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EPISODE EIGHT:

Empty Crystalware

 

 

It’s the evening of 7th April, and private investigator, Elizabeth Chalice, is making her way through the suspects in the death of Lord Anthony Anderson, who died whilst disguised as punk rocker and painter Jeremy Crowley. The body is only two hours cold, the fifty-nine-year-old detective has just kicked lawyer and friend of the deceased in the balls. For despite the grand surroundings of the Mayfair mansion, with its twenty-foot ceilings and marble fireplaces, the rawness of emotions are evident. For there is still a killer on the loose. This is Supper for Six, and I’m your host Felix Caerphilly. In this episode, Chalice interviews Jeremy’s wife, Christina Crowley, a West-End make-up artist, who has been having an affair with fellow dinner guest Francois Langford. Despite how Elizabeth tugs at the threads that tie the six diners, the connections become knotted into an impenetrable mass.

FELIX:

When did you realise that the fire was Sybil’s invention?

ELIZABETH:

The radio broadcast after the card game was exactly the same as the one we had heard earlier. And the newsreader said it was the nine o’clock news, although it was well after 10 p.m. I’d seen the mother and her baby out walking on Bruton Square at the same time as two young men in flares, apparently unharmed, Then I remembered that Agapathanthus had mentioned the Balcombe Street siege, when two IRA members took a couple hostage – I was in Italy at the time, of course – and I thought it was terribly interesting that the negotiators had a false message broadcast to intimidate the IRA members into surrendering.

I mean it’s so obvious now, because Sybil had staged an elaborate dinner party. But it wasn’t at the time. I started to work out how she could have set up recordings to convince us there was a fire when in fact there was no such thing.

FELIX:

Did you check the radio?

ELIZABETH:

I knew I would need to closely inspect the radio for a sign that something was pre-recorded. Then there was the business of the locked doors. The electrical outages. And Anthony’s disguise as Jeremy. But why would Sybil go to such lengths?

Weighing up the probability, I reckoned she had to have had help in staging this performance. And who else was involved in the theatre? Could Chrissy and Sybil, both unhappily married women, have been working together in a scheme to swap husbands? Most of all, where was the real Jeremy Crowley?

Navigating immediate danger to oneself and others can narrow the mind. Perhaps Elizabeth’s concern about the immediate physical safety of herself and the other guests had clouded her judgement and ability to appreciate the larger plans that Sybil had put in place that evening.

FELIX:

How were you feeling about interviewing Chrissy?

ELIZABETH:

I remember that the air held a hint of indecency, as if my interview with Francois had left an animalistic scent. Chrissy looked a little bit better than she had done earlier, but the exhaustion was still evident in her swollen eyelids. The nurse in me just wanted to put her back to bed with a hot-water bottle until morning, but I needed to interview her about the death of the man who had arrived as her husband.

In this next clip recorded by Elizabeth, she probes Chrissy Crowley for more detail on Sybil’s relationship with the murder victim. Elizabeth’s nursing background is evident in her approach to the pregnant woman – but listen how she still manages to extract some important information about Sybil’s potential reasons for hosting the dinner party.

ELIZABETH:

There we are. Privacy. Now. How are you feeling, Chrissy?

CHRISSY:

Jeremy’s been murdered and I’m locked in with his killer – how do you bloody think I am?

ELIZABETH:

I’m afraid I may need to ask some difficult questions. I know it will be hard but you understand I must get the full picture. Who do you think killed him?

CHRISSY:

Oh, isn’t it obvious who I think did it? Sybil, of course.

ELIZABETH:

But why?

CHRISSY:

Something about back when they knew each other first. The way Jeremy tells it, Sybil really let him and the lads down when the record label wanted to meet them. They were in a band for, gosh, three years? They told me that nothing ever happened between them . . . but I just don’t believe that. Knowing Sybil’s need for reassurance now, well, she must have been ten times worse when she was in her early twenties. So, why wouldn’t she have had a fling with the guitarist? Plus, she’s never had the slightest interest in Jeremy since we became friends but she insisted that he come here tonight?

ELIZABETH:

So, you think they had a relationship, what, fifteen years ago? That something happened and she’s been biding her time to murder him ever since. Is that what you’re telling me?

CHRISSY:

More or less. You’re the investigator. Can’t you investigate?

Elizabeth doesn’t always get straight to the point when interviewing suspects. She leads them in a circle, from topic to topic, closing in on her prey. Listen how she moves from Chrissy’s pregnancy, to Sybil, before cornering Chrissy into revealing that she hasn’t seen much of her husband. But was that because he wasn’t there, or because her vision was impaired?

ELIZABETH:

But Sybil is the one who asked me to investigate.

CHRISSY:

That doesn’t mean anything. Of course, she would ask you to investigate if she was the killer, to deflect attention from herself and to look innocent!

ELIZABETH:

I’ll bear that in mind. Now. Tell me, what’s your due date?

CHRISSY:

Eh, well. I’m sorry what does that have to do with anything?

ELIZABETH:

I remember when I was pregnant, everyone would ask me all the time. From old signoras in the butcher’s to girls in shops.

CHRISSY:

I suppose. Um, I believe it is August 10th.

ELIZABETH:

Now, I know it’s not a precise science, from my rudimentary midwifery experience . . . that means the baby was conceived at the start of November? Francois is the child’s father; he’s already admitted it.

CHRISSY:

That’s more than he’s said to me. Do you blame me? You’ve seen him. How he snares you in. I . . . I have always wanted a child.

ELIZABETH:

So you weren’t sleeping with Jeremy at that time?

CHRISSY:

In all the time we were married, even at the start when we were going at it hammer and tongs, I never fell pregnant. And anyway, Jeremy and I hadn’t been intimate for many months. So I’m certain who this child’s father is, before you look at me with that beady eye.

ELIZABETH:

I’m no one to judge. When you get to my age, you learn that life is rarely as simple as one expects. It is messy around the edges. But I don’t mean to press you on this private issue; let’s move on.

CHRISSY:

Thankfully.

ELIZABETH:

How do you know Sybil?

CHRISSY:

From the Lankier Theatre. She was the lead in a terrible musical; we had a lot of fun though. That’s why we stayed in touch. How do you know Sybil again?

ELIZABETH:

We met in Paris, but we write to one another.

CHRISSY:

Oh, you’re the pen pal.

ELIZABETH:

She’s told you about me?

CHRISSY:

Sybil isn’t who she pretends to be, you know. I read one of the letters she was writing to you. It must have been towards the end of last year. We were out for a coffee, and it was hanging out of her bag. She’d gone to the loo and . . . well, I didn’t mean to pry. It did just fall out. She was telling you to have a good honeymoon. What was that about?

ELIZABETH:

That’s personal, Chrissy. Yes, she was writing about redecorating the house. Looking for young artists. Like your husband.

CHRISSY:

Yes. I was saying, I read her letter to you. How she wanted to support local artists. And all the time she knew my Jeremy was trying to build a name for himself in the art world. His agent Bartholomew had agreed to represent him. But she never offered to buy a thing. And then I arrive here and find that up on the wall. Look at it. It’s a portrait of Sybil! It’s from when they were on tour together, it looks like.

ELIZABETH:

So, you think they had secretly kept in touch?

CHRISSY:

I don’t trust a word out of her mouth. This entire evening has been such a Sybil show, that I don’t want to give her the satisfaction. (in mock accent) Oh, please, Sybil, tell us all about your secret painting my husband did of you. (in her own voice) No. I won’t play into her hands.

ELIZABETH:

But he didn’t tell you he was doing the painting, did he?

CHRISSY:

No. He didn’t.

ELIZABETH:

And she would have paid a lot for it, yes?

CHRISSY:

An oil like that, of course she would have. But that dealer can be rather slow in paying out to Jeremy.

ELIZABETH:

It would have taken him a great deal of time to do, no?

CHRISSY:

Jeremy worked long hours. The builder he does decorating work for pays by the job, so he works, I mean he worked, long hours to get as much work as he could. He often would be home late and out early. We could go for days without really seeing much of each other.

ELIZABETH:

Did you ever suspect him of having an affair?

CHRISSY:

Not Jeremy. He always said there was only ever one woman that he truly loved.

ELIZABETH:

You?

CHRISSY:

He was infatuated with Sybil, that’s all. I was his only love.

ELIZABETH:

Tell me, has he been much of a help to you in these last few days?

CHRISSY:

Him? He’s quite useless. Haven’t seen him since the weekend.

ELIZABETH:

How long after you met were you married?

CHRISSY:

Oh, it was a brief but intense few weeks. He proposed after a month. I had wondered . . . you know, why he moved so quickly, but I was young, it was romantic!

ELIZABETH:

I remember the same feelings myself.

ELIZABETH:

Was Jeremy happy about the baby?

CHRISSY:

Thrilled, he was. But same as myself, he was rather surprised. But God works in mysterious ways, as they say.

ELIZABETH:

Let’s not be coy, Chrissy, if Francois is the baby’s father. Did Jeremy suspect you of having an affair?

CHRISSY:

No. He didn’t. I always told him I was coming to visit Sybil.

ELIZABETH:

And did Jeremy approve of your friendship with Sybil?

CHRISSY:

He liked to pretend that he didn’t want me hanging out with a lady . . . but he never stopped me from meeting Sybil. He despised the upper classes, even though he was born into them. Maybe it’s because Sybil had been born ordinary enough that he didn’t mind. He always wanted to know what we had been up to.

ELIZABETH:

But he stayed in touch with the other members of their band?

CHRISSY:

He’s been gigging with them for years. They never asked me about Sybil. Maybe they’d sneer about the Anderson Ant, or something like that. Mikey hated her. He blamed her for ruining their shot with that record deal. He hated that she ended up smelling of roses here in Mayfair when they were slumming it. But that made them hypocrites. You know they wanted to reject the Establishment, capitalism. Spouting on about how money is the root of all evil yet furious that they hadn’t got rich; it didn’t make any sense. Jeremy, like the rest of them, talked the talk, but in the heel of the hunt, he still liked to see the Queen’s face on those pound notes at the end of the week.

ELIZABETH:

Would you consider yourself a punk, Chrissy?

CHRISSY:

I like the drama of it all, the hair, the clothes. But I don’t think it’s beautiful. That look, they are like sewer rats dried up and turned inside out or something. Now I’m expecting, well, I don’t want to live in a dump with junkies any more. I don’t want to reject society; I just want a safe home for me and the little one.

ELIZABETH:

So, in some ways, you’re glad that Jeremy’s dead?

CHRISSY:

Glad? I suppose I am. Things weren’t always the best between us. But that doesn’t mean I killed him. I assume you’re trying to rile me up to get a reaction.

ELIZABETH:

Do you think Francois could have murdered Jeremy? Apparently, he’s quite the ladies’ man, but could he have it in him?

CHRISSY:

He couldn’t kill a mouse. Ladies’ man, what do you mean?

ELIZABETH:

Sybil is a beautiful woman. She must get a lot of male attention.

ELIZABETH:

A veneer of composure has returned to our new widow as we continue our conversation. She’s fiddling with her fingernails as we resume. I sense that her distress is genuine, but still, I ought to prod a little further, no matter how indelicate it may seem. But instead of pushing that point, I must capitalise on this break she is experiencing. If she believes I have let her off the hook on that front, she may reveal more.

CHRISSY:

Oh God. I mean, maybe it is Sybil. She killed Jeremy.

ELIZABETH:

Are you OK, Chrissy? Shall I get you a glass of water?

ELIZABETH:

The coal bucket was too heavy. I just about caught her vomit in an A4 envelope. Spots of watery green bile. She retched, her eyes watered and her face turned red as nothing more came up. Her frame squeezed itself as I rubbed her back. I wondered what I was doing, grilling someone who was clearly unwell. Was it possible that her illness had distracted her and she really hadn’t noticed Anthony was pretending to be her husband? I stroked her hair, wiping it from the sweat of her hairline as the retching subsided, and I asked her if it had been like this through her entire pregnancy.

FELIX:

This detail was particularly relevant.

ELIZABETH:

She nodded and wiped the tears from her eyes as she leaned back into the armchair and stared up at the plasterwork ceiling where two cherubs chased one another amidst strands of ivy. Hyperemesis gravidarum. An awful affliction for an expectant mother. And she was diabetic too. I asked to see into her eye, as the doctor seemed to think she had a vitreous haemorrhage. I imagine her vision had been off for days.

When I said this to her, I was met with just more nodding. The quiet of the moment was punctuated by the sounds of a car pulling up outside. Inaudible conversation. But there were people out there. I peeked through the curtains to see the rear lights of a taxi, and a pair of elderly women bumble down the street. Chrissy could hear the same thing and our eyes met. Her eyes were dry and hard, despite the swelling on the left eye.

CHRISSY:

Have you decided who the killer is yet?

ELIZABETH:

Oh, why don’t we take a break for a while. You need rest, and some fluids.

FELIX:

How did she seem?

Here Elizabeth turns the tape to the other side, she was running out of space to record that night’s proceedings.

ELIZABETH:

There was a sternness and intensity to her gaze that belied the woman who had crumpled into herself a few moments before. The noise on the street did not seem to concern her. Gone was the Cockney. Instead, she clipped her vowels and drew her lips together in an accent that was standard to this part of Mayfair.

CHRISSY:

Us women are stronger than anyone else. You know, I’ve done things. Been places. Been other people, in fact. I was born into another lifetime. Into a childhood spent under the frolicking of Raphael and Azrael.

ELIZABETH:

Holding onto the arm of the chair, she stood. She was speaking of angels; it took me a moment to realise she meant the cherubs in the ceiling. First the left foot gained traction on the shaggy rug. Then the right. This energy, it seemed to come from nowhere. It was the adrenaline. And I knew she would be weaker than ever in a few moments when it wore off.

CHRISSY:

I’ve done the hardest things a woman could do. Yes, this sickness is inconvenient. But it’s our penance, isn’t it? Eve’s curse. The rigmarole of childbed.

ELIZABETH:

What is your real name?

CHRISSY:

Oh, it is Christina all right. But we haven’t time for you to consult Burke’s or Debrett’s for my family of origin. Sybil said you were away with the fairies. An old spinster. Well, I must say you are doing an admirable job, under the circumstances.

ELIZABETH:

You knew it was Anthony upstairs, when you saw him, didn’t you?

CHRISSY:

Anthony? He’s . . .

ELIZABETH:

She stumbled, taking a step back as the faintness caught up with her. The room smelled like mothballs and the envelope of vomit I’d thrown into the fire. I started to feel a wave of nausea rise in myself. Here was another assumed identity that I had failed to spot earlier that evening. Was Sybil right? Had I lost my touch?

ELIZABETH:

When you saw the body, you said it wasn’t Jeremy. Multiple times. That we ought to call the police as it couldn’t have been an accident.

ELIZABETH:

I knelt beside her and held her clammy hand. A hand that was soft, with manicured nails, unlike the rough skin on my palms. Her pain had a presence in the room, despite her momentary looks of strength.

CHRISSY:

Yes. Yes, I did think that. I mean, I don’t know what I was thinking. So, Jeremy is not dead? It’s Anthony? But how—

ELIZABETH:

Tell me the truth, Chrissy. What was Sybil planning to do tonight? I really think you are very poorly and it’s no time to play around. I’ve walked away from lifetimes too. From people and places that damaged me. If that’s what you have done, I understand. But your body cannot sustain this level of stress without collapsing. Think of your child.

CHRISSY:

The fire. It’s not real. It’s a set-up. We recorded tapes of the news and the air-raid siren. It . . . it was Sybil’s idea. You won’t tell anyone, will you? I mean I can’t go to jail. I can’t have this child in prison.

ELIZABETH:

I have no plan to do that. But a man died here tonight. A man dressed as your husband. Did you kill him, Chrissy?

CHRISSY:

No. No, I didn’t. We never meant to be murderers, Sybil and I. We just meant to . . . let Jeremy make a mistake. You see, he was a recovering addict. Really a terribly mean and spiteful fellow. When he found out I was expecting he flung me down the stairs. I nearly lost the child. Sybil suggested we bring him over here. Put him in harm’s way and let him help himself to the morphine. Hope that he would overdose and that would be the end of him. When she found you were back in England, she reckoned you could give the thing a stamp of approval. As an officer of the court, Francois would agree with the overdose. Sybil knew Francois was the father of my child and if nothing else, I felt he could do this for us. Agapanthus has been struck off for drinking on the job, so no one was going to rate her opinion. But we were never going to KILL him. I mean he was six foot four.

FELIX:

How did her demeanour change?

ELIZABETH:

She was speaking quickly. Rattling off one admission after another like a school girl recalling an argument with her sister under the eaves at a friend’s sleepover. Each thing she revealed fell into place like lumber into the joists of a floor. I had felt some of these mistruths, but of course it made sense.

CHRISSY:

But now you’re telling me it wasn’t Jeremy at all? But Anthony? How on earth did I not see . . .

ELIZABETH:

We don’t see what we don’t want to see. But tell





































































 

 

After-Supper Digestif

 

 

A podcast by Elizabeth Chalice

Well here we are, dear listeners. Like you, I’ve followed each episode of Felix’s podcast closely. Who would have thought a woman aged over 100 could keep up with podcasts? With some help from my technologically-minded daughter, I have produced my own episode in order to add a few final details. The paltry fee Felix paid for my tapes in the 1970s pales in comparison to the large revenue he’s earning from a podcast at the top of the charts. So I’m releasing this to clarify a few things. From time to time, I’ve sat and mused on it; these are the tapes you will now hear.

You see, Felix, was obviously motivated by more than just fame and fortune to publish his investigation into the Anderson Affair. Despite an early knack of winning at the Texas Hold ’Em table, Felix never again succeeded at cards, despite many, many attempts. This podcast was his last bid to squeeze some money from events which happened decades ago. Really, something like this should be conducted by actually independent journalists, not the children of those involved. His grandmother Marjorie refused to acknowledge him, despite Chrissy’s eventual admittance some time in the late eighties. She and Francois were divorced within five years, and neither went on to have more children. Agapanthus moved to St Helena in December 1979.

I suppose you’re all wondering what became of me? I have lived a long and contented life in the sun, under false names, avoiding the enemies I have accrued across a career peppered with murderers, adulterers and thieves with an axe to grind. You’ll have to bear with me, if I’m a little slow. But I still walk three miles a day along the beach. This tape, I’m told, is from 2015 in an interview my daughter Sarah recorded.

ELIZABETH:

Of course, with all the melted Gruyère and kirsch wine, I’d forgotten about Felix and his investigation that January, 1978, just after the inquest. I was in St Moritz, you see. I hadn’t wanted to stay in London, musing over the same old story from months earlier. When an old client invited me to Switzerland, I was glad to accept. She’d paid an exorbitant price for a false painting, and had instructed me to track down the snake-oil salesman who’d taken advantage of her. After a snowy morning ballet on the ice rink, I didn’t ski. My days were spent leafing through art history books and making telephone calls to galleries where the fellow had been in operation. I couldn’t quite believe it when about ten days into my stay, I heard a little infant crying outside the hotel. You see, it wasn’t really the done thing in those days to bring children to places like the Badrutt. I peered into the pram and lo and behold, it was Chrissy and Francois’s baby, who closely resembled his parents. Nanny told me the pair had just gone for a skijouring. She was Norwegian and began to explain this unusual sport and the ins and outs of how a skier is pulled by a horse. This struck me as odd because Francois was a city boy. I waited for twenty minutes to speak to them.

The waiter came to signal my usual table was ready; given the heat of the sun I did not think it advisable to stay out for much longer.

But it all began to get a little close to home. Why had they left the country if they weren’t involved in the murder? In any case, after Sybil’s dinner party, I realised that I’d been very lucky to escape with my life. It’s a cliché, really, but after a close shave with the grim reaper, it changed what I thought was important. I was deliberately evasive with Felix. He was a tabloid journalist, and an inexperienced one at that. I had to keep you safe, Sarah, and out of his sordid sights. For in Felix, I saw something untamed. Yes, he was motivated to make a name for himself by solving the Anderson mystery. And he was bright enough to turn a large profit at poker. Perhaps it was beginner’s luck. But I knew he saw me as nothing more than a commodity. It was a hopeless scenario, to be pinned as a devious detective or totally incapable. I should never have accepted his money. I did not even need it!

But there’s something about spending so much time on managing on a budge: it had left me with an unrelenting urge to take cash when it was on offer. The further we went into the events of 7th April 1977, the less human I became to him. My return to England had not gone as planned. Charlie was out here, in this anonymous island that I will not name. Every London street just reminded me of the war. And my clients were international, so as long as I had a forwarding address, they could reach me anywhere. So, I disappeared. I’d watched people do it before. I’d seen them slip up. But Sarah is every bit as clever as her father. She knew I’d find her when it was safe, didn’t you, dear?

Then there was the time I went to see poor Sybil. It was in September 1994, I believe. John Major was the PM. Anyway. The place she was in, a sort of long-term facility, was nice enough, I suppose. Well, the part where they allowed visitors was. We had some lemonade by the lake. Only the healthiest of residents went down there. They even had a radio-controlled boat chugging along. It was Charlton House, in Kent.

 

SARAH:

She stopped for a moment, smacking her lips and looking for a glass of water. She held my hand with her soft and feathery fingertips. Her skin was as thin as paper. She pulled down the sunglasses to give me one of those meaningful stares she did when she really wanted to hammer something home.

ELIZABETH:

Oh, it’s times like this I wish you hadn’t made me give up smoking. Anyway. I am glad you made me give up. There are no smokers here. They are all long dead.

Right. Sybil. The expensive mental health facility was Marjorie’s attempt to buy herself out of guilt. I should have gone earlier and was quite prepared for the worst type of situation. But there Sybil was, nicely dressed in slacks and a cardigan. An orderly had helped her with a French roll. It was her youth that disturbed me the most. She looked so well and healthy, and I couldn’t fathom why they were keeping her there. But Marjorie was gone, and she had no relations. So, where else could she go?

 

SARAH:

An ancient gentleman with a boater and a gold tie pin that shone in the midday sun stopped to tip his hat in her direction. He tilted his head back to signal a drink.

 

ELIZABETH:

Oh, don’t mind old Bazalgette. He’s a pervert, by all accounts. Anyway, I hadn’t wanted to upset Sybil by going over the events of the night of fire, but she was so lucid, even making jokes about my disappearance! I eased my way into it. She told me that at first, she really did feel unwell and could not properly distinguish what was real, and what she might have imagined. If the case had ended up in court, she could have been prosecuted for a number of things, so her lawyer told her behind the safety of the padded cell. In reality, she was in very comfortable surroundings, but used her mental illness as a shield. But she wasn’t a social creature. She enjoyed the large library at Charlton House. Anyone who wanted to could visit her. It was no different from the self-imposed isolation in which she had lived in Mayfair, with the exception of the excursions with Anthony that tortured her. But yes, we got to talking about that night. She swore that she didn’t murder Anthony. That earlier that day she’d tried to cancel the dinner party, but he had insisted.

SARAH:

Oh no, Mum, my phone doesn’t have much battery left. We only have another minute before it dies.

ELIZABETH:

(speeding up) But even though Felix wasn’t declared publicly as Anthony’s heir and the title had gone by the time he sought it, Anthony had set aside some money for him. Francois Langford had told me that it would be a long and complicated probate as Marjorie had survived her son, and with the circumstances of Anthony’s death. But he was Chrissy’s son too.

SARAH:

Who was Chrissy, really?

ELIZABETH:

Christina Smythson! The first cousin of Peter Smythson, whom I had been previously acquainted with in Lake Como for the Caswell-Jones case in, oh, it must have been ’53 or was it ’56. A very nice boy, if not a bit foolhardy in love, but who isn’t when they’re young. You see, Peter’s mother was Black and American. The marriage had pushed some family members, including Peregrine Smythson, Christina’s father and Peter’s uncle, into being ultra conservative. For them it was unacceptable for their daughter to have a child out of wedlock. She made the right decision in dumping them, I do think. Perhaps things would have turned out differently for Felix had he remained with his mother and been acknowledged by his father. We’re all victims of our parents, aren’t we?

SARAH:

Not me. I’m down to 5% now, tell me the answer to two questions. When did you have time to get the recordings from the basement?

ELIZABETH:

I went back in the morning and sweet-talked my way past the police. It wasn’t all sealed off and official like it would be now. The fire hadn’t touched the basement, so it was quite safe. Recording things was very important to me. You see, the word of a woman didn’t carry as much weight. Even then. Even in the 1970s. I had to have the proof.

SARAH:

And then why didn’t anything happen to Marjorie? If she had set the fire?

ELIZABETH:

Proof, my dear! Where was the proof? The people who assess fires are particularly skilled at identifying how they start. And it was the spilled turpentine in the airing cupboard. It had been built over a vent, so the air had become very hot. And it ignited. Now, I think we’d better make our way in for lunch, dear. That’s quite enough murder for now.
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Author’s Note

When I was fifteen years old, I watched my father, stepmother and best friends stumble in terror, drenched in the blood of the victims of the IRA bombing of Omagh. The attack killed 29 people and injured about 220 others, making it the deadliest single incident of the Troubles in Northern Ireland.

The blood and terror I was watching was not real, they were extras in the 2004 film about the bombing, which was filmed on Watergate Street in my hometown of Navan, due to its similarity to Omagh’s Market Street. As a child growing up in the Republic of Ireland, the atrocities committed by both sides during the Troubles were relegated to news packages, something far removed from me. But that day on the movie set has forever brought home the reality of the blood that has been shed between Ireland and Britain, and nothing will excuse the actions of the Real IRA and Provisional IRA in murdering innocent people.

In writing crime fiction, there are tropes of the genre that must be subscribed to. But from Agatha Christie to Dorothy L. Sayers, the issues of a shifting society are omnipresent. In the fourth draft of Supper for Six, as I sought to distil some truth of my own creative soul into the text, I begged of myself to find another way into the story that felt authentically connected to me.

For in the 1970s, my grand-aunt, Auntie London, dampened down her Meath accent, as she aspired to climb the social ladder in London. My own aunt, uncle and father have recalled to me the discrimination they received in Britain throughout the 1970s and 1980s. When I walk out on the driveway of my house in Bective, on the River Boyne, I see the wheel at the local mill, where a century ago British soldiers tortured and drowned an innocent man accused of treason. A mile ahead, as I drop my children to school, I pass through the village of Robinstown, the site of a vicious attack that took place a century ago. At lunchtime on Ash Wednesday, 9th February 1921, eleven lorries arrived. They contained a mixed force of Auxiliaries, regular RIC and soldiers. They terrorised the occupants, damaged buildings, destroyed belongings and stole a large amount of food, drink and other articles.

Human memory may no longer record the atrocities the Irish experienced at the hand of their colonisers over centuries of British rule, and the history books never capture the extent of violence experienced by the ordinary person. These are the wounds that my fellow countrymen and women carry, an intergenerational trauma.

It is my job to write a murder mystery, but it is also my job as an Irish writer to avoid moral injury and tell Supper for Six within this context. For crime fiction is a reflection of our society at a particular point in time.
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