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This book is dedicated to the memory of Christopher Dean, late chairman of the Dorothy L. Sayers Society and dear friend. Without his help many of my books could not have been written. He and his delightful wife Christine provided me, over the years, with counsel on everything from British English to Buckingham Palace protocol, and with gracious hospitality whenever I visited the UK. I will miss him more than I can say.


Foreword

Dorothy L. Sayers described her final novel, Busman’s Honeymoon, as a ‘love story with detective interruptions’. This book might also be described in those terms, but in this case the beloved is London, city of my dreams. My love affair with London goes back more years than I care to say, dating back to when my parents took me there as a gift upon my graduation from college. I fell in love on the spot and have never changed my mind. So if there’s rather a lot of travelogue interspersed with a bit of murder here and there, don’t say you haven’t been warned.


ONE

‘And this is the celebrated Bloody Tower, where they say the Princes in the Tower were murdered by their wicked uncle, King Richard the Third.’

I must have made a face or some sort of protesting noise, because the Beefeater turned to me with an amused expression. ‘Ah,’ he said, ‘there’s a lady who doesn’t believe it. Been doing some reading, have you, madam?’

‘Daughter of Time,’ I murmured. ‘A very persuasive argument.’

‘So I’ve heard. I don’t suppose we’ll ever know the truth of it, will we? Now on your left—’

‘What are you talking about?’ asked one of my guests in a whisper.

‘Tell you later. We mustn’t be rude to our guide.’

I was touring the Tower of London for the umpteenth time, shepherding two visiting Americans, house guests of my good friends the Andersons. Tom and Lynn had another obligation that day and had been grateful when I offered to play hostess and show them some of the obligatory sights of London.

‘My dear, you are a saint!’ Lynn had said. ‘You’ll be bored to tears. All those appalling tourist attractions!’

‘Not I. I’m besotted with English history and English royalty, as you very well know. Besides, when you’re tired of London—’

‘You’re tired of life. Thank you, Samuel Johnson.’

It was quite true, though. Yes, London is dirty and noisy. Yes, it’s full of foreigners. You can hear virtually every language known to man as you walk its crowded streets or negotiate its old and inconvenient railway stations. But the great old grey city teems with life, and for those with eyes to see, and even a modicum of appreciation for history, there’s a new delight around every corner. There’s the pub where the aforementioned Johnson used to take his ale of an evening and propound, Boswell faithfully taking down every word (or inventing them, as I’ve often suspected). There’s the house where Charles Dickens once lived, and over there Robert Browning, and there Dorothy L. Sayers. In some neighbourhoods the blue memorial plaques decorate nearly every wall. In that hospital, inside those very walls, Florence Nightingale tried against formidable odds to elevate nursing to an honourable profession. Over there is the tiny museum devoted to the history of Judaism in England, and there the huge Museum of London. And when you’re tired of looking and walking, and your sense of awe is sated, you’re only a few steps away from a café where you can get lovely tea and cakes, or a pub where you can get an even lovelier pint.

So even though, nowadays, the café might be operated by Starbucks, and the pub might have Budweiser on offer, I still adore London, and I truly love showing people around what I’ve come to think of as ‘my’ London.

It isn’t, of course, possible to cover everything in a short time. Unlike the sailors in On the Town, who tried to see all of New York ‘in just one day’, when one day is all the time I’m given, I stick to the royal tour. Show me an American who isn’t fascinated by the House of Windsor, especially since William and Kate’s wedding, and I’ll show you an American who isn’t planning to visit England anyway.

I should perhaps explain myself. My name is Dorothy Martin and I’m an American, born and raised in Indiana, who lived my whole life there until the death of my first husband. We had planned to move to England when he retired, having spent vacations in various parts of the country for many years. When Frank died, I was too numb to do anything but follow already-laid plans to move to the small cathedral city of Sherebury, and that opened up a new life for me. I’ve lived in Sherebury ever since, and have been happily married for some years to Alan Nesbitt, a retired chief constable and an utter dear.

My American friends visit us a good deal, as do friends of friends, so for first-time visitors I’ve worked out a route that covers in a day all the can’t-miss London high spots. On pleasant days, if my guests are young and fit, we do most of it on foot. From Victoria Station it’s an easy walk up Buckingham Palace Road to Birdcage Walk. (Birdcage Walk! I ask you. Who could fail to be enchanted by a street name like that?) That’s where the Guards live, as in ‘Changing of the’. If it’s a day for the ceremony, we stand there by the barracks fence and watch the Guards muster while the band plays. One gets a much better view of the pageantry there than at the palace gates, where the crowds are always about twenty deep.

Then back to Buckingham Palace for the tour, if I’ve been able to get tickets. The tours run from late July through September, and are well worth the stiffish admission price. Even if you’ve seen lots of stately homes, this one is super special. It is, after all, still a family home for perhaps the most famous family in the world. I doubt that a visitor has ever glimpsed the Queen whisking out of sight at the end of a corridor, but one lives in hope!

After the palace tour, and perhaps a break for tea or a pint, we walk back up Birdcage Walk, with St James’s Park on one side (if we’re lucky, we see a pelican or two) and find ourselves in Parliament Square, with its statue of, among others, Abraham Lincoln. That always amazes American visitors, and touches most of them deeply. Myself, I have to blink away tears. But that’s often a problem for me in this part of London. Here, just a few feet away, is Westminster Abbey, burial or memorial site for countless people whose lives have profoundly affected mine. One can’t move inside without stepping on the grave of someone breathtakingly famous. Charles Dickens, Jane Austen, the Brontës, Benjamin Britten, Winston Churchill. Chaucer, for Pete’s sake! There’s even a statue of Martin Luther King, Jr, right there on the west front of the Abbey.

And just over there, looming ahead, golden in the sunshine, are the Houses of Parliament. Never mind that it’s a Victorian structure, a replacement for the old Palace of Westminster that was destroyed by fire. It still represents the foundation of my own democracy, the idea of government by elected representatives, and I get teary again whenever I see it.

I guess I’m just sentimental. I cry at parades, too, and my throat tightens so much I can’t sing some patriotic songs.

Having looked over the Abbey and gazed in awe at Big Ben, if we haven’t worn ourselves out touring the palace we then head for the culmination of the day, the Tower of London. It’s much too far to walk, so we have our choice of the Tube, a riverboat if a convenient one is leaving about then, or a cab. I leave the decision to my guests, who may or may not be adventurous. My own choice would always be a tour boat, because London seen from the river is quite different from London seen from the streets, and the Thames is after all the way royal prisoners were taken to the Tower . . .

There I go again, caught up in history.

The weather on this early September day was not very pleasant. Although no actual rain was falling, something between a heavy mist and a fine drizzle hung in the air. The English call it a mizzle, a word which, with its echoes of ‘miserable’, I find quite appropriate. We opted for a cab, to heck with the expense. My tourists were inclined to be grumpy about the dampness, but I pointed out brightly that the weather kept the crowds down, and we’d have a much better chance of seeing the Crown Jewels without waiting in a long queue. That cheered them up a bit. I think their feet were hurting them. I know mine were beginning to complain.

However, Alice and Joe were troupers, and at their first sight of a Beefeater they forgot about the weather.

‘My gosh!’ said Alice in a stage whisper. ‘Do they dress like that all the time? I’ve seen pictures, but I thought it was just fancy dress for special occasions.’

Our guide heard, and was amused. ‘Actually, madam, these are our everyday uniforms, known as “undress”. The dress uniform, the one you’ve seen on the gin bottle, with the gold bands and ruff and rosettes and all, is worn for those special occasions you mention, and is, incidentally, extremely uncomfortable.’

The weather had done its work, and visitors to the Tower were few enough that our small party had a Beefeater all to ourselves. He explained that they are properly called Yeomen Warders – not to be confused with the Yeomen of the Guard, Gilbert and Sullivan to the contrary notwithstanding. ‘But everyone calls us Beefeaters; not to worry, madam.’

We saw it all. The famed wing-clipped ravens, whose departure from the Tower would, according to legend, bring about the fall of the kingdom, were their usual raucous selves. Our guide wasn’t the Raven Master, but he had quite a stock of stories about the birds. ‘They have to be sacked sometimes, you know, if they get to be too rowdy. One liked to eat the television aerials, so he was booted out. And one developed a taste for beer and managed somehow to get out and take up residence at a neighbouring pub!’

We all laughed at that, but when the guide began to get into the history of the Tower, we were quickly sobered. The Traitor’s Gate, through which several notable prisoners were brought to be tried and executed, looked suitably ominous on that grey day, and we were silent for a moment after the pitiful story of Anne Boleyn.

‘I’ve heard she was very beautiful,’ said Joe after the pause. ‘How old was she?’

‘No one knows for certain when she was born,’ said the Beefeater, ‘but she may have been as young as twenty-nine.’

‘And never knew her daughter would become the most powerful monarch England would ever have,’ said Alice sadly.

‘Don’t you suppose she knows now?’ I asked softly, and our guide smiled at me.

My guests were suitably awed by the Crown Jewels, although I must admit I found the old display (which you can glimpse in the movie Gaslight), more imposing than the present one. I suppose the new one is more secure, and sadly, security must be a primary concern these days.

We were all tired and footsore by the time we finished the tour. Fortunately I know a very pleasant pub nearby, and when we were seated over our pints and sandwiches in the Minories, Alice brought up the brief exchange about the Princes in the Tower.

‘Oh, dear, it’s one of my hobby horses, I’m afraid. For years history books said that Richard the Third killed his two little nephews, but some historians took a different view. Then an author named Josephine Tey wrote a book called The Daughter of Time, which set out, in a fictional framework, the alternative explanation that Henry the Seventh was responsible for the boys’ death.’

I went into a little of the history, but I was losing my audience. ‘Right, then,’ I said, setting down my empty glass. ‘Let’s get you two tired people home. There’s no end to the history one can unearth in London, but now isn’t the time to do it.’

‘Well,’ said Alice apologetically, ‘maybe we have had enough bloodshed for one day. History does seem to be just one long succession of murders, doesn’t it?’

I laughed at that. ‘I suppose the long years and decades when all was going well and nothing much happened don’t get recorded by the historians. Not interesting enough!’

I was to remember that remark, and ponder about that word interesting. In the sense of the old Chinese curse, perhaps?


TWO

That rainy September day presaged a wet autumn and a dreary winter with little snow, but a great deal of rain and sleet and mist and general unpleasantness. Spring was just beginning to make some welcome overtures in late February, when the letter arrived.

The outer envelope enclosed another, a large one in cream-coloured stock so thick it was nearly card stock, with, on the back flap, the letters ER embossed in gold.

‘What on earth . . .?’ I held it out for Alan’s inspection.

‘Well, my dear, there’s one way to find out, isn’t there?’ He pulled out a folded note and then the contents of the imposing envelope, and then, eyebrows raised, handed it all to me.

‘. . . invite you to attend . . . George Cross . . . twenty-third of May . . .’ I read it once, and then again, and then glanced at the handwritten note on the bottom. I frowned in puzzlement. ‘Alan, what is this all about?’

‘It’s about an honour, Dorothy. A whacking great honour. You remember last summer, when Jonathan jolly nearly bought it, rescuing that little girl?’

‘Of course I remember!’ I shuddered. Jonathan Quinn, a Scotland Yard inspector and a good friend of Alan’s, had been investigating a house suspected of harbouring terrorists, when shooting and a fire had broken out. In the middle of the worst of it, Jonathan had seen a small face at an upstairs window. At great risk to his own life, he had broken into the house and rescued the child, who was in the end unhurt, at least physically. Jonathan had been shot at and badly wounded, so badly that there was grave question about his survival.

The story had touched the hearts of millions, not only in the UK but all over the world, and when it became apparent that Jonathan was permanently unfit for further duty as a policeman, gifts and offers of employment had poured in. Jonathan had refused the gifts, with a good deal of embarrassment, or so I understood from what Alan told me. He was still trying to decide about employment, his pension from a grateful nation being quite insufficient to support himself.

‘You met Jonathan when you were doing that stint at Bramshill, didn’t you?’ Very early in our marriage, Alan had served as temporary commandant at what was then called the Police Staff College at Bramshill, a very lovely Jacobean manor house in Hampshire.

‘Yes, and you first met him there, too. He was very keen on his job, and already making a name for himself with the Met. It’s a great pity.’

‘At least he’s alive, which was pretty iffy there for a while.’ I looked again at the rather daunting invitation. ‘I don’t suppose there’s any money connected with this “whacking great honour”.’

Alan looked slightly shocked. ‘My dear woman, the George Cross is beyond price! It’s the highest civilian honour awarded in this country, and jolly few of them have ever been given.’

I made suitably awed noises, still wondering how the poor man was going to buy his tea and biscuits. ‘Why has he invited us to the ceremony?’

‘He has no family, I believe,’ Alan said thoughtfully. ‘No brothers or sisters, as I recall, and he never married. Too wrapped up in his job. Really, Scotland Yard was his life. He’s always given me far too much credit for his rapid rise, and I’ve suspected he views me as a sort of father figure. Actually, I’m a bit touched.’

Alan looked away, and I smiled to myself. An Englishman is even more reluctant to display emotion than his American counterpart.

We lost no time in replying, including an invitation for Jonathan to join us afterwards for the best luncheon London could provide. ‘Although he may not eat a lot,’ Alan told me. ‘The last I heard, his tum still wasn’t quite in full working order.’

I started planning what on earth to wear to the palace, and the Ivy afterwards. At least I didn’t have to worry about a hat. The problem was finding an outfit that worked with one of my many hats and didn’t make me look as if I were going to Royal Ascot.

The great day dawned inauspiciously as to weather. Chilly and wet, with an angry sky promising more rain and probably thunder, it nevertheless failed to dampen my spirits. Alan and I had taken the train into London the night before, since driving in London is not only a penance, but also very expensive, what with parking and the congestion charge. We would have had to take a cab to the palace anyway. And besides, I wanted to be fresh and look my best for the occasion. ‘I know it’s not about me,’ I told Alan. ‘But it’s the one time in my life that I’ll get to see the Queen, up close and personal, and I intend to milk it for all it’s worth.’

We had opted to spend two nights at the Goring. That venerable hostelry is way out of our class, but besides its convenient location just around the corner from the palace, it has beautiful, comfortable rooms and an attentive staff, and if that weren’t enough, it was the hotel where the Middletons stayed just before Kate and William’s wedding. This occasion wasn’t quite that posh, but we felt it rated high enough on our life list to justify the expense.

Alan was inclined to be a bit cross as we were dressing in our lovely room. That meant he was nervous, but being English and male, he wasn’t about to say so. I didn’t mind showing my own nerves. I dropped my earrings twice, once perilously close to the drain in the bathroom sink. I dithered over whether my dress was appropriate, though fortunately, having brought only the one upscale outfit, I couldn’t change my mind.

Neither of us was in any state to want breakfast, nor did we drink as much coffee as usual. ‘Because,’ I said to Alan, ‘it would be perfectly awful to need the loo right in the middle of the ceremony.’

‘Don’t even think about it,’ he said. His tone wasn’t exactly a growl, but it was about as close as Alan ever comes.

We were much too early at the palace. The doorman at the Goring was very efficient at whistling up a taxi, and in fact, had it not been for the rain, we could easily have walked the short distance and still arrived early. However, the palace staff were no doubt accustomed to the nerves of guests, and showed us to the Ballroom with courteous aplomb.

We’d been in it before, accompanying our friends on tours of the State Rooms. But arriving as an invited guest felt completely different. Chairs were set in neat rows, leaving a broad aisle up the middle towards the dais at the end. An orchestra in the gallery at the back of the room played softly as the guests came in, everyone as subdued as if we were in church.

‘Where’s Jonathan?’ I whispered, craning my neck.

‘Those receiving honours go to a briefing room where they’re told what’s going to happen.’

‘Oh.’ After a pause, ‘I think I’m going to cry,’ I whispered.

‘Stiff upper lip, old girl,’ he murmured, and patted my hand.

It seemed a long time, but eventually everyone was seated and the music changed. Five men in elaborate uniforms marched in and took their places on the dais.

‘Beefeaters?’ I said to Alan, surprised. ‘What do they have to do with it?’

‘Shh! Not Beefeaters. I’ll tell you later.’

We stood, and the Queen entered, and they played ‘God Save the Queen’, and my eyes were swimming. I fumbled in my pocket, discovered I’d forgotten a tissue, and nudged Alan, who handed me his handkerchief with a tolerant smile.

And then the herald, or page, or whatever they call him, spoke the name ‘Jonathan Quinn,’ and Jonathan entered, walking stiffly and carrying a cane, but erect and unassisted. He bowed and the Queen came forward to him, smiling, and fixed his medal to his chest. They spoke for a moment, then a handshake, a bow, and Jonathan went off somewhere.

I’m afraid I don’t remember much of the rest. There were many more honorees, though none as exalted as Jonathan, and they tended to blend together. I believe that the Queen had a little conversation with each of them before shaking hands. I remember the handshakes, because they surprised me; I’d had some notion that one never shook hands with the Queen.

It was all over in about an hour, and we were directed to a room where we could meet Jonathan and take him off to lunch.

Our friend was looking a bit pale, and I thought he was probably in pain, but he denied it. ‘No, no! Never better! It isn’t every day one shakes Her Majesty’s hand, is it?’

‘It certainly isn’t every day that someone is awarded the George Cross, old man,’ said Alan. ‘Or did they decide to take it away? I don’t see it.’

Jonathan held out a leather box, and opened it for our inspection. ‘They took it off and put it in here for safe keeping. I gather one doesn’t simply flash it about on the street.’

I was secretly rather disappointed. I expected the ‘highest civilian honour’ to be something elaborate, perhaps even jewelled. This was a small, rather plain silver cross with some sort of medallion at the centre, hanging from a blue ribbon. Not, I thought, very impressive at all. I made politely admiring noises.

I’ve been told I’d never make a poker player. Jonathan gave me a twisted smile. ‘Not much, is it? To look at, I mean. But then, I don’t quite see why they gave it to me at all. I was only doing my duty.’

I looked at the lines of pain on his face, his shaking hand, his pallor, and my throat closed up again. Even Alan had to clear his throat before he could speak.

‘Your duty, Jonathan, was to try to contain an explosive situation, to keep injuries to a minimum, and if possible to aid the military chaps to apprehend the terrorists. Saving that child was a pure act of gallantry, and I’ll hear no more nonsense about not deserving this award.’

‘You said they weren’t Beefeaters, Alan,’ I said, to change the subject. ‘They certainly have the exact same uniform. Explain.’

‘I’m afraid the explanation may leave you as confused as ever. They’re called – the ones we saw today – the Yeomen of the Guard. And yes, their uniform is almost exactly like that of the Yeomen Warders, the ones at the Tower. The palace ones wear a sash draped from one shoulder, the only difference I’ve ever noted.’

‘And Gilbert and Sullivan . . . well, mostly Gilbert, I suppose . . . compounded the problem when he called the Tower ones by the wrong name. You’re right. I didn’t need to know.’

‘But now you do. And I suggest, Jonathan, that we make our way out and head for the Ivy before Dorothy and I both perish of starvation. We were too agitated to eat our breakfasts, young man, and all on your account.’

We descended the grand staircase, very slowly because of Jonathan’s bad legs, and paused at the bottom to catch our breath, or at least for Jonathan to catch his.

The foyer was milling with honorees, guests and staff. After Jonathan had recovered, we picked our way through with care, lest Jonathan be accidentally buffeted and lose his precarious balance. One of the staff members materialized by his side, and said, ‘Let me help you, or you’ll never get through that lot, Cousin Jonathan.’

‘Oh,’ said Jonathan, his voice rather flat. ‘Jemima.’

‘You’d forgotten I work here, hadn’t you?’ The young woman laced her arm through his and propelled him through the crowd, smilingly but firmly making way. Alan and I trailed in their wake until we finally reached the quieter haven of the Quadrangle.

‘All right, then? Good!’ The young woman hesitated a moment. ‘Jonathan, come and see me one of these days. We haven’t talked in a long time.’ Someone frowned at her. Her boss, possibly? She sketched a wave and vanished, leaving Jonathan to the mercy of the media, who requested an interview.

Jonathan complied, reluctantly, and escaped the moment he could. He was plainly uncomfortable in the role of hero.

‘I didn’t know you had a cousin, Jonathan,’ said Alan as we crunched across the immaculate gravel.

He scowled. ‘Honorary,’ he said briefly. ‘Her mother was a good friend of my mother’s, and we called her Aunt Letty. By extension, therefore . . .’

‘Ah. I see. Pleasant young woman.’

Jonathan scowled again. ‘Bit of a pill, if you want the truth. In and out of trouble when she was a girl. I rather lost touch with her when my parents died, but I know her mother was greatly relieved when she snagged the job at the palace. I don’t believe they pay terribly well, but she does live in, so she’s under a certain amount of supervision.’

‘I’d think it’d take a brave girl to misbehave under the Queen’s eye,’ I commented. ‘I have the distinct impression Her Majesty doesn’t miss much. Look, we’d better find a taxi. You look like you’ve been on your feet long enough for one day.’

‘Actually, I left a wheelchair somewhere. The quacks want me to use it still, but I don’t, at least not unless I really have to. And I’d be damned if I’d sit to receive an honour from the Queen, so I told someone to keep it for me.’ He looked around vaguely, as if expecting to see his chair behind a bush, and lo!, the someone appeared, wheeling it – with some difficulty – across the gravel.

‘We waited for you at the lift, sir,’ said the man, somewhat reproachfully.

‘Yes, well, I managed. As you see.’

Jonathan refused to sit in it until we had left the gravel, but his face when he finally sat down told me how much that stubbornness had cost him.

I thought I could see how he had summoned up the courage to save that child.

‘Right,’ said Alan. ‘Now to find a taxi.’

‘I wonder,’ said Jonathan tentatively, ‘if you’d mind terribly if we walked for a bit. In a manner of speaking, that is,’ he added, looking down at his chair. ‘I . . . the palace is a bit . . . the rain has stopped, and I’d like some fresh air, if it’s not a dreadful bother.’

‘I feel exactly the same way,’ I said with a sigh of relief. ‘Claustrophobic. It’s a perfectly lovely, spacious cave, but a cave, nonetheless. Let’s walk through St James’s Park, Alan. Squirrels and ducks and pelicans are exactly what I need just now.’

The traffic around the palace is always incredible. Taxis and other vehicles whizz around the Queen Victoria Memorial in an unending stream. There are pedestrian traffic lights, controlled by push buttons, but they emit a rapid, threatening beep-beep-beep that seems to shout ‘Hurry! Hurry!’ My heart was in my mouth, with all those impatient engines ready to move the moment they were given the green light, but we managed to cross two streets safely and then, in seconds, were in the shelter of what is, for me, the loveliest park in London.

It was high noon, and the park should have been crowded with people: children begging their parents for ice cream and throwing crumbs to the greedy ducks, lovers strolling arm in arm, the elderly sitting on benches attracting crowds of hopeful pigeons and the odd squirrel looking for a handout. St James’s is one of the royal parks, which simply means they’re owned by the Crown. Anyone can enjoy them, and thousands of people do, every day. Not today, though, what with the rain. Soon, if the sun came out, the throngs would descend, but now we had the place nearly to ourselves. We wandered happily, looking at the soggy flowerbeds and smelling that spring smell of damp earth and new growth, unmatched at any other time of the year. Finding a path leading into a more densely planted area, we passed through the unlatched gate and found ourselves so shut off from the sounds of London that we might have been in the country.

Just beyond some bushes that weren’t yet fully leafed out lay the lake. The waterfowl were happily going about their business. As a gorgeous swan flew in for a landing on the lake, its great wing-beats thudding like horses’ hooves, I watched, enchanted, leaning on a bench.

‘Tired, love?’ asked Alan.

‘Tired of walking. These are not exactly walking shoes. Yes, I know I thought this was a wonderful idea, but now I need to sit and rest for a bit. I’m thirsty, too. Alan, you could get me something cold to drink if the refreshment stands are open. Jonathan, you stay here and keep me company. I want to hear about how your recovery is coming.’

‘Oh, I’m doing well,’ he said briskly. But as Alan walked out of earshot, he sighed. ‘Who am I trying to fool? It’s been hell, Dorothy.’

‘I thought so,’ I said quietly. I tried to keep my voice neutral. Too much sympathy, and either Jonathan would start to cry, or his defences would kick in and he’d try to laugh it off.

‘Not so much the pain. Oh, it’s bad, but I can live with it.’

‘I never knew exactly what your injuries were.’

He laughed, a sound conveying no amusement. ‘Do you want the complete catalogue? It ranged from gunshot wounds to internal injuries to smoke inhalation to concussion to various broken limbs, but it’s worked out at two game legs and touchy plumbing and a wonky brain. I black out from time to time.’

I swallowed hard. ‘What are your doctors telling you about the prognosis?’

‘They’ve done all they can. Now it’s therapy and exercise and all that. They tell me it’s all on my plate now. And to tell you the truth, I don’t care.’

‘No?’ The neutral tone was getting harder.

‘Why should I work and sweat, trying to make my legs do impossible things? Why should I eat what they tell me, hoping my insides will eventually be normal, and try to avoid stress that plays the devil with my mind? Why should I care? I’ll never be able to work again, anyway. I’ll never be fit for police work.’

‘And so?’

He had been staring at the ground. Now he looked up at me, his face full of anger. ‘And so there’s no reason for me to keep on living, is there?’

‘No? I’d have thought a man who’d won the George Cross would have more courage than that.’

He winced as if I’d slapped him. As, in effect, I had. I hated doing this, but I went on. ‘You weren’t afraid to risk dying, back when the little girl needed you. You dove right in and did what had to be done. So why are you so afraid to risk living?’

‘Are you suggesting there’s something to live for?’ His voice was savage.

‘Oh, don’t be tiresome, Jonathan. Of course there’s something to live for!’ I gestured in a wide sweep. ‘The lake, flowers, trees. Pelicans, for heaven’s sake! Don’t tell me you’d throw away your chances of ever seeing a pelican again. Just look at them, with those ridiculous short legs and that huge beak! They’re one of God’s great jokes, like ostriches and camels. And people.’

‘You want me to strain every muscle I have left, in torture, for the sake of pelicans.’

At least he didn’t sound self-pitying any more.

‘Exactly. Pelicans, and wood ducks, and cats and lilacs and a cuppa and a lovely pint. Life, Jonathan, in all its infinite variety. I know you’ve been through more agony than anyone should ever have to endure. I know you’re depressed about losing your job – and, incidentally, I certainly hope you’re getting some treatment for the depression. But the point is that the Metropolitan Police isn’t the only possible job in the world for a young, intelligent man, especially one who’s just been awarded the highest honour his country has to offer. You can find another job, if you do work and sweat and swear and ache and do whatever you must to regain your strength and mobility. And then you can see the world again, instead of just your own misery.’

‘And pelicans.’

‘Definitely pelicans.’

‘Pelicans?’ said Alan quizzically, returning with orange drinks for all of us.

‘Dorothy seems to think they’re one of the most important life forms,’ said Jonathan.

‘Dorothy also thinks she’s going to perish of starvation if someone doesn’t feed her soon,’ I moaned melodramatically. ‘A taxi, a taxi, my kingdom for a taxi!’

‘You don’t have a kingdom,’ observed Alan, holding out his hand to help me up.

‘Neither did Richard, shortly after those immortal words. Onward, troops.’

I got stiffly to my feet, dropping my paper cup as I did so. Orange drink splashed over my feet and on to the hem of my wildly expensive, pale blue dress.

‘Damn!’ I said emphatically. ‘This stuff never comes out! And how can I show up at the Ivy with an orange hem? Alan, it’s rolled under that bush. Get it for me, will you? I don’t need to litter, on top of everything else.’

He reached under the bush, fumbled about and stopped. His face, as he stood up, wore a most peculiar expression.

‘Dorothy, do you have your mobile?’

‘Yes, in my purse. Why?’

‘Ring for a policeman, then, please.’

‘We have two of them right here, Alan. You and Jonathan.’

‘We need one in active service. Unless I’m hallucinating, someone is under that bush, and I don’t think she’s alive.’


THREE

It didn’t take long for a constable to arrive; there’s a station actually in the park. After that things got complicated.

To start, the constable wasn’t very happy with us. ‘This area of the park is not open to the public, sir,’ he said to Alan. ‘You should not have opened the gate.’

‘It was not shut,’ said Alan briefly.

‘Ought to have been, sir. Shut and locked.’

‘Well, it wasn’t,’ I said crossly. ‘It was wide open, and the path looked inviting, and we walked in.’

‘And exactly how did you discover the body, sir?’ asked the constable, ignoring me completely.

‘My wife dropped her drink. The cup rolled under the bush. I bent to pick it up and felt a foot.’

‘Ah, yes, sir. And may I ask your name, sir?’ the constable went on, his attitude a perfect blend of courtesy, authority and suspicion.

‘Alan Nesbitt, Chief Constable, Belleshire, retired.’ He took out his identification, and the poor young policeman swallowed, but persevered gamely.

‘Yes, sir. And your companions?’

‘My wife, Dorothy Martin.’ I silently pulled out my driving licence. ‘And our good friend, Jonathan Quinn, Chief Inspector, Scotland Yard, retired.’

Jonathan stood shakily to pull his wallet out of his pocket, and dropped the leather case containing his medal. The case fell open, and the sight of the George Cross gleaming in the watery, intermittent sun completed the constable’s demoralization.

‘Yes, sir. And madam. I— will you excuse me for a moment?’

He moved away and pulled out his mobile phone.

‘Poor man,’ I said in an undertone. ‘He doesn’t know what to do with us. I’m the only one who’s not important, and he’s scared to death of putting a foot wrong.’

‘Good for him,’ said Alan callously. ‘A stone’s throw from the palace, he needs to learn to be on his toes. VIPs are thick on the ground hereabouts.’

Jonathan said nothing, but sat back in his chair, tension radiating from his stillness. He wants desperately to be a part of this investigation, I thought.

I cleared my throat. ‘Alan, what exactly did you see under that bush?’

‘Not much. I was feeling about for your cup. I didn’t want to get down on my knees to look, and get mud on these trousers.’ He’d worn his best suit, naturally, for the auspicious occasion that now seemed to have happened so long ago. ‘I felt something hard, realized it was a high-heeled shoe, felt a little farther, found the foot in the shoe, and stopped.’

Jonathan could keep quiet no longer. ‘Temperature?’ he asked.

‘Neither warm nor cold.’

‘Rigor?’

‘Quite stiff. Several hours, I’d say at a guess.’

‘Yes. Before dawn, then, probably. It would have been terribly risky in daylight.’

I thought it was time to remind them of my existence. ‘Old or young?’ I asked.

‘My dear, I didn’t look at her!’

‘The shoe,’ I said impatiently.

‘A stiletto heel, three inches at least. I suppose that makes her young.’

Jonathan struck his hand on the arm of his chair. ‘I can’t stand this!’

Alan said nothing, just shook his head. His frustration was almost as great as Jonathan’s, but he’d learned to deal with it in his years of retirement. For Jonathan, the pain of being sidelined was new and raw. I bled for him.

The constable returned. His fresh face was a delicate shade of pink. ‘Sirs, madam, I’ve been instructed to allow you to leave, with our thanks. If I could just have addresses . . .’

‘I think we would prefer to stay,’ said Alan smoothly. ‘Mr Quinn and I would feel we had failed to do our duty if we left without making a complete report to your superior.’

‘Well, sir,’ said the constable, looking trapped, ‘I was told . . . and it won’t be very pleasant for the lady . . .’

‘I do assure you, young man, that I am not unacquainted with the recently deceased.’ I used my best Victoria Regina voice and vocabulary. ‘And in any case I prefer to remain with my husband.’ A little echo of the late Queen Mum thrown in for good measure.

The constable knew when he was beaten. ‘As you wish, then.’ He looked around, and with deep relief said, ‘Ah. Here’s the Chief Superintendent now.’

As the constable murmured a few words to his superior, Jonathan made no obvious movement, but I thought he braced himself. Then the approaching man called out, ‘Quinn!’ and he looked up.

‘Sir!’ said Jonathan, and that single syllable was laden with meaning. The top note, I thought, was pleasure.

‘Good to see you, Quinn! I won’t ask how you’re getting on. I expect you’re sick of the subject. I’m damn glad you’re here, man. And you, sir,’ he added, turning to Alan and offering him a hand. ‘We’ve not met, but your reputation has preceded you. Carstairs.’

They shook hands. Mr Carstairs went on, ‘I was, as you will have gathered, Quinn’s chief. They thought I’d want to be here. I’m sure you can imagine how much he’s missed. Now tell me, both of you. As you’ve elected to stay on the scene, what have you observed?’

Well, there I was again, being ignored while the men went over the few salient facts, over and over. I shifted restlessly on the bench, which was getting extremely hard. And extremely hot. The sun had decided to come out in full force, and combined with the high humidity, it made the temperature very uncomfortable, especially clad as I was in a long-sleeved dress and an elaborate hat. I fished Alan’s handkerchief out of my pocket, wiped my brow, and sighed.

Alan cleared his throat. ‘Chief Superintendent, let me introduce my wife, Dorothy Martin.’

Mr Carstairs smiled broadly and held out a hand. ‘Ah, yes, the Miss Marple of Belleshire! Your reputation, too, has spread far and wide. I think your husband was gently reminding me, just now, that you might have some insights into this little matter.’

‘Hardly,’ I said, and if I sounded frosty, I felt I had good excuse. ‘I’ve really seen nothing. From what Jonathan and Alan have said, I gather a young woman is under that bush. I must say, it seems a very odd place to leave a body. It was bound to be discovered soon.’

‘We don’t yet know that there has been foul play, Mrs Martin.’

‘Right. She crawled under there in the middle of the night, for reasons of her own, and just happened to die there.’

‘Dorothy,’ said Alan, frowning.

Carstairs held up a hand and said, ‘All right, all right! Obviously we must have a look at the lady, but I agree the circumstances are suspicious. To say the least,’ he added hastily. ‘For one thing, as the constable told you, this is an area of the park that is closed to the public. He said you found the gate open?’

‘Ajar, at any rate,’ said Alan. ‘I saw no lock, and certainly no sign forbidding entry.’

‘There is normally a sign, and a CCTV camera. Presumably the sign was removed and the camera vandalized by the murderer, assuming this is a murder.’

By now, the small area was swarming with policemen, most of them in plain clothes, going methodically about the business of documenting the crime scene. One of them spoke to Carstairs. ‘Finished for now, sir. The body can be moved. There are some recent footprints; we’ve covered them and will take casts.’

‘Those will probably be mine,’ said Alan. He sat down and held both feet out for examination. ‘Sorry to complicate your task, but I didn’t know this was a crime scene when I trampled over it. I’d give you my shoes straight away, but I’ve nothing else in London to wear, and we’re staying until tomorrow.’

‘If you wouldn’t mind taking one off for a moment, sir, I can do a quick comparison.’

It was done. The policeman nodded to Carstairs and returned the shoe. Alan put it back on and stood.

‘Right,’ said Carstairs. ‘We can get on with it, then.’ He gave me a worried look. ‘Are you quite sure you’ll be all right, Mrs Martin?’

‘If you’re expecting me to faint or be sick, I can assure you I’m not likely to do either. I have seen dead people before, you know. It isn’t my favourite thing, but I feel a vested interest in this one, and I’d like to know what I can. If there’s something really horrible you think I’d rather not see, tell me and I’ll look away.’

‘Nothing like that, sir,’ said the policeman who was apparently in charge of the initial collecting of evidence. ‘Not that we could see, anyway.’

‘Very well. Mind you, Mrs Martin, if you were anyone else, I’d turf you out of here. Right, Bob. Let’s have her out from under there and see what there is to see.’

My first impression was that she was very young, too young to be dressed as she was. Her skirt was long and swirly and sophisticated, her top tight and low-cut, designed to display an impressive bust, not her slender, undeveloped form. The three-inch stilettos would have suited a woman of twenty-five. There was nothing especially terrible about her appearance, no obvious wounds, no visible blood. Her clothes were dusty and disarranged, but otherwise in good condition. She had long bleached-blonde hair, beginning to darken a bit at the roots, and wore quite a lot of make-up. Her fingernails were long and blood-red.

‘Poor child,’ I said. ‘Trying so hard to be grown up and sophisticated, and this is how it all ended.’

‘That’s how it strikes you?’ asked Carstairs, sounding interested. ‘I’d have put rather a different interpretation on it.’

‘A prostitute? Well, it’s possible, but somehow I don’t think so. Her clothes are “dressed up” but not tawdry. Everything is expensive. Is her handbag under there still?’

The other policemen shook their heads, and the man called Bob said, ‘Nothing else of any size. We’ll do a closer examination, but there’s certainly no handbag.’

‘Which obviously makes identification harder.’ I shook my head. ‘Poor child,’ I said again. ‘What killed her, do you have any idea yet?’

‘At a guess, I’d say she was smothered. There’s a bit of bruising about the mouth, and her lipstick is smeared. A number of explanations for that, but there are some indications in her eyes, as well.’

I knew about the tiny haemorrhages in the eyes that could occur in cases of either smothering or strangulation. ‘No bruises on her neck?’

‘Not that anyone’s found yet. We’ll know a lot more when she’s been examined.’

I sighed. ‘Looks like an evening out gone wrong. Sad, and sordid, and quite definitely not my cup of tea. Thank you, Mr Carstairs, for indulging me. I won’t get in your hair any more.’

Someday I’ll learn not to make rash promises.
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