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Eileen saw the murder from her armchair in the lounge. She was watching old Pamela Desmond’s shaky descent of the back staircase, her beringed hand, shaped to a fragile claw by arthritis, clacking on the banister as gold met wood.
 A figure appeared at the top of the stairs and walked down behind the old lady. Eileen recognised the person at once as someone she saw regularly at the hotel. 
Mrs Desmond was very deaf and so unaware that anyone was behind her. The person caught her up and seemed to consider the old lady’s bent, vulnerable back clad in a lavender wool cardigan. Then, with an apparent casualness, they lifted a hand and pushed. 
Mrs Desmond’s fall made little sound. She gave a dry gasp and her body bumped softly to the foot of the stairs where she remained quite still, her legs askew like two broken matchsticks.
	Mrs Desmond’s killer ran down after her and knelt at her side, creating a graceful tableau of concern, holding her hand and stroking her forehead, which seemed to comfort Pamela Desmond in her last few seconds of life. Then she gently expired and the person hurried away to raise the alarm.
	A small group gathered about the body and Eileen watched the murderer convincing everyone with their feigned distress.
	Suddenly Eileen felt tired of the scene. Grasping the arms of her chair she bent forward and pushed herself upright and walked stiffly to the lift. Once in her room she sat by the window and smoked, one hand carrying the cigarette languidly, at intervals, to her mouth.
	Mrs Desmond’s death had upset Eileen. “Stupid old thing,” she thought unreasonably, forgetting they were the same age, though Mrs Desmond had abandoned her eighty-seventh year abruptly, unfinished, that afternoon. The manner of her death had revived a painful, a horrible memory, and it made Eileen feel angry with poor Pamela Desmond rather than pitying her.
	Eileen wished she had not been a witness to the murder. It was as if she attracted violent death, like that other one, years and years before in another hemisphere. Must her burden of guilt be stirred up at this late stage?
	She was well practised at making her mind a void, a haven to sink into as thought drained away, and this she did now to forget what had happened that afternoon, what had happened over sixty years before in Penang……


	Hours passed. The sun cast long rectangles and stripes of orange light across the bed and carpet. Polish chambermaids chattered and jangled keys as they passed along the corridor outside. A lavatory flushed one floor above. Somewhere in the hotel a door slammed. Eileen blinked, and unstoppably her surroundings intruded upon the emptiness she had created in her mind, and the present held her trapped once more.


	Passing the archway which led to the back staircase, Eileen glanced through it instinctively but of course the body was no longer there, it had been tidied away. She imagined it lying in an empty room in the hotel; or being bumped across Tunbridge Wells in the back of an ambulance; or deposited in a chilly drawer kept at a temperature to store meat, stripped and anonymous alongside the occupants of other drawers at a morgue.
	Graham Hugo, the hotel manager, was in Reception and talking to a smart couple in their sixties who were Pamela Desmond’s son and his wife.
	“I couldn’t be sorrier about what has happened. Your mother was a charming lady, a great favourite with all the staff. We shall miss her terribly.”
	“That’s very kind of you to say so. Unfortunately my wife and I weren’t able to visit my mother as often as we should’ve liked,” Mr Desmond confided, who lived at Eridge Green, just outside Tunbridge Wells.
	“We always seem to be simply rushed off our feet. It’s an absolute nuisance at times.” His wife glanced at her watch, unconsciously signalling her wish to be gone.
	“The pace of modern life is unavoidable for most of us, isn’t it? We do try to create something of a retreat here. I flatter myself that Mrs Desmond was happy at The Chimes …” Mr Hugo’s tone implied a delicately nurtured ambience of genteel pleasantness, a refuge for those of the right class with sufficient funds.
	Mr Desmond absently mumbled his conviction that his late mother had been very comfortable at the hotel, meanwhile extracting two five pound notes from his wallet. 
	“The person who found her … would it be appropriate, do you think?” He indicated the notes. “I understand they acted very promptly in calling for help.”
	“That’s extremely kind of you but quite unnecessary.” 
	They moved towards the glass doors, one of Mr Hugo’s arms curved solicitously about the couple, embracing but not touching. He accompanied them onto the forecourt, as far as their Volvo. 
	Eileen waited in Reception, on the polished tile representation of The Pantiles.
	“Did you want something, Mrs Connaught?” the duty receptionist asked.
	Eileen believed, if it could be said she ever consciously thought about them, that the four receptionists employed by the hotel were the same girl. They all wore dark blazers over cream coloured blouses, had long, straight hair, square tipped fingernails, shiny lips and eyebrows that had been groomed to exactly the same shape. When they answered the telephone or spoke to guests they adopted a formulaic politeness, but their high, nasal, twanging Medway voices pinched the words and made them sound unfriendly and bored. This one wore a badge printed with the name 'Debbie'. To Eileen they were all ‘Debbie’.
	“I’d like to speak to the manager.”
	“It’s nothing I can help you with?”
	“No thank you.”
	“Mr Hugo’s with some people. He shouldn’t be long.”
	He returned through the glass doors looking tired.
	“Mrs Connaught’s waiting to see you,” Debbie told him.
	He turned to her immediately. “Ah, Mrs Connaught, what can I do for you?”
	Graham Hugo’s round face was very pale. It reminded Eileen of a mask made from some eggshell-thin substance that his forced smile was threatening to crack into a thousand tiny pieces.
	“She was pushed,” Eileen informed him without preamble and without lowering her voice. “It wasn’t an accident.”
	Mr Hugo sent nervous glances ricocheting around the reception area. “I’m sorry, I don’t …er…?”
	“She was pushed down the stairs.”
	“I take it you mean Mrs Desmond?” He took Eileen’s arm and walked with her to an unoccupied corner of the lounge. “I’m sorry to have to contradict you but her fall most certainly was accidental. The poor lady was very unsteady on her feet.”
	“I saw the whole thing. I was sitting over there. I’d just finished my tea.”
	“Telephone call for you, Mr Hugo,” Debbie interrupted loudly from her station at the desk.
	“Not now!”
	Eileen sat down. Standing was an effort. Her dark, flat eyes moved as slowly as treacle behind her gold-framed spectacles, and eventually focused on a gigantic flat-screened television set that was discreetly positioned at the other end of the lounge.
	“Saw what, exactly, Mrs Connaught?”
	“Is it tonight that Starsky & Hutch is on the television?”
	Graham Hugo looked surprised by the sudden change of subject. “I’ve really no idea.”
	“It’s about two American detectives. It’s frightfully good.”
	“I believe we were discussing Mrs Desmond’s fall.”
	“One’s tall and fair and the other one’s small and dark with bandy legs. Is it on the television tonight, do you know?”
	Graham Hugo sighed. “I shall ascertain that information for you and then perhaps we can clear up this misunderstanding about Mrs Desmond.”
	A congested crackling from Eileen’s chest signified amusement. “She was always complaining about the television being too loud although she couldn’t possibly have heard it. She was as deaf as a post!”
	Mr Hugo nodded politely, meanwhile looking about for someone who might be available to help. He spotted a waiter crossing Reception and beckoned to him. “Mrs Connaught would like to know whether a programme called Starsky & Hutch is on this evening. Find out for her, will you, Ashley? It must be on one of the digital channels.” 
	“Will do.”
	Eileen, sunk in stillness, blank-eyed, absorbed every detail of the exchange. Of all the hotel staff, Ashley at least had made an impression on her. She was fascinated by his shaved head. ‘It makes him look like a murderer,’ she thought and began to crackle and wheeze her amusement again.

* * *

	“Well?”
	“Gone.”
	“Autopsy presumably.”
	“Oh you mean Mrs Desmond. Yes, taken away in the ambulance.” Graham sat down on an upright chair beside his wife’s desk in the office behind Reception. “I thought you meant the son and his wife.”
	“I saw them leaving. Not a very warm and fuzzy couple.”
	“Ghastly pair. His overriding feeling is probably relief that he doesn’t have to shell out for his mother’s hotel bills anymore.”
	“The cheques came from Mrs Desmond’s own account, darling. If the son had been paying he’d have stuck the poor old thing somewhere cheap like Broadwater Lodge.” Tish Hugo sealed an envelope and sent it flying through the franking machine. 
	Graham watched her with satisfaction. She was so crisp and definite in all her movements.
	“One down, seven to go,” she said, meaning the elderly resident guests.
	“Now Tish.”
“You feel the same way.”
	“Pamela Desmond was a sweetheart.”
	“She was. And I wish it’d been one of the others who’d fallen downstairs and finished themselves off. That mean old bitch Connaught, for instance.”
	Graham groaned. “Don’t mention her name.” 
	Tish stared at him. “Now what?”
	“She’s only taken it into her head that Mrs Desmond was murdered and saw fit to broadcast the fact in Reception.”
	“Oh for God’s Sake! This is supposed to be a hotel not a retirement home, especially not for dotty old women.”
	“None of them can last much longer, Tishy. They’re all in their eighties apart from Major Darling.”
	“I know how tenacious old people can be,” she said gloomily.
	The Chimes was privately owned by the Ash family. A handful of guests, now mostly very elderly, had been resident at the hotel for many years and it was Sir Mark Ash’s specific wish that they should be allowed to stay until they chose either to move into a nursing home or died, whichever came first.
	“If they’d only let us boot out the oldies and re-modernise. We could start aiming at the business conference market during the week and weddings at the weekend. We’d be making money hand over fist. We’re only 45 minutes from Charing Cross.”
	“We’ve been through all this, Tishy. We have to exercise patience.”
	She grinned. “Or start bumping them off.” She leant forward and kissed him.
	They’d been married for five years. Graham had known within minutes of meeting Tish that he wanted her. She’d been a Theatre Sister and then Matron in a private nursing home and exuded an air of competence. She’d looked pretty and compact in a turquoise trouser suit at their first meeting. Added bonuses, as he was soon to discover, were that she had very large breasts indeed and was up for almost anything in the bedroom department. 

* * *

Miranda could have borrowed her parents’ car but she loved the bus journey to Tunbridge Wells. She wished it lasted longer and was sorry when the double-decker reached her stop outside the Central railway station. She wondered if other passengers felt the same reluctance to leave the warm atmosphere and rocking motion of the top deck, the same disappointment at having to unpeel themselves from the seats and stumble down the precipitous stairs when the bus came to a standstill and its doors folded open with a hiss. Already she was looking forward to the return journey to Horsefield, when the duty visit to her grandmother would be over.
	It had been months since she’d last seen her. Miranda had left university with a 2:1 degree in English and subsequently gone on a camping holiday in Brittany with friends to celebrate. Her grandmother’s long silences weren’t exactly a tempting prospect, with the hours shrivelling away at such a slow pace it was almost dream-like, but she was fond of Eileen for various reasons, not least her entertaining eccentricity.
	Miranda walked towards the Common and Mount Ephraim. The August afternoon was colourless and hazy, with a hot breeze stirring up dust and litter. The Chimes Hotel was visible now, mantled with ivy, impressive still with its tall windows and pillared entrance.
	“Good afternoon. How may I help you?” The receptionist continued to write in a large book with lined pages before looking up coolly at the last possible moment.
	“I’ve come to see Mrs Connaught.”
	“I expect she’s in her room. I’ll see for you.” Debbie picked up a telephone.
	Miranda peered hopefully into the lounge, where various guests and visitors were having tea and talking in hushed voices to the accompaniment of teaspoons chinking discreetly on bone china, but her grandmother wasn’t there. She turned back to the receptionist and caught her in disdainful mid-scrutiny of the jeans, frayed cardigan and flat leather thongs Miranda was wearing.
	“Mrs Connaught? Your granddaughter’s in Reception. Shall she come up?”
	The most that could be said about her grandmother’s room was that it was blandly comfortable. There were no ornaments or pictures, apart from those supplied by the hotel. Eileen had lived at The Chimes for almost twenty years and might have been expected to have made the room more her own but she did not notice its shortcomings. All her life she had left the organisation of her surroundings to servants. 
Yet the room was not totally without attraction. Miranda was drawn to the decayed glamour of the dressing-table with its clutter of old, prettily-shaped scent bottles and pieces of vintage costume jewellery. There was also a silver dressing-table set backed with cream satin, brown and rotting at the edges, embroidered with the initials E.A.M in silver thread and glass beads. She liked the smell of the room: a mixture of face powder, soap and expensive cigarettes. Her parents’ house smelt of burnt toast and her mother’s painting equipment.
	Predictably, Eileen was sitting smoking a cigarette in her usual chair by the window.
	“Hello, Grandma.”
	Eileen moved a fraction, proffering her cheek, and Miranda’s lips met with skin that was worryingly soft, like over-ripe fruit. “Hand me my bag, would you?”
	Miranda fetched it from the bed. The bag was unexpectedly heavy and she remembered then that it probably contained six brass temple bells on a rope that someone had given her grandmother when she’d lived in Penang. Eileen carried them with her everywhere.
	“How are you?”
	“I’m quite all right, thank you.” Eileen paused to take a long draw on her cigarette and then asked with a complete lack of interest, “Are your parents well?”
	“Yes thanks, they’re fine.” Miranda curled herself into an armchair.
	“What on earth do they do with themselves now that your father’s retired?” Eileen drawled. She asked the same questions every time and apparently forgot the answers between visits.
	“Oh – you know. Mum paints and Dad reads and they have the cats. And they like watching television.”
	“Do they watch a television programme called Starsky & Hutch?”
	“I expect so.”
	“It’s frightfully good. Hutch is tall and blond with thinning hair, and Starsky is short and dark with bandy legs.”
	“I know who they are. Girls used to think they were sexy in the Seventies, according to Mum.”
	“Did they? How extraordinary.”
	Miranda slid off her chair and went over to the window. The gardens looked neat but tired. The only splash of brightness was an empty crisp packet lodged under some rhododendron bushes.
	“I wonder why there aren’t more people using the gardens. It’s quite a nice afternoon.”
	“It’s too cold,” Eileen said peevishly, as if the British Isles did it on purpose. She’d sailed away from Malaysia in 1940 and still hadn’t acclimatised.
	“Shall we have some tea?” Miranda suggested hopefully, as something to fill the time.
	“I couldn’t manage anything more. I’ve only just had lunch.”
	“But it’s four o’clock, Grandma.”
	“Is it?”
	“Perhaps you’ve been asleep.”
	“Why is there this persistent idea that old people fall asleep at the drop of a hat? Why on earth should we? We don’t do anything.”
	Miranda smiled at her own reflection in the window. Her grandmother had never done anything. She’d made a career of idleness.
	“Can I order tea for myself, then?”
	“Oh, do. You must have some if you want it.”
	“Shall we have it in the lounge?”
	“I don’t want to go all the way downstairs. It’s much too far.”
	In fact Eileen’s feet and legs were in remarkably good order and the lift was almost opposite her room.
	Ashley brought Miranda’s tea. He was very self-assured and meticulously polite in a way that drew attention. His presence made Miranda uncomfortable although he barely glanced at her, busy with a performance of unloading his tray.
	“He’s brought only one cup,” Eileen complained when he’d gone.
	“But you said you didn’t want any tea.”
	“I shouldn’t have ordered it if I hadn’t wanted any.”
	Miranda had no intention of summoning the waiter again, so she rinsed out a tooth glass and drank from that, hoping it wouldn’t crack. Eileen noticed nothing. She had her cup; she had been catered for. That was what mattered.
	“Aren’t you going to eat anything?”
	Miranda leant forward and took a homemade shortbread biscuit. 
	“You should eat something, you know. You’re awfully thin, like your mother.”
“Good.” Miranda offered the plate to her grandmother.
	“I don’t care for biscuits. They’re far too sweet.” Eileen drank slowly. The sky and drab gardens were reflected in her spectacles. “All that sugar is terribly bad for one’s teeth.”
	“What about mine!” Miranda said indistinctly through a mouthful of biscuit. 
	“You’re young and yours look very strong. Your father always had good teeth.”
	“That waiter was a bit weird. Did you notice? Bald with Slavonic cheekbones.”
	“I believe his name is Ashley. I suppose he has to shave his head every day. It must take him ages. I shouldn’t want the bother. It makes him look like a murderer.”
	Miranda poured more tea. Ashley had remembered to bring a stainless steel pot of hot water. 
	“Did you know that Pamela Desmond died?” Eileen said.
	“No. Oh dear. Who was she, a friend of yours?”
	“Just a rather stupid, deaf old thing who was another resident at the hotel.”
	Miranda nodded, waiting for Eileen to comment further but nothing more was forthcoming on the subject.

* * *

	“Goodbye, madam,” Ashley said.
Miranda looked back and smiled before she pushed through the glass doors on her way out.
	“Mrs Connaught’s granddaughter,” Debbie observed. “Hasn’t a clue how to dress. Looks like her grandmother, though, doesn’t she, except she’s tall and skinny.”
	“I kind of like what she’s wearing.” Ashley was looking after Miranda admiringly as she walked down the drive towards Langton Road. “It suits her type of understated beauty.”
He was only twenty-three and yet already the stamp of his features was interestingly strong. He had a wide, firm mouth, flat-bridged swoop of a nose and high, slanting cheekbones that punched through the tough skin of his face. He was tall and solid with muscle, his frame powerful and fatless. His voice surprised people. It was deep and gentle, at startling variance with his appearance. The contrast was attractive. When he had first come to work at The Chimes Hotel, he had become the main focus of speculation among Debbie and the other girls. As each in turn had opportunity to experience the intense spotlight of his attention and his mesmerising voice, she found she could forget his disturbing, slightly exotic appearance. Her current laddish boyfriend with his gelled hair, iPod and hint of lingering adolescence would suddenly seem insipid by comparison; white bread and cheese spread to Ashley’s pumpernickel and Gorgonzola.
	“‘Understated beauty?’” Debbie repeated incredulously. “You’re not serious?”
	“I am. Plus she doesn’t even know it. That’s always interesting.” 
	“You should’ve asked her out when you had the chance then, shouldn’t you!” Debbie snapped.
	“Women are only really attractive when you find out what they’re like underneath. Beautiful girls can become very unattractive very quickly if they just rely on their looks and don’t bother about anything else.”
A couple arrived and set down a selection of Gucci luggage in Reception before checking in. Ashley whisked round from behind the desk and picked up their suitcases and a vanity case, standing attentively until he knew the room number. Debbie, assuming her professional nasal haughtiness as the receptionist on duty, was seamlessly proficient. The couple were impressed by the service at The Chimes and the man murmured, “Nice place. I think John and Celeste would like it here, don’t you, darling?” as he, his wife and Ashley ascended in the lift. 
	“Haven’t you got anything better to do?” Debbie said a few minutes later, when Ashley came back and stood humming under his breath and looking out of one of the tall windows. “Gray doesn’t like staff hanging around doing nothing.”
	“Slave driver.”
	“Him or me?”
	“Both.”
	Debbie tutted, as if he were a tiresome child. “You’re distracting me.”
	He leant his elbows on the reception desk and rested his chin on them, grinning up at her. “How?” 
	Debbie ignored him but there was something about her mouth that betrayed gratification. “Why don’t you go and pester someone else – Mrs Connaught’s granddaughter, seeing she’s such an understated beauty.”
Ashley laughed. “I’m never going to live that down, am I!”
	Debbie was uncomfortable around him. She was used to being an object of male desire but she kept her own feelings easily under control. She found it reasonably easy to manipulate her fiancé, the handsome, vapid Justin.
	“I forgot to tell you about Mrs Connaught.” She brightened her voice to dispel any notion Ashley might be entertaining that she fancied him. “You’ll never guess what she’s been saying to Gray.”
	“I love it when the oldsters start letting their minds run wild.”
	“She says Mrs Desmond was murdered. That someone actually pushed the old dear down the stairs!”
	He picked up his tray. “Startling.” 
	“Is that all you’ve got to say?” 
	“For now.”
	“Where are you going?” Debbie sounded blatantly disappointed.
	“I’ve work to do. I don’t want to get us into trouble with the Graham and the Lovely Tish.”

* * *

	“May I take the tea things, madam?” Ashley said to Eileen. 
	“Did you knock before you came in?”
	“Yes, I did, Mrs Connaught.” 
	Eileen thought he was lying. “You should have knocked again and waited.” The worst thing about being old was that no one listened to you or believed what you said. Like Cassandra. 
	“I’m sorry, madam. I’ll only disturb you for a moment.” He began to clear the tea things from the table. “It must have been a nice surprise for you to see your granddaughter this afternoon.”
	“I expect she was bored stiff.”
	“Shall I leave the biscuits for you, madam? You might like to keep them to have later or with your morning coffee tomorrow? I’m sure I could find something for you to store them in.”
	She’d noticed that the other residents loved it when he pandered to them in this way.
	“I don’t care for biscuits. All that sugar’s so bad for one’s teeth.”
	He looked directly into Eileen’s eyes for a moment, a smile hovering, and then he straightened up. “Can I get you anything else, madam?”
	“No, I don’t want anything. I’ve only just eaten.” She was wondering why he’d stared at her like that, with such a searching intensity.
	“Thank you, madam.”
	“Goodbye,” she murmured inappropriately as he was closing the door.
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