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Chapter 1

MIX WAS STANDING where the street should have been. Or where he thought it should have been. By this time shock and disbelief were past. Bitter disappointment, then rage, filled his body and climbed into his throat, half choking him. How dared they? How could they, whoever they were, destroy what should have been a national monument? The house itself should have been a museum, one of those blue plaques high up on its wall, the garden, lovingly preserved just as it was, part of a tour visiting parties could have made. If they had wanted a curator they need have looked no further than him.

Everything was new, carefully and soullessly designed. ‘Soulless’ – that was the word and he was proud of himself for thinking it up. The place was pretty, he thought in disgust, typical yuppie-land building. The petunias in the flowerbeds particularly enraged him. Of course he knew that some time back before he was born they had changed the name from Rillington Place to Ruston Close but now there wasn’t even a Ruston Close any more. He had brought an old map with him but it was useless, harder to find the old streets than searching for the child’s features in the fifty-year-old face. Fifty years was right. It would be half a century since Reggie was caught and hanged. If they had to rename the streets, surely they could have put up a sign somewhere which said, Formerly Rillington Place. Or something to tell visitors they were in Reggie country. Hundreds must come here, some of them expectant and deeply disappointed, others knowing nothing of the place’s history, all of them encountering this smart little enclave of red brick and raised flowerbeds, geraniums and busy lizzies spilling out of window-boxes, and trees chosen for their golden and creamy white foliage.

It was midsummer and a fine day, the sky a cloudless blue. The little grass plots were a bright and lush green, a pink climbing plant draping a rosy cloak over walls cunningly constructed on varying levels. Mix turned away, the choking anger making his heart beat faster and more loudly, thud, thud, thud. If he had known everything had been eradicated, he would never have considered the flat in St Blaise House. He had come to this corner of Notting Hill solely because it had been Reggie’s district. Of course he had known the house itself was gone and its neighbours too but still he had been confident the place would be easily recognisable, a street shunned by the faint-hearted, frequented by intelligent enthusiasts like himself. But the feeble, the squeamish, the politically correct had had their way and torn it all down. They would have been laughing at the likes of him, he thought, and triumphant at replacing history with a tasteless housing estate.

The visit itself he had been saving up as a treat for when he was settled in. A treat! How often, when he was a child, had a promised treat turned into a let-down? Too often, he seemed to remember, and it didn’t stop when one was grown-up and a responsible person. Still, he wasn’t moving again, not after paying Ed and his mate to paint the place and refit the kitchen. He turned his back on the pretty little new houses, the trees and flowerbeds, and walked slowly up Oxford Gardens and across Ladbroke Grove to view the house where Reggie’s first victim had had a room. At least that wasn’t changed. By the look of it, no one had painted it since the woman’s death in 1943. No one seemed to know which room it had been, there were no details in any of the books he’d read. He gazed at the windows, speculating and making guesses, until someone looked out at him and he thought he’d better move on.

St Blaise Avenue was quite up-market where it crossed Oxford Gardens, tree-lined with ornamental cherries, but the further he walked downhill it too went down until it was all sixties local authority housing, dry cleaners and motorcycle spare parts places and corner shops. All except for the terrace on the other side, isolated elegant Victorian, and the big house, the only one like it in the whole neighbourhood that wasn’t divided into a dozen flats, St Blaise House. Pity they hadn’t pulled that lot down, Mix thought, and left Rillington Place alone.

No cherries here but great dusty plane trees with huge leaves and bark peeling off their trunks. They were partly responsible for making the place so dark. He paused to look at the house, marvelling at its size, as he always did, and wondering why on earth the old woman hadn’t sold it to a developer years ago. Three floors high, it was of once-white, now grey, stucco, with steps up to a great front door that was half hidden in the depths of a pillared portico. Above, almost under the eaves, was a circular window quite different from the other oblong windows, being of stained glass, clouded by the accumulation of grime built up over the years since it had last been cleaned.

Mix let himself in. The hallway alone, he had thought when he first saw the place, was big enough for a normal-size flat to fit inside, big, square and dark like everything in there. Big dark chairs with carved backs stood uselessly against the walls, one of them under a huge mirror in a carved wooden frame, its glass all spotted with greenish blots like islands on a map of the sea. Stairs went down to a basement but he had never been in it and as far as he knew no one else had for years and years.

When he came in he always hoped she wouldn’t be anywhere about and usually she wasn’t, but today he was out of luck. Dressed in her usual garments, long droopy cardigan and skirt with a dipping hemline, she was standing beside a huge carved table which must have weighed a ton, holding up a coloured flyer advertising a Tibetan restaurant. When she saw him she said, ‘Good afternoon, Mr Cellini,’ in her upper-class drawl, putting, he thought, a lot of scorn into her voice.

When he spoke to Gwendolen Chawcer, when addressing her was unavoidable, he did his best to shock her – so far without marked success.

‘You’ll never guess where I’ve been.’

‘That is almost a certainty,’ she said. ‘So it seems pointless to attempt it.’

Sarcastic old bitch. ‘Rillington Place,’ he said, ‘or where it used to be. I wanted to see where Christie buried all those women he killed in his garden but there’s not a trace of it left.’

She put the flyer back on the table. No doubt, it would lie there for months. Then she surprised him. ‘I went to his house once,’ she said, ‘when I was young.’

‘You did? Why was that?’

He knew she wouldn’t be forthcoming and she wasn’t. ‘I had a reason to go there. The visit lasted no more than half an hour. He was an unpleasant man.’

He couldn’t control his excitement. ‘What sort of an impression did he make on you? Did you feel you were in the presence of a murderer? Was his wife there?’

She laughed her cold laugh. ‘Goodness, Mr Cellini, I’ve no time to answer all these questions. I have to get on.’

With what? She seldom did anything but read, as far as he knew. She must have read thousands of books, she was always at it. He felt frustrated after her unsatisfactory but provocative response. She might be a mine of information about Reggie but she was too stand-offish to talk about it.

He began to mount the stairs, hating them with a fierce hatred, though they were not narrow or precarious or winding. There were fifty-two and one of the things he disliked about them was that they were composed of three flights, twenty-two in this stretch, seventeen in the next, but thirteen in the top flight. If there was anything which upset Mix more than unpleasant surprises and rude old women, it was the number thirteen. St Blaise House, fortunately, was number 54 St Blaise Avenue.

One day when old Chawcer was out he had counted the bedrooms, not including his own, and found there were nine. Some were furnished, if you could call it furniture, some were not. The whole place was filthy. In his opinion, no one had done any housework in it for years, though he had seen her flicking about with a feather duster. All that woodwork, carved with shields and swords and helmets, faces and flowers, leaves and garlands and ribbons, lay under an ancient accumulation of dust. Banister was linked to banister and cornice to picture rail by ropes of cobwebs. She had lived here all her long life, first with her parents, then with her dad, then alone. Apart from that he knew nothing about her. He didn’t even know how she happened to have three bedrooms on the top floor already converted into a flat.

The stairs grew narrower after the first landing and the last flight, the top one, was tiled, not carpeted. Mix had never seen a staircase of shiny black tiles before but there were many things in Miss Chawcer’s house he had never seen before. No matter what kind of shoes he wore, those tiles made a terrible noise, a thump-thumping or a clack-clacking, and his belief was that she had tiled the stairs so that she would be able to tell what time her tenant came in. He had already got into the habit of removing his shoes and continuing in his socks alone. It wasn’t that he ever did anything wrong but he didn’t want her knowing his business.

The stained glass window speckled the top landing with spots of coloured light. It was a picture of a girl looking into a pot with some sort of plant in it. When old Chawcer brought him up here for the first time she had called it the Isabella window and the picture, Isabella and the Pot of Basil, made very little sense to Mix. As far as he was concerned, basil was something growing in a bag you bought at Tesco. The girl looked ill, her face was the only bit of the glass that was white, and Mix resented having to see her each time he went into or came out of, his flat.

He called his home an apartment but Gwendolen Chawcer called it ‘rooms’. She lived in the past, in his opinion, and not thirty or forty years ago like most old people but a hundred years. He had put in the bathroom himself with Ed and his mate’s help and fitted the kitchen. He paid for it, so Miss Chawcer couldn’t really complain. She ought to have been pleased; it would still be there for the next tenant when he was famous and had moved out. The fact was that she had never been able to see the need for a bathroom. When she was young, she told him, you had a chamber pot in your bedroom and a basin on the washstand and the maid brought you up a jug of hot water.

Mix had a bedroom as well and a large living room, dominated by a huge poster photograph of Nerissa Nash, taken when a newspaper started naming the models as well as the clothes designers. That was in the days when they called her the poor man’s Naomi Campbell. They did so no longer. Mix stood in front of the poster, as he often did when he first came in, like a religious contemplating a holy picture, his lips murmuring, ‘I love you, I adore you,’ instead of prayers.

He was earning good money at Fiterama and he had spent freely on this flat. The chrome-encased television, video and DVD player were on the hire purchase as was most of the kitchen equipment but that, to use one of Ed’s favourite expressions, was par for the course, everyone did it. He had paid for the white carpet and grey tweed suite with ready cash, buying the black marble statue of the nude girl on an impulse but not for a moment regretting his purchase. The poster of Nerissa he had had framed in the same chrome finish as the TV. In the black ash shelving he kept his collection of Reggie books: 10 Rillington Place, John Reginald Halliday Christie, The Christie Legend, Murder in Rillington Place and Christie’s Victims among many others. Richard Attenborough’s film of 10 Rillington Place he had on video and DVD. It was outrageous, he thought, that one Hollywood movie after another was re-made while you never heard a thing about a re-make of that. The one he possessed he often played and the digital version was even better, clearer and brighter. Richard Attenborough was wonderful, he wasn’t arguing about that, but he didn’t look much like Reggie. A taller actor was needed with sharper features and burning eyes.

Mix was inclined to day-dream and sometimes he speculated as to whether he would be famous through knowing Nerissa or through his expert knowledge of Reggie. There was probably no one alive today, not even Ludovic Kennedy who had written the book, who knew more. It might be his mission in life to reawaken interest in Rillington Place and its most famous occupant, though how this was to come about after what he had seen that afternoon, was as yet a mystery. He would solve it, of course. Perhaps he would write a book about Reggie himself, and not one full of feeble comments on the man’s wickedness and depravity. His book would draw attention to the murderer as artist.

It was getting on for six. Mix poured himself his favourite drink. He had invented it himself and called it Boot Camp because it had such a savage kick. It mystified him that no one he had offered it to seemed to share his taste for a double measure of vodka, a glass of Sauvignon and a tablespoonful of Cointreau poured over crushed ice. His fridge was the kind which spewed out the crushed ice all prepared. He was just savouring the first sip when his mobile rang.

It was Colette Gilbert-Bamber to tell him she was desperate to get her treadmill repaired. It might be no more than the electric plug or it might be something bigger. Her husband had gone out but she had had to stay at home because she was expecting an important phone call. Mix knew what all that meant. Being in love with his distant star, his queen and lady, didn’t mean he was never to treat himself to a bit of fun. Once he and Nerissa were together, a recognised item, it would be a different thing.

Regretfully but getting his priorities right, Mix put his Boot Camp into the fridge. He cleaned his teeth, gargled with a mouthwash which tasted not unlike his cocktail without the stimulus, and made his way down the stairs. In the midst of the house you wouldn’t have guessed how fine the day was and bright and hot the sunshine. Here it was always cold and strangely silent too, it always was. You couldn’t hear the Hammersmith and City Line running above ground from Latimer Road to Shepherd’s Bush, or the traffic in Ladbroke Grove. The only noise came from the Westway but if you didn’t know you wouldn’t have imagined you were listening to traffic. It sounded like the sea, like waves breaking on the shore, or what you hear when you hold a big seashell up to your ear, a soft unceasing roar.

These days Gwendolen sometimes needed the help of a magnifying glass to read small print. And, unfortunately, most of the books she wanted to read were printed in what she understood to be called 10-point. Her ordinary glasses couldn’t cope with Papa’s edition of The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, for instance, or what she was reading now, a very old copy of Middlemarch, published in the nineteenth century.

Like her bedroom above it, the drawing room encompassed the whole depth of the house, a pair of large sash windows overlooking the street, french windows at the back giving onto the garden. When she was reading Gwendolen reclined on a sofa upholstered in dark brown corduroy, its back surmounted with a carved mahogany dragon. The dragon’s tail curved round to meet one of the sofa arms, while its head reared up as it snarled at the black marble fireplace. Most of the furniture was rather like that, carved and thickly padded and covered in velvet which was brown or dull green or the dark red of claret, but some was made of dark veined marble with gilt legs. There was a very large mirror on one wall, framed in gilt leaves and fruit and curlicues, which had grown dull with time and lack of care.

Beyond the french windows, open now to the warm evening light, lay the garden. Gwendolen still saw it as it used to be, the lawn closely mown to the smoothness of emerald velvet, the herbaceous border alight with flowers, the trees pruned to make the best of their luxuriant foliage. Or, rather, she saw that it could be like that with a little attention, nothing that couldn’t be achieved by a day’s work. That the grass was knee high, the flowerbeds a mass of weeds and the trees ruined by dead branches, escaped her notice. The printed word was more real to her than a comfortable interior and pleasing exterior.

Her mind and her memories too were occasionally stronger than the book; then she laid it down to stare at the brownish cobweb-hung ceiling and the dusty prisms on the chandelier, to think and to remember.

The man Cellini she disliked, but that was of small importance. His inelegant conversation had awakened sleeping things, Christie and his murders, Rillington Place, her fear, Dr Reeves and Bertha. It must be at least fifty-two years ago, maybe fifty-three. Rillington Place had been a sordid slum, the terraces of houses with front doors opening on to the street, an iron foundry with a tall chimney at the far end of it. Until she went there she had no idea such places existed. She had led a sheltered life, both before that day and after it. Bertha would have married – those sort of people always did. Probably had a string of children who by now would be middle-aged, the first one of them the cause of her misfortunes.

Why did women behave like that? She had never understood. She had never been tempted. Not even with Dr Reeves. Her feelings for him had always been chaste and honourable, as had his for her. She was sure of that, in spite of his subsequent behaviour. Perhaps, after all, she had chosen the better part.

What on earth made Cellini so interested in Christie? It wasn’t a healthy attitude of mind. Gwendolen picked up her book again. Not in this one but in another of George Eliot’s, Adam Bede, there was a girl who had behaved like Bertha and met a dreadful fate. She read for another half-hour, lost to the world, oblivious to everything but the page in front of her. A footfall above her head alerted her.

Poor as her sight was becoming, Gwendolen’s hearing was superb. Not for a woman of her age but for anyone of any age. Her friend Olive Fordyce said she was sure Gwendolen could hear a bat squeak. She listened now. He was coming down the stairs. No doubt he thought she didn’t know he took his shoes off in an attempt to come and go secretly. She was not so easily deceived. The lowest flight creaked. Nothing he could do would put a stop to that, she thought triumphantly. She heard him padding across the hall but when he closed the front door it was with a slam that shook the house and caused a whitish flake to drop off the ceiling on to her left foot.

She went to one of the front windows and saw him getting into his car. It was a small blue car and, in her opinion, he kept it absurdly clean. When he had gone she went out to the kitchen, opened the door on an ancient and never-used spin dryer to take out a netting bag which had once held potatoes. The bag was full of keys. No labels were attached to them but she knew very well the shape and colour of the one she wanted. The key in the pocket of her cardigan, she began to mount the stairs.

It was a long way up but she was used to it. She might be over eighty but she was thin and strong. Never in her life had she had a day’s illness. Of course she couldn’t climb those stairs as fast as she could fifty years ago but that was only to be expected. Otto was sitting halfway up the top flight, dismembering and eating some small mammal. She took no notice of him nor he of her. The evening sun blazed through the Isabella window and since there was no wind to blow on the glass, a nearly perfect coloured picture of the girl and the pot of basil appeared reflected on the floor, a circular mosaic of reds and blues and purples and greens. Gwendolen stopped to admire it. Rarely indeed was this facsimile so clear and still.

She lingered for only a minute or two before inserting her key in the lock and letting herself into Cellini’s flat.

All this white paint was unwise, she thought. It showed every mark. And grey was a bad furnishing colour, cold and stark. She walked into his bedroom, wondering why he bothered to make his bed when he would only have to unmake it at night. Everything was depressingly tidy. Very likely he suffered from that affliction she had read about in a newspaper, Obsessive Compulsive Disorder. The kitchen was just as bad. It looked like one of those on show at the Ideal Home Exhibition, to which Olive had insisted on taking her some time in the eighties. A place for everything and everything in its place, not a packet or tin left on the counter, nothing in the sink. How could anyone live like that?

She opened the door of the fridge. There was very little food to be seen but in the door rack were two bottles of wine and, in the very front of the middle shelf a nearly full glass of something that looked like faintly coloured water. Gwendolen sniffed it. Not water, certainly not. So he drank, did he? She couldn’t say she was surprised. Making her way back into the living room, she stopped at the bookshelves. Any books, no matter of what kind, always drew her attention. These were not the sort she would read, perhaps that anyone should read. All of them, except for one called Sex for Men in the 21st Century, were about Christie. She had scarcely thought about the man for more than forty years and today she seemed not to be able to get away from him.

As for Cellini, this would be another of his obsessions. The more I know people, said Gwendolen, quoting her father, the more I like books. She went downstairs and into the kitchen. There she fetched herself a cheese and pickle sandwich, ready-made from the corner shop, and taking it and a glass of orange juice back to the dragon sofa, she returned to Middlemarch.


Chapter 2

IT WAS A funny part of the world altogether, Mix hadn’t got used to it yet, the Westway to the north and Wormwood Scrubs and its prison not far away, a tangle of little winding streets, big houses, purpose-built blocks, ugly Victorian terraces, Gothic places more like churches than homes, cottages cunningly designed on different levels to look as if they had been there for two hundred years, corner shops, MOT testing centres, garages, meeting halls, real churches for Holy Catholic Apostolics or Latter Day Saints and convents for Oblates and Carmelites. The whole place populated by people whose families had always been there and people whose families came from Freetown and Goa and Vilnius and Beirut and Aleppo.

The Gilbert-Bambers also lived in West Eleven but the upmarket fashionable part. Their house was in Lansdowne Walk, not as big as Miss Chawcer’s but more imposing, with Corinthian columns all along the front and urns with bushes in them on the balconies. It took Mix no more than five minutes to drive there and another five to park his car on a meter, costing him nothing after six-thirty. Colette gave him one of her sexy looks as she opened the door, a look which wasn’t in the least necessary as both knew why she had sent for him and what he had come for. For his part, he put up a show of formality, smiling as he marched in with his case of tools and saying it was upstairs if he remembered rightly.

‘Of course you remember rightly,’ Colette said, giggling.

More stairs but these were wide and shallow and anyway there was only one flight to go up. ‘How’s Miss Nash these days?’

He’d known she wouldn’t like that and she didn’t. ‘I’m sure she’s fine. I haven’t seen her for a couple of weeks.’

It was at the Gilbert-Bambers’ that he had first met Nerissa Nash. ‘Encountered’ might be the better word. Until he saw her he had thought Colette beautiful, her slenderness and her long blonde hair and her full lips, even though she’d told him about the collagen implants. The difference between them, he had thought, was that between the Hollywood star and the prettiest girl in the office.

Colette preceded him into the bedroom. What she called her gym was really a dressing room which opened out of it next to the bathroom, and when this house was built had been designed for the master of the house.

‘He’d knock on her door when he wanted a bonk,’ Colette had explained. ‘They were all bonkers in those days. Isn’t that funny it’s the same word?’

The room was now furnished with a treadmill, a step machine, a stationary bicycle and an elliptical cross-trainer. There was a rack of weights, a rolled-up yoga mat, a turquoise-coloured inflatable ball and a virgin fridge which had never seen the like of Boot Camp but held only sparkling spring water. Mix could see at once why the treadmill wouldn’t start. Colette was no fool and was probably well aware of the reason herself.

The machine had a safety device in the form of a key which slotted into a keyhole and a string attached to it with a clip on the other end. You were supposed to fasten it on to your clothes while you used it so that if you fell over the key would be pulled out and the motor stop running. Mix held up the key.

‘You didn’t put it in.’

‘As the actress said to the bishop.’

He thought this rejoinder extremely old hat. He’d heard his stepfather say it a good twenty years ago. ‘It won’t start unless the key’s in,’ he said in a toneless voice, intended to show her he didn’t think her witty. Still, he should complain. He’d get his fifty-pound call-out fee for just coming here.

He inserted the key, started the machine, ran it up and to delay things a little – why should she have it all her own way? – applied some oil underneath the pedals. Colette switched it off herself and led him back into the bedroom. He sometimes wondered what would happen if the Honourable Hugo Gilbert-Bamber came back unexpectedly but he could always nip back into his clothes and crouch down among the machines with screwdriver and oilcan.

Mix intended to be famous. The only possible life anyone could wish for these days, it seemed to him, was a celebrity’s. To be stopped in the street and asked for your autograph, to be forced to travel incognito, to see your picture in the papers, to be in demand by journalists for interviews, to have fans speculate about your sex life, to be quoted in gossip columns. To wear shades when you didn’t want to be recognised, to be transported in a limo with tinted windows. To have your own PR person and maybe get Max Clifford to represent you.

It would be best to be famous for something you did which people liked or because they admired you, like he did Nerissa Nash. But fame deriving from some great crime was enviable in a way. What would it feel like to be the man the police smuggle out of a courthouse with a coat over his head because if they saw him the crowd would tear him to pieces? Assassination secured you fame for ever. Only think of the killer of John Lennon, and of President Kennedy, or Princip who shot the Austrian Archduke and started the First World War. But being Nerissa Nash’s escort would be better and a lot safer. Soon it would lead to celebrity status, he would be invited on TV chat shows, asked to parties by the Beckhams and Madonna.

Colette had been a model herself, though in a minor league, and marriage to a stockbroker ended her career. But she and Nerissa remained firm friends. Mix had been in the gym/dressing room, fitting a new running belt to the treadmill, on this occasion a legitimate task. There couldn’t be any of the other because a hired cook was in the house getting lunch for Nerissa and Colette. The two women came into the bedroom for Colette to show her friend some new creation she had bought for an astronomical sum in a Notting Hill boutique. Whispering and giggling reached Mix’s ears. He couldn’t be sure but he thought he heard Nerissa warn Colette to be careful about undressing because ‘the man’ was next door in the gym.

Mix was familiar enough with Colette’s ways and tastes to know she wouldn’t care if fifty men were in the gym, all gaping at her through the glass door, she’d like it, but he admired Nerissa’s modest attitude. You didn’t come across much of that these days. Up until then he had never seen her beyond glancing at her photograph in the tabloids. Her voice was so pretty and her laugh so silvery that he was determined to see her. He used a technique he always employed when needing to speak to the lady of the house and, clearing his throat rather loudly, called out, ‘Are you there, Mrs Gilbert-Bamber?’

A giggle from Colette answered him, so he wasted no more time and walked into the bedroom. Colette was in scarlet bra and thong but he had seen more of her than that. In his own words, he wasn’t bothered. Besides, Colette’s friend commanded all his attention. To say she was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen was an understatement. Immediately he felt that all women, to be good to look at, should have long black hair, huge golden eyes and skin the colour of a cappuccino. Apart from all this and her shape, her height and her graceful way of standing, instead of the hauteur he would have expected in her face, he saw a warm sweetness, and when she smiled and said, ‘Hi,’ he was a lost man.

After that he collected in his scrapbooks every picture of her he saw. He even found her portrait on postcards in a tourist shop in Shepherd’s Bush. When there was a film première he waited, sometimes for hours, on the pavement outside the cinema for a glimpse of her alighting from a car. Once he was amply rewarded, having secured a position at the front of the fans. Helped out of the car, she drew her white fur stole round the diaphanous yellow shift she wore and seeing him – recognising him? – bestowed on him a radiant smile.

In one of his fantasies he and she sat in a club, alone at their table, gazing into each other’s eyes. A cameraman approached them, then another. Nerissa smiled at the photographers, then at him. She whispered, ‘Kiss me,’ and he did. It was the most wonderful clinch he had ever had, made even better by the flashes round them and the encouragement of the cameramen. Their kiss was in all the papers next day and the headlines he imagined thrilled him. ‘Nerissa and her New Man’ and ‘Nerissa Seals New Love with a Kiss’. They’d call him ‘Michael Cellini, the distinguished criminologist’.

Meanwhile he never saw her in the flesh, that golden flesh so delicately laid on long bones, though he had several times waited outside her house on Campden Hill Square, waiting for a glimpse of her at a window. Colette had told him where she lived, though she had done so reluctantly, and he had asked her if Nerissa had any exercise equipment in her home.

‘She goes to the gym.’

‘Which gym?’ he asked, gently biting her neck the way she liked.

‘The nearest, I suppose. What do you want to know for?’

‘Just curious,’ he said.

He must follow her, he knew that, though it savoured of stalking, which he didn’t want to think of in connection with Nerissa. Just once he’d follow her and when he found the gym he’d join. He wasn’t as fit as he should be in his job, and why not her gym as well as another?

He had been with Fiterama for nine years, the first eight and a bit at their Birmingham branch. When he came to London and started looking for a place to live, he rented for a while a room in Tufnell Park. Hilldrop Crescent, just round the corner, was another location that fascinated him. They hadn’t changed its name, though Dr Crippen who killed his wife and put bits of her under the floor, had lived there. He’d never read anything about Crippen, his crime was so long ago, before the First World War and practically ancient history. Then he saw a television programme about catching criminals by wireless and from that he learnt that Crippen was the first to be caught by this means. He learnt too where he had lived. Something which might be distasteful to another man, or simply of no interest, excited Mix and he went out to take a look. The disappointment he felt when he found the house gone and newer buildings on the site was a precursor of his much deeper bitterness at the destruction of Rillington Place.

It was seeing the film that started him off. He was still living at home then and he watched it on his mother’s old black and white television. Never much for reading, he had found the book of the film, as he thought of it, on a stall outside a junk shop. It came as a surprise when he looked at the photographs and saw that John Reginald Halliday Christie looked, not like Attenborough, but far more like himself. Of course he was a lot younger and he didn’t wear glasses. He forced himself to look in the mirror long enough to be sure of the resemblance. In a funny way it seemed to bring him and the mass murderer closer together, and it was from that time that he began referring to him in his mind as Reggie rather than Christie. After all, what had he done that was so terrible? Rid the world of a bunch of useless women, hookers and streetwalkers, most of them.

Reggie. The name sounded nice. Sort of warm and friendly. It was no surprise to Mix to discover in his reading that people had liked Reggie, looked up to him and admired him, a lot of them. They had recognised in him a man of power. That was one of the things Mix liked about him, that he was a strong man. He would have made a good father, wouldn’t have stood any nonsense from his kids but wouldn’t have knocked them about either. That wasn’t Reggie’s way. Fleetingly, as happened every day, Mix thought of Javy. To his mind, women shouldn’t be allowed to give their children stepfathers.

Driving home from Colette’s, his thoughts returned to what old Chawcer had told him. He was still amazed by it. She had actually been to Reggie’s house. She had met Reggie. To Mix, at his age, Reggie seemed to have lived in a far distant time, in history really, but he realised that was not so for old Chawcer. She must be in her eighties and when Reggie had lived in Rillington Place, had still been young, had been a girl. Now, as all the books said and everyone knew who was interested, Reggie had lured his victims to his house by posing as an abortionist. Therefore, she must have gone to him with that in view. What else?

Because he was himself young in the twenty-first century, Mix thought things had always been the way they were now. Old Chawcer’s youth, as far as sexual encounters went, would have been much as his was, love affairs, one-night stands and sex as often as one could get it. Old Chawcer would have been careless, forgotten her pill, as they did, and found herself up the spout. What little Mix knew about the law was concentrated on the liability of exercise equipment manufacturers and retailers for the safety of their products. Of acts making abortion legal he was ignorant, only supposing that when old Chawcer was young you couldn’t just go to a hospital and get it done. It stood to reason. If that had been possible Reggie would have been out of business.

The big question was: if she’d been there and in his hands, why was she still alive after fifty years? Maybe he would never know but he longed to find out.

In his flat it was almost entirely quiet. All his windows overlooked sections of flat roof and bits of gables and the wild untended garden at the back. The gardens down here were wildernesses except one and it was neat with mown lawn and rosebeds. Most nights, after it got dark, which happened late, he saw two eyes, bright as green flames, staring up at him out of the dense foliage of the ivy which climbed unrestrainedly over wall and trellis. Old Chawcer went to bed early, he supposed. Because the house stood alone no sound could ever be heard from neighbours. If you slept in the front part, you might sometimes be woken by the shrieks and shouts and bursts of music from cars he’d heard someone call the new cries of London. In the back where he was there was little to disturb you. A child of his time and one who had grown up on a noisy housing estate, he would occasionally have welcomed audible signs of life outside. Here the silent hours passed by as if time and the world had forgotten all about you. Except for the Westway. Like a great grey centipede it marched across west London on its hundred concrete legs, its ceaseless moving burden making sea sounds.

He opened the fridge door. An obsessively tidy person, he thought he had left his Boot Camp precisely in the centre of the middle shelf and two inches in from the front. It was very unlike him to have put it on the left-hand side, pushed up against a Tesco chocolate log. Thoughtfully, he sipped it. He must have been in a hurry to get out, that was the explanation.

His drink half-consumed, he stood in front of Nerissa’s picture and said to it, said to her, ‘I love you. I worship you.’ He raised his glass and drank to her. ‘You know I adore you.’


Chapter 3

GWENDOLEN CHAWCER’S HOME in St Blaise Avenue had been built in 1860 by her grandfather, her father’s father. Notting Hill was countrified then with lots of open spaces and new building and supposed to be a healthy place to live. The Westway was not to be thought of for another hundred years, the first section of the London Underground, the Metropolitan Railway from Baker Street to Hammersmith would be built in three years’ time, but the site of the street later called Rillington Place was open land. Gwendolen’s father, the professor, was born in St Blaise House in the nineties of that century and she herself in the twenties of the next one.

The neighbourhood went down and down. Because it was cheap, immigrants moved in in the fifties and lived in run-down North Kensington and Kensal Town, in Powis Square and Golborne Road, and it was a man from the Caribbean who found the first body in the Christie case when taking down a wall in the flat he had moved into. Hippies and flower people lived up there in the next two decades. Ladbroke Grove was so familiar a part of their lives that they called it affectionately, ‘the Grove’. In their rented rooms and flats they grew cannabis in cupboards with ultraviolet light inside. They dressed in cheesecloth and the concept of the Global Village was born.

Miss Chawcer knew nothing of this. It flowed over her. She was born in St Blaise House, had no brothers or sisters and was educated at home by Professor Chawcer, who had a chair of philology at London University. When she was a little over thirty her mother died. From the first the professor had been against her taking any sort of job, and what the professor was against invariably didn’t happen, just as what he was in favour of, did. Someone had to look after him. The maid had left to get married and Gwendolen was a natural to take her place.

It was a strange life she led but a safe one, as any life must be which is without fear or hope or passion or love or change or anxiety about money. The house was very large, on three floors, innumerable rooms opening out of square hallways or long passages, with a great grand staircase consisting of four flights. When it seemed certain Gwendolen would never marry, her father had three rooms on the top floor converted into a self-contained flat for her, with its own hallway, two rooms and a kitchen. The lack of a bathroom had nothing to do with her disinclination to move in. What was the point of being up there when her father was always down in the drawing room and always, it seemed, hungry for his meals or thirsty for a cup of tea? Her unwillingness to go up to the top floor started at that point. She only went up there if she had lost something and had exhausted all other places where it might be.

Nothing had been painted in the rest of the house and no other rooms had been modernised. Electricity had been installed, but not everywhere, and the place was rewired in the eighties because the existing wiring was dangerous. But where the old cables had been taken out and the new ones inserted, the walls had been plastered up over the holes but no redecoration had been done. Gwendolen said herself she wasn’t much of a cleaner. Cleaning bored her. She was happiest when sitting about and reading. She had read thousands of books, seeing no point in doing anything else unless you had to. When she shopped for food, she kept to the old shops as long as she could, and on the departure of the grocer and the butcher and the fishmonger, she went to the new supermarkets without registering that the change had affected her. She liked her food well enough and had made few changes to her diet since she was a young girl, except that with no one to cook for her she barely ate hot meals.

Every afternoon, after lunch, she lay down and rested, reading herself to sleep. She had a radio but no television. The house was full of books, learned works and ancient novels, old bound copies of the National Geographic and Punch, encyclopaedias long obsolete, dictionaries published in 1906, such collections as The Bedside Esquire and The Mammoth Book of Thrillers, Ghosts and Mysteries. She had read most of them and some she had re-read. She had acquaintances she had met through the St Blaise and Latimer Residents’ Association, and they called themselves her friends. Such relationships are difficult for an only child who has never been to school. She had been away on holidays with the professor, even to foreign countries, and thanks to him she spoke good French and Italian, though with no chance of using either except for reading Montaigne and D’Annunzio, but she had never had a boyfriend. While she had visited the theatre and the cinema, she had never been to a smart restaurant or a club or a dance or a party. She sometimes said to herself that, like Wordsworth’s Lucy, ‘she dwelt among the untrodden ways’ but it was said rather with relief than unhappiness.

The professor lived on into extreme old age, finally dying at the age of ninety-four. For the past few years of his life he had been unable to walk and incontinent, but his brain remained powerful and his demands undiminished. With the occasional assistance of a district nurse, even more occasionally that of a paid carer, Gwendolen looked after him. She never complained. She never showed signs of weariness. She changed his incontinence pads and stripped his bed, thinking only while she did so of getting through it as fast as possible so that she could get back to her book. His meals were brought and the tray later removed in the same spirit. He had brought her up apparently with no other purpose than that she should housekeep for him while he was middle-aged, care for him when he was old and read to keep herself out of mischief.

There had been moments in his life when he had looked at her with a cool unbiased eye and had acknowledged to himself that she was good-looking. He had never seen any other reason for a man to fall in love and marry, or at least wish to marry, than that the woman he chose was beautiful. Intellect, wit, charm, kindliness, a particular talent or warmth of heart, none of these played any part in his choice nor, as far as he knew, in the choice made by other intelligent men. He had married a woman for her looks alone and when he saw those looks in his daughter he became apprehensive. A man might see them too and take her away from him. None did. How could such a man have met her when he invited no one to the house except the doctor, and she went nowhere without her father’s being aware of it and watching her with an eagle eye?

But at last he died. He left her comfortably off and he left her the house, now in the eighties a dilapidated mansion half buried among new mewses and closes, small factories, local authority housing, corner shops, debased terraces and street-widening schemes. She was at that time a tall thin woman of sixty-six, whose belle époque profile was growing nutcracker-like, her fine Grecian nose pointing markedly towards a jutting chin. Her skin, which had been very fine and white with a delicate flush on the high cheekbones, was a mass of wrinkles. Such skin is sometimes compared to the peel of an apple that has been left lying too long in a warm room. Her blue eyes had faded to pastel grey and her once-fair hair, though still copious, was quite white.

The two elderly women who called themselves her friends, who had red fingernails and tinted hair and dressed in an approximation of current fashion, sometimes said that Miss Chawcer was Victorian in her clothes. This showed only how much they had forgotten of their own youth, for some of Gwendolen’s wardrobe could have been placed in 1936 and some in 1953. Many of her coats and dresses were of these vintages and would have fetched a fortune in the shops of Notting Hill Gate where such things were much prized, like the 1953 clothes she had bought for Dr Reeves. But he went away and married someone else. They had been good in their day and were so carefully looked after that they never wore out. Gwendolen Chawcer was a living anachronism.

She had cared for the house less well. To do her justice, she had determined a year or two after the professor died that it should be thoroughly redecorated and even in places refitted. But she was always rather slow in making decisions and by the time she reached the point of looking for a builder, she found she was unable to afford it. Because she had never paid National Insurance and no one had ever made contributions for her, the pension she received was very small. The money her father had left paid annually a diminishing return.

One of her friends, Olive Fordyce, suggested she take a tenant for part of the top floor. At first Gwendolen was appalled but after a time she gradually came round to the idea, but she would never have taken any action herself. It was Mrs Fordyce who found Michael Cellini’s advertisement in the Evening Standard, who arranged an interview and who sent him round to St Blaise House.

Gwendolen, the Italian speaker, addressed him as Mr Chellini but he, the grandson of an Italian prisoner of war, had always called himself Sellini. She refused to change: she knew what was correct and what was not if he didn’t. He would have preferred that they should be Mix and Gwen, he lived in a world in which everyone was on first name terms, and he had suggested it.

‘I think not, Mr Cellini,’ was all she had said.

It would probably have killed her to be called by her given name, and as for Gwen, only Olive Fordyce, much to Gwendolen’s distaste, used that diminutive. She called him, not her tenant, or even ‘the man who rents the flat’ but her lodger. When he mentioned her, which was seldom, he called her ‘the old bat who owns the place’ but on the whole they got on well, largely because the house was so big and they rarely met. Of course, it was early days. He had only been there a fortnight.

At one of their very occasional meetings he had told her he was an engineer. To Miss Chawcer an engineer was a man who built dams and bridges in distant lands but Mr Cellini explained that his job was servicing work-out equipment. She had to ask him what that meant and, not being very articulate, he was obliged to tell her she could view similar machines in the sports department of any large London store. The only London store she ever went to was Harrods and when next there, she made her way to view the exercise equipment. She entered a world she didn’t understand, she could see no motive for setting foot on any of these devices and scarcely believed what Cellini had told her. Could he have been, to use a rare example of the professor’s inverted commas-surrounded slang, ‘pulling her leg’?

Every so often, but not very often, Gwendolen went round the house with a feather duster and a carpet sweeper. She pushed this implement half-heartedly and never emptied its dust container. The vacuum cleaner, bought in 1951, had broken down twenty years before and never been repaired. It sat in the basement among old rolls of carpet, the leaf from a dining table, flattened cardboard boxes, a gramophone from the thirties, a stringless violin of unknown provenance and a basket off the bicycle the professor had once used to ride to Bloomsbury and back. The carpet sweeper deposited dirt as regularly as it picked it up. By the time she reached her own bedroom, dragging the sweeper up the stairs behind her, Gwendolen had grown bored with the whole thing and wanted to get back to whatever she happened to be reading, Balzac all over again or Trollope. She couldn’t be bothered to take the carpet sweeper back downstairs so she left it in a corner of her bedroom with the dirty duster draped over its handle; sometimes it would remain there for weeks.

Later that day, at about four, she was expecting Olive Fordyce and her niece for tea. The niece she had never met but Olive said it would be cruel never to let her see where Gwendolen lived, she was ‘absolutely mad about’ old houses. Just to spend an hour in St Blaise House would make her ecstatic. Gwendolen wasn’t doing anything special, apart from re-reading Le Père Goriot. She’d go out in a minute and buy a swiss roll from the Indian shop on the corner and maybe a packet of custard creams.

The days when that wouldn’t have been good enough were long gone. Years had passed since she had baked or cooked anything more than, say, a scrambled egg, but once every cake eaten in this house, every pie and flapjack and éclair, had been made by her. She particularly remembered a certain swiss roll, the pale creamy-yellow sponge, the raspberry jam, the subtle dusting of powdered sugar. The professor wouldn’t tolerate bought cakes. And tea was the favourite meal of all three of them. Tea was what you asked people to partake of if you asked them at all. When Mrs Chawcer was so ill, was slowly and painfully dying, her doctor on his regular visits was always asked to stay to tea. Her mother upstairs in bed and the professor giving a lecture somewhere, Gwendolen found herself alone with Dr Reeves.

Falling in love with him and he with her, she convinced herself, were the most important events of her life. He was younger than she was but not much, not enough, Gwendolen thought, for her mother to put him beyond the pale on grounds of age. Mrs Chawcer disapproved of marriages in which the man was more than two years younger than the woman. In appearance Dr Reeves was boyish with dark curly hair, dark but fiery eyes and an enthusiastic expression. Though thin, he ate enormously of Gwendolen’s scones with Cornish cream and home-made strawberry jam, Dundee cake and flapjacks, while she picked delicately at a Marie biscuit. Men didn’t like seeing a girl guzzle, Mrs Chawcer said – had almost stopped saying now her daughter was over thirty. Before tea, between mouthfuls and afterwards, Dr Reeves talked. About his profession and his ambitions, about the place in which they lived, the Korean War, the Iron Curtain, and the changing times. Gwendolen talked about these things too, as she had never talked to anyone before, and sometimes about hoping to see more of life, making friends, travelling, seeing the world. And always they talked about her mother dying, how it wouldn’t be long, and what would happen afterwards.

Doctors’ handwriting is notoriously unreadable. Gwendolen scrutinised the prescriptions he wrote for Mrs Chawcer, trying to decipher his first name. At first she thought it was Jonathan, then Barnabas. The nearest she got was Swithun. Cunningly, she turned the conversation on to names and how important or unimportant they were to their possessors. She liked hers, so long as no one called her Gwen. No one? Who were these people who might inadvertently create for her a diminutive? Her parents were the only ones who didn’t call her Miss Chawcer. She said none of this to Dr Reeves but listened avidly for his contribution.

Out it came. ‘Stephen’s the sort of name that’s always all right to have. Fashionable at the moment. For the first time, actually. So, one day, maybe, folks will guess I’m thirty years younger than I am.’

He always called people ‘folks’. And he said ‘guess’ the American way, meaning ‘think’. Gwendolen loved these idiosyncrasies. She was delighted to find out his name. Sometimes, in the solitude of her bedroom, she mouthed to herself interesting combinations: Gwendolen Reeves, Mrs Stephen Reeves, G.M. Reeves. If she were American she could call herself Gwendolen Chawcer Reeves, if from parts of Europe, Mrs Doctor Stephen Reeves. To use the servants’ word, he was courting her. She was sure of that. What would be the next step? An invitation out somewhere, her mother would probably say. Will you come with me to the theatre, Miss Chawcer? Do you ever go to the pictures, Miss Chawcer? May I call you Gwendolen?

Her mother no longer said anything. She was comatose with morphine. Stephen Reeves came regularly and every time he had tea with Gwendolen. One afternoon, across the cakestand, he called her Gwendolen and asked her to call him Stephen. The professor usually came home to keep an eye on his daughter as they were finishing their portions of Victoria sponge, and Gwendolen noticed that Dr Reeves reverted to Miss Chawcer when her father was present.

She sighed a little. That was half a century ago and now it wasn’t Dr Reeves but Olive and her niece who were expected for tea. Gwendolen hadn’t invited them for this day, she wouldn’t have dreamt of it. They had asked themselves. If she hadn’t been tired at the time and even more tired of Olive’s company she would have said no. Wishing she had, she went up to the bedroom which had once been her mother’s, where in fact her mother had died, but not the one where she had tried out those name combinations, and put on a blue velvet dress with a lace insert at the neckline, once but no longer called a modesty vest. She added pearls and a brooch in the shape of a phoenix rising from the ashes and put her mother’s engagement ring on her right hand. She wore it every day and at night put it in the jewel box of silver and chased mirror glass which had also been her mother’s.

The niece didn’t come. Olive brought her dog instead, a small white poodle with ballet dancer’s feet. Gwendolen was annoyed but not much surprised. She had done this before. The dog had a toy with it like a child, only this plaything was a very lifelike white plastic bone. Olive ate two slices of the swiss roll and a great many biscuits and talked about her niece’s daughter while Gwendolen thought what a good thing it was the niece hadn’t come or there would have been two of them talking about this paragon, her achievements, her wealth, her lovely home and her devotion to her parents. As it was, her day was spoiled. She should have been alone, to think about Stephen, to remember – and perhaps to plan?

Olive was wearing a trouser suit in bright emerald green and a lot of mock-gold jewellery. Kitsch, Gwendolen called it to herself. Olive was too fat and too old to wear trousers or anything in that colour. She was proud of her long fingernails and had lacquered them the same scarlet as her lipstick. Gwendolen stared at lips and nails with the critical and mocking eye of a young girl. She often wondered why she had friends when she rather disliked them and didn’t want their company.

‘When my great-niece was fourteen she was already five feet ten inches tall,’ said Olive. ‘My husband was alive then. “If you grow any more,” he said to her, “you’ll never find a boyfriend. The boys won’t go out with a girl taller than them.” And what do you think happened? When she was seventeen and over six feet she met this stockbroker. He’d wanted to be an actor but they wouldn’t have him because he was six feet six, far too tall for the theatre, so he went into stockbroking and made a packet. The two of them were quite an item. He wanted to marry her but she had her career to think of.’

‘How interesting,’ said Gwendolen, thinking of Dr Reeves who had once said she was a nice girl and he was awfully fond of her.

‘Girls don’t have to get married these days like we did.’ She seemed to have forgotten Gwendolen’s single status and went on blithely, ‘They don’t feel they’re left on the shelf. There’s no status to marriage any more. I know it’s a bold thing to say but if I was young again, I wouldn’t get married. Would you?’

‘I never did,’ said Gwendolen austerely.

‘No, that’s true,’ Olive said as if Gwendolen might have been in some doubt about it. ‘Maybe you did the right thing all along.’

But I would have married Stephen Reeves if he’d asked me, Gwendolen thought after Olive had gone and she was clearing up the tea things. We would have been happy, I would have made him happy and I’d have got away from Papa. But he had never asked her. Once he had said he was fond of her, Papa seemed to have made a point of being there, though he could not have overheard. When her mother was dead Stephen signed the death certificate and said that if they wanted Mrs Chawcer cremated they would need a second doctor’s signature, so he’d ask his partner to come round.

He didn’t say he’d enjoyed all those teas they’d had together or that he’d miss them or her. Therefore she knew he’d come back. Probably there was some rule in medical etiquette that forbade a general practitioner asking the relatives of a patient to go out with him. He was planning on coming back, waiting till after the funeral. Or perhaps he meant to



OPS/images/cover.jpg
RANDOM HOUSE @BOOKS

Thirteen Steps Down
Ruth Rendell







