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About the Book

Lance Bradley, idling his life away in Somerset, suddenly receives a call for help from the eccentric sister of his old friend Rupert Alder. Rupe appears to have vanished without trace. Reluctantly, Lance goes to London where he discovers that Rupe’s employers want him tried for fraud. A Japanese businessman claims he has stolen a document of huge importance. And Rupe has hired a private detective to try and trace an American called Townley, who was involved in a mysterious death thirty years before.

No sooner has Lance decided that whatever Rupe was up to is far too risky to get involved in, than he finds that he already is involved. And the only way out is to get in deeper still. Where is Rupe? What is the document he has stolen? Who is Townley? And could the seemingly unexplainable events of the past hold the key to a secret more shocking than Lance Bradley could ever have imagined?
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SOMERSET


CHAPTER ONE

THAT DAY STARTED just like any other for me: late and slow.

I didn’t draw the curtains full back at first. There looked to be too much sun out for me to face before a shower and half a gallon of strong coffee. It had no business being so bright towards the end of October. In duller weather, the bills lying on the doormat wouldn’t have been so obvious. Nor would those shadows under my eyes I found myself studying as I shaved.

With my thirty-seventh birthday only a few weeks away, I wasn’t looking bad – for a forty-five-year-old. The fact was that I needed to take myself in hand. Or find someone to do the job for me. Neither eventuality seemed very likely. If the turn of a millennium couldn’t magic some improving resolution out of me, what could?

My problem’s always been that it doesn’t take much to make me feel better. A bacon sandwich and a clean T-shirt were enough to put me in a goodish mood that morning. I left the flat and went round to Magdalene Street to buy a paper. The Abbey car park was already full. Half-term, was it? There were certainly enough kids around. One of them managed to shout to a mate of his so loudly and piercingly as he roller-bladed past me that I jumped from the shock of it – much to his amusement.

The bar of the Wheatsheaf a few minutes before noon was a blessedly child-free zone, though. And dark to boot. I slid onto my usual stool under the photo-montage of the pub’s last fancy-dress night, sipped a healing Carlsberg Special and applied my mind to the quick crossword as a tune-up for trying to pick a winner from the afternoon races at Chepstow and Redcar.

Les, the landlord, was gently gearing up for the day with some polishing of pumps and checking of optics. The only other customers were a couple of aged regulars not given to talking much called Reg and Syd. It was quiet and soothing and safe. It was absolutely normal and very far from memorable.

But I do remember it. In every detail. Because that was the last time my life was quiet and soothing and safe. The door of the pub was about to open. And normality was about to slip through the window.

I didn’t know that, of course. I had no idea. It happened as it happened. It didn’t feel like fate or destiny or anything very significant. But it was. Oh yes. It most assuredly was.

I didn’t recognize her at first glance. Winifred Alder had to be pushing sixty and didn’t look much better for her age than I looked for mine. She was spare and gaunt, with iron-grey hair cropped jaggedly short – like she’d done it herself with scissors in need of sharpening. There was no trace of make-up. The red patches on her prominent cheekbones were windburn, not blusher. And make-up would hardly have been in keeping with her clothes – coarse grey sweater, brown shin-length skirt and a mud-stained mac. It was her shoes that gave her away. Clarks seconds, unpopular colour (purple originally, now faded to a murky mauve), circa 1980. They were what joined up the memories. It had to be her.

Or her sister, of course. Mildred was a pea from the same pod. A couple of years younger, though that was unlikely to amount to much of a visible difference at this stage in their lives. But, just as my mind dithered between the two possibilities, Winifred’s direct, stern-eyed gaze made it up for me. Mildred had always been more of a flincher.

‘Come in out the rain, have you, luv?’ asked Les, grinning at her as the sunlight twinkled on his swan-necks.

‘Are you looking for me, Win?’ I put in. (There didn’t seem to be any other way to account for her presence; she wasn’t likely to have dropped in for a port and lemon.)

‘The waitress in that café you live over reckoned I’d find you here,’ Win replied, advancing a couple of cautious steps towards me.

‘A lucky guess.’

‘One you could have put money on, though,’ said Les.

‘Would you like something to drink?’ I ventured.

‘I’d like a word with you.’

‘Talking’s allowed here,’ said Les. ‘But I don’t have a dancing licence. You ought to know that.’

‘A private word.’

‘Don’t worry,’ said Les. ‘I’m noted for my discretion. And Reg and Syd have got their hearing aids turned off.’

Win’s gaze wasn’t getting any softer. In fact, it was a deal more eloquent than her tongue. ‘We could go into the garden,’ I suggested. ‘If it’s open.’

‘Oh, it’s open,’ said Les. ‘Shall I bring the drinks out to you?’

‘What drinks?’

‘Well, you’ll soon be needing another. And for the lady …?’

Win looked round at him, then ran her eye along the bar. Nitrokegs and alcopops were clearly a mystery to her. ‘A small cider,’ she finally announced. ‘Not fizzy.’

The garden was open in the sense that the door to it wasn’t locked. It was actually a cramped backyard accommodating two rusty tables divided by a washing-line sagging under the weight of half a dozen drying bar mats.

‘It could be worse,’ I said. ‘At least it’s not Les’s day for washing his smalls.’

Win looked at me as if I was speaking a foreign language and made no move to sit down. ‘Have you heard from Rupert?’ she asked abruptly.

‘Rupe? No, I …’ Rupert was her youngest brother. More than twenty years separated them, Rupe being something of an afterthought on his parents’ part. He was in fact a few months younger than me. We’d been friends at school and university and while we’d both been working in London. But I hadn’t seen much of him in recent years. Contrasting fortunes shouldn’t separate the best of friends and in some cases maybe they don’t. But they had us. While he’d gone on going up, I’d gone the other way. And, to prove it, there I was, out with the empties in Les’s so-called beer garden, while Rupe … Well, yes, what about Rupe? ‘I haven’t heard from him in a long time, Win.’

‘How long?’

‘Could be … a couple of years. You know how—’

‘Time flies when you’re having fun,’ said Les, his last orders baritone bouncing back at us from the walls of the yard. He plonked a bottle for me and a cloudy glass of cider for Win down on the table between us.

‘Thank you, Les.’

‘Want me to pick in these mats?’

‘No.’

‘It’s no trouble.’

‘No.’

‘All right, then. Please yourselves.’ He departed with a theatrical flounce.

I sat down and pushed out another chair for Win. She lowered herself slowly onto it, at any rate onto the edge of the seat, where she perched awkwardly, a string-bag I hadn’t noticed till then cradled between her knees. ‘I’d hoped … you might have heard from him,’ she said hesitantly.

‘Haven’t you?’

‘No. Not even … indirectly.’

What she meant by ‘indirectly’ wasn’t clear. Rupe’s family led a withdrawn life, keeping themselves to themselves. His mother had been alive when I’d first known them, his father long dead. Penfrith, their ramshackle home in Hopper Lane, down at the Ivythorn Hill end of Street, had once been a farm, before old man Alder’s death had forced them to sell their stock – cows, I mean – and most of the fields. It still looked like a farm of sorts, or had the last time I’d seen it. Rupe had flown the coop long since by then. His mother’s funeral was his last visit to Street that I knew of, back in ’95. Since then, Winifred, Mildred and their other brother, poor simple old Howard, had lived on at Penfrith, unemployed and unattached to anything much except one another, without so much as a telephone to maintain contact with the world. As a matter of simple fact, I had no idea how Rupe stayed in touch with them, as apparently he did. Letters it had to be, from London or wherever his career took him.

‘We should have done, you see. Should have heard from him.’

‘How long’s it been … since you did?’

‘More than two months.’

‘You’ve written to him?’

‘Oh yes. We’ve written. No reply, though.’

‘Telephone?’ (There were call-boxes, after all.)

‘Just the same. No reply. Just his … whatever you call it.’

‘Answering machine.’

‘Yes. That’ll be it.’ She broke off to drink some cider, gulping down about half a glassful and wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. ‘Well, it can’t go on, can it?’

‘I expect he’s abroad. You’ll hear from him soon.’

‘Something’s wrong.’

‘I shouldn’t think so.’

‘Someone’s got to go to London and find out.’

Someone. Now Win’s journey to Glastonbury began to make sense. Not sense I much liked the sound of, though. I tried to talk it down. ‘When are you thinking of going?’

‘Me? To London? I’ve never been there in my life.’

‘Never?’ Stupid question, really. Did I seriously think Winifred Alder had ever visited the Big Smoke? A Sunday-school outing to Weston-super-Mare was probably the limit of her worldly travels. ‘Well, it’ll be a new experience for you.’

‘We want you to go.’

‘Oh, come on, Win, I can’t just …’

‘Drop everything and go?’

‘He’s your brother.’

‘He’s your friend.’

‘Even so …’

‘You won’t go?’

I shrugged. ‘Can’t see the need. It’s not as if—’

‘There’s need.’

‘Look, why don’t you just … leave it a little longer?’

‘We’ve left it long enough.’

‘I don’t think there’s anything to be worried about.’

‘How would you know?’

‘How would you?’

Win stared at me sullenly. She took another gulp of cider. Then she said, ‘He saved your life.’

‘Yes. So he did.’ It was true. Though in another sense you could say he’d also put it at risk. Still, facts were facts. I wouldn’t have been able to make my present contribution to the grand struggle of mankind but for Rupert Alder. ‘His life’s not in danger, though.’

‘It might be.’

‘There’s no reason to think so.’

‘Lancelot …’

It took me aback to hear someone use my full name, I don’t mind admitting. Lance was how everyone knew me. And just about everyone thought that’s how I’d been christened. I only wished they were right. Winifred Alder, of course, knew better. And she wasn’t one for diminutives. She called her sister Mil, it was true. But Mil was a special case. Rupe was always Rupert. And I, apparently, was always Lancelot.

‘He sends us money,’ she whispered, leaning towards me. ‘It’s how we live.’

‘Don’t you get … social security?’ No, I supposed, reading her faintly contemptuous gaze, they didn’t. They’d have called that charity. And they wanted nothing to do with the world, even its charity. But, still, they had to live. ‘You don’t have to tell me about it, Win.’

‘He’s stopped.’

‘Stopped?’

‘There’s been nothing since the end of August.’

‘I see.’

‘He wouldn’t do that to us.’

‘No. I don’t suppose he would.’

‘Will you go?’ She gave me what I think she intended to be a pleading look. ‘I’d take it as a kindness, Lancelot.’

‘Have you contacted the people he works for?’

‘They say he’s left. “Left the company”. That’s all I could get out of them. And it took me a purseful of coins to get that much. Most times I called they just … played music to me.’

I felt sorry for her then. I had a sudden mental glimpse of her, fumbling with her purse in a call-box while trying to make sense of the computerized telephone system she’d briefly been connected to. ‘I’ll phone them,’ I said. ‘See what I can find out.’

‘You’ll have to go up there. It’s the only way.’

‘I’ll phone, Win. This afternoon. I won’t let them fob me off, I promise. If that doesn’t work …’

‘You’ll go?’

‘Maybe. But I don’t suppose it’ll be necessary.’

‘It will be. There’s something wrong. I know it.’

‘Let’s wait and see.’

‘This afternoon, you say?’

‘Without fail.’

‘Unless you drink too much of that … lager … and forget all about it.’

‘I won’t.’ I smiled sheepishly at her. ‘Forget, I mean.’

‘I had to go to your parents for your address.’ The remark almost amounted to light conversation. ‘They seemed well.’

‘Oh, Mum and Dad keep pretty fit.’

‘Your father asked me to send you their regards.’ ‘Did he?’

‘Struck me as odd. I mean, you must see a good bit of them, living so close.’

‘Just his sense of humour, Win.’ I forced a grin. ‘That’s where I get mine from.’

The day definitely wasn’t unfolding as I’d anticipated. And it was about to take another unwelcome twist. I saw Win off on her way to the bus stop, then made a beeline back to the bar of the Wheatsheaf, where the sly sparkle in Les’s eyes forewarned me of mischief.

‘Lancelot, is it?’

‘What?’

‘Lance is short for Lancelot. I’d never have guessed.’

I took a slow breath. ‘We went into the garden for a private conversation.’

‘I was checking the soap in the Ladies’. Just in case your friend wanted to powder her nose. And the windows happened to be open, so …’

‘How long did it take you to check the soap?’

‘I did a thorough job.’

‘Naturally.’

‘Well, you said your dad has a sense of humour. Lancelot proves it, I’d say.’

‘Would you?’

‘Who’s this Rupe, then?’ Les lacked the Falstaffian figure of the classic landlord, but liked to throw himself into the father-confessor part of the role. ‘Never heard you mention him.’

‘A friend of mine. I do have some, you know.’

‘Pity you don’t bring them in here. How’s he related to raincoat woman?’

‘Brother. He and I went to school together in Street.’

‘Millfield, was it?’

‘We were born and bred in Street, Les. We went to Crispin, like everyone else.’

‘How’d he come to save your life?’

‘It was a caving accident.’

‘You, caving?’

‘A long time ago.’

‘What happened?’

‘Does it matter?’

‘Background colour on my regulars is always valuable.’

‘I can’t see how.’ But I could see he wasn’t going to rest until he’d wheedled the story out of me.

Back in the summer of 1985, Rupe had persuaded me to join him on a caving expedition in the Mendips. He was a member of a caving club, but a reluctant one, preferring to go it alone, which he assured me wasn’t as risky as it sounded. Several times more risky was how it seemed to me once the two of us were underground. And negotiating a couple of ducks – short stretches of flooded cave where there was precious little air space between the water level and the roof – had me spooked long before Rupe noticed signs that the water level was rising, presumably because of rain on the surface. Only then did he reveal that the weather forecast had mentioned the ‘possibility’ of heavy showers. We turned back, though Rupe said it would probably be safer to go on and up to some refuge where we could sit out the flood. Naturally, that didn’t appeal to me, whereas the open air did, mighty powerfully. So, back we went, in my case in a tearing hurry.

That was my undoing. Rupe had all the gear – ropes, harnesses, lamps, karabiners – and knew how to use it. If I’d followed his instructions, there wouldn’t have been a problem. But I was cold, wet and frightened – especially frightened. I wanted out. And out involved climbing a more or less vertical slope, using a flexible ladder. Rupe went first, but hadn’t finished lifelining the rope for my ascent when I started after him. Halfway up, I slipped.

‘What happened?’ Les’s prompts had become repetitious by this stage of the story.

‘I fell.’

‘How far?’

‘Far enough. There was plenty of slack in the rope thanks to me not waiting. I hit the floor.’ Les winced. ‘Broke an ankle. And several ribs. Can’t recommend it.’

‘Painful?’

‘Worse than a hangover from your house red.’

Les ignored the jibe, apparently too caught up in the tale to notice. ‘Rupe went to fetch help?’

I smiled. ‘Not straight away.’

‘Why the hell not?’

‘The floodwater. He realized I’d drown if he left me where I was long before a rescue party arrived.’

‘So what did he do?’

‘Hauled me back to a higher level.’

‘That can’t have been easy.’

‘No. But he did it. Most of the time, I was no better than a dead weight. But we made it. He put me in a survival bag, waited till the water had stopped rising, waited some more till it had gone back down again, then went for help. The ducks were still flooded by then, of course, right up to the roof, and for longer stretches. Diving through them must have been pretty scary. The rescue party had oxygen when they came to get me, but Rupe just had his own judgement to back. Lucky for me he was a good judge.’

‘Could just as easily have been unlucky, though.’

‘Too right. Which is why I’ve never been underground since. Not even down the Tube.’

‘You’re joking.’

‘No. When I lived in London, the bus was always good enough for me. I wouldn’t even feel at ease in your cellar.’

‘No need to worry about that.’ Les suddenly put on a straight face. ‘There’s no bloody way you’re going down there.’

Les was all for me using his phone to call Rupe’s employer, keener than me as he was by then to find out what was going on. I claimed (which happened to be true) that I didn’t have the phone numbers I needed on me. I went back to the flat to dig them out and decided to take a nap that turned into an hour or more of solid zizz. Unexpected visitations and traumatic recollections can really take it out of a guy. Eventually, around four-thirty, I made the calls.

I got what Win had got: the answering machine on Rupe’s home number and some politely worded but totally unhelpful spiel from the personnel department of the Eurybia Shipping Company. ‘Mr Alder is no longer with us.’ How long had he not been with them? ‘I’m afraid I can’t say.’ Who did he work for now? ‘I’m afraid I don’t have that information.’ How could we find him? ‘I’m afraid I don’t know.’ Thanks for nothing. ‘Thank you for calling.’

But there were resources I had that Win didn’t. (Things really would have been desperate otherwise.) Simon Yardley had been at Durham with Rupe and me and was something big – or at least well paid – in merchant banking. The three of us had met for a drink occasionally in London when we’d all been working there. And I was pretty sure Rupe and he had gone on meeting after I’d dropped out of the picture. I still had Simon’s number, so I rang it. It was way too early to find a merchant banker at home, but the message on his answering machine suggested trying his mobile. Unlike Rupe, Simon didn’t want to be hard to contact. And he wasn’t.

‘Hi.’

‘Simon, it’s Lance Bradley.’

‘Who?’

‘Lance Bradley.’

‘Oh, Lance. Well, this is … How are you?’

‘Fine. You?’

‘Never better. Never busier either. Listen, could we do this some other time? I’m—’

‘It’s about Rupe, Simon. Rupert Alder. Can’t seem to get hold of him.’

‘Haven’t you got his number?’

‘He never answers.’

‘Try his office. Eurybia Shipping.’

‘He’s left them.’

‘Really?’

‘Have you got a mobile number for him?’

‘Don’t think so. Left Eurybia, you say? He never hinted he was thinking of moving.’

‘Have you seen him recently, then?’

‘Actually, no. Not now you mention it. Sorry, Lance, but I haven’t a clue. And I’ve got to run – metaphorically, that is. Next time you’re in town, give me a bell. Ciao.’

Ciao? It was a new addition to Simon’s patter and not exactly easy on the ear. Strange how he’d naturally assumed I wasn’t in town. He was right, of course, rot him. But maybe not for much longer. Win wasn’t going to stop tugging at my conscience until I’d done something more than make a few futile phone calls.

Did they have to be futile, though? I rang Rupe again and left a message, asking him to contact me urgently. I even gave him the Wheatsheaf number to try. My reasoning was that he might be reluctant to speak to his family for some good reason. Perhaps he’d been sacked by Eurybia. That would explain why the money had dried up. But he wouldn’t need to worry about speaking to me. He didn’t owe me anything. If I was right, he’d probably be in touch.

He wasn’t.


CHAPTER TWO

I’VE NEVER BEEN too sure about chance. It’s a slippery commodity at the best of times. That’s why I bet on horses, not the Lottery. I like the idea that I can think my way to a fortune. What you win by pure chance you can just as easily lose.

Take my stressless but far from prosperous existence in Glastonbury. After losing a good job, a lovely woman and an over-mortgaged house in London during the recession of the early Nineties, I went to stay with my parents in Street purely as a stopgap. Then I met Ria and, instead of heading back to London, found myself living with her in a flat in Glastonbury High Street, helping to run Secret Valley, her New Age joss-stick and Celtic charms shop. Then Ria chucked in the shop along with me and buggered off to Ireland with a Celtic charmer of the human kind called Dermot, Secret Valley became the Tiffin Café and I went … nowhere.

With so much evidence to draw on, it naturally didn’t escape my analytical mind that a brief sortie to London in search of a missing friend might extrapolate itself into all manner of complications. I didn’t think it likely. But I was aware of the possibility. And I can’t deny that it had a certain double-edged attraction. The question was: did I want a change as much as I probably needed one?

The answer was still proving elusive the following afternoon, when I caught the bus down to Street to report my lack of progress to Win. (Car ownership had slipped out of my life even less ceremoniously than Ria some time before.)

Glastonbury is ages deep in history and legend. We all know that, none better than me, thanks to having for a father a man so caught up in Arthurian myth that he insisted on saddling me with Lancelot and Gawain as names to carry to my grave. (My mother was allowed to name my sister, which is how she had the good luck to end up plain Diane Patricia.) The short bus ride took me past Wearyall Hill, where Joseph of Arimathea is supposed to have landed (most of Somerset being under water back then), and over Pomparles Bridge, site of the original Pons Perilis from which the dying Arthur is said to have ordered Bedivere to cast Excalibur into the lake. (I was always on Bedivere’s side myself. With the Dark Ages looming and smelting technology about to take a nose-dive, throwing away a superior specimen of swordcraft like Excalibur made no sense at all.)

Street, by contrast, is distinctly short on legend. As serious-minded Quakers, the Clarks were concerned with more practical issues. And shoes are about as practical as you can get. At least, Clarks shoes always have been. My father worked for Clarks for close on fifty years. So did most Street males of his generation, along with half the females. All that changed around the time I came back from London, with shoe production transferred to Portugal and the works turned into a shopping centre for ‘famous brands at factory prices’. There were jobs to be had there, of course, but not for the likes of Winifred and Mildred Alder or their simpleton brother, Howard. I’d assumed they’d been living on the state since then. But now it looked like Rupe had been keeping them afloat, which can’t always have been easy for him, however frugally they lived.

Exactly how they did live I was about to find out. But first I had to steer a path through various humdrum fragments of my own past. I turned off the High Street opposite the Living Homes furniture store, more familiar to me as Street Junior School, and headed south. Soon I was in Ivythorn Road, off which, at 8 Gaston Close, I entered this life one Friday afternoon in November 1963. At that time, much of the land away to the west was still orchards and fields. Penfrith was in the countryside then. Now the town had crept out to surround it. My parents had moved to a Seventies bungalow in that new stretch of housing. But the Alders hadn’t moved. They’d stayed exactly where they’d always been, while the world changed around them.

Hopper Lane still looked stubbornly like a country byway. There were modern houses at the Somerton Road end, but the middle course was all overgrown orchards, weed-choked smallholdings and run-down cottages. The afternoon seemed to grow damper and duller as I pressed on, the air a mix of rotting apples, leaf mush and drifting bonfire smoke. Penfrith itself didn’t look quite as bad as I’d thought it might. But that was mainly because the house was almost completely invisible behind a rampant forest of rhododendrons. Logically, they had to be the same plants I remembered as shrubs. But that logic was hard to hold on to.

If Penfrith had been put up for sale in its present state, I’d have suggested advertising it without a photograph. With one, it would have to have been ANY OFFER ACCEPTED. Enough slates were missing from the roof to turn it into a colander in wet weather and the apex had an ominous sag to it. There was more bare wood than paint on the window frames and several of the panes were cracked. Behind them some faded rags that might once have been curtains hung limp and forlorn.

Bending sideways to avoid a swag of rhododendron, I reached the front door and tried the bell. It didn’t work – no surprise there – so I gave the knocker several heavy raps instead and found myself with a palmful of rust to wipe away. Several silent seconds passed. I could hardly believe they weren’t at home and I was about to try again when I had a distinct, shivery feeling of being watched. I turned to my right – and jumped back in surprise at the sight of Howard Alder staring at me through the front bay window.

‘Bloody hell, Howard,’ I shouted, ‘did you have to give me a shock like that?’ He didn’t seem to hear and it was pretty obvious his powers of comprehension hadn’t improved since I’d last met him. Like Win, Howard wasn’t exactly wearing his years lightly (early fifties in his case). He was unshaven, with what hair he had hanging lank and grey to his shoulders. He was wearing some sort of lumpen grey cardigan over a grubby Durham University sweatshirt (a gift from Rupe, presumably), and below that, as far as I could see over the sill, faded pink-and-white-striped pyjama bottoms. This definitely wasn’t the new autumn look for men. ‘Aren’t you going to let me in?’

Howard made a circling motion with his hand that I eventually realized meant something. The door wasn’t latched. I turned the knob, paused to give him the thumbs-up and went in.

My first impression was that nothing had changed from how I remembered the place. A narrow hall led towards the stairs. A very large and very old barometer hung on one wall, opposite an ancient piece of furniture combining the roles of mirror, coat-hook and umbrella stand. The carpet and wallpaper were surely the same. Then the musty smell hit me. That was the point: nothing had changed. Except that decay is change. And that’s what was going on in Penfrith: slowly accelerating decay.

I went into the sitting room and met more of the same. The hearthrug; the three-piece suite; the bureau; the clock on the mantelpiece; the Constable print on the wall, wrinkling in its frame; the vintage television in the corner, tube a lot deeper than its screen was wide: they’d mouldered in their appointed places. And they’d gathered dust. Yes, one hell of a lot of dust. Mrs Alder had kept a clean house if not a modern one, but her children were clearly of a different mind. I couldn’t help wondering if Howard’s hair was greyer than it needed to be.

He really was wearing pyjama bottoms, over checked slippers through which the toes had worn. He was still standing in the bay window, trying to smile, it seemed, though with Howard you couldn’t be sure. Next to him, on the table that had once supported an aspidistra (that had gone), was a slew of magazines. Stepping closer, I saw they were his most faithful and just about only reading material: Railway World. Not recent issues, of course, but dog-eared copies from Howard’s train-spotting days in the Sixties, before Beeching pulled the plug on the Somerset and Dorset line. According to Rupe (who must have had it from his sisters), Howard had never recovered from the closure of the S and D – the ripping out of the tracks, the scrapping of the locomotives, the physical wrenching of the railway from his life. By the look of it, he was still trying to get back to that lost world of 2-6-2s and 0-6-0s chugging across the heathland from Glastonbury to the sea. Whether he understood a single word now of his childhood reading was a moot point, though. Because Howard hadn’t actually said anything as far as I knew – words, I mean, as distinct from vague noises – since August 1977.

That was the summer of his crowning madness. He was still holding down some kind of a job at Clarks then. Rupe and I were thirteen-year-olds, cycling out across the moors on fishing expeditions. But Howard was ranging further afield on his moped. And in his mind … Well, who knows where from (a letter in Railway World, maybe) Howard had got hold of the idea that there was a mysterious hole in the statistics of steam locomotives scrapped in the Sixties and that somewhere the Government was hiding a strategic reserve of them in case of an oil drought or some such emergency. (According to Rupe, there really was a hole in the statistics; but even as a thirteen-year-old he’d had conspiracy theorist tendencies.) Anyway, rumour in the railway world had it that these missing locos were concealed in a vast cavern under Box Hill, in Wiltshire, where the Bristol to London railway line passes deep below an RAF base. Howard took to staging nocturnal expeditions to the area in search of clues. One loco in search of a whole lot of locos, you could say. In fact, I may have said precisely that at the time. But the joke turned sour when Howard fetched up in hospital seriously injured after somehow managing to fall down a ventilation shaft. He was lucky not to be killed, if you can bracket luck with permanent brain damage. How he got into the shaft we’ll never know. Even if he could remember, which is unlikely, he couldn’t tell anyone. His lips were sealed. (He’d also been bitten by a dog that night, apparently – a nasty enough wound to be distinguishable from his other injuries, which naturally were numerous. A guard dog, Rupe reckoned. But he would reckon that, of course. Personally, I thought Howard was the sort any self-respecting dog would take a lump out of.)

‘It’s Lance, Howard,’ I said, smiling at him. ‘Remember me?’

He nodded vigorously and made a sucking noise. I think he remembered.

‘Where are your sisters?’

He nodded some more and pointed towards the back of the house, then mimed digging and laughed through a good deal of spittle.

‘In the garden? Thanks. I’ll try there.’

I left him to Railway World, went out into the hall and headed for the kitchen. Not a happy choice of route for anyone with a sensitive nose. Quite a few things seemed to be rotting in unwashed pots and grimy cupboards. Taking care to avoid glancing into the sink, I cut through to the scullery and out by the back door.

The rear garden wasn’t as neglected as the front. Although the boundary hedges were running riot and the grass in the orchard away to the side was waist-high, the vegetable plot was well tilled and tended. And there was Mildred Alder, lifting carrots and potatoes with tight-jawed vigour. She was remarkably similar to her sister, though not as erect. And there was a panicky look in her eyes when she caught sight of me and stopped digging that Win would never have been prey to. Mil was wearing a mud-stained navy-blue boiler suit and gumboots. Her breath misted in the air as she leaned on the handle of the fork and stared at me. She said nothing, though I felt sure she recognized me. And my visit could hardly be a complete surprise.

‘Hello, Mil,’ I said, walking towards her.

‘Lance,’ she said with a frown, sparing me her sister’s preference for Lancelot. ‘I didn’t think you’d come.’

‘Well, here I am.’

‘What you got to tell us?’

‘Nothing, really. I can’t get hold of Rupe.’

‘Didn’t think you would.’

‘No faith in me, Mil?’

‘Didn’t mean that.’ She looked quite flustered. There might even have been a blush on her weathered face. ‘Look, here’s Win.’

Win had emerged from the orchard, carrying a bucket filled with apples. Like Mil, she was wearing gumboots, below the same skirt and sweater I’d seen her in the day before. (Wardrobes weren’t exactly crucial items of furniture at Penfrith.) ‘What happened?’ she called as she walked round the potato patch to join us.

‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘I’ve drawn a blank.’

‘Only what I expected.’

‘I know, I know. You told me.’

Win stopped at her sister’s shoulder and plonked down the bucket, then gave me one of her penetrating stares. ‘Good of you to come and tell us, Lancelot.’

‘Least I could do.’

‘And is it all you mean to do?’

‘No. I think I’d better go up to London and see what the trouble is – if there is any.’

‘There’s some.’

‘Well, let’s find out. I’ll go tomorrow.’

‘That’s good of you. We’re grateful, aren’t we, Mil?’

‘Oh yes,’ said Mil. ‘It is good of you, Lance.’

‘He hasn’t moved, has he? The address I’ve got for him is Hardrada Road.’ (I’d last visited Rupe in London at a flat in Swiss Cottage. Since then, he’d gone south of the river.)

‘Twelve Hardrada Road,’ said Win. ‘That’s right.’

‘And when exactly did you last hear from him?’

‘Depends what you mean by “hear from him”.’

‘Well, a letter, I suppose.’

‘We don’t get letters,’ said Mil.

‘Not from Rupert,’ put in Win. ‘He doesn’t write. There’s just the … money.’

‘And how does he send that?’

‘Straight to the bank. But there hasn’t been any … since the end of August.’

‘Well, when did you last speak to him?’

‘Speak to him?’

‘Yes, Win. Speak.’

‘When Mother died,’ said Mil. ‘Not since.’

A glance passed between the sisters at that moment. But their communications had been finely honed over many years. I hadn’t a hope of working out what it meant. Besides, there was plenty else for me to try to work out. Rupe had called in to see me two or three times since his mother’s death, on his way to or from a visit to Penfrith. At least, I’d assumed that was why he was in the area. He may even have said so, though I couldn’t swear to it. If not, why had he come down? Not just to sink a few drinks with me, that was for sure. The thought led to another. When did whatever was going on start going on?

‘Rupert’s been so busy with his work,’ said Win, apparently feeling (correctly) that some kind of explanation was due. But what she offered wasn’t much of one. ‘We don’t expect to see a lot of him.’ But they did expect the money he sent them. Was that all this was about? Money to prop up their meagre lifestyle? Some meat to serve with the carrots and potatoes? ‘We’re worried about him, Lancelot. Truly we are.’

‘Let’s hope there’s no need.’

‘Yesterday you seemed sure there wasn’t.’

‘And tomorrow I’ll do my best to find out.’ I looked from one to the other of them. ‘OK?’

It was only a fifteen-minute walk from Penfrith to my parents’ house. But it was more like a hundred years in other ways. The Alders inhabited an overlooked corner of the nineteenth century. They were out of time as well as touch. Mum and Dad, on the other hand, lived in the picture-windowed little-box land of the late twentieth, where lawns were trimmed, cars washed, woodwork painted and appearances maintained. My father liked to read about the past. But he had no wish to live in it.

‘Your mother’s out,’ were his first words when he opened the door to me, somehow implying that I’d only called to see her. ‘Scrabble.’

‘Still keeping that up, is she?’

‘Oh yes. Every Wednesday afternoon.’ He plodded off towards the kitchen and I followed. The stoop was getting worse, I noticed. All those years of bending over account books at Clarks had taken their toll. ‘I was going to make some tea. Do you want a cup?’

‘Why not?’

‘Perhaps because you just don’t want one.’

‘Good to know you still take everything I say literally.’

‘How else should I take it?’

‘I would like a cup of tea, Dad. Thanks.’

‘As long as you’re sure.’ He flicked the switch on the kettle and it came instantly to the boil, as if he’d already boiled it and only turned it off when the doorbell rang. ‘Put an extra bag in the pot, would you? The caddy’s behind you.’

‘Oh, bags, is it?’ (I’ve always had an aversion to the wretched things. More to do with Mum’s fondness for packing them around her flower borders as fertilizer than the actual taste of the tea, to be honest.)

‘See what I mean?’ Dad cocked an eyebrow at me. ‘I knew we’d have this carry-on.’

‘Forget it. I’ll have it as it comes.’ I plucked a bag from the caddy and tossed it into the pot. Dad poured in the water and squinted at me through the plume of steam.

‘Diane phoned last night.’

‘Oh yes?’

‘Brian’s been promoted.’

‘That’s good news.’ (And horribly predictable into the bargain. Brian was the sort of model son-in-law who came flat-packed by mail order.)

‘It is, isn’t it?’

‘Didn’t I just say so?’ (God, this sparring we were always reduced to was pitiful.)

‘Have you got any? Good news, I mean.’

‘Not exactly. I wanted to ask you a favour.’

‘What might that be?’

‘I need to catch an early train to London.’

‘And you’re looking for a lift.’

I smiled. ‘Yeh.’

‘This for a job interview by any chance?’

‘No.’

‘Thought not. I mean, there’d be no time to have your hair cut, would there?’

‘Good point, Dad. Well spotted.’

‘How early?’

‘Just early. I thought you could look up some times for me on the Net.’

‘I suppose I could.’ He smiled at some irony he detected in this. ‘I’ll do that while you pour the tea. I’ll have two digestives.’

So off he swanned to his study while I fiddled about with mugs and milk and opened six cupboards in search of the biscuit tin before I found it in the seventh.

I took the tea through to the lounge and found the Daily Telegraph lying on the coffee-table, folded to display the crossword. Dad had nearly finished it, but it looked like the last few clues were frustrating him. I’d just begun to give them my attention when he walked in. ‘There’s a train from Castle Cary at ten to eight. That’ll get you to Paddington at half-past nine. Early enough?’

‘Sounds fine.’

‘I’ll pick you up at seven-fifteen.’

‘Thanks.’

‘Well, the car needs a run. And I tend to wake up even before the crack of dawn these days. So …’ He sat down and drank some tea. ‘This isn’t about a job, you say?’

‘No.’

‘Pity.’

‘I’m doing someone a favour myself, as it happens. The Alders. You remember them?’

‘How could I forget them?’

‘They’re worried about Rupe. They can’t contact him. He seems to have, well, disappeared.’

‘And you’re going to find him?’

‘That’s the idea.’

‘Really?’ Dad looked distinctly sceptical about my qualifications for the task. ‘Have you considered the possibility that Rupert may simply have washed his hands of his family? You could hardly blame him if he had. They’re a sorry bunch. Sorrier still when you take their pedigree into account.’

‘What is their pedigree?’

‘Oh, nothing at all noble. But there were Alders farming at Penfrith as early as the seventeenth century.’

‘You’ve been researching the Alders?’

‘Of course not.’ Dad’s expression suggested a more idiotic question would be hard to imagine. ‘They merely cropped up in something I was reading recently. There was a skirmish at the start of the Civil War just the other side of Ivythorn Hill. The Affray at Marshall’s Elm, it’s known as. A Parliamentary force was routed by Royalist dragoons. Among the dead was one Josiah Alder of Penfrith. Historically, the event’s something of a curiosity, since the usual date given for the start of the Civil War is the twenty-second of August sixteen forty-two, when the King raised his standard at Nottingham. But the Marshall’s Elm Affray took place nearly three weeks earlier, on the—’ He broke off and looked sharply at me. ‘Are you listening?’

‘Yeh, Dad, yeh. I’m all ears. There were Alders at Penfrith in sixteen forty-two. But I’m not sure there’ll be any there come twenty forty-two.’

‘That’ll be because they didn’t go on farming the land they were born on. If they had a destiny, that was it. And they abandoned it.’

‘Circumstances turned against them.’

‘George Alder dying without a son old or sensible enough to take over from him, you mean?’

‘Yes. You never knew him, did you?’

‘Not at all. We’d never have known any of them but for you befriending Rupert.’

‘George Alder drowned, didn’t he?’

‘So I believe. In the Sedgemoor Drain. It can’t have been long after Rupert was born.’

‘Before, Rupe’s always said.’

‘You’re right.’ Dad chomped thoughtfully on his digestive biscuit. ‘It was before. Summer or autumn of ’sixty-three. Strange. I’d forgotten all that.’

‘All what?’

‘Oh, there were some other farming deaths around the same time. Accidents. Suicide. That sort of thing. People started talking about a jinx on the land. The Gazette was full of it. For a while, anyway.’

The Central Somerset Gazette being full of something hardly made it earth-shattering news. But I was still more than a bit surprised that I’d never heard of the Street farmers’ jinx of ’63 before. ‘How many deaths?’

‘I can’t remember. Two or three perhaps. Mmm. Maybe I’ll check up on that next time I’m in the library. It’s an interesting subject.’

‘Could you let me know what you find out?’

‘Certainly.’ Dad frowned at me. ‘I thought local history bored you rigid.’

‘It does. Usually.’

‘But not in this case?’

‘That depends what you find out.’ I was more curious than I was letting on. Why hadn’t Rupe mentioned any of this to me? He loved mysteries, great and small. And this one seemed to involve his own father. Perhaps he didn’t even know about it. But, if so, that was surely more mysterious still. I was going to have a lot of questions for Rupe when I tracked him down.

‘A jinx on the land,’ Dad mused, leaning back in his chair. ‘Or a curse.’ A faraway look I knew of old blurred his gaze. ‘It has Arthurian echoes, don’t you think?’

‘Since you ask, no.’ (Not for me, it didn’t. Not Arthurian, that is. But echoes? Yes. I’d have had to admit it had plenty of those.)

‘You won’t oversleep tomorrow, will you, son?’

‘No, Dad. I won’t.’

And I didn’t.


LONDON


CHAPTER THREE

THE TRAIN WAS half an hour late into Paddington, but I’m not sure that’s why I felt so down as I wandered out of the station into a London morning that was too warm for autumn but plenty grey enough. The early start from Glastonbury definitely hadn’t helped. Plus the fact that I’ve never been a fan of our not so fair capital. The old nickname of the Somerset and Dorset railway – the Slow and Dirty – suits London down to the ground – and even more below the ground.

Not that I had any intention of descending into the bowels of the Bakerloo. It was the number 36 bus for me: a forty-minute trundle past Hyde Park and Buck Pal, then across the Thames by Vauxhall Bridge to The Oval. Why Rupe, a sworn enemy of all team sports, had moved so close to a major cricket ground was beyond me. The A to Z put Hardrada Road within strolling distance of the Hobbs Gates. Maybe he’d just enjoyed ignoring the place.

12 Hardrada Road was one of a terrace of three-storeyed yellow-brick Victorian houses. Smart but unpretentious, I suppose you’d say. But hell for parking. Number 12 didn’t look like its owner had run out on it, though. The top-floor windows were ajar. I rang the bell, feeling I ought to before trying the neighbours. Naturally, there was no answer. Of course, even if Rupe was still living there, refusing to respond to letters and phone calls, he’d likely be out at work at eleven o’clock on a Thursday morning. But since I had no idea where work might be now he’d slipped his anchor at Eurybia Shipping, that thought took me nowhere.

The harassed but helpful mother of two (at least) who opened the door to me at number 10 hadn’t seen Rupe in months. ‘Not that we ever saw much of him. I thought he was working abroad. Didn’t he tell me that? I’m not honestly sure. Ask Echo. She’ll know if he’s due back.’

‘Who?’

‘Echo Bateman. His lodger. She normally gets home about midday.’

A lodger! I had the sudden impression getting a fix on Rupe was going to prove easier than I’d anticipated. Little Miss Echo could sort everything out for me. To celebrate this happy thought, I ambled back to a pub I’d passed on my way from The Oval. I had an hour to fill and something was needed to knock out the headache too much coffee and too little breakfast had given me.

The Pole Star was your usual rag-rolled, stripped-pine piece of Nineties chic. A bit bleary and frayed at the edges, maybe, but that’s how opening time found the handful of customers as well as the bar, so there were no complaints to be heard. None that weren’t drowned out by the roar of a vacuum cleaner in the food area, anyway. Fortunately, hoovering up last night’s pizza crumbs turned out to be a token affair. Before I was halfway through my drink, tranquillity was restored. I decided to hedge my bets where the lodger was concerned and tap the barman for information.

‘Do you know Rupe Alder? He lives just round the corner.’

‘Rupe Alder? Yeh. Not been in for quite a while, though. You a friend of his?’

‘From way back. More way back than recently, to be honest. That’s my problem. We’ve lost touch and I don’t know where he is at the moment.’

‘Can’t help you, mate. But there’s a bloke who works here in the evening who knows him quite well. Used to, anyway. You could ask Carl about Rupe Alder.’

‘And will Carl be here tonight?’

‘If he wakes up in time, yeh.’

Things were looking better and better. They always do when my aimless ramble through life assumes the fleeting dignity of a plan. The plan I left the Pole Star with was to buy a packet of extra-strong mints from the newsagent next door, eat one on the way back to Hardrada Road (in case Echo was down on lunchtime drinking), hear what Echo had to say for herself, scout round for a cheap place to spend the night, maybe take in a film somewhere, then gravitate back to the Pole Star to catch Carl in mid-shift.

L.G., as we know, stands in my case for Lancelot Gawain. But sometimes I think it could mean Lucky Guy. Not often, but sometimes. This was one such occasion. A young woman was letting herself in as I hove to at number 12. Tall and broadly built, with short spiky black hair and big bush-baby eyes, she was wearing Post Office uniform and uttered a weary enough sigh in the second before she noticed me to suggest she’d spent several long hours pounding the pavements of south London that morning.

‘Echo?’

‘Christ, you made me jump.’ (Indeed I had. But that’s Clarks’ finest for you.) ‘Do I know you?’ The bush-baby eyes contracted as she turned to look at me.

‘Your neighbour told me your name. I’m a friend of Rupe’s. Lance Bradley.’

‘Have we met?’

‘No. But—’

‘Only you do look … familiar.’

‘I promise not to be.’

‘What?’

‘Familiar.’ I shaped a grin. ‘If you let me in.’

‘Is that supposed to be funny?’

‘Well, yes. I suppose it is. Look, could we start again? I’m from the sticks. Blame the hokey line on that. I’m looking for Rupe. His family are worried about him.’

‘His what?’

‘Family. Most of us have one whether we like it or not.’

‘First I’ve ever heard of Rupe’s. Anyway, you won’t find him here. But …’ She looked me up and down. ‘All right. Come on in. I’ve got you now. You are a friend of Rupe’s.’

‘I did say.’

‘People say all sorts of things.’ She pushed the door wide open and went in, gesturing for me to follow.

The first thing that caught my eye was a large, garishly coloured oil painting, hanging unframed on the wall just inside the door. The second was another similar painting further along the hall past the stairs. They were clearly the work of the same artist. I’d have put money on that. As to what the artist was trying to convey – in slashed lines and violent tones – I couldn’t have hazarded a guess.

‘They’re mine,’ said Echo, catching my gaze as she slammed the door behind me. ‘Don’t feel obliged to give an opinion.’

‘Right.’

‘Come into the kitchen. Do you want some tea?’

‘Why not?’ (I really was going to have to think of a better response to offers of refreshment.)

We moved past the Vesuvian canvases and two closed doors to the kitchen. ‘That’s you, isn’t it?’ asked Echo, prodding at a picture (framed, this time) on the wall to her left.

It was a photo-montage, like the ones Les produced to commemorate fancy-dress nights at the Wheatsheaf. Only this montage, I saw as I looked at it, was a collection of snapshots from Rupe’s life. Some of places – Glastonbury Tor, Durham Cathedral, Big Ben. And some of people – friends I recognized, friends I didn’t. Echo’s prod had landed on a photograph of me sitting outside a Pennine pub during some weekend jaunt from Durham circa 1983, a bottle of Newcastle Brown clutched firmly in my hand. (OK. What can I say? We all have to make our own mistakes.) ‘I’m surprised you recognized me from this,’ I muttered.

‘Maybe I wouldn’t have if you’d had the good sense to change your hairstyle.’ She filled the kettle and lit the gas. ‘Bag in a mug OK for you?’

‘Fine.’ (I could only hope the wince hadn’t shown.)

‘Now, what’s this about Rupe’s family? He’s never mentioned having relatives.’

‘A brother and two sisters. They live at Street, down in Somerset. That’s where Rupe was born. Me too. We went to school together. And university.’

‘Durham?’

‘Right. You’re quick, aren’t you?’

‘No. Rupe did mention that. Some time. But the family …’ She shrugged. ‘Not a whisper.’

‘How long have you been lodging with him?’

‘About a year. Not very much with him, though. He’s been abroad most of the time. That’s really why he suggested me moving in. I needed somewhere bigger for my paintings and he needed someone to look after the place while he was away.’

‘Away where?’

‘Tokyo. On assignment for the shipping company he works for. There’s no mystery. I don’t know why his family are worried about him.’

‘You aren’t?’

‘He’s in Tokyo.’ The kettle began to sing. She took it off the boil and filled our mugs. ‘What’s there to worry about?’

‘Well, they didn’t know about Tokyo for starters. You have some way of contacting him there?’

‘A phone number. Actually …’ She frowned at me, almost guiltily. ‘I’ve called him a few times lately. No answer. And he hasn’t phoned back. But …’

‘He’s left Eurybia Shipping.’

‘He has?’

‘Yes.’

‘Oh.’ The frown deepened. ‘I didn’t know that.’

‘Could I have my tea fairly weak, do you think?’

She seemed puzzled by the request, then suddenly understood. ‘Oh, sure.’ She hoiked the bag out and handed the mug to me.

‘Got any milk?’

‘In the fridge.’

I helped myself. ‘For you?’

‘Yeh.’ I poured some into her mug. ‘Thanks.’

‘Why have you been phoning him lately?’

‘Things.’ She sipped her tea. ‘Odd things.’

‘Care to share them?’

She crooked her head at me. ‘Can I trust you, Lance?’

‘Sure.’

‘Rupe said I could.’

‘Did he?’

‘We were talking once. About people you could really – really – trust. He named you. No one else. Just you. Something about a caving accident. Something about … going back for a friend you’ve left behind. Is that what you’re doing now?’

‘Hope not.’ I smiled, trying to lighten the mood. ‘What about those odd things?’

‘You may as well come through.’ She led me back into the hall and opened the door into the front sitting room. ‘My room’s upstairs. This is Rupe’s.’

It was sparsely but comfortably furnished, with minimal decoration. There was a well-filled bookcase in one corner, with a model sailing ship on top. As far as personal touches went, that was about it. But Rupe had never been one for surrounding himself with things. He’d been a minimalist before it came into fashion.

There was a desk beneath the window, on which stood a telephone and answering machine, alongside a neatly stacked pile of letters. Echo walked across to it. ‘I’ve got my own phone. Rupe was adamant I shouldn’t bother to deal with any of his calls. Or his post. So, I haven’t. But—’

‘What?’

‘I think someone’s been in here and taken some of the letters. Maybe listened to his phone messages as well.’

‘Somebody broke in?’

‘Not broke, exactly. Slipped a latch on a window at the back, then took a look around. I’m pretty sure there are some letters missing. And the books have been moved. Dust disturbed. You know? Nothing I can swear to absolutely. We’re not talking about your average burglary.’

‘What about the rest of the house?’

‘Nothing. Just down here.’

‘Have you reported this to the police?’

‘What’s there to report? It’s not much more than a suspicion.’

I leafed through the letters. Brown window envelopes, for the most part: nothing exciting. The only hand-addressed ones were from Win. The scratchy fountain pen and Street postmark gave her away. Whatever else there’d been … had gone. ‘You said odd things, Echo. Plural. What else has happened?’

‘You’ve turned up.’

‘I don’t count as odd.’

‘If you say so. Anyway, you’re not the first. Lately I’ve had three other blokes round here looking for Rupe.’

‘Three?’

‘Yeh. And liquorice allsorts they were. To start with, there was a bloke from Eurybia Shipping paying what he called a “social call”.’

‘Didn’t he mention Rupe had left the company?’

‘Nope. And he didn’t seem to know Rupe was supposed to be in Tokyo either. Said he’d been abroad himself.’

‘Leave a name?’

‘Charlie Hoare. Pretty typical middle-aged London suit. After him came the Japanese businessman. I’ve written his name down there.’ She pointed to a Post-it note stuck to the answering machine: Mr Hashimoto, Park Lane Hilton. ‘He called towards the end of last week.’

‘What did he want?’

‘To speak to Rupe. I told him Rupe was in Tokyo, but I’m not sure he believed me.’

‘And the third one?’

‘A couple of days ago. Some old bloke. He was pretty rough. Said he was looking for Rupe. Didn’t leave a name. Didn’t say much at all. Shifty. You know?’

‘And all this is what prompted you to phone Rupe in Tokyo?’

‘Yeh.’

‘But no answer. There … or here.’ I looked round the room, then back at Echo. ‘When did you last hear from him?’

‘When I last saw him. Some time in early September. A flying visit to London, so he said. He only stayed a few nights. Then, back to
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