardly bear the days that followed. He could not concentrate on his work, not least the Advent sermon that he was due to preach at King’s, and even the idea of another evening in The Eagle with Inspector Keating had lost its appeal. Their meetings had become a matter of work rather than pleasure. It was his own fault, Sidney thought, but then how could he have behaved otherwise? An injustice had been uncovered and his conscience had given him no choice.

Now he had to resume the priestly life. He remembered his Principal telling him at theological college: ‘the clergyman’s identity is defined not by what he does but what he is’. He was required to live an exemplary live. It would not do to sniff out murderers and sit on a widow’s sofa drinking sherry.

This, however, was easier said than done. Sidney had to admit that he was distracted. Hildegard had sent him a letter to remind him of the date of her leaving, but he had been so uncertain as to what he would say, and how he might ask for her forwarding address, that he almost missed her departure completely.

A removal van was parked outside the house and Hildegard was waiting for a taxi to take her to the station. She was dressed in a dark blue coat and she held her gloves loosely over a matching handbag.

‘I’m glad I arrived in time,’ said Sidney.

‘I would have asked the taxi to stop at your church. It is not so far.’

‘I might not have been there.’

‘But you are here now.’ She smiled. ‘And I am glad. I hope you will come and see me in Germany . . .’

‘Yes, I . . .’

Hildegard saw his embarrassment. ‘I do not believe in farewells . . .’

‘No. Well . . . it’s only that it might be difficult to arrange . . .’

‘Nonsense. I will help you.’

Sidney could not understand why his words would not come. ‘I’ve never been to Berlin. Or Leipzig . . .’ he said.

The taxi pulled up and Hildegard paused, as if she was wondering whether to get in it after all. ‘I will write to you. I will send you my address.’

‘Yes, of course,’ said Sidney.

She held out her hand. ‘Thank you. You are a good man.’

‘I don’t know about that.’

As he took her hand, Hildegard leaned forward and kissed him lightly on the cheek. ‘I will not forget you . . .’ she said.

‘Nor I you . . . .’

Sidney watched the taxi recede into the distance. He touched his own cheek. Then he bicycled back to the vicarage. Outside the front door was a large brown case. Hildegard had instructed the removal men to leave the case of Bushmills that she had been sent from County Antrim for Christmas. A card was attached.

‘For my friend Sidney, who I know will appreciate what lies within. With love and gratitude. Your Hildegard.’

Sidney walked into his study and sat in silence.

He tried to write his sermon. It would be about hope, he decided, and grace. He remembered the flimsy pages of Stephen Staunton’s diary. We cannot erase the past, he thought, no matter what we do; instead we have to let it carry us into the future.

As he wrote, he stopped to think about each stage of Hildegard’s journey home. He imagined her boarding a train and leaning out of the window to wave him goodbye. He could picture her, even now, blonde and pale, dressed in her dark blue coat, standing on the stern of a ferry with seagulls cawing in its wake as the light fell. He saw her walking through wintry German streets and passing through Christmas markets where people drank Glühwein amidst the swaying lanterns. He wondered what Hildegard would say to her family when she first saw them, her sister Trudi and her mother Sibilla, and if she would speak about all that had happened; or if it would be like the war, which had rendered so many people so silent. Would she mention him at all, he asked himself; and how, come to think of it, would he ever talk about her?

The next evening he made his way to King’s College Chapel. As the candlelight flickered over the carved wooden choir stalls, Sidney thought once more about the hope and the fragility of Christmas, the uncertain morning and evening of our lives caught amidst the unfurling of time and season, day and year.

The service made his sadness at Hildegard’s parting all the more resonant. It was the end of another day, a further chance to contemplate mortality and glimpse eternity as the precentor continued the responses:

‘O God make speed to save us.’

The choirboys replied:

‘O Lord make haste to help us.’

‘Singing is the sound of the soul,’ he thought to himself. For centuries people had been singing these words. Such continuity gave Sidney hope. He was part of something greater than himself – not only history but beauty, continuity and, he hoped, truth.

He prayed for the soul of Stephen Staunton. We will live as we have never lived. Those had been his last words to Pamela Morton and yet, perhaps, they also spoke of a world beyond our own.

He looked up at the darkened stained glass. He had learned more about love in the past few weeks than he had known in years. He had seen some of its characteristics: how it could be passionate, jealous, tolerant, forgiving and long-lasting. He had seen it disappear, and he had seen it turn into hatred. It was the most unpredictable and chameleon of emotions, sometimes sudden and unstable, able to flare up and die down; at other times loyal and constant, the pilot flame of a life.

Sidney touched his hands together in prayer. Then he gave himself up into silence. ‘How we love determines how we live,’ he thought.
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