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‘Was that who I think it was on your doorstep this morning, Simon?’

He plunged. ‘It was Morwenna Barker. She’s come to work for me.’

Little Simms chuckled. ‘You’re a dark horse, Simon!’

Burrows, judicial as ever, came in last. ‘Was it your idea?’

‘No. She turned up yesterday afternoon and asked for the job. What could I do?’

Burrows nodded, ‘I see that, but you should ask yourself what she’s up to. The Barkers never do anything without a reason and in this case it can’t be money, not on what you’ll pay her.’ A pause for consideration, then the diagnosis. ‘If you ask me, there’s more in this than meets the eye.’

Simon did not need to be told that a large stone had been dropped into his small pond.
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Chapter One

A winter’s morning. Simon opened his eyes and saw the dim outline of his dormer window against the dawn. He sat up in bed, pushed aside the grey blankets and put his feet over the side, feeling for his slippers.

A day like any other.

He slouched across to the window. His attic room was higher than the pub opposite and looking across a landscape of roofs he could glimpse in the far distance a ribbon of sea.

Half-past seven. A cold raw day and he was late.

The little attic was cheerless, the furniture eclectic and basic: a single iron bedstead, a chest, a table, a few rickety bookshelves, an armchair losing its stuffing and a gas fire fitted into a cast iron mantelpiece, painted brown.

Simon Meagor, antiquarian bookseller.

Simon, carrying his clothes, clopped down steep stairs to the floor below and into a different world. The corridor was carpeted; white-painted doors opened off on either side and each door had a little enamelled label with a flowery motif: Rebecca, Jonathan, Bathroom, Toilet, Mum and Dad, Living Room, Kitchen.

All this from the time when Judith believed that with enthusiasm, organization and an uncharacteristic touch of whimsy she could domesticate her husband and make the marriage work. It was now ten years since she left, taking the children with her, and only this material evidence remained as testimony to her efforts.

Simon went into the bathroom. He washed, shaved and brushed his teeth. His movements were heavy and slow; he was a big man, with bone, muscle and sinew to match.

With a slightly bemused expression he studied himself in the mirror. His features were large, his forehead broad, and his grey eyes were set wide apart. Yet there was a softness, a vagueness of expression, out of keeping with the rest. His thick, curly, greying hair fitted like a cap.

For as long as he could remember, mirrors had held for Simon a disturbing fascination. He distrusted that looking-glass world and he would sometimes ask himself, Is that man in the glass really Simon Meagor? Is that man who looks so solid and predictable, me?

For Simon’s life was slipping by, and he was drifting. He would continue in a state of mild anaesthesia for days at a time, and though his occasional encounters with reality were rarely pleasant, it troubled him.

In the little kitchen, where the gas cooker, in common with the rest, could have done with a good clean, he fed his cat, Lady Lu, and prepared his own breakfast. A boiled egg and two pieces of toast were followed by three cups of coffee. As he ate, he read from a volume of André Gide’s journal, but it could have been from almost any diary, journal or biography taken at random from the shelves downstairs.

Simon’s routine was fixed, and he found it hard to believe that he had once been a married man. Those years when he had shared the flat with a woman and their children were unreal; they had the quality of a dream. The children were grown-up: Rebecca was twenty-two, Jonathan, nineteen. They lived with their mother in the town, and from time to time one or other of them would drop in to see him; amiable, neutral.

At five minutes to nine, followed by Lady Lu, Simon went downstairs to his office, a small space at the back of the shop. It looked out on his yard and on the blank wall of the market house. He opened the door for Lady Lu to go out.

His shop was one of a pair in narrow, crooked Moor Street. Each had well-worn granite steps to its door and a bulging Dickensian window of small panes.

Simon’s neighbour dealt in old china and glass. Between the two shops an alley led to a covered market of fifty stalls, selling everything from vegetables to videos.

Simon switched on the lights, bringing to dusty life the rows of bookshelves which ran the length of the shop to the window on the street. Unhurried, he made his way along one of the aisles, pausing now and then to restore a stray book to its proper place or merely to touch, almost to caress, a particular favourite.

Simon sold second-hand books which, for the most part, were of the up-market kind, classed as antiquarian. But at heart he was a collector, and too often he was faced with the decision whether to sell or to keep.

He unlocked the shop door, changed the notice from ‘Closed’ to ‘Open’ and collected his mail from the wire basket. Outside it was drizzling rain and there was condensation inside the shop window.

On the other side of the market entrance Jeremy Scott of the china shop went through the same ritual. Jerry was short and stout with a high colour and a wispy moustache; a widower, looked after by his daughter. They exchanged greetings by gesture.

Because of the damaging effects of sunlight there were no books in Simon’s window, but there was a printed card which read: ‘Assistant wanted. Apply within.’

There had been no suitable applicants and the sign had been there for so long he had almost forgotten about it.

Simon set about sorting through a parcel of books, the result of his telephone bids at a recent auction. People wandered in and out of the shop and he made the occasional sale, but for the most part they were browsers. Some needed watching. Rarely, a book was stolen; the greater risk was defacement by the removal of an eye-catching print.

He regarded these auction parcels as lucky dips. He examined each book, assessing it for condition and quality, deciding on the appropriate mark-up, and came at the last to a mid-nineteenth-century travel book, part of a random lot. He turned the pages idly: several good maps, some passable illustrations; nothing to make a fuss about, but the book was saleable. The fly leaf had stuck lightly to the cover and it was only when he separated them that he found the inscription:
To Dear Baby, Her Royal Highness Princess Beatrice, on her sixteenth birthday, from Mother. Osborne. April 16th 1873.

Somebody had slipped up, and he felt like a punter who has brought off a modest double.

At half-past ten he went to join a small group of familiars in the market café, but not until he had displayed the usual notice inside the glass of his shop door: ‘Back in fifteen minutes’.

The café tables were set out at the very hub of the market, under the glass roof, and people milled around, moving slowly along the aisles or lingering at the stalls.

Three regulars beside himself shared a table: Jeremy Scott from next door; little Colin Simms, bald-headed and monkey-faced, from costume jewellery and Korean watches; and Eddie Burrows from fruit and vegetables, making this routine escape from his wife.

Burrows was tall, cadaverous and rheumy-eyed, with a morose disposition. His sole pleasure in life seemed to lie in being first with bad news.

As soon as the fat woman had served Simon with his mug of coffee and chocolate biscuit, Burrows fixed him with a stare that was almost accusing. ‘I suppose you’ve heard that Nicky Barker’s back in town? … Saw him in the Queen’s last night. They say he’s shacked up with the Pardon boy and a girl, sharing a squat in Carver’s Ope.’

Jeremy Scott sipped his coffee, apparently unaware that it was dripping on to his woolly cardigan. He wiped his moustache and ruminated. ‘Nicky Barker. That sister of his must still be around somewhere – Morwenna, that’s what they called her. Funny sort of name, but she was a fine-looking young piece. I’ve always fancied redheads. Hard to believe she and Nicky were peas out of the same pod.’

Burrows, ever ready for contention, said, ‘They weren’t. You’ve got it wrong, Jerry. Morwenna was Nicky’s cousin. Her father took Nicky in when he was orphaned in that car crash, but the boy was a layabout and it didn’t last.’ He turned to Meagor. ‘Isn’t that right, Simon?’

Simon, looking down at his half-eaten biscuit, muttered inaudibly.

Burrows put on a show of puzzlement. ‘Why get so uptight, Simon, when anybody mentions the Barkers? I mean, everybody knows it was you who put their old man away, but you was only doing your duty. You just stood up in court and told ’em what you saw an’ what you heard. Isn’t that right?’

Simon said nothing. In his mind’s eye he was seeing a man, prone on a tiled floor, his head in a pool of blood.

Colin Simms, the little jeweller, changed the subject, but Simon’s day, which had started well, was already spoiled.

That night, in a students hostel on the outskirts of Camborne, Morwenna Barker was asleep and dreaming, a nightmare dream. She was lying on her back, unable to move, and a man was bending over her. She could just see him in the dim light. His face was very thin and white, and he was quite bald except for a white fringe above the ears. He reminded her of her neurologist, but there was a satanic twist to his features, and he spoke in a harsh whisper.

‘I think you know, Miss … ah … Barker, that the news is not good. You have multiple sclerosis – mul-ti-ple scler-os-is – and that means you are dying, dy-ing …’ His whispers seemed to echo through cavernous gloom. ‘You are slow-ly dy-ing.’

Morwenna woke, trembling, her heart pounding, unsure whether or not she had let out a cry.

The curtains were undrawn and the window framed a starlit sky. The pale light reflected dimly from the mirror over her dressing table. The luminous dial of her little clock showed a quarter-past two. Nothing had changed. The world was indifferent.

The pain was behind her right eye and there was a slight numbness in her right hand.

Morwenna twisted violently on to her side, taking the bedclothes with her, and muttered, ‘I’ll think about nothing. I’ll concentrate on a large empty space.’

But vivid little cameos presented themselves to her mind, like images flashed on a screen, then snatched away.

Her father, being cross-examined by counsel, bewildered, and allowing himself to be tied in knots.

Her father in prison, thinner, grey-faced, adrift, striving to summon up some semblance of warmth; trying to smile …

Her father, having joined them as a tolerated guest of her aunt, trying his best to appear relaxed and normal, but behaving like a man lost.

Her father, in the bath, fully clothed, blood everywhere.

Her mother …

And above all, Simon Meagor in the witness box – lying!

She slept at last, and woke in the first grey light of dawn. Half-past seven by her little clock. Drizzling rain blew fitfully against her window.

Brushing her hair, she too studied her reflection in the mirror. She saw red hair cascading to bare shoulders; a pale face, lightly freckled; and blue eyes that were brooding and intent.

It seems not so very long ago that I used to wonder what I would do with my life. I tried to imagine what it would be like to live with a man, to sleep with him on a regular basis, perhaps to have his child and be a mother. I also considered going to university and making a career. In fact, there seemed no reason why I shouldn’t do both.

But that was when I had a future. Or thought I had.

Now in my mirror I see grubby sheets on a tumbled bed, yellowing wallpaper that has lost its pattern, a framed print of some anonymous beach and a few books on an improvised shelf.

That is my room in this place. But do I want to put myself to the trouble of changing it – or anything?

A rat-tat on her door. ‘It’s half-eight, Wenna, love! … Bathroom’s free, if you’re quick.’ Debbie, her landlady.

Morwenna lodged in a hostel with students from the college where she worked as a librarian. Downstairs a dozen girls, all several years younger than she, chattered over their coffee, cornflakes and toast.

A few years earlier she could have been one of them.

She drank a cup of coffee and hurried out of the house, to drive off in her little buttercup-yellow Mini to the college library.

Debbie, motherly, saw her off. ‘You’re heading for trouble if you go on like this, love.’

Morwenna murmured, ‘I don’t have to head for it; I’m in it.’

As she drove she thought, Friday. Saturday tomorrow. The interminable weekend. I shall read and brood in my room. I shall go for walks to kill time. I shall go to bed early, and not sleep. I shall lie awake wondering if the numbness is coming back, whether there is really a pain behind my eye or if it’s only my imagination. At worst, Matthew will come and it will start all over again.

She arrived at the college and parked between the white lines in a section reserved for the staff.

Saturday. A morning of leaden skies and unremitting rain, but business was brisk in the bookshop. Simon had a reputation among specialists and on Saturday mornings a sprinkling of bibliophiles browsed in the aisles between the rows of shelves. Simon circulated discreetly. He knew most of them; a word of greeting here, a suggestion there, a question answered.

It was in one of the aisles that he came across Nicky Barker standing, hands in pockets, looking like a predatory, cat amongst unwary pigeons.

An exaggerated stage whisper: ‘Hi, Simon! Long time no see. Business pretty good, eh?’

‘You want to talk to me?’

‘That was the idea.’

Simon led the way down the shop to his office.

Barker sat down without being invited. ‘Things are a bit tight with me at the moment, Simon; so I thought it was time to get back home, like. Renew old acquaintances.’

Barker had changed, though not beyond recognition. His straight black hair, hanging limply to his shoulders, accentuated his long, thin, pale face. He was dressed wholly in black, with a frilly shirt and skin-tight jeans. He looked like the villainous doctor from some sci-fi epic.

Simon was nervous and showed it. ‘What do you want?’

Barker’s manner was relaxed, conversational, ‘Well, first, I wondered if you’d seen anything of Morwenna. I’d like to make contact. After all, she’s my cousin and blood’s thicker than water. That’s what they say, anyway.’

‘No, I haven’t seen Morwenna and I have no idea where she is.’

‘Pity! Well, there was another thing. Seeing what happened to Uncle and all that, I thought a few quid now and then could be reasonable. Until I get on my feet.’

‘As far as your uncle is concerned, I did only what I believed to be right at the time. I owe you nothing.’

‘Who said anything about owing? The old man and I didn’t get on but he was the nearest thing I had to a father and he would have helped me out of a hole when I needed it. Thanks to you, he’s no longer with us, so I thought you might act in loco parentis so to speak.’ A broad grin.

‘You’ll get nothing out of me.’

Barker looked hurt. ‘That’s a pity!’ He moved his hand across the desk, sweeping three or four books to the floor. ‘Sorry! I’ll pick ’em up. I’m real sorry about that, but I get clumsy when I’m upset. And it’s funny, but I’ve got friends who are just like me.’

Barker got up to go. Simon, trembling with anger, but scared, followed him, and saw him off at the shop door. A few yards down the street Barker turned to say, ‘See you around, Simon!’

On that same Saturday morning, shortly after returning to her room from breakfast, Morwenna heard a tap on her door. ‘Who is it?’

‘Me.’ The door opened and a young man came in; late teens, early twenties.

‘Matthew!’

‘I knew you wouldn’t have gone out in this weather, so I came here. I thought we could talk.’

Matthew was tall and thin; blond with blue eyes, and an air of troubled innocence.

Morwenna was irritated, as much by his meekness as anything else. ‘I told you I didn’t want to see you any more. I meant it, Matthew. I don’t want to talk to you here or anywhere. Do you understand?’

‘You wanted me before you were ill, Wenna, and I wanted you. As far as I’m concerned nothing has changed.’

‘No? I’m glad!’ Morwenna was acid. ‘Well, let me tell you, things have changed a hell of a lot for me.’

The boy flushed. ‘I didn’t mean that, Wenna. It was a stupid thing to say. What I meant was that we can face things together. I want to, and we must. After all, there’s our baby—’

‘What baby?’

‘You told me—’

Morwenna snapped. ‘That’s all over. Did you think that with what I’ve got in front of me I was going to saddle myself with a kid? I’ve had an abortion, a termination. Our baby, as you call it, has gone down the pan.’

She had chosen her words with the deliberate intention of shocking, more accurately perhaps, of alienating him.

Matthew sat on the bed, his lips trembling, close to tears. For a moment he could not speak, then in a low pleading voice he said, ‘Don’t talk like that, Wenna! … don’t, please!’

She realized that she had gone further than she had meant to do. She allowed the silence to build; then in her more normal voice, her manner apparently relaxed, she asked, ‘How are they?’

Matthew gathered his wits. ‘Much the same. They’re both worried about you—’

‘You haven’t told them that I’ve got MS?’

‘No, but I think you should. Mother would come and see you but she can’t leave your aunt for long. They want you to come home, Wenna.’

‘Yes, well, they don’t know what they would be letting themselves in for, and neither do you.’

He went at last. She allowed him a peck on her cheek and he stood in the doorway looking back, doe-eyed, before closing the door.

She heard him going down the stairs and she heard Debbie quizzing him in the hall, then the front door slammed.

She threw herself on the bed and wept.

* * *

But on Sunday morning the sun was shining and there was a promise of spring. At rare intervals during the past six years Morwenna had sought to recover something of her childhood by revisiting the places she had known, and the house where she was born and brought up.

Even the air seemed different. For the first time in months she felt that there might be not a chance to begin again, but the possibility of finding a new direction.

She set out, pushing the little Mini hard, travelling south-eastwards across the narrow neck of the county through a lacework of unlikely lanes. Untroubled by conflicting fingerposts and outlandish names she arrived at last on what had once been her home ground.

A strange countryside to the north of the Helford River: moorland, criss-crossed by fertile valleys, pockmarked by quarries and scattered with strange cairns of weathering, discarded granite boulders.

And there was the house, tucked into the hillside overlooking the valley. ‘Chygwyn’, the White House, though it had never been white in living memory. She pulled off the road just below, so that she could look up at it.

Through some odd quirk of the mind she was distressed to see a ‘For Sale’ notice on a pole propped drunkenly by the gate. And those windows, three up and two down, were uncurtained. They looked out, unseeing, over a view that had become part of her psyche.

The notice said: ‘Viewing by appointment only’.

On her last visit the house had been occupied; a woman was clipping the hedge and children were playing in the garden. Total strangers, but confirmation that life goes on. Now the hedge was ragged, the garden her father had made was overgrown, and the short gravelled drive was peppered with weeds.

She was on the point of driving away, seat-belt refastened, ignition key between finger and thumb. But she changed her mind. I won’t pass up this chance to see the old house at close quarters.

She got out, crossed the road and entered the drive by the wicket gate, the gate she had ‘helped’ her rather to make. She remembered that evening; she must have been seven or eight. There was a wooden tray with all sorts of screws in different compartments.

‘No, not those, Wenna; we use brass screws for outdoors; they don’t rust.’

Now, feeling like an intruder, she made for the back of the house where she could not be seen from the road. The yard, with its paving of granite slabs, was unchanged, and the little edifice which had once been an outside loo was still there. So were the steps leading up to her mother’s vegetable patch. But the greenhouse was missing several panes …

Morwenna peered through the window into the large room they had called the dining room, where they had done most of their living. It looked cavernous and empty. The open wood-burning grate which had made it cosy in winter had been displaced by an electric heater.

In one of those borrowed moments, she saw it as it had been: the wood fire blazing; the black logs turning first to orange, then to a fierce yellow, almost white at the heart. She seemed to hear that crackle that would send sparks flying up the chimney.

And there was Morwenna sprawled on the hearth rug, turning the pages of a picture book. In the background her mother, a shadowy figure, statuesque and remote, was saying, ‘Not too close to the fire, now!’

‘Oh, I’m sorry. I hope I didn’t startle you.’

Morwenna’s day-dream ended. There was a man standing close to her, a youngish man, a strange figure with a clumsy, lop-sided body.

Morwenna, momentarily both startled and scared, was unreasonably reassured by a cultured voice and a pleasant manner.

‘I really am sorry, but I came upon you unawares. Are you interested in the house?’ Conversational.

‘I was born and grew up here.’

‘Really?’ Morwenna told herself that his interest could hardly be as great as it sounded, but he went on, ‘Then you must be a Barker. Your father was a builder.’

‘And you? Should I know you?’

‘I live at Polwheveral. My name is Cross – you may remember my father. Does the name “Doctor Cross” ring a bell?’

Light dawned on Morwenna. ‘I do remember a Doctor Cross. He had a son …’ She broke off, embarrassed.

An odd little smile. ‘A son who was crippled. Quite right! Known to all but seen by few.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘No need to be. I’m Julian.’

‘Morwenna.’

As they walked away from the house Morwenna had a strange, irrational feeling that her life was about to change.

Julian’s car, an Escort, was parked a little way down the hill. They were on the point of separating when he said, ‘I thought of taking a walk; I don’t suppose you would care to keep me company?’

Julian used a stick, and his right boot had a thick sole to compensate for the shortness of his right leg, but he covered the ground without apparent difficulty. They walked among the disused quarries, ignoring the ‘Keep Out’ signs.

At one point they were standing on the edge of a quarry, hewn out from the hillside in a great crescent. The quarry had flooded, and they were looking down on a body of water, a lake, embraced by the arms of the crescent, more than a hundred feet below.

Morwenna said, ‘Job’s Pit. I don’t know who Job was unless it comes from the Bible. As children we used to come to the pool to sail toy boats. Some of the older boys used to swim, but the water was too cold.’

By the time they returned to their cars Morwenna had accepted an invitation for the next Saturday.

‘Ventonbos, on the west side of the creek.’

‘I’ll find it.’


Chapter Two

On a Wednesday in late February Simon had just reopened the shop after lunch and he was at the office end pricing a parcel of books that had arrived that morning. Customers were few on Wednesdays and it was with a touch of surprise that he heard the door bell, followed by footsteps in one of the aisles. He looked up.

‘Remember me?’

A young woman with red hair down her back; she wore a short waterproof jacket over a jade-green frock of fine clinging wool.

He looked at her foolishly. ‘Morwenna!’

In that instant he was back in the courtroom and the judge was saying, ‘Do you find the defendant guilty or not guilty?’

‘Guilty.’

As sentence was being pronounced Simon was not looking at the judge, neither was the girl in the gallery, the girl with red hair. They were looking at each other and her expression had troubled him ever since. Disbelief? Contempt? Hatred?

He blundered on, ‘You haven’t changed …’

A half smile. ‘In six years? Anyway, a lot has happened in that time. Mother and I went to live with Aunt Molly in St Ives; Father joined us when he had served his sentence – and killed himself shortly afterwards.’

Only her eyes belied her matter-of-fact, almost casual recital. ‘Mother was devastated, and a year later she died of a heart attack.’

All Simon could find to say was, ‘I’m sorry.’

A small dismissive gesture, then, ‘But all that is in the past and I’ve come to Falmouth to make a fresh start. For the moment I’m lodging with the Burtons on the Bar but I shall be looking for somewhere more permanent.’

Still he could think of nothing to say.

She moved closer to the desk, pulled up a chair and sat down. ‘You don’t mind?’

‘No – no!’

‘You’ve got a card in the window; I’ve come for the job.’

‘The job!’ He could not believe that she was serious. ‘You mean you want to work here?’

‘That’s what I said.’

‘But you don’t even know what the job is.’

‘I know about books; I’ve worked in a library. I can type, and I can use a computer if you’ve got one. I’ll soon learn how to talk to customers; I’ve had enough experience dealing with students.’

Simon clutched at straws. ‘I couldn’t pay you very much.’

‘Pay me what you can to start, then you can make up your mind what I’m worth to the business. You’ve nothing to lose.’

Simon was desperate. ‘But I mean, there’s what happened …’

She said, very deliberately, ‘I’ve told you, I want to make a fresh start.’ Her expression left him in no doubt that she was both serious and determined.

Simon was at a loss; he ran both hands through his grey curls in a gesture of puzzled surrender. ‘When do you want to begin?’

‘In the morning?’

On Thursday morning at five minutes to nine Simon went downstairs to unlock, almost willing to believe that the visit had been a dream. But Morwenna was waiting on the doorstep, trim and neat in a green mac, her hair tucked into a matching waterproof hat.

Simon fumbled with the lock, aware of Jeremy Scott watching from next door.

‘I’m sorry; I didn’t expect … I would have come down sooner …’

She came in, crisp and business-like. ‘If you will show me where to put my things …’ Then seeing his blank confusion, ‘Never mind, I’ll find somewhere.’

They were halfway down the shop. ‘Don’t forget your mail.’

He went back to collect it from the wire basket.

She wanted to know at once the kind of work she would be doing and he spent an hour explaining the records he kept and his system of accounts.

‘You’ve no stock control? I mean you don’t keep a running account of sales against purchases?’

‘I’m afraid not.’

‘It’s quite simple with a small computer and among other things it helps to keep a check on theft.’

Already Simon felt that he was being managed.

As ten-fifteen approached he was on tenterhooks deciding whether to face the market routine or put off the inevitable to another day.

‘At about this time I usually meet two or three friends in the market for coffee. I close the shop for a quarter of an hour. I don’t suppose you would like to join us?’ He prayed that she would refuse, while trying to imagine the situation if she did not.

‘No, but don’t bother to close; I shall be all right.’ She added, ‘I forgot to say that I’m away at weekends – Saturday lunchtime until Monday morning.’

‘That’s no problem.’

In a daze he arrived in the market where the others were already briefed and waiting. The fat woman served him with his coffee and chocolate biscuit, when Jeremy Scott opened the bowling.

‘Was that who I think it was on your doorstep this morning, Simon?’

He plunged. ‘It was Morwenna Barker. She’s come to work for me.’

Little Simms chuckled. ‘You’re a dark horse, Simon!’

Burrows, judicial as ever, came in last. ‘Was it your idea?’

‘No. She turned up yesterday afternoon and asked for the job. What could I do?’

Burrows nodded. ‘I see that, but you should ask yourself what she’s up to. The Barkers never do anything without a reason and in this case it can’t be money, not on what you’ll pay her.’ A pause for consideration, then the diagnosis. ‘If you ask me, there’s more in this than meets the eye.’

Simon did not need to be told that a large stone had been dropped into his small pond.

On a day of misty rain and blustery winds Detective Superintendent Charles Wycliffe, after an absence of many weeks, called at his favourite bookshop. The sign above the bulging Dickensian window of small panes read, ‘Simon Meagor, Antiquarian Bookseller’.

Wycliffe pushed open the door, listened with satisfaction to the familiar ‘ping’ of the little bell, and found himself in the cave-like shop where several banks of head-high bookshelves were dimly lit by dusty bulbs on dangling flexes.

He recaptured the delectable, faintly musty smell of the place and started to walk down the nearest aisle. Almost at once he met Simon Meagor coming to meet him.

‘Ah, Mr Wycliffe! How nice to see you. It must be several weeks.’

Wycliffe said, ‘It was just after Christmas when I was last in Falmouth. I don’t suppose you have anything for me?’

‘I really think I might have. Last time you were here you will remember that we talked about Thomas Creevey. Well, I’ve got his papers in the Maxwell edition of nineteen hundred and three …’

Simon shared with his customer an enthusiasm for biographies, letters and journals, but there was something more; he sensed an affinity with the man, a common difficulty in aligning himself with the grain of life. It was a problem of integration. Simon suspected that for Wycliffe too, top policeman though he was, the recorded fragments of other lives might offer both reassurance and a yardstick.

The difference was that for a man like Wycliffe there could surely be no dark shadow reaching out from the past.

As usual Wycliffe walked towards the office space at the back of the shop and Simon followed.

To Wycliffe’s surprise there was a girl seated at Simon’s desk. She was making entries in a loose-leaf ledger and a shaft of grey light from the rain-streaked window shone on a cascade of red hair, all but hiding her face.

In the months ahead Wycliffe would recall that scene, which had the quality of a pre-Raphaelite painting.

For some reason Meagor seemed sheepish. ‘This is Morwenna, Mr Wycliffe. She’s helping me in the business.’ He turned to the girl. ‘Morwenna, this is Mr Wycliffe, one of our most valued customers.’

The girl looked up and Wycliffe received a momentary glance from the blue eyes before she returned to her work. Had her lips moved in a murmured greeting?

Strangely uneasy, Meagor said, ‘I’ll get the Creevey.’

Wycliffe left with his book. As he walked along narrow Moor Street towards the Strand he wondered. What was so remarkable in the fact that Meagor had acquired an assistant?

That evening, back home, he told his wife Helen of his visit to the bookshop. ‘I happened to be in Falmouth, so I looked in.’

Helen too nurtured certain enthusiasms; gardening and botanical art, with a top dressing of music, and Simon supplied her with early gardening books, herbals and botanical prints, which she treasured.

‘Simon’s got himself an assistant, a beautiful young redhead. It seemed a bit odd somehow.’

Helen looked up from her newspaper. ‘Why odd? If you think Simon might have
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