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ONE




JUDITH GROVER MCMONIGLE Flynn climbed into a taxi, collapsed onto the leather jumpseat, and told the driver to take her to Buckingham Palace. The vehicle zipped into London’s madcap traffic and hurtled pell-mell down Pall Mall.

“Buck House, yes?” the driver said, accelerating around a double-decker bus.

Judith had expected to hear the Cockney accent of her previous trip to England some thirty years earlier. Instead, the driver’s voice was layered in rich Middle Eastern tones. It seemed to Judith that nobody in London spoke the Queen’s English anymore.

“You see changing guard?” the bearded driver asked cheerfully.

Judith didn’t remember taximen talking at all in 1964. “I will?” she replied in surprise. Her intention was to meet Cousin Renie in front of Buckingham Palace at 11:30 A.M. She hadn’t realized that their rendezvous would coincide with the changing of the guard.

“Many visitors, much crowd,” the cheerful driver said as he whizzed past Marlborough House.

“Oh, dear.” Judith squirmed on the small seat. How would she find Renie in such a mob? On this Tuesday in April, her cousin had gone to breakfast with a former graphic design colleague. Judith had spent the morning with her husband at the National Gallery. They had parted company in Trafalgar Square, with Joe Flynn heading for a tour of Scotland Yard.

“American?” The driver was looking at Judith in the rearview mirror. The taxi drifted perilously into the next lane of streaming traffic. “Canadian?”

“American,” Judith gulped as they screeched to a stop at St. James Street.

“Ah!” The driver turned to give Judith a big grin. “I have cousin in New York. Mustafa. You know him?”

“Uh—no. I don’t know New York,” Judith admitted, having visited the city only once. “I’m from…somewhere else.” There was no point in trying to explain U.S. geography to foreigners. Outside of New York, they never seemed to know anything except Los Angeles, which Judith couldn’t explain to herself. At present, she was still trying to comprehend London. There were new high rises, though they hadn’t yet overwhelmed the skyline. But signs of change were everywhere, from the golden arches of McDonald’s to the homeless pushing grocery carts. The world was not only growing smaller, it was becoming too similar.

Buckingham Palace and the Victoria Memorial loomed before her. So did several hundred milling tourists, some of whom were forced to leap out of the taxi’s way as the driver squealed to a stop by Green Park.

Nervously, Judith counted out the proper fare in English money, added what she hoped was an adequate tip, and thanked the driver. She also thanked God for arriving in one piece.

Feeling forlorn, Judith scanned the crowd. Cousin Renie was nowhere to be seen. Every nationality seemed to be represented, with Africans in flowing robes and Indian women in elegant saris. There were Americans, of course, but these days it was hard to identify them by sight. The visitors in jeans and T-shirts could just as well be Germans, Swedes, Aussies, or Argentinians.

Indeed, as Judith accidentally bumped into a middle-aged Chinese man in a dark suit, she apologized in careful English. “Please excuse me, sir. I’m so sorry.”


“No biggie,” he replied. “This place is worse than BART at rush hour.”

“Oh!” Judith grinned at the reference to the Bay Area Rapid Transit system. “You’re from San Francisco!”

The man shook his head. “San Mateo, actually. But I work in The City. I’m here for a shrink convention. In fact, I’m playing hooky from the morning session. I figured this was something I had to do, just like the tourists in San Francisco can’t go home without riding a cable car.”

Judith’s dark eyes widened at the man’s reference to the convention. “You’re attending the International Mental and Neurological University Therapists Society convention, too? That’s why I’m here. I mean, my cousin’s husband is attending it.”

The man from the Bay Area nodded. “It’s a big deal. IMNUTS brings together academic psychologists and psychiatrists from all over the world. It’s an honor to be invited.”

Judith knew that Renie’s Bill had been gratified by the invitation. Indeed, his attendance had prompted the trip to England. Back in January, when Renie and Bill Jones had decided to attend the conference, Judith and Joe Flynn had jumped at the chance to go along. One of Joe’s brothers, Paul, was posted to the American embassy in London. Joe had three weeks’ vacation coming on his job as a homicide detective for the metropolitan police force. Except for Easter weekend, which had already passed, April wasn’t exceptionally busy at Judith’s bed-and-breakfast. If ever the Flynns and the Joneses were to visit England during good weather, it was in the spring.

The guard-changing ceremony had begun. The man from San Mateo was swallowed up by the crowd. Trying not to get swept away, Judith dug in her heels in front of the Victoria Memorial. Again, she peered at the colorful crowd, which was constantly shifting for camera shots and better views.

If only, Judith thought, Renie wasn’t so small. At almost five-nine, Judith had always been grateful for her height. In middle age, she also had grown comfortable with her statuesque figure. An extra five pounds was never cause for concern. But at present, she would have liked to add another foot in order to see over the tourists. She realized she could do just that by climbing the memorial’s steps. The seated sculpture of Queen Victoria seemed to demand a curtsy. Judith let her eyes stray to the golden angel that stood atop the monument. The angel looked more amiable.

But the new vantage point didn’t seem to help. Judith saw the red jackets and black beaver hats move in precision. A regimental band was playing, bold, brassy notes from a military march that Judith vaguely recognized. The scene was impressive. But the guards weren’t assisting in the search for Renie. Judith moved cautiously around the memorial with its solemn plaques and heroic figures. Scanning the crowd beyond a group of tall blonds who were probably Scandinavians, but might have been from Minnesota, she heard a faint voice. It was behind her, possibly above her, floating out over The Mall.

Judith turned. She heard the plaintive voice again. It was familiar.

“Coz!” It was Renie. She was perched on the back of a fierce bronze lion, while a heroic bare-chested victor waved a torch toward the heavens. Compared to the imposing statuary, Renie looked smaller than ever. “Help! I can’t get down!” Her round face was terrified.

Frowning, Judith considered the situation. If she climbed a few more steps, she could reach the platform that held the bronze statues—and Renie. It wasn’t impossible. Several young people, mostly raucous teenagers, were also draped around the massive memorial at various levels. But Judith and Renie were old enough to be their mothers. The only saving grace was that they weren’t. With a mighty lunge, Judith heaved herself up to the lion’s paws.

The descent wasn’t as dangerous as it looked. Once Renie had Judith’s hand to steady her, she moved nimbly off the lion. Moments later, the cousins were safely back on the ground.

“What the hell were you doing up there?” Judith asked, more relieved than annoyed.

Renie dusted off her beige slacks. “A couple of kids from New Zealand helped me up. I wanted to make sure I could see you. Who was driving your taxi—A. J. Foyt?”

“Mustafa’s cousin,” Judith retorted. Seeing Renie’s puzzled expression, she waved an impatient hand. “Skip it, we’re both alive. Let’s get out of here before everybody else does.”

Proceeding down Buckingham Palace Road, Judith and Renie spent the next hour soaking up London’s West End. The city was abloom with daffodils and tulips and crocuses. They admired Belgravia’s handsome Greco-Roman houses, goggled at Harrod’s exotic wares, and dropped their jaws but held on to their bank cards as they gawked their way through the chic shops of Knightsbridge.

Turning back onto Brompton Road, they picked up the pace as they headed for St. Quentin, the restaurant where they were to meet their luncheon date.

“What’s her name?” Renie asked for the fourth time.

“Claire,” Judith answered a bit sharply. “Claire Marchmont.” Her feet hurt, and so did her pride. Judith, who had made untold sacrifices during eighteen years of marriage to Dan McMonigle, suddenly found that taking the trip of a lifetime with the man of her dreams still wasn’t enough: She had a terrible urge to buy out Saint-Laurent and Elle and Charles Jourdan. Maybe her feet would feel better in a four-hundred-dollar pair of shoes. Then reality sank in, and so did repentance. “Sorry, coz. I’m fighting an urge to indulge myself and wear nice clothes when I live in the poor house. What I really need are Band-Aids for my blisters.”

“I know walking is the real way to see London, but it wears me out,” Renie panted as they passed a BP station. “How did we do all this thirty years ago?”

“We didn’t.” Judith gave Renie and the service station a wry look. At home, on Heraldsgate Hill, she traded at the local BP, which, she recalled, stood for British Petroleum. The commercial invasion cut both ways. “If you’ll recall, I got halfway from Green Park to Grosvenor Square and threatened to go home if you didn’t put me into a taxi.”

Renie smiled at the memory. In 1964, Judith had only recently met Joe Flynn, rookie policeman. Despite five years of dreams and plans to visit Europe, Judith had been reluctant to part with Joe for three months. She had developed a form of migraine headache that had proved almost disastrous to their trip.

“So Claire is your pen-pal Margaret’s sister-in-law,” Renie said, deciding to drop the subject of Judith’s earlier romantic tribulations. “I remember Margaret’s brother. He was about fourteen and had spots.”

“He’s probably over them by now,” Judith replied. The morning clouds, which had threatened rain, were now drifting away and the sun was coming out. At the moment, it promised to be a warm afternoon. Unless it rained. Even the weather reminded Judith of home. “I’m so sorry that Margaret and her husband left last week for Prague. It would have been fun to see her again after all these years.”

Renie nodded in agreement. “Margaret’s kids were just tiny then. In fact, didn’t the youngest girl come along soon after we were here?”

“That’s right. She’s teaching ballet now.” Judith’s expression was nostalgic. “Goodness, but a lot has happened since then. We weren’t married; you hadn’t met Bill. I’m glad Margaret and I kept writing. At least I think I am. I’m not sure what we’re getting into with her sister-in-law Claire.”

The cousins again strolled past the expansive front of Harrod’s. “It sounds like fun. A weekend in an English country cottage has always been my fantasy. What could be better as long as Bill and Joe are off fishing in Scotland?”

Judith arched a dark eyebrow. “Going with them? We fish. We might even catch something.”

Renie shrugged. “We’ll meet them in Edinburgh next week. Then we’ll have eight more days to sightsee as a foursome. Let them do the male-bonding thing. With Bill’s teaching schedule and private patients, and Joe’s crazy hours as a cop, the only time they see each other is at family gatherings where they’re both pretending they like their in-laws. This gives them a chance to bitch about us and our mothers.”

“Fishermen don’t talk,” Judith countered. “All they ever say is ‘Any luck?’ and ‘Nice fish.’”


Renie laughed. “True. But that’s still bonding.”

Judith sniffed. “You forget, it’s a working weekend for me. I’m supposed to give advice.”

“So? You can write the trip off as a business expense. We will. Why else did you come, if not to outwit the IRS?”

They had reached St. Quentin, where Judith stood outside, shifting from one tired foot to the other. “I know,” she admitted. “Joe and I wanted to come along so much, and Margaret’s relatives’ plan to turn Claire’s family home into a bed-and-breakfast was a real bonus. But three weeks is a long time to leave Hillside Manor. And Mother.”

“Mothers,” Renie corrected, unwilling to stand around and listen to the cacophony of traffic and pedestrians. “My mother is sure we’ll be bombed by IRA terrorists. Or, as she so quaintly puts it, sold into white slavery.”

Trudging into the restaurant’s foyer, Judith let out a long sigh. She thought of Gertrude, her own mother, who had griped and groaned and grumbled as if her daughter were deserting her for a three-year trip to Mars instead of three weeks in the United Kingdom. She thought of Hillside Manor, which had been left in the capable hands of Arlene Rankers, friend, neighbor, and substitute hostess par excellence. She also thought of her son, Mike, who was working as a forest ranger in Idaho’s Nez Perce National Historical Park. All should be well with mother, son, and B&B. But life had taught Judith to expect the worst.

The reservation was in Claire Marchmont’s name. A thin-lipped maitre d’ led the cousins to a table covered with a crisp white cloth. Claire had not yet arrived.

“We’re four minutes early,” Judith announced, glancing at her watch. “Claire and her husband have a flat in town. I don’t think they spend much time at Ravenscroft House.”

“So you said.” Renie’s tone was indifferent. She had glommed onto a menu, and, as usual, was absorbed in the concept of food. Renie was still studying the selections and making little purring noises when Claire Marchmont arrived in a breathless state.

“Delightful!” she exclaimed in a well-bred voice. Her grey eyes darted from cousin to cousin. “Oh, my! Which of you is…?”


Judith put out her hand. “I’m Judith McMonigle Flynn. And this is my cousin, Serena Jones. We call her Renie.”

“Renie!” Claire’s oval face seemed dazzled by the idiosyncrasy. “Renie! My!” She sank into the chair between the cousins. “Delightful!” she repeated, but now her tone was subdued.

While Claire appeared to be almost as tall as Judith, she was very slim, with a pale face and a delicate air. Mid-thirties, Judith guessed, and pretty, though her features were faintly pinched, as if from worry.

“So kind,” Claire murmured after their order was taken for a bottle of Vouvray. “So very kind. Of you. To offer.”

Judith smiled encouragingly. “But Margaret and I’ve been writing since we were in our teens. We only met once, when Renie and I were here in 1964. We got started with our letters through a program sponsored by my junior high school.” Renie had also gotten involved with a pen-pal. But hers had stopped writing after running off at seventeen with an RAF pilot nicknamed Zipper. Margaret had proved more stable.

While sipping their wine, Claire apologized a half-dozen times for Margaret’s absence. She also tried to update the cousins on her sister-in-law’s recent past. Judith, who had received a lengthy letter in mid-March, didn’t interrupt. Meanwhile, Renie rubbernecked around the other tables, looking not only for Princess Margaret, who was said to be a regular, but at the other customers’ entrees.

“So there it is,” Claire said, a bit wistfully, and Judith realized she’d lost the conversational thread. “A pity. Actually.”

“Ah…” Judith struggled for an appropriate remark. “I suppose so. Life’s full of ironies.”

It seemed that Judith had inadvertently struck the right chord. Claire nodded enthusiastically. “Indeed! On the one hand, it’s marvelous. That Aunt Pet has lived to such a great age. On the other, it’s frustrating. To have so little say about things. Except for Charles, of course.”

Charles, Judith recalled, was Claire’s husband and Margaret’s brother. Now middle-aged, Charles was, she hoped, without spots. He was a businessman, which was why the Marchmonts lived in London. As for Aunt Pet, Judith drew a blank. Margaret had never mentioned her.

“…twins away at school.” Claire was looking worried, agitating her wavy red hair with long, thin fingers. “They so love horses.”

Claire and Charles Marchmont had twin boys, as Judith knew from Margaret’s letters. “How old are they?” Judith asked, wishing Renie would stop trying to look over the shoulder of a bulky man in Harris tweeds at the next table.

“Nine,” Claire answered, now smiling with maternal pride. “Such fine boys. Very keen on soccer. So convenient having twins. It’s fortunate that they run in the family.”

Renie was tapping one of the broad Harris tweed-covered shoulders. “What is that?” she asked.

The man glared at her from under sparse white eyebrows. “Turbot,” he snapped, and swiveled back into place.

Renie wrinkled her pug nose. “Turtle? Did he say turtle? What next, donkey sandwiches?”

Looking apologetic, Claire explained the selections on the fixed-price menu. Renie smiled sheepishly, confessing that she understood most of the brasserie offerings but was more accustomed to salmon and trout and halibut. After the three women finally decided on steak frite, Judith tried to reconstruct Claire’s conversation. As usual, she relied on logic to piece together the snatches she’d garnered from their hostess, as well as what she knew from Margaret’s letters.

“You live in London,” Judith said, savoring the Vouvray.

Claire nodded. “St. John’s Wood.”

Judith and Renie both recognized the neighborhood; some of the Grover ancestors had lived there in the late nineteenth century. “But you spend weekends at Ravenscroft House,” Judith noted.

“Oh, yes,” Claire replied with a tremulous smile. “At least some. London makes me nervy.” To prove the point, Claire looked as if she were on the verge of an anxiety attack.

Renie was nodding. “We’ve got a cabin in the woods, about an hour outside of town.” She referred to the ramshackle structure that had been built a half-century earlier by their fathers and Grandpa Grover. “Of course it’s sort of falling down. We don’t go there very often.”

Claire put a hand to her flat breast and leaned back in the chair. “Oh! I know! These old houses are so stress-inducing! The heating, the electrical, the plumbing!”

“Actually,” Renie murmured, “we don’t exactly have plumbing. Or electricity or heating. The outhouse is collapsing, too.”

Claire sympathized. “Outhouses! My! We call them outbuildings. But I know what you mean about repairs. Such a challenge! Judith—may I call you that, I hope? Thank you so. Margaret said you renovated your family home. The one in the city. Into a bed-and-breakfast. I shall hang on every word. I swear.”

Judith assumed a modest air. “I’ll do my best. Hillside Manor had some serious problems, too.” Fondly, she pictured the Edwardian house on the hill, with its fresh green paint and white trim, the bay windows, the five guest bedrooms on the second floor, the family quarters in the expanded attic, and the enclosed backyard with the last few fruit trees from the original orchard. There was a double garage, too. And the remodeled toolshed where her mother lived. Gertrude Grover had refused to share a roof with her son-in-law. She didn’t like Judith’s second husband much better than her first one.

“It was a challenge,” Judith finally said, thinking more of coping with Gertrude than of the renovations. “It’s expensive. I had to take out a loan.”

Claire’s high forehead creased. “My word! A loan! Charles should hate that!”

Trying to be tactful, Judith made an effort to put Claire’s mind at rest. “I’m sure my situation was different. I’d been recently widowed and had no savings.” Dan McMonigle had blown every dime on the horse races or the state lottery. “My husband wasn’t insurable.” Dan had weighed over four hundred pounds when he’d died at the age of forty-nine. “We had no equity in our home.” After defaulting on the only house they’d ever owned, the McMonigles had lived in a series of seedy rentals, and had been about to be evicted when Dan had, as Judith put it, conveniently blown up. “In fact,” she went on, feigning serenity, “I had no choice but to move in with my mother. That’s when it occurred to me that it didn’t make sense for the two of us to rattle around in a big old house. My son was almost ready for college.”

“How true!” Claire positively beamed, revealing small, perfect white teeth. “That’s precisely what I’ve told Charles. Why maintain a second home with so many expenditures and taxation? Why not turn it into something that will produce income?”

“Exactly,” Judith agreed. “The main thing is to figure out if you’re going to run it or let someone do it for you.”

Claire’s smile evaporated. “Oh, no. The main thing is Aunt Pet,” she insisted, her rather wispy voice now firm. “First of all, she has to die.”







    

TWO




PAUL FLYNN HAD shown his brother and his sister-in-law a good time since their arrival in England on Saturday, April seventeenth. Of course Paul’s leisure time was limited by his busy schedule doing whatever diplomats did at the Court of St. James. “Translations,” Joe had told Judith with a wink. He had never given Paul much credit for hard work, insisting that his brother got by on charm.

But Paul had picked up the hefty dinner tab at Jason’s Court on Wednesday night. Meanwhile, Renie and Bill had joined some other IMNUTS conferees at La Gavroche. The gathering’s finale was set for Thursday evening, and Bill had managed to finagle tickets for the Flynns. The cocktail reception and dinner were to be held at the Barbican Centre.

En route to the festivities, Renie, who had a passion for British history, acted as the quartet’s self-appointed tour guide. “There’s the Old Bailey,” she cried, bouncing on the taxi seat. “It was built on the site of Newgate Prison. You wouldn’t believe the horrors that went on there.”

“Perps will be perps,” Joe Flynn murmured, adjusting the black tie on his rented tuxedo.

“I mean the treatment they got,” Renie said. “It was incredibly cruel.”

“That’s right,” Joe retorted. “Coddle the criminals. Treat them with kid gloves. Whatever happened to brass knuckles and the rubber hose?”

Renie ignored Joe. “There! Where those post office buildings stand now, that was once Grey Friars, the Franciscan church.”

“Franciscans wear brown,” Judith put in, more concerned with her own garb than monks’ habits. She was trying to tame the long purple silk scarf that hung down the back of her simple matching gown. Even on sale, the floor-length dress had fetched an exorbitant price. Judith had rationalized away the tab, assuring herself that she would be able to wear it not only on the trip, but afterward. Maybe. If she and Joe ever went anywhere formal. Which they didn’t. Judith tried not to think about how much the dress had cost, and concentrated instead on the conversation.

“Yesterday afternoon a paper was presented on St. Francis,” Bill Jones noted, “by a woman from the University of Ottawa. Her premise was that St. Francis could penetrate the human soul and analyze behavior objectively. Had he devoted himself to the field, he could have made enormous contributions to the study of psychology.”

“Aldersgate!” exclaimed Renie, after the taxi had turned into St. Martin’s Le Grand. “It’s gone now, but in 1603, King James entered London through it to claim the throne after Queen Elizabeth died.”

As the taxi came to a stop in line behind the queue of vehicles arriving at the Barbican’s conference headquarters, Judith turned to Joe. She hesitated for a split second, drinking in his presence. In middle age, the receding red hair had streaks of gray; there was the hint of a paunch under the black cummerbund. But Joe Flynn was otherwise still fit, and the green eyes retained their sparkle. Most of all, the round, engaging face had lost none of its charm for Judith.

“Joe,” Judith said plaintively, “don’t let my tails drag.”

Joe looked puzzled, then grinned. “Oh, your scarf. Sure, I’ll keep an eye on your tail…s.” The grin turned faintly wicked.

“Now remember,” Bill cautioned Judith and Joe, “the conferees are unwinding. They’ve put in a very intensive four and a half days. You may see them in—”

“The nude.” Renie gave Bill a sweet smile. After almost thirty years of marriage, the Joneses were accustomed to interruptions. Or, if not accustomed, they had stopped trying to kill each other. Most of the time. “What Bill means is that these people may sound like a bunch of pedantic stuffed shirts, but underneath all their academic titles and honors, they’re—”

“Just as wacked-out as you are,” Bill finished smugly, with a slap on his wife’s crepe-de-chine-covered knee.

The taxi pulled into the unloading zone. Bill paid the driver, who spoke no English of any kind, and followed the others into the centre.

“This had been the outer fortification of the City of London, going way back,” Renie announced, bumping into a kilted gentlemen whose tartan tam was knocked askew. “Henry III leveled the tower in the thirteenth century, but it was rebuilt. The area was almost wiped out by German bombs in World War II. This complex was completed in—”

“Ten minutes,” Bill said, grabbing hold of Renie and steering her between some French Canadians and a pair of New Zealanders. “We’re ten minutes late. It must have been all that traffic on the Holborn Viaduct.”

“Then everybody’s one drink ahead of us,” Joe remarked as Judith got a high heel caught between the stones of the entrance floor. “And my wife’s already having problems walking.”

“I’m afraid of tripping over my scarf,” Judith complained.

Joe squeezed her shoulders. “You look terrific, Jude-girl. Purple is almost as good on you as red. Or black or blue or green.”

His use of her despised nickname was forgotten in the pleasure of his compliment. Briefly, she snuggled up next to him. “I can’t believe how handsome you are in that tux. It reminds me of our wedding day.”

Renie jammed her elbow into Judith’s bare arm. “Cut the cooing crap,” she said out of the side of her mouth. “You’re acting like newlyweds and embarrassing Bill and me. Jeez, you’ve been married for almost three years. Have a fight or something normal.”

Joe stopped admiring his wife long enough to survey the reception room with its banks of spring flowers and ornate chandeliers. “Nice,” he remarked. “It reminds me of the city employees’ cafeteria at home. Here comes a giant cockroach now.”

The giant cockroach was actually a waiter clad in silver livery, bearing a tray of hors d’oeuvres. Renie grabbed two of everything while Bill pretended he’d never seen her before in his life. The crowd milled about, chattering in various forms of the English language. Judith, who was an inveterate people-watcher, found herself bedazzled by the delegates who came from all over the Commonwealth and the United States. The IMNUTS members and their guests did indeed seem to be unwinding as the laughter flowed on a rising tide of spirits, both potable and exuberant.

At the open bar, everyone in the Flynn-Jones party ordered Scotch except Renie, who was elated to discover a store of Kentucky bourbon. Nodding at a goateed man with a cane in one hand and a margarita in the other, Bill brushed crumbs off his wife’s metallic tunic with a practiced hand.

“There’s the keynote speaker, Alfred Fortescue, looking down the front of that redhead’s dress,” Bill said in his carefully modulated voice. “Fortescue is behavioral.”

“Yes, he is,” Joe agreed. “Who’s the tall blond woman in the long sarong doing the tango with the midget?”

Bill followed Joe’s gaze. “The midget is Karl Herkendorfer from Columbia University. He’s into dreams. The blond is Ursula Renfrew-Smythe from Cambridge. She’s sexual deviation.”

Joe lifted one reddish eyebrow. “Has Ursula met Alfred?”

“They’re married,” Bill replied, somehow keeping a straight face. “He’s at Cambridge, too.”

Judith was craning her neck to see around several people who were mesmerized by a swarthy man balancing a silver cream pitcher on his head. “Who’s the guy dressed like Elvis?” she inquired, discreetly gesturing in the direction of a spangled and sequined figure who wriggled his hips near the long table that held the punch bowl and more hors d’oeuvres.

Bill peered through his glasses. “It’s Elvis. Or so he says. Vanderbilt University. His specialty is delusions.”

“No kidding,” said Joe very softly. “And here I was, thinking about arresting all these delegates for impersonating real people. It would—” A loud explosion caused Joe to slam a hand into Judith’s back. “Hit the floor! Cover me, I’m going in!”

Calmly, Bill sipped his scotch. “It’s all right, Joe. Sir Angus MacDougall set off a firecracker in that suit of armor by the far wall. Unfortunately, Alonzo Devlin was inside. He’s memory, University of Wisconsin.”

“He’s history, if you ask me,” Renie remarked, as several people attempted to pry Alonzo out of the armor. She poked her husband in the chest. “Hey, are all these people really crazy? I mean, you’re not. At least not often. But let’s face it, this bunch strikes me as bizarre.”

“They’re acting out,” Bill said, at his most unflappable. “It’s good for them. Tomorrow, they’ll head home, go back to their mundane lives, teach classes, advise students, see patients, take out the garbage.” His voice dropped with every phrase, then he grabbed Renie by the arm. “Come on, there’s Sidney Weinstock, Stanford. He’s depression. I need to talk to him.”

“You sure do,” Renie muttered as Bill led her away.

Judith was trying to rearrange her long purple scarf. “Maybe we shouldn’t have come,” she muttered. “This place is goofy.”

But Joe was no longer hovering at her side. Ever the policeman, he had rushed off to attend to Alonzo Devlin. Judith sighed and decided to replenish her drink.

“Don’t let these high jinks disturb you,” a distinguished man with silver hair and a mustache to match said calmly. “You have no idea how dedicated these people are. They need diversion.”

Judith eyed the man a bit warily. “I suppose. But it’s awfully rowdy. For grown-ups.”


The man cupped his left ear. “Eh? Rowley? For turnips? How d’you do, Mrs. Rowley. But I think they’re serving peas. Swinford, Woodley Swinford. But call me Doodles. Delighted, of course.” He shook hands with a mighty grip.

“Flynn,” Judith shouted, one eye on a man who was dangling from the chandelier. “Judith Flynn.”

“Jewish Finn? Didn’t know there were any. Very nice, very nice.” Doodles Swinford beamed under the mustache, his big teeth making him look like a cross between Bugs Bunny and Adolf Hitler.

Judith surrendered the task of trying to explain herself. Doodles paid no heed to the dangling man. “Don’t know about you, but I haven’t the foggiest what these people are talking about. It’s m’wife who’s the delegate. London University, amnesia. What’s your specialty, Mrs…. Sorry, didn’t catch your name. Finnish, I suppose, with all those ‘Ns.’”

“Sort of,” Judith muttered, then took pity on Doodles Swinford’s deafness. “My husband is with the police.”

“He’s with a valise? Where?” Doodles’s glance darted around the room. Two men were carrying Alonzo Devlin away on a stretcher. “Is your husband a doctor? I rather hope so. They could use one about now.”

Judith winced. “The police,” she all but screamed. “In the States.”

“The police!” Doodles looked vaguely alarmed. “You don’t say! Do excuse me, I’m a bit hard of hearing. Just as well. These fetes are such a bore. Much prefer staying home and watching the telly. You Yanks must find England very dull.”

Since the man on the chandelier had just fallen into the punch bowl, Judith couldn’t agree. “Goodness, I think he cut himself,” she gasped.

“Possibly,” Doodles allowed with a vague glance at the long table. “I’m in insurance. Glad I don’t carry his accident policy. No rider for punch bowl injury.”

Joe, Bill, and three other men who seemed to know what they were doing had now converged on the man who had fallen out of the chandelier. Judith scanned the crowd for Renie. She was at the other end of the table, stuffing canapés in her mouth.

“Insurance,” Judith said in an odd voice. “Oh, yes, I see. How interesting.”

To Judith’s surprise, Doodles Swinford nodded vigorously. “It is indeed. You’d be flummoxed. I’m primarily into animals.”

The large room with its swirl of glittering guests and masses of flowers and hyperactivity under the chandelier seemed to swim before Judith’s eyes. “Animals?” she echoed faintly.

Doodles nodded as he sucked on his daiquiri. “Exotic pets. Pedigreed dogs and cats. Racehorses. Have you any idea what the annual premium is on a hedgehog?”

Judith hadn’t. She was admitting as much when she saw Joe and Bill help the chandelier man to his feet. A moment later, she felt a tap on her shoulder. It was Renie, looking remarkably composed.

“Guess what?” said Renie. “It’s time for dinner. As soon as they remove the latest carcass, we can go into the banquet hall.”

“Is that good?” Judith asked with a nervous expression.

“Dinner is always good,” Renie replied. “At least as a concept. Here come Bill and Joe, back from their recent emergency run. I think we’re having prime rib.”

Dazedly, Judith looked around her. Doodles Swinford had disappeared, but Joe was almost immediately in front of her.

“Ready?” he asked, offering his arm.

Judith stared at her husband. “Yes. No.” She saw the magic gold flecks dance in the green eyes and relaxed a bit. “Yes, I’m ready.” She sighed, slipping her hand through his arm. “But after all this, I’m a just a little…a-Freud.”

Once again, Joe arched his eyebrow. “That, Jude-girl, is because you’re too Jung.”

Following Renie and Bill, they advanced to the banquet hall.



Judith and Joe Flynn were in bed. Room service had delivered breakfast, complete with hot toast, excellent sausages, country eggs, and surprisingly delicious coffee. Judith nestled back among the pillows and savored the last morning of their stay in London. The Abbey Court was not so much a hotel as it was a home, a restored Victorian mansion tucked between Bayswater and Notting Hill. Judith had studied the nineteenth-century structure closely, hoping to get some ideas for Claire’s conversion of Ravenscroft House. Taking a sip of her coffee, Judith turned to Joe.

“Bangers.” She sighed. “Only the English and the Germans make them properly. And Italians and Austrians.”

Joe, who was wearing a semi-hideous plaid bathrobe that his mother-in-law had chosen from a mail-order catalog as his Christmas gift, arched an eyebrow at his wife. “Bangers?” he inquired. “As in sausages? Or,” he went on, coming over to kneel on the bed and kiss his wife’s forehead, “as in me?”

As ever, Judith melted. Thirty years later, Judith was still under Joe Flynn’s spell. “I love you,” she said simply. “I loved you in 1964, when Renie and I stayed at a—guess what?—a bed-and-breakfast in Clarges Street for eight dollars a night. It’s been torn down. But you’re still here. So am I.”

“So’s London,” Joe Flynn remarked, nuzzling Judith’s temple. “So’s the rest of England and Scotland and Ireland and Wales. The only difference is, this place is costing us about twenty times as much. And they call it ‘moderately priced.’ Why don’t you jack up your fees so that we can actually afford this trip?”

Judith let Joe’s hands explore the curves of her body. “Jack what?” she asked in a wispy voice.

Joe chuckled, the low, rich sound that Judith loved so much. “At least we’ll get a tax break. I’ve worked all the Scotland Yard angles, including six hours at a desk, giving them my useless Colonialist opinion on unsolved cases. I didn’t solve anything, but I’ll get a written thank-you to show the IRS. Now you strut your stuff at that old house in…where is it? I forget.” The fact didn’t seem to perturb him. He buried his face in the curve of Judith’s neck.

“Somerset.” Judith spoke dreamily, with one hand maneuvering the breakfast tray onto the floor. “You’ll catch…fish.”

“Salmon,” Joe replied in a muffled voice. “In a stream. Nice.”

“Very.” With a rapturous tremor, Judith dismissed salmon, Somerset, and spending from her mind. Everything was forgotten, including the soft rain that fell outside the Abbey Court. Within the hour, Judith and Joe would be parted. The separation would last a mere week, but for Judith, who had pined for Joe on her previous trip to England thirty years earlier, the loneliness seemed to hover over her like the leaden skies of London.

Even after they had made love, Joe Flynn sensed his wife’s lingering melancholia. “Jude-girl,” he said, “what’s wrong? You seem off your feed. How can that be? You ate like Renie and you carried on like Madame de Pompadour.”

The comparison, at least to Madame de Pompadour, made Judith roll her eyes. “It’s nothing to do with you, Joe. It’s the weekend at Ravenscroft House. I’m supposed to be some expert at fixing up old dumps with bad plumbing and inflammable electricity. Just because I did it with Hillside Manor doesn’t mean I can duplicate the renovation of some English country cottage. Besides, the Marchmonts can’t do anything until Claire’s ninety-four-year-old aunt dies. She’s got control of the money, and from what Renie and I gather, she’s kind of…difficult.”

Joe was heading for the shower. He turned, his green eyes dancing. “A difficult old lady who actually owns the family house? What’s wrong? Don’t they have a toolshed?” Joe disappeared into the bathroom.

“Mother’s not ninety-four,” Judith shouted after her husband. There was no reply. “Not yet.” A rush of water ensued. “She doesn’t have any money,” Judith added, but to herself.

Pouring a last cup of coffee from the silver pot, Judith started to put on her makeup. People were truly the same, all over the world: stubborn old ladies and put-upon middle-aged men and worry-prone wives who wanted to please everybody. Judith sympathized with Claire Marchmont. Claire was probably fifteen years younger, but she was in the same boat as Judith, with a cantankerous oldster at one end and, presumably, a much-loved husband at the other.

Judith got dressed, kissed Joe good-bye, and joined a sleep-eyed Renie for the taxi ride to Waterloo Station.


The cousins didn’t mind the rain that fell on London’s urban sprawl. It was April, and it was probably raining at home. The high-speed train they were taking wouldn’t stop until they reached Slough, the spur to Windsor and Eton.

“They must have enough bedrooms at Ravenscroft House so we won’t have to sleep together,” Renie remarked, shrugging out of her black trenchcoat and sticking to her agenda of creature comforts. “You always try to push me out of bed.”

“I haven’t done that since we were kids,” Judith replied indignantly. “But you’re right. The Marchmonts—or should I say Aunt Pet?—must have extra space or they wouldn’t be thinking about turning the place into a B&B.”

Three days had passed since Judith and Renie had lunched with Claire Marchmont. While Bill attended the conference sessions and Joe observed Scotland Yard, Judith and Renie trooped all over London, from Wapping Wall to Windsor, from Hampstead Heath to Hampton Court. They had seen the Tower of London, the Houses of Parliament, St. Paul’s, Westminster Abbey, the silver vaults, the Cloth Fair, Temple Bar, Somerset House, Clarence House, Lancaster House, and the House of Donuts. By the time they kissed their husbands farewell, the cousins were reeling. Just sitting quietly on the train was a blessed relief.

“I wonder if the Marchmont place has a thatched roof,” Renie mused as they roared through London’s old urban blight. Rows and rows of smoke-blackened houses lined bleak narrow streets. The only color was provided by brave, bright window boxes filled with spring flowers. “Thatch has to be changed every hundred years, you know.”

Judith grimaced at Renie. “Gee, lucky me, I don’t have to worry about that. Claire said they were by a river.”


“Just like our cabin.” Renie was now looking out through the rain-spattered windows at some of the newer suburbs. Though they were painted from a brighter palette, the lack of imagination made them as drab as the dwellings from the previous century. “Do you suppose Aunt Pet is about to croak?”

“It didn’t sound like it. She was ninety-four on April first, but the joke’s on the relatives. Except for arthritis, the old girl’s got the constitution of an ox.” Judith stretched out her long legs and admired the updated version of British Rail. The high-speed train traveled at ninety miles an hour, which seemed only a fraction slower than the taxi she had taken to Buckingham Palace. “And, as Claire hinted in her well-bred way, Auntie has control of the money, and thus of the entire family.”

“Are there a lot of them?” Renie inquired.

Judith reflected. “I don’t think so. Over the years, I vaguely remember Margaret writing about various shirttail relations who had died. I assume they were Claire Ravenscroft’s kin.”

The train was now zipping through patches of green. Apparently, they had finally left London’s suburbs. Renie stared out the window for a few moments, then turned back to Judith. “Are they rich? Claire’s family, I mean. I know the Marchmonts weren’t.”

Judith gave a shrug. “Mr. Marchmont was a fishmonger. Remember how we visited the docks with Margaret and got fresh plaice for supper? Oh, her father did very well, and I gather Charles went to university someplace. I don’t know about Claire’s background. Maybe Charles married up.”

For some time, the cousins sat in silence. Judith considered Charles Marchmont, the kid brother who had spoken in shy mumbles but had dreams of becoming an architect. It seemed that he had changed his mind. Or Fate had changed it for him. A lot had changed in thirty years. Judith and Renie had changed; England had changed; the world had changed. Upon her return from Europe in 1964, Judith knew she wanted to marry Joe Flynn. Fortunately, he wanted the same thing. The following year, they had become engaged. Judith had finished her degree in librarianship. Joe was no longer a rookie, but a seasoned vice squad cop. With their education behind them, Judith and Joe planned to get married. And so they did, but not to each other.

Joe may not have been a novice, but he hadn’t yet developed the tough shell that protects veteran policemen from life’s cruelties. The spectacle of two teenagers who had overdosed on drugs had sent Joe Flynn reeling off to a nearby bar. He had drunk himself stupid, and let a voluptuous lounge singer drag him off to a justice of the peace in Las Vegas. Judith was devastated, and retaliated by marrying Dan McMonigle. It hadn’t been a satisfactory revenge; instead, it was eighteen years of penance. Then she had found Joe again, and life was once more worth living.

“Look!” Renie exclaimed, after the stop at Slough. “Fields! Farms! Foals! England as we knew it!”

Sure enough, the pastoral scene slipping by the train window was as lush as it was tidy. Low stone fences separated properties, and Judith glimpsed an occasional wooden stile. Smoke spiraled from the chimney of a farmhouse nestled in a vale. New lambs frisked across satiny grass. “This is more like it,” Judith said with a contented sigh. “Do you remember what a goose I was when we saw London the very first time?”

Renie laughed. “You blubbered like a baby. I think you even forgot about Joe for a while. We’d come up from Southampton on the boat-train, and the minute we saw Big Ben and the Houses of Parliament, you burst into tears and said, ‘Oh, my God, I’ve come home!’ I figured you’d been watching too many old British movies on TV.”

“But,” Judith persisted, still vaguely embarrassed by the memory, “I really felt that way. It was some atavistic thing, going back to Grandpa Grover.”

“Grandpa hated England,” Renie pointed out. “He used to call the English ‘those goddamned Limeys.’”

“That’s because he was English,” Judith countered. “Once he took out his American citizenship papers, he hated everybody who was different. It was the English way. Insular. Prejudiced. Superior.”

At Reading, two young men wearing lots of leather and studs sat down next to the cousins. Their magenta and chartreuse punk haircuts didn’t endear them to Judith and Renie. Neither did their conversation, which seemed to be made up of brief bursts that sounded like “naffy-fook-fudder!”

Twenty minutes later, Judith and Renie were glad to change trains at Newbury. The express moved at a mere sixty miles an hour, but the cousins weren’t sorry. They were now deep in the countryside, crossing the North Wessex Downs, which rolled in every direction, gently green, and infinitely peaceful. Judith studied her map of the area and smiled at the quaint place names: Inkpen Hill. Buck-leberry Common. Wayland’s Smithy. And, to her librarian’s delight, Watership Down.

Their route kept close to the Kennet and Avon Canal, where speckled ducks paddled downstream on what had been a bustling waterway in the Victorian age. The rain had almost stopped by the time they reached Pewsey.

In the Vale of Pewsey, newly plowed wheat fields resembled rich brown ribbons. There were sheep, of course, munching the wet new grasses. The train raced across the Salisbury Plain, and Judith wished she could visit Stone-henge, which, according to the map, seemed near the rail-road line.

“Maybe next time,” she murmured.

“What?” Renie was jarred from her admiration of yellow and blue wildflowers growing up the sweep of Westbury Hill.

Judith was rueful. “We missed so much the first time we came to England.” She waved at the passing countryside. “This whole area, for instance. I’m already feeling bad about what we won’t see on this trip.”

Renie made a face. “Gee, you’re a lot of fun, coz. Think of what we have seen. Will see. And when’s lunch?”

Chastened, Judith checked her watch. “We’re due in at Castle Cary shortly before noon. The local line leaves in fifteen minutes. Claire says it’ll take less than half an hour to get to Little Pauncefoot. Ravenscroft House is right on the edge of the village. Maybe they intend to feed us when we get there.”


Renie brightened. “Good. Remember all the great food we had when we stayed with Margaret and her husband? Plus tea. A minimum of four meals a day. The English have the right idea about eating.”

“Well…” Judith recalled some of the less savory meals they’d eaten in 1964. On a list of international cuisine, English cooking would have ranked near the bottom in those days. “Claire or Charles will meet us, I think. They drove down from London last night. Aunt Pet had a spell, or something.”

The train that took the cousins from Castle Cary to Little Pauncefoot was a far cry from Brit Rail’s high-speed and express models. It was old, it was small, it was independently owned and operated. Still, it creaked its way from village to village right on schedule. By the time they stopped at Little Pauncefoot, a hint of sun was poking through the clouds.

Judith and Renie were the only passengers to disembark. The station was tiny and seemed deserted. They hauled their luggage out to the road, but there was no sign of a waiting car.

“Now what?” Judith gingerly sat on her big suitcase.

Renie leaned against the white railway crossing gate. “The town must be over there somewhere,” she said, pointing down the road, “just past those shops and the pub.”

Judith consulted the hand-drawn map Claire had given her. She grimaced. “That is the town. Or village. The village green is behind the shops, then there’s another street—no, it’s a lane of some sort—and Ravenscroft House. It’s actually very close. See that wall?”

Renie turned. Not twenty feet away was a barrier of mellow gold stone, perhaps five feet high. Beyond, they saw trees and what looked like a turret.

“Is that the church?” Renie asked.

Judith again studied the map. “Maybe,” she answered. “The church is in that direction. St. Edith’s.”

A soft wind was ruffling the plane trees. Renie gazed at the old wall. “It curves there. And I can see a bridge just behind the station. That must be the river. The house can’t be very far away.”

“Right, Ravenscroft House is on the river. But we can’t climb over that brick wall. At least not with our suitcases.” Judith took another look at their surroundings. There wasn’t a franchise in sight. The only things that moved besides the trees were two older women shuffling into a shop, and a limping brown dog. “We’ll have to walk down the street and double back.”

The old brown dog collapsed about ten yards away from the cousins. Before Renie could pick up her suitcase, a red Alfa Romeo convertible roared down the High Street. The dog dragged himself onto the sidewalk and collapsed again. The sports car stopped within inches of Judith and Renie.

“Yo!” cried the young man who was behind the wheel. “Are you the Yanks?”

“Yo?” Renie gave Judith a look of dismay. “Whatever happened to ‘I say, old thing’?”

But Judith was already dragging her suitcase up to the Alfa Romeo. “We’re Mrs. Flynn and Mrs. Jones. Are you…ah…from Ravenscroft House?”

The handsome young man with the jet-black hair and the mocking black eyes slapped the steering wheel. “In a manner of speaking. I’m Alexei Karamzin, Claire’s cousin. Hop in.”

“But…” Judith
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