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One

Rona Parish stood at her kitchen window, the letter in her hand, gazing out into the small paved patio that served as her garden. Unlike its neighbours with their lawns and flowerbeds, it did not, in this bleak weather, look sad and uncared-for, since the changing seasons were marked only by the succession of plants in the containers. On this February morning they were rampant with evergreens whose leaves, mottled in cream or rose, appeared touched with sunshine on even the greyest day.

‘Minimum work, maximum enjoyment,’ Max had said, when they bought the tall, narrow house in this quiet street.

Rona’s eyes dropped again to the letter forwarded by her publishers as she read it for the third time:


Dear Ms Parish,

Having enjoyed your recent biography of Arthur Conan Doyle, I am wondering if I could ask you to undertake one for my late husband, Theo Harvey? As you’ll appreciate, there are a great many papers available and a large number of family and friends willing to be interviewed. If this request is of interest, perhaps you would care to telephone to arrange a meeting to discuss it.

Sincerely,

Meriel P. Harvey



Did she want to delve into another life so soon? Rona asked herself. The Doyle book had been exhausting, and she’d determined to give herself a break from biographies for a while. On the other hand, she might find the answer to questions that had puzzled the reading public for the last two years.

Turning from the window, she picked up the phone. It rang for several minutes before it was answered.

‘Max, it’s me,’ she said quickly. ‘I’ve just had a letter asking me to do Theo Harvey’s bio. What do you think?’

There was a pause, and she imagined her husband disengaging his attention from whatever had been claiming it, in order to consider her news.

‘Bit of a poisoned chalice, isn’t it?’ he commented then.

She frowned. ‘How do you mean?’

‘Well, for a start his widow’s unlikely to be forthcoming. It’s barely six months since he died, and in what were at best unusual circumstances. You might be stirring up a hornets’ nest.’

‘It’s his widow who contacted me.’

‘Ah!’

‘What do you mean, “Ah!”?’

‘It would be interesting to know her motive.’

Rona said a little waspishly, ‘She enjoyed my Conan Doyle.’

‘Fine, fine. You’re going to do it, then?’

He was losing interest, damn him. ‘I wanted your opinion.’

‘Well, now you have it. I thought you were going to give bios a rest for a time? That last one was pretty gruelling, remember.’

‘The point is that Theo Harvey intrigues me. I’d love to know what caused that two-year block, and why he emerged from it with such a totally different style.’

‘Then go and see his wife. Talking it over should help you decide one way or the other. OK? Now, I really must—’

‘What time will you be over this evening?’ she interrupted.

‘Same as usual, if we don’t overrun; as you know, it’s sometimes hard to get rid of them.’ A smile came into his voice. ‘Why do you ask? Are you going to wow me with some haute cuisine?’

‘Of course; at Dino’s.’

He laughed. ‘Right. Well, I’ll have a few things to sort out when they’ve gone, so I’ll meet you there at eight.’

Rona’s twin sister referred to Max as her ‘semi-detached husband’, which was apposite enough. When they had married four years ago, they’d been in their late thirties, and more settled in their lifestyles than they’d appreciated. The problem stemmed from the fact that both worked from home, Rona writing biographies and freelance articles, Max as an illustrator and part-time art tutor. And while she needed total quiet in which to form and express her ideas, he could only work with music playing at full volume.

As his studio on the second floor was directly above her study, she had been forced each day to retreat downstairs to the sitting-room with her lap-top and a pile of heavy reference books, all of which – since Max objected to clutter – had to be carried back upstairs each evening. Even then, the sound of his music would echo down the stairwell, and to add to her frustration it was she who had to break off her work to admit his students, since, being at the top of the house, he was unable to hear the bell.

Tempers had become increasingly frayed, and eventually, aware they could not continue as they were, they’d sat down to try to find a solution.

‘It seems to me,’ Max had begun, ‘that if we want our marriage to last, we’ll have to do something about our working arrangements.’

‘Such as?’

‘Well, you can’t work with me in the house, can you?’

‘Are you surprised?’ she’d retorted hotly, refusing to shoulder the blame. ‘You shatter my eardrums for hours on end, added to which I have to keep breaking off to open the door to people from Porlock with sketch-pads. It’s a wonder I can string two sentences together.’

He’d grinned. ‘Point taken.’

‘So?’ she’d challenged him.

‘So – we work under different roofs.’

‘If you think I’m going to take myself meekly off to the library each morning—’

He held up a hand. ‘Suppose I leave you in possession of the marital home while I take up residence nearby?’

‘Residence? Isn’t that a bit extreme?’

‘Not when you think it through; our evenings together are virtually non-existent anyway, with my classes three times a week and you working to deadlines. I’d come back on Wednesdays when there aren’t any classes, and obviously we’d have the weekends together, but the rest of the time we’d each have our own space. The best of both worlds, really. How does it strike you?’

‘It’s a little unconventional,’ she’d said slowly.

‘But a practical solution, wouldn’t you say?’

And somewhat reluctantly she’d agreed. So Max had bought a cottage a brisk ten-minute walk away, where his music and the comings and goings of his students disturbed no one. They spoke daily on the phone, usually more than once, but three nights a week they slept in separate beds across the town.

Her parents, predictably, had been appalled, and regarded the ‘semi-detachment’ as a sure prelude to divorce; but as time passed and the equilibrium was maintained, they relaxed and cautiously came to accept it. Their daughter’s independence had already been demonstrated when, on her marriage, she’d refused to take Max’s name. ‘I’m known professionally as Rona Parish, so that’s how I’ll stay,’ she’d declared.

Poor Mum and Pops, Rona reflected more than once; their conventions had been flouted by both their offspring. While she and Max pursued their idiosyncratic lifestyle, Lindsey and Hugh had, eighteen months previously, undergone an acrimonious divorce; whereupon Lindsey, who had taken her husband’s name, promptly reverted to her own. ‘Neither of my daughters seems capable of living with anyone,’ their father had remarked at the time.

A patter of paws on the tiles roused her and she turned to see her golden retriever looking hopefully up at her. She smiled and started to clear the breakfast table.

‘Sorry, Gus, I’ve been daydreaming. You’re quite right, it’s more than time for your walk.’

Minutes later, they were making their way towards the footpath that cut between the houses and led up to Furze Hill Park.

The park itself was a large open space on the hill above the town, a popular venue for joggers, dog-walkers and young mothers with prams. Quite apart from the need to exercise Gus, Rona enjoyed the daily climb. It gave her a sense of mental as well as physical distance from the problems, personal or professional, that awaited her down in the town. Somehow, looking out from her vantage point over the cluster of roofs and steeples, she was able to put them into perspective, and frequently solutions effortlessly presented themselves.

Apart from a spell at university, she had lived in the area all her life. Her parents’ house, some five miles from the centre, was the one in which she and Lindsey had been born. She’d attended the local schools, and after obtaining her degree had returned to pursue her chosen career of journalism at the prestigious offices of Chiltern Life before turning freelance and, later still, writing her acclaimed biographies. London was close enough for an evening at the theatre or concert hall, but she had no desire to live there. Consequently she and her sister, though fleeing the parental coop, had flown only as far as Marsborough town centre, where they’d shared a flat until Lindsey’s marriage.

Emerging from the short-cut opposite the park gates, Rona bent to release Gus from his lead and he bounded joyously ahead. He knew as well as she did the areas forbidden to him, and was making for the stretch of grassland towards the upper end of the park. Briskly she set off after him, welcoming the stiff breeze on her face and hoping it would clarify her thoughts as, narrowing her eyes against the wind, she reviewed what she knew about Theo Harvey.

He’d made his name in the 1980s with a series of well-plotted thrillers that had reached the best-seller lists and filled several shelves in W. H. Smith. Her father had been a particular fan, and it became a tradition that he should receive the latest Harvey novel for Christmas. Then, six years ago, the annual book had failed to appear, a fact that, among aficionados, caused as much consternation as the sun not rising. Harvey himself retreated from the public eye, steadfastly refusing all requests for interviews, and with the lack of hard fact, rumours abounded. As a second year came and went, it was openly speculated in the literary pages that he’d written himself out and his silence would be permanent.

Then, in the third year, he confounded his critics by producing what was considered his masterpiece, a novel of such power and depth that, while it won several literary prizes, left his regular readers baffled. The thriller element of his previous books had been replaced by an altogether darker and more questioning theme, and Rona’s father was not impressed.

‘He’s gone all high-falutin,’ he’d remarked disgustedly.

A major film followed, resulting in Oscars for members of its cast, and then another book, a brooding, psychological study that made disturbing reading. Again, critics struggled for superlatives and it, too, was confidently nominated for several awards. But before any judging could take place, Harvey had suddenly and inexplicably died: or rather, been found dead in, as Max had remarked, unusual circumstances. He had owned a cottage in the north of the county to which he retreated to write his novels, and one weekend was discovered floating face downwards in a local stream. Again, rumours were rife and the inquest’s open verdict did nothing to lessen them. The prestigious prizes were awarded posthumously.

Rona, responding at last to Gus’s frenzied leaps, threw the ball for him before, wrapping her jacket more closely about her, she seated herself on a nearby bench. And that, she reflected, conjuring up the face that appeared on his books – bearded, craggy, with an enigmatic half-smile – was all she knew of the man. She didn’t doubt there was a great deal more.

Gus skidded to a halt in front of her and dropped the ball at her feet, panting expectantly. She hurled it as far as she could, then extracted her mobile phone and rang her agent.

‘Eddie? It’s Rona. I thought you’d like to know that Theo Harvey’s widow has asked me to write his biography.’

‘Dear girl! What a plum to fall into your lap!’

‘That wasn’t Max’s reaction; he thinks it’s a poisoned chalice.’

‘I can’t imagine why; you’d be guaranteed an enormous amount of interest and I’m sure Jennings would jump at it.’

‘I had hoped for a breather before another bio. They’re very time-consuming, as you know.’

‘But surely you’re tempted?’ he probed, adding, when she didn’t immediately reply, ‘What’s Max’s suggestion for handling this “poisoned chalice”?’

‘That I discuss it with his wife, then see how I feel.’

‘Precisely what I’d advise. Let me know the outcome, and if you’d like to go ahead, I’ll do the necessary. Must go, love, someone’s waiting to see me. Speak to you soon.’ And he rang off.

Thoughtfully, Rona slid the phone back in her pocket and sat gazing across the grassy slope ahead of her. In the distance she could see Gus, his attention diverted from his ball, sniffing at some shrubbery. There weren’t many people about. A few faithful dog-walkers like herself, muffled in woolly hats and scarves; a woman with a child on a tricycle, running clumsily to keep up with him; a couple of elderly men cutting through the park on the way to do their meagre shopping. Yet even though no one was within earshot, this seemed an inappropriate place to make an important call; she’d ring Mrs Harvey when she got home. Standing up, she whistled for Gus, and as he started lolloping obediently towards her, turned and began to walk back down the slope.

Meriel Harvey replaced the phone and turned to the man by the window.

‘She’s coming, then?’ he confirmed.

‘Yes. Tomorrow morning.’

‘Well, I hope you know what you’re doing.’

She looked at him beseechingly. ‘Justin, I can’t go on like this. I have to know.’

‘And you think this woman will be able to tell you?’

‘There’s a chance, that’s all. She’s known to research very thoroughly; she might turn something up.’

‘Suppose she does, and it’s something you’d rather not know? Or at least, rather nobody else did?’

Meriel gave a little shudder. ‘I’ll face that if and when it happens,’ she said.

Lindsey, too, had received an unexpected letter that morning. It had preyed on her mind ever since, and at lunchtime, reaching a decision, she left her desk in the offices of Chase Mortimer and threaded her way through the crowds of shoppers to her sister’s house. The road where Rona lived was parallel to the main shopping street and only a short walk from it: much more convenient than her own home, which necessitated a fifteen-minute drive to work. As she rang the bell, she hoped belatedly that Rona wasn’t writing.

‘Linz! Hi – come in. To what do I owe the pleasure?’

Lindsey, stepping into the hall, bent to pat Gus, who was delightedly threading himself round her legs.

‘You’re not in the middle of lunch, are you?’

‘Wouldn’t make much difference if I were!’ Rona retorted. She loathed cooking and almost never indulged in it. When Max was there, he invariably produced the meals; when he wasn’t, she either lived on take-aways and convenience food, or walked round the corner to the Italian restaurant where they’d arranged to meet that evening.

‘Actually,’ she added, ‘I’d just got out the bread and cheese. You’re welcome to join me.’

‘Thanks, I will. I’m strictly in my lunch hour.’

The meal was not as frugal as it sounded; the kitchen table was laid with a loaf of warm ciabatta and a selection of delectable cheeses, the air redolent with the smell of freshly brewed coffee. On the counter, a brightly coloured porcelain bowl overflowed with fruit – oranges, plums, kiwi fruit, a melon. Rona’s avoidance of cooking did not prevent her from eating well. She laid another plate and knife on the table, and waved her sister to a chair.

‘Did you want anything in particular?’ Lindsey did not often appear unannounced.

She shrugged, accepting a slice of bread and carving herself a generous piece of Camembert. ‘Moral support – advice.’ She looked up, meeting Rona’s eyes. ‘I had a letter from Hugh this morning.’

‘Good grief! I didn’t think you were in touch.’

‘We haven’t been, since the divorce.’

‘So what did he want?’

Lindsey felt in her handbag, extracted a sheet of notepaper, and pushed it across the table. It read:


Dear Lindsey,

I’ve been trying to pluck up the courage to write to you for some time. The point is, I’ve been pretty miserable these last few months, and I should very much like to see you again. The more I think about it, the more convinced I am that we made a terrible mistake. I miss you, darling. If I come up, could we meet somewhere neutral for a meal? I promise not to pressure you in any way. Please say yes.

Much love,

Hugh



‘Wow!’ Rona said softly.

‘Quite.’ Lindsey reached for a pear.

‘How do you feel about it?’

‘How do you think? Ro, I never want to see him again! The relief when the divorce finally came through . . .’

‘I know,’ Rona said quickly, laying a hand briefly over hers. ‘Then all you have to do is say no.’

‘But is it?’ Lindsey asked miserably. ‘You know Hugh; once he gets a bee in his bonnet, he won’t let it drop. Now he’s decided he wants to see me, nothing will satisfy him but that he does see me, and I – I don’t think I could face it.’

Thoughtfully, Rona poured the coffee. ‘Can’t you put a – a restraining order or something on him? You know more about this kind of thing than I do.’

Lindsey was a junior partner in a firm of solicitors.

‘That would only antagonize him. Oh God, why did he have to write to me?’

‘As it happens,’ Rona remarked, selecting a piece of Stilton, ‘I’m in rather a quandary myself.’

Lindsey’s head jerked up. ‘Max?’

‘No,’ she returned dryly, ‘not Max.’

A state of armed neutrality existed between her sister and her husband, which despite all Rona’s efforts she’d been unable to defuse. It was obvious neither of them liked the other, though whether the root cause was jealousy, she wasn’t sure. She retrieved Meriel Harvey’s letter from beside the phone and in her turn tossed it on the table.

Lindsey read it in silence. ‘So what’s the quandary?’ she asked, when she’d finished. ‘Surely this is the chance you’ve been waiting for, to get to the bottom of all the mystery?’

‘Possibly, but I don’t want to bite off more than I can chew. I’d have to tread pretty carefully – he’s only been dead six months.’

‘I should go for it. I bet there are any number of writers waiting in the wings till a decent interval has elapsed. And since yours was requested by the family, it’d be the authorized version, wouldn’t it?’

Rona smiled. ‘Probably, though you make it sound like the Bible! I looked up his web site this morning, but it wasn’t much help; there’s plenty about the books, but nothing on his personal life that I didn’t already know from his obituaries. Still, I’ve arranged to see his wife tomorrow, so we’ll see what that brings.’

Lindsey glanced at her watch. ‘I must be on my way; I have a client coming at two.’

‘Not been much help, have I?’ Rona said ruefully, following her up the basement stairs. ‘Still, the letter was sent to the firm, so he can’t have your home address.’

‘That’s no deterrent; he’ll wait outside the office if he’s so minded.’ She gave a little shudder.

‘Don’t let it get to you,’ Rona advised, giving her a quick hug. ‘You might be reading more into it than was meant. Write back saying no, and I’m sure he’ll accept it.’

‘I wish I could be,’ Lindsey replied.

Max Allerdyce, walking along Guild Street on his way to buy new brushes, saw Lindsey emerge from Fullers Walk and turn in the direction of her office. He checked his stride and frowned. She could only have been to the house, he thought. Why hadn’t Rona told him she was expecting her? Perhaps, not content with his own advice, she’d wanted to sound her out about the Harvey book.

He watched her from the other side of the road as she wended her way through the crowds. It was uncanny how like Rona she was: the same walk, the same smile, the same mannerisms, and, even to him, their voices were indistinguishable over the phone. So how was it, Max wondered for the umpteenth time, that one of them should be the most important person in his life, while the other had, from first acquaintance, made his hackles rise?

Shrugging aside the conundrum, he turned into the art supplies shop and applied his mind to his purchases.

Marsborough was a pleasant little market town whose mellow brick houses boasted porticoes, white-framed Georgian windows and neat, railed-off basement areas. Even the shops had bow-windows – though in some cases their preserved frontage concealed the layout of well-known chain-stores – and the market, which had originated centuries ago, was still held each Friday.

Guild Street was the main shopping area, though stores and restaurants overflowed down most of the adjacent streets. The furniture emporium rounding the corner into Fullers Walk had a walkway above it, enclosed by curved black railings, that gave access to a cluster of boutiques and galleries, and a café from where one could sit and look down on the busy thoroughfare. Farther down Fullers Walk was a florist’s, a bakery, a delicatessen and several smaller outlets, before the shops tailed off to give way to residential houses.

Two roads led off it: a third of the way down, on the left, Dean’s Crescent curved back up towards Guild Street, and, having crossed it, became Dean’s Crescent North, where Max had his cottage; while a hundred yards farther on, the Walk was bisected by Lightbourne Avenue, where their main house was situated. The restaurant in Dean’s Crescent was, therefore, a convenient rendezvous.

Rona was greeted effusively by Dino himself. She and Max had a running argument as to whether or not this was his real name, or simply purloined from the Crescent.

‘Buona sera, signora! Signor Allerdyce is already here.’ He led her, Gus at her heels, to the alcove where they always sat, and as Max rose to greet her, the dog slunk under the table, turned round a couple of times, and settled himself to sleep.

Max filled her glass from the bottle in the ice bucket.

‘Good day?’ he enquired.

‘So-so.’

‘I gather Lindsey called round?’

‘Now how could you possibly know that?’ she asked incuriously, picking up the menu.

He tapped his nose. ‘You didn’t mention it on the phone.’

‘I wasn’t expecting her; she just turned up. She’s had a letter from Hugh.’

Max’s eyebrows shot up. ‘I thought that chapter was closed.’

‘So did she. He says he misses her and wants them to meet.’

‘And how does she feel?’

‘Panicky. She doesn’t want to see him. Have you decided what you’re having?’

‘Antipasti and scaloppini al marsala.’

‘I think I’ll have the crostini, followed by lasagne al forno.’

Max shook his head. ‘The amount of pasta you eat, you should be like the side of a house.’

‘I have a good metabolism,’ she returned smugly.

‘Any more thoughts on the Harvey book?’

‘I phoned Eddie and he agreed with you – that I should suss it out, keeping my options open. So I’ve arranged to see Mrs Harvey at ten thirty tomorrow.’

He sipped his wine. ‘Where does she live?’

‘Over at Cricklehurst; I reckon it’ll take me about an hour to get there.’

‘He’d be a colourful subject for a bio,’ Max commented. ‘He was quite a lad in the early days – brawls, drunken parties, God knows what.’

‘Really?’ Rona looked up in surprise. ‘I hadn’t heard that.’

‘Oh, it was years ago. Either he sobered up or became more circumspect as he grew older.’

The waiter approached, they gave their orders, and Rona felt herself relax for the first time that day. The candle-lit table, the low murmur of conversation, and the crispness of the wine on her tongue combined to give a feeling of well-being. There was, after all, no reason to feel apprehensive about the biography; no one could force her to write it. If, on investigation, the prospect didn’t appeal, she would politely decline.

She glanced at Max across the candle flame and felt the familiar lurch inside her. He was an attractive man, with his thick, prematurely grey hair and piercing blue eyes. It was the old adage of not being able to live either with or without each other, she reflected, and there was no denying that their separation during the week enhanced their weekend lovemaking. Which was not to say they didn’t still have rows, stormy scenes of shouting, recriminations and slamming doors. Both of them were strong-willed and stubborn, unwilling to admit to being in the wrong. Fortunately, they were also blessed with a sense of humour, and frequently, when an impasse had been reached and they stood glaring at each other, one of their mouths would start to twitch and the disagreement would end in slightly shamefaced laughter.

‘A penny for them,’ Max invited, breaking into her reflections.

‘Just thinking what an impossible man you are,’ she smiled, and leant back as the waiter set down her plate.

The meal was, as always, delicious, and served with the panache of which only Italians seem capable. ‘Brandy?’ Max enquired, as their espressos arrived. ‘Or shall we have that at home?’

‘At home, I think.’

After the warmth of the restaurant, the night air felt damp and chilly. The street lamps were wreathed in mist, and Rona gave a little shiver. ‘At least there won’t be a frost,’ Max said, taking Gus’s lead from her and threading her arm through his. They set off, walking briskly but pausing every now and then to allow Gus his night-time sniff round the lamp posts.

The houses in Lightbourne Avenue were over a hundred years old, tall and narrow, with a number of steps leading up to the front doors and semi-basements behind decorative railings. The pavements were tree-lined, and in summer one looked out of the upper windows through a screen of leaves. Each house had a minute front garden bordering the path from gate to bottom step, and an almost equally small patch at the rear. The ground-floor windows were uniformly bay, with long narrow panes.

Max and Gus waited while Rona fitted her key in the lock, the door swung open, and a wave of warmth came to meet them. Originally, the single-fronted house had had two main rooms on each of its four floors, but before moving in, they’d had the dividing walls demolished on all but the first floor, making a through room in each case. The top level had been transformed into Max’s studio, now seldom used, and the basement into a kitchen-cum-dining room, the work area at the front and the table overlooking the patio. In summer, the back door was usually open, and they frequently ate in the secluded garden.

Max had designed the ground-floor sitting-room himself, the plain duck-egg walls being intended both to disguise the relative narrowness of the room and as a backcloth for his collection of modern paintings. The mottled marble fireplace had been rescued from a builders’ yard, and several of the small tables came from antique fairs. There were shelves of books, a couple of large and comfortable armchairs and two sofas which, in their contrasting upholstery, harmoniously melded the old and new. It was a room that always felt welcoming, and Rona loved it.

Now, she dropped on to the hearthrug next to Gus and took the balloon brandy glass Max handed her, smiling to herself as he slotted a CD into the machine before seating himself in the chair next to her. At least, in deference to the hour, the volume was low.

‘It’s at times like this,’ he remarked, swirling the brandy in his glass, ‘that I wish we didn’t need separate establishments. While Farthings undeniably has its uses, it also has serious deficiencies.’

‘Such as Gus and me,’ Rona said.

‘Exactly.’

‘If you miss us during the week, cut down on your evening tuition.’

Regretfully he shook his head. ‘Commissioned art work might be the main source of income, but there are only three or four payments a year, and it’s the tuition that keeps the wheels turning. And as you know, apart from the OAPs and housewives on Wednesday afternoons, my students are either at work or school during the day.’

‘Then,’ she remarked, sipping her brandy, ‘we’ll have to make the most of the evenings we have.’

‘Which is precisely,’ he said, bending down and taking the glass out of her hand, ‘what I propose to do.’

After they had made love, Rona lay awake for some time, listening to Max’s steady breathing and the rain on the windows. Her brain, too active for sleep, revolved ceaselessly round Theo Harvey and the questions that had surrounded him, both living and dead. Perhaps, she thought, turning over and resolutely closing her eyes, she would soon have some of the answers.


Two

Max left immediately after breakfast. When he’d gone, Rona went back upstairs and had a shower, after which she surveyed the contents of her wardrobe for several minutes before deciding on narrow brown trousers with matching jacket and a cream cashmere sweater. Smart but businesslike, she told herself.

Gus was awaiting her in the hall, tail thumping on the floor. ‘Right, boy,’ she said, shrugging into her car coat, ‘let’s see what today brings.’

None of the houses in the avenue had a garage, and the choice was either on-street parking – always difficult – or renting one in nearby Charlton Road. Since she seldom used the car, Rona had opted for the latter. It was from Charlton Road that the alley led up to the park, and as they came to its entrance the dog automatically turned into it. Rona tugged gently on his lead.

‘Sorry, boy, not today. We’ve a long drive ahead of us.’

She opened the rear door of the car and he jumped obediently inside and up onto his blanket on the back seat. She reversed out of the garage, locked the door, and slid back into the car, adjusting her seat belt. They were on their way.

It was a dull, overcast morning, but she was thankful the mist had dispersed; a large portion of the journey would be along unfamiliar country roads. As she left the outskirts of Marsborough behind, Rona’s thoughts went ahead of her, to the imminent meeting with Meriel Harvey. What kind of woman was she? Would they like each other? First impressions were important in a working relationship. The fluttering in her throat and the coldness of her hands were indications of her tension, and she switched the radio to Classic FM in an attempt to relax. What was the matter with her? she thought impatiently. Usually, she was excited at the prospect of a new project. What was so different about Theo Harvey?

For a while she made good progress along main roads, but once she’d branched off cross-country she had to slow down. Here, the roads were narrow and twisting, with the odd tractor to overtake or stray sheep panicking on the side of the road. Her spirits lifted as a blink of sunshine broke through the clouds, and for the first time she became aware of a wash of green along the hedgerows and snowdrops on the verge. Spring was at last on its way.

A few miles short of her destination she pulled off the road alongside a narrow track and, fastening Gus’s lead, took him for a quick walk down the muddy path. There was no saying how long her interview with Mrs Harvey would last, and she wanted him to be comfortable. The trees lining the path were covered in tight buds, and somewhere above her a blackbird was singing. Briefly, she wished she could keep on walking with the cold nipping her ears and the smell of earth in her nostrils, that there was no anxious widow waiting for her a few miles down the road. But a glance at her watch told her she should be on her way, and reluctantly she turned and headed back to the car.

Cricklehurst was an overgrown village some twenty miles west of Marsborough, whose main claim to fame was its highly rated restaurant, the Golden Feather, owned by a television chef. Max had taken her there when they were engaged, but it had been on a winter’s evening and she’d seen little of the surroundings. Now, as she approached, she saw that the village straggled along the main road for a couple of miles or so, without any noticeable centre. A midweek market was in progress, and temporary stalls had been set up on the narrow pavements, causing shoppers to spill out onto the road. Rona was forced to slow almost to walking pace, which at least gave her time to look about her. The church, she noted, was away to her left on higher ground. Its squat tower proclaimed its Norman origins, but the buildings that surrounded it seemed to be a hotchpotch of different styles and centuries, some in the local stone, some timbered, some mellowed brick.

Father along, she passed the attractive frontage of the Golden Feather, its car park almost empty mid-morning, and finally, round a bend in the road and right on the edge of the village, she came to an imposing entrance with a sign proclaiming ‘The Grange’. The gates stood open, and Rona turned in on to the wide gravelled drive that swept up to the front door. She had arrived.

Aware of possible scrutiny from the windows, she did not, as she’d have liked, pause to take stock of the house, but, having ensured an adequate air supply for Gus, climbed quickly out of the car, retrieved her handbag, and went to ring the bell. The door was opened by a young woman in her early twenties. Unsure if she was a daughter of the house, Rona said tentatively, ‘I’m Rona Parish. I believe Mrs Harvey is expecting me.’

‘Of course, madame. May I take your coat? If you would care to come this way . . .?’

Rona followed her across a large square hall, waited while she tapped on a door, and, as she stepped aside, went forward into the room. She had time only to register that it was long and low-ceilinged and extended the length of the house, before her attention was claimed by the woman who had risen to greet her and was now coming forward with outstretched hand.

‘Ms Parish, I’m Meriel Harvey. Thank you so much for coming.’

‘Thanks for inviting me.’

Mrs Harvey waved her to a chair and reseated herself. She looked to be in her late forties, tall, thin and fair, with a network of fine lines round eyes and mouth. Her fingers, long and liberally bedecked with rings, repeatedly smoothed her skirt as though she were nervous.

‘Cecile will bring coffee in a moment.’ There was a pause, then she said a little abruptly, ‘I’ve read several of your biographies, and enjoyed them very much. I had the feeling you also enjoyed writing them?’

‘Yes, I – find people’s lives fascinating.’ Rona broke off, wondering if this was the right thing to say in the circumstances.

 ‘You don’t shirk your subjects’ faults and failings,’ Mrs Harvey went on, ‘yet you seem to have a deep understanding of them, which is communicated to your readers.’

‘It’s kind of you to say so; that’s certainly my aim.’

A tap on the door brought an end to this somewhat stilted conversation, and the young French woman came in with a tray of coffee, which she set on a table. She waited while Meriel poured it, brought Rona’s across to her, together with the cream and sugar, which she declined, then, with a smile, left the room.

Rona sipped the hot liquid gratefully, waiting for the next move. It came at once.

‘How much do you know about my husband, Ms Parish?’

‘Only what’s common knowledge, I’m afraid: that he was a successful thriller writer, that he had a couple of unproductive years, and then produced two outstanding and highly acclaimed novels.’

‘Before dying in unexplained circumstances,’ Meriel Harvey finished expressionlessly.

‘Yes.’ Rona hesitated, then went on diffidently, ‘Could I ask why you want a biography so soon after his death? Surely it will be painful for you?’

The other woman held her eyes for a long moment before looking away, into the heart of the fire. ‘I want it,’ she said quietly, ‘because I’m beginning to wonder if I ever really knew him at all. I want to find out if there were reasons why – certain things happened. Most of all, I suppose, I need to know why he died.’

‘But surely the police—’

‘I don’t mean the actual mechanics of it, but how it came about. More specifically’ – her voice wavered – ‘if he killed himself. All the police discovered was that he’d been drinking, which is neither here nor there, and once the inquest was over, they lost interest.’

‘I doubt if I could help you on that,’ Rona said. ‘You’d probably do better employing—’

Meriel leaned forward suddenly, hands clasped together. ‘Don’t turn me down, please! I can’t go on like this, torturing myself, wondering if I was in any way responsible. If I could understand the reasons for his hang-ups and inconsistencies, I might be able to come to terms with his death. Obviously I’d help you all I could, and he had many friends and acquaintances you could interview.’

‘There’s no guarantee I’d find the answers,’ Rona said gently. ‘I should warn you, though, that on occasion I’ve gone deeper into a subject’s life than the family had anticipated.’

‘I’m prepared to risk that.’

The ambivalence she’d felt about this request had been well founded, Rona acknowledged; this would be no ordinary biography. At the same time, she was aware of growing excitement. ‘And as I explained on the phone,’ she added, taking refuge in practicalities, ‘nothing can be settled today. If I decide to go ahead, I’d need to find a publisher willing to commission the book, which would then have to be cleared with your husband’s literary executor.’

Meriel dismissed this with a wave of her hand. ‘I’m his executor, so that’s no problem, and I’m sure your publishers would snap it up.’

Before Rona could reply, the door opened and a boy of about sixteen came quickly into the room, stopping short on seeing them. Then he flushed, mumbled ‘Sorry!’ and went hastily out again.

‘My son, Sebastian,’ Meriel said, ‘home for half-term. From my first marriage,’ she added, seeing the question in Rona’s eyes. ‘Theo had three sons, but we’d no children together.’

‘How long were you married?’ Rona asked.

‘Twelve years, but we’d been together for fifteen. The divorce took a while.’

‘How does his other family feel about this? His first wife, or her sons? Have you mentioned it to them?’

Meriel gave a brief laugh. ‘We’re not on speaking terms, but I’m sure they’d talk to you.’ She stood up quickly. ‘Let me show you his study.’

She led Rona back across the hall to a room overlooking the garden. It was not large – some twelve feet square – and every inch of wall space was filled with bookshelves, many of them packed with different editions of Harvey’s own books. The furniture consisted of a leather armchair, two filing cabinets, and a desk on which, to Rona’s surprise, stood an electric typewriter. Catching her glance, Meriel smiled.

‘Theo was a computer Luddite. Not that he did much work here anyway; he retreated to his cottage in the country for months on end, writing everything out in longhand. Then he’d come home with a pile of folders, read them all through again, and send them off to a secretarial agency. It was only the last two he laboriously typed himself.’

‘Why was that?’

She shrugged. ‘I’ve no idea.’

‘Are his manuscripts here?’ Rona enquired, despite herself.

‘Apart from those he donated to an American university. My cousin brought the last one back from the cottage.’

‘You still have the cottage?’

Meriel nodded. ‘I haven’t got round to dealing with it yet.’ She smiled. ‘You are interested, aren’t you?’

Rona smiled back. ‘I admit I’m curious,’ she said, ‘which is often the first step to becoming hooked. But there are several things to consider; for one, I hadn’t planned on doing a biography this year.’

‘Are you working on something else?’

‘I’m doing a series of articles for a magazine, and I have several other ideas in the pipeline.’

‘How soon can you give me an answer?’

‘Well, I’d like to discuss it with my husband, and there won’t be a chance till the weekend. I don’t always take his advice, but talking it over helps crystallize my thoughts, and he usually has valid points to make. If I decide to go ahead, I’ll get on to my agent and he’ll start on the groundwork, but either way, I’ll let you know as soon as I reach a decision.’

‘Which will be – when?’

‘In a week or so?’

‘Fine.’

‘If I say no, have you anyone else in mind?’

‘Let’s just say you’re top of the list.’

Rona laughed. ‘I’m flattered.’

The chime of the doorbell reached them, and then voices in the hall.

Meriel Harvey moved to the door. ‘That sounds like my cousin. He’s been my rock since Theo died. Come and meet him.’

The man who turned towards them was tall and broad-shouldered. Having disposed of his jacket, now draped over a chair, he was dressed in a rust cable-knit sweater and brown cords. His dark hair was thick and unruly, his hands and face deeply tanned – which, since it was February, suggested that he’d recently been abroad.

‘Meriel!’

As Rona took her inventory, he was coming towards them. He gave her a quick smile as he put his hands on Mrs Harvey’s shoulders and kissed both her cheeks. Then he turned to Rona.

‘And this must be the proposed biographer?’ Her hand was swallowed up in his large brown one. ‘I’ve been talking to your dog through the car window. Lovely animal.’

‘Oh, I didn’t realize!’ Meriel exclaimed. ‘Is he all right, or would you like to bring him in?’

‘He’s fine,’ Rona assured her quickly. ‘He goes everywhere with me, and is quite used to waiting in the car.’

‘Then let me introduce you properly: Rona Parish – my cousin, Justin Grant.’

They smiled at each other, and fell in behind Meriel as she led the way back to the drawing room. Rona returned to her previous seat while Justin Grant stood, male-like, in front of the fire.

‘So,’ he began, his sharp brown eyes studying her, ‘what has been decided?’

‘Nothing, really,’ Meriel replied. ‘Ms Parish is going to think it over and let me know whether or not she’s interested.’

Justin Grant raised an eyebrow. ‘You have reservations?’

To her annoyance, Rona felt herself flush. ‘I’d promised myself a break from biographies.’

‘Well, Theo’s a challenge, I’ll give you that. He was a chameleon, constantly changing to fit the circumstances he found himself in. It was a question of, “Will the real Theo Harvey stand up?”’

‘But surely we all do that, to a greater or lesser degree,’ Rona argued. ‘If, for instance, I wrote to several friends giving exactly the same news, all the letters would have a different slant, because I’d automatically adapt to the person I was writing to.’

‘Believe me, Theo could “adapt” like no other!’

There was a tap on the door, and the French girl brought in fresh coffee. Rona, who’d been on the point of leaving, yielded to persuasion to stay for another cup.

Justin Grant intrigued her; on the surface he appeared bluff and hearty, but there was shrewdness in his gaze and she had the impression that little escaped him. It was also clear that, at least for the moment, Meriel Harvey was very dependent on him. Was he married, Rona wondered, and if so, how did his wife feel about the claims being made on him?

After a few minutes’ light conversation, she stood up, and the others with her. ‘It’s been good to meet you,’ she said, ‘and thank you for inviting me to do the biography. I promise to let you know as soon as I can.’

Her car coat lay under Grant’s jacket, and he helped her on with it, then came out to the car with her, bending to talk to Gus as she unlocked it, while Meriel watched from the doorway.

‘I don’t blame you for not rushing into this,’ he said in a low voice. ‘It’s not something to take on lightly. Don’t feel pressured – Meriel will understand if you decide not to go ahead.’

She straightened and met his eye, bland but watchful. ‘Thanks,’ she said briefly, ‘I’ll bear that in mind.’

As she drove out of the gateway and turned to drive back through the village, she pondered that final exchange. Was he warning her off? And if so, why? What was it to Grant whether or not she wrote Theo Harvey’s biography?

Having stopped on the way back to allow Gus a romp, it was lunch time when Rona reached home. She made herself a toasted sandwich, which she ate walking restlessly round the kitchen. On the patio, a blackbird was finishing the last of the breakfast crumbs. Soon, she thought, it would be time to refresh the containers with spring flowers.

During the interview, her notebook had remained in her handbag. Now, laying aside the half-eaten sandwich, she took it out and jotted down a few impressions. It would be interesting to know her motive, Max had said of Meriel’s approach.

Had this morning’s interview provided an answer? Her overriding concern had seemed centred on her husband’s death rather than his life, and whether any blame for it attached to her. If this was her motive for requesting the biography, it was one with which Rona felt less than comfortable.

Both Meriel and Grant had referred to Harvey’s inconsistencies; how had they manifested themselves? And had Grant’s farewell been merely solicitous, or was he seriously advising her not to go ahead?

Rona glanced at her watch. It was just before two; with luck, Max would still be on his lunch break. She picked up the phone, and when he answered, enquired, ‘Time for a quick chat?’ On Thursdays he taught at the local art school, with the evening, as usual, given over to his private students.

‘As long as it really is quick. How was the interview?’

‘Interesting. Meriel Harvey’s decidedly jumpy, but she’s anxious for me to take it on.’

‘And you?’

‘I still don’t know. Pity you’re not free this evening, so we could discuss it.’

‘Not a hope, sweetie.’

‘She’s his second wife and not on speaking terms with his other family, so whether they’ll co-operate is anyone’s guess.’

‘Well, it won’t be the first time you’ve come across that hurdle. I’m sure you can charm them out of any objections.’

‘I also met her cousin,’ Rona continued, doodling on her notebook. ‘He told me privately that he wouldn’t blame me for turning it down, and not to feel pressured.’

‘As in, forget it?’

‘That was my impression.’

‘Look, I’ll have to go. We can thrash out the pros and cons tomorrow evening.’

Regretfully she put down the phone, consigned the cold sandwich to the bin and helped herself to some fruit. She had an article to deliver that afternoon, and was grateful that a change in mindset was called for. Theo Harvey had occupied most of her waking thoughts in the last twenty-four hours.

The dog, asleep in his basket, opened one eye as she took his lead off its hook, and was at her heels before she reached the foot of the stairs.

The offices of Chiltern Life, an illustrious monthly magazine, were at the top end of Dean’s Crescent, just short of Guild Street. As she passed the Italian restaurant, Rona glanced through the windows, noting that their lunch trade seemed as brisk as their evening one. Two business men were seated in what she thought of as ‘our alcove’, engaged in earnest discussion. Her thoughts went back to the previous evening, and Max’s reservations about the Harvey prospect. She doubted if what she had to report would change his mind.

She followed the curve of the crescent, still deep in thought, until she could see the traffic on Guild Street streaming past the end of the road, and the imposing offices of Chiltern Life on her left. She crossed the road and went through the swing doors into the foyer, where the receptionist greeted her with a smile.

‘Hi, Rona. If you’re on your way to Barnie, why not leave Gus with me? I’ll look after him.’

‘Thanks, Poll.’ Rona handed over his lead. The feature editor’s office was small, and the dog’s waving tail constantly threatened the files and papers piled all around it. ‘Is he free, do you know?’

‘As a bird,’ Polly replied, and turned her attention to Gus, who was trying to lick her face. Rona, leaving them to it, took the stairs to the first floor and made her way through the busy open-plan office to the cubicle assigned to Barnie Trent. She tapped on the door, and, at his shout, went in.

‘Rona! I was just thinking about you.’

‘I’m not late with this, am I? I thought the deadline was next week?’

‘It is – my thoughts were of a social nature. Dinah was saying it’s a long time since she’s seen you.’

Barnie Trent was in his early fifties, over six feet and with a high domed forehead from which such hair as he had was rapidly retreating. His temper was legendary at Chiltern Life, though it had never been directed at Rona. They’d known each other since she first joined the magazine, and when she’d met his wife at an early office party, a friendship had developed which, before her marriage, had involved frequent invitations to supper at their home.

‘Still not co-habiting with that husband of yours?’ Barnie asked, looking up at her under bushy eyebrows.

‘Still semi-habiting,’ she corrected.

‘Free this evening?’

‘Yes, as it happens.’

He reached for his phone, punched out a number, and said into it, ‘Rona’s here, hon. OK for supper tonight?’

Dinah’s enthusiastic response reached Rona at the other side of the desk.

‘Seven thirty?’ Barnie asked her.

‘Wonderful.’

‘Seven thirty,’ he confirmed into the phone. ‘See you.’ And he replaced it. ‘That’s settled then,’ he announced with satisfaction.

‘Short notice for poor Dinah,’ Rona commented.

‘She’ll just put another pea in the soup.’ He looked about him. ‘Where’s the hound?’

‘Being petted by Polly.’

‘He’s included in the invitation.’

‘Thanks, Barnie.’ Gus was always made welcome at the Trents’, and Dinah usually had a bone for him to take home – his doggie-bag, she called it. Surprisingly, he was even on amicable terms with the couple’s three cats, who either tolerated or ignored him.

Barnie was slitting open the large envelope she had laid on his desk. He flicked his eyes down the first page and nodded in satisfaction. ‘How many of these are there still to do?’

‘Three, I think.’

‘Won’t last you long. Anything else in mind?’

Rona hesitated. If she’d decided on the biography, this would have been the time to tell him; in fact, it had been Barnie who first suggested she try her hand in that field, commenting as he did so that he was doing himself out of a first-class contributor. But she hadn’t decided, so she merely said, ‘Nothing definite.’

Barnie grunted. ‘Well, thanks for this. As you know, there’s been a lot of favourable comment on the series. I hope we can come up with something equally good.’

Rona nodded noncommittally and turned to the door. ‘See you later, then. Thanks for the invitation.’

‘We’ll be looking forward to it.’

Back home, Rona embarked on a more thorough Internet search on Theo Harvey, finally striking gold with a profile she hadn’t come across before, and having printed it out, sat back to study it. It was headed ‘Theo Harvey – 1944–2001’, and underneath was a photograph of Harvey seated at the typewriter in, recognizably, his study at Cricklehurst, with shelves of books to his left. Her eyes skimmed down the page:


Theo Harvey was born in England on the 21st February 1944 at Great Missenden in Buckinghamshire, of Reginald and Frances Harvey. He was the youngest of three children, his brother Tristan and sister Phoebe being respectively eleven and seven years his senior. The age gap meant that when young he had little in common with them, and he admitted in an interview to having felt like an only child, and an unplanned one at that.

His father was headmaster of Netherby House, a boys’ boarding school, and the family lived on the premises, both boys attending the school, though not as contemporaries. The author later wrote that while his brother had enjoyed his time there, he himself did not, having been bullied by fellow pupils for being the head’s son.



It would be interesting, Rona thought, her eyes skipping down the rest of the printout, to trace some of those fellow students. And perhaps his parents were still alive.

She frowned, reminding herself that she had still not decided whether to write the biography, and, slipping the printed page inside her desk, went upstairs to wash her hair.

The Trents lived in a sprawling bungalow on the north-eastern fringes of the town, not far from Lindsey’s flat. It was set in a large garden crammed with plants, bushes, trees and flowers, which, it seemed to Rona, thrived in abundance throughout the year in a higgledy-piggledy, unregimented mass of scent and colour. Now, after a mild winter, snowdrops and daffodils bloomed together, and the pale yellow of early primroses glinted in the light from the porch.

From force of habit, she closed the five-barred gate before letting Gus out of the car, and he ran up the path ahead of her. Dinah came hurrying out to meet them, and Rona, a good six inches taller than her friend, found her face buried in a mane of thick, wiry black hair as she was enthusiastically embraced.

‘Wonderful to see you, lovey!’ Dinah exclaimed, standing back to survey her with beaming approval. A small, dynamic woman, she had a surprisingly deep voice and a rich laugh that was highly infectious.

‘Let the poor girl come into the house, woman!’ Barnie called from the doorway. ‘It’s none too warm out there!’

Dinah linked her arm through Rona’s and, with Gus pushing ahead of them, they went inside, allowing Barnie to close the door on the chill evening air. Rona handed him the bottle of wine she’d brought and was, as always, chided for her trouble. A delicious smell of herbs and garlic filled the hallway as she shrugged out of her coat and went thankfully into the long living-room. Lychee and May-Ling, two of the cats, opened slitty blue eyes from their vantage point on the sofa and, seeing nothing of interest, curled round each other and went back to sleep. Gus, having performed his ritual greetings, flopped down happily in front of the fire and Rona seated herself on the sofa beside the cats.

Barnie handed her a glass of her favourite vodka and Russchian, passed Dinah her gin and tonic, and raised his own glass in a toast. ‘Here’s to us!’ he said.

‘Who’s like us?’ they dutifully responded.

‘So – what’s been happening in your neck of the woods?’ Dinah enquired, perching on the arm of a chair.

‘Not a great deal.’ Again, Rona was tempted to tell them of Meriel Harvey’s approach and their subsequent meeting, but again she held back. Time enough for that if and when she went ahead. ‘What about you?’ she went on quickly. ‘How are Melissa and the family?’

The Trents’ only daughter was living in the States and they had flown out to spend a month with her the previous summer.

‘Expecting again,’ Dinah told her proudly. ‘Due in August.’

‘That’s great, but I suppose it means she won’t be coming home this year?’

‘No, from our point of view, she timed it badly!’ Dinah slipped off her perch to retrieve a framed photograph from the bookcase and brought it over. ‘This is the latest picture of Sam.’

Rona studied the blond, blue-eyed little boy sitting on a tricycle, an enormous Christmas tree behind him. ‘He’s gorgeous,’ she said.

Dinah nodded placid agreement, replaced the photo and excused herself to attend to the meal, declining Rona’s offer of help. Barnie put on a classical CD, and Rona leant back against the cushions with a sigh of contentment. She always felt relaxed here – more so, in fact, than at her parents’, where she was vaguely conscious of unfulfilled expectations and a certain unspoken criticism. Probably to do with the non-appearance of grandchildren, she thought now, her eyes straying to the photo of young Sam.

‘You look tired, girl,’ Barnie said suddenly.

‘I’ve had a busy day.’

‘Writing?’

‘No, I – had to drive over to Cricklehurst this morning, and Gus and I had a long walk in the country on the way home. An excess of fresh air, that’s what it is!’

‘Well, I hope it’s also given you an appetite.’

‘It has,’ Rona affirmed, remembering the discarded sandwich that had constituted her lunch.

Dinah bustled back with a plate of warm rolls which she set on the table at the far end of the room.

‘Starters’ orders!’ she said.

‘Which,’ Barnie translated, getting to his feet, ‘means, see to the wine. Take a seat, Rona.’

She walked over to the table, admiring the candles and little vases of snowdrops that Dinah had placed at either end, and, pulling out her chair, discovered the third cat, Koko, asleep on it. ‘Sorry, my love,’ she said, and, scooping him up, carried him over to the others, Gus’s watchfulness from the hearthrug preventing her from stroking the soft, chocolaty fur as she’d have liked.

As always, Rona marvelled at Dinah’s knack of producing an excellent meal with virtually no advance warning. The first course was salmon mousse, followed by a delicious lamb casserole cooked with herbs and wine. Dessert was home-made brandy snaps filled with cream, and cheese and coffee ended the meal.

‘You do realize,’ she said laughingly, ‘that you’re responsible for my lack of culinary expertise? You set too high a standard!’

‘All you need is a cookery book, as I’ve told you many times.’

‘Wrong; first – and most importantly – you need the desire to cook, which, in my case, is sadly lacking. Just as well I have a choice of take-aways and Dino’s just round the corner!’

Dinah shook her head in mock disapproval. ‘You’re incorrigible!’ she said.

It was as Rona switched off her bedside light that she realized, with a slight sense of shock, that her talk with Max tomorrow would be only a formality. Sometime during the evening, without her being aware of it, a decision had been reached. For better or worse, she would write Theo Harvey’s biography.
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