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The windows were open and from time to time he went over to stand, looking out. Not a cloud in the sky, the sun blazing down, the air shimmering in the heat, and everywhere, silence. A strange silence it seemed to him, even a conspiracy of silence. He dismissed the fanciful notion but without conviction. He looked at the long-case clock which he wound religiously every Saturday morning – ten minutes to eleven. In ten minutes Milli would bring him his coffee. Perhaps then … Milli had her own way of gathering news; he suspected her of operating her own KGB in the village.


The night of Monday July 18th … last night. An incredible coincidence and an incredible stupidity on his part; he could almost believe that the events of the night had been a dream.


The old clock cleared its throat, as it always did a couple of minutes before striking, and just then there was a tap on the door.




W.J. Burley lived near Newquay in Cornwall, and was a schoolmaster until he retired to concentrate on his writing. His many Wycliffe books include, most recently, Wycliffe and the Guild of Nine. He died in 2002.
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People who know Roseland will recognize the places described, and they may be irritated by inaccuracies in the topography. These are deliberate in order to reduce any risk, through an accidental resemblance, that a real person might be identified with one of the characters in this book – all of whom are imaginary.


W. J. B.





CHAPTER ONE


Thursday June 16th
As usual Cleeve was in his library study by nine-thirty. He stood by the window gazing out over his own garden and the clustered rooftops of the village below, across the creek to the headland where a line of pine trees descended with the profile of the promontory in a perfect curve, almost to the fringe of white water and the sea. Grey slate roofs, the glittering surface of the creek, rising green fields, and the arc of the pines against a misty-blue windy sky. Rain in the offing.


Seven or eight years ago, when he first came to live at Roscrowgy, there had been twenty pines, now there were thirteen; gales and old age had taken an erratic toll. It was absurd, but each morning he counted them in a ritual act, not that he needed to, for any fresh gap would have been immediately obvious.


June 16th; on June 16th, 28 years ago …


He heard his secretary moving about in the next room; in a few minutes she would bring in his mail and then he would know.


He watched a fly, a large grey fly with a chequered pattern on its abdomen, crawling up the window pane; it reached the top without finding a way out and went back to the bottom again. He watched while the performance was repeated twice more, then he opened the window and let the creature out, to be whisked away on the wind. As a small boy he had often sought to appease a hostile fate by such little acts of grace.


There was a tap at the door and Milli came in with the mail. She had opened and vetted most of it – everything from his publishers and his agent, everything addressed to him as Peter Stride; she was not permitted to open his Cleeve mail.


He did not turn round, determined to be casual, ordinary.


‘Good morning, Mr Cleeve.’ Milli bright and brittle.


He said, ‘Good morning!’ with just the right degree of preoccupation.


Milli was small, with black hair and dusky skin; lithe and agile as a monkey; he sometimes thought she might be capable of all 30 classical positions, but not with him; athletic sex was diversion for the young.


‘Anything in the post?’


‘Nothing I can’t deal with.’


‘Then take it away. I want to get on with the Setebos revision, so Milli – no telephone.’ She was already moving to the door having left the Cleeve mail on his desk. Normally he would have added something facetious. ‘Tell ’em I’m suffering from premenstrual tension.’


It seemed all right but at the door she looked back and he fancied she had sensed his unease; not that it mattered.


Childlike, he counted to a hundred before he would allow himself to look at the few items of mail on his desk: four buff-coloured envelopes, probably bills; two white ones with typewritten superscriptions and a third, addressed in bold, well-formed capitals. That was it! He held the envelope for a time without opening it. When he did, he drew out a single playing card – the Jack of Diamonds. Along the top margin of the card someone had written: Thursday June 16th and the number four.


He sat at his desk and with a key from his pocket unlocked the bottom left-hand drawer. It was here that he kept his automatic pistol, the current volume of his journal, and certain lists which might be of use to his executors. There was also a cardboard box which had once held a hundred cigarettes. From the box he removed three envelopes similar to the one he had just received. From each of the envelopes he extracted a playing card, three Jacks of Diamonds identical with the fourth he now had, but each carrying a different date and number. He arranged them on his desk, from left to right: Saturday September 4th – 1, Tuesday March 8th – 2, Friday May 13th – 3, and Thursday June 16th – 4.


He stared at the cards for some time, then with a grimace gathered them up. He put them back in their envelopes and returned the envelopes to the box and the drawer.


Still seated at his desk he reached for the fat wad of typescript which was Setebos, picked up a ballpoint and set to work. He had thought the opening chapter good, now it had the impact of a wet sponge, but he persevered, making deletions and insertions, knowing they would come out again in a later revision.


Writers come in all shapes and sizes but Cleeve was a surprise to the few people who penetrated his privacy. They found it hard to accept that David Cleeve, who looked and sometimes spoke like a prosperous farmer, must be reconciled with Peter Stride, the sophisticated creator of the terrifying Manipulators in Xanadu and the sadistic Preceptors in Medicus. A generous build, an open countenance, a fresh schoolboy complexion and guileless blue eyes – these, with an exuberant moustache, sandy hair and freckles, must surely mean innocence and simplicity of soul.


The room darkened as clouds crept up the sky and the first flurry of raindrops spattered against the window. At eleven o’ clock Milli came in with a cup of black coffee and when she had gone he laced it with whisky.


He existed in two worlds; in this comfortable room with his books and the paraphernalia of his work about him; defined, secure and purposeful; and in that other world of more than a quarter of a century ago through which he had prowled like some feral young animal. That world was no longer real, even his memories of it were vague, like the recollections of a dream, yet it acquired fresh substance through those four cards.


He drank his coffee and when it was gone he went to the drinks cupboard again and poured himself a whisky. He took it to the window and stood there, looking out. A vestige of sunlight silvered the edge of the blue-black clouds and miniature white horses reared on the dark water of the creek, sending the sailing dinghies scurrying for shelter like a flock of frightened geese. During the next hour or so he made other visits to the drinks cupboard and between times sat at his desk brooding over the typescript.


Patricia would diagnose one of his Occasionals – her word for episodes which occurred without warning and at longish intervals, but always with the same scenario. He would start drinking in the morning, contrive some sort of scene over lunch, then continue drinking through the afternoon. In the evening he would go to sleep in a small bedroom near his study and stay there until morning.


The buzzer sounded for lunch and he got to his feet; he was not yet drunk, for his step was firm. In the corridor outside his study he paused by the open door of his secretary’s office where she was working, oblivious.


‘Milli!’ A bellow.


She looked up, startled and annoyed.


‘Lunch!’


Roscrowgy sprawled across the flank of a hill, two storeys at each end, single-storeyed between, built on split levels and accommodating to vagaries of contour like a Tibetan monastery. Cleeve had his working suite of rooms on the upper floor at one end, while the dining and reception rooms were at the other. He went down an oak staircase and along the length of a broad passage which had occasional steps both up and down; the floors were of polished wood with Afghan rugs, and the white walls were relieved by a series of large uniform pictures of a Graham Sutherland genre. Patricia’s taste; it reminded him of a well-endowed nunnery and he was accustomed to refer to the pictures as Stations of the Cross.


‘Bloody hell!’ An inarticulate protest.


The dining-room continued the monastic theme; oak floor with rugs, white walls, furniture in natural beech. The table was laid for five but the room was empty. He went to the sideboard and poured himself a whisky.


His wife came in silently and he did not see her at once. Cleeve might have been mistaken for a farmer but there was no mistaking Patricia Cleeve for a farmer’s wife. She was a Tull of the Oxfordshire Tulls and God had thoughtfully endowed her with features admirably suited to half-tone reproduction in The Tatler. Patricia was forty-three, nine years younger than her husband; an English rose, not yet faded; a blonde, with a pink and white complexion, but with large limpid eyes whose steady gaze could unsettle the most hardened conscience.


Cleeve saw his wife and turned away, but not before she had recognized the symptoms.


Carrie Byrne wheeled in a trolley of food; bowls of salad and other vegetables and a platter of sliced chicken-breast. Carrie, a Tull cousin of thirty-eight, occupied an ambivalent position in the household; somewhere between a member of the family and a housekeeper. In colouring, personality and opinions Carrie was neutral, a congenital ‘don’t know’. In Cleeve’s words, ‘Clay which had waited too long for the potter.’


They took their places at table; Milli joined them with a muttered apology. Patricia said, ‘There’s chilled fruit juice if anybody wants it.’


Cleeve mumbled unintelligibly. It was a relief to take refuge in the established routine of an Occasional. No one would question it. ‘Are we not to have the twins’ company at lunch?’ Ponderously aggressive.


‘I told you. Andrew is at the School of Mines today. Some vacation work he has to do for his course at the university. Christine is changing; she came back wet from the dig.’


Cleeve looked out of the window at the rain sweeping in from the sea. ‘What does she want to spend her time up there for? Surely at her age she’s got better things to do.’


Nobody spoke. Plates and bowls passed from hand to hand. With an imperious gesture Cleeve refused the salad but speared several large slices of chicken breast with his fork. Seated at the head of the table he munched the chicken with pieces of bread roll, scattering crumbs and eyeing the three women with sullen aggression. The syndrome was complete.


Christine came in; a slim girl of nineteen with her mother’s looks and her father’s colouring. She wore skin-tight jeans and a denim shirt; the bloom was intact. She sat in her place, glanced at her father, then at her mother – questioning; her mother answered with the faintest shrug.


At the age of three Christine had dubbed her father ‘daddy bear’, and it had never been improved upon. It spanned the whole repertoire of his moods, from playful, affectionate whimsicality to the aggressive unpredictability of his Occasionals.


They ate in silence; when it seemed that someone might speak the tension rose, only to subside again when nothing happened. It was Patricia who finally took the plunge: ‘How is the dig going, Christie?’


Christie responded with self-conscious enthusiasm. ‘Oh, very well. Of course, we spent most of this morning in the shed sorting out pottery sherds; there was nothing we could do outside, but Gervaise says that with any luck we should finish excavating the third hut by Tuesday or Wednesday. Of course, it all depends on the weather …’


Christine was a lively, kindly girl with boundless enthusiasm, searching for a cause; the present candidate was archaeology and she had given up her vacation to an Iron-Age dig in Henry’s Field, a site adjoining Roscrowgy. The enemy was philistinism in the shape of developers, farmers, tourist boards and planners of every ilk.


Cleeve made a sound which could only be described as a deep growl and turned to Carrie Byrne. ‘Did you hear that, Carrie? I don’t suppose you’ve been up to the dig this morning?’


Carrie, realizing that she was to be the focus of today’s scene, seemed to shrink into her thin frame like a snail into its shell. She said, ‘No, David, I’ve been doing the shopping.’


‘Pity!’ He mimicked his daughter’s enthusiasm with grotesque cruelty: ‘ “Gervaise says that with any luck we shall finish excavating the third hut by Tuesday or Wednesday.” Think of that now, Carrie! Of course it all depends on the weather.’ After a pause he said, ‘Gervaise …! Bloody pouf!’


Christie flushed but she said nothing. Cleeve glared round the table as though challenging a response and when none came he went on: ‘Who cares about the sodding huts anyway? Or the squalid little savages who lived in ’em? If it hadn’t been for their screwing we wouldn’t be here now and the world would be a better place.’


Patricia turned her steady, disquieting gaze on her husband. ‘You are being quite disgusting, David.’


‘Me?’ He feigned surprise. ‘Oh, I forgot! We don’t screw in the Shires, we “make love” or we “have sex”.’


Patricia said nothing but she persisted in her gaze until he lowered his eyes. The meal continued in silence; only Milli seemed quite unaffected by the exchanges; she behaved as though the others did not exist.


When there was no more chicken on the platter Cleeve got to his feet, pushing back his chair so that the legs scraped over the floor.


‘Aren’t you staying for dessert?’


He glared at his wife and turned away without a word. For an instant he seemed to stagger, but recovered his balance and walked to the door which he left open behind him. They listened to his footsteps down the corridor.


Carrie got up and closed the door. ‘David isn’t himself today.’ Carrie had an unchallenged mastery of the banal. Before sitting down again she went to the kitchen and returned with a bowl of fruit.


They helped themselves except for Christie; she got up from her chair: ‘If you will excuse me …’


‘Aren’t you having any, Christie? You mustn’t let father upset you like that.’


The girl was near to tears. ‘It’s so unfair. I mean, it’s his land; he gave permission for the dig and he’s even paying for it. It doesn’t make sense!’


Patricia looked uneasily at Milli, but she was busy dissecting an orange. ‘You must know your father’s moods by now, darling; he’ll be up there as usual tomorrow, telling you all what a good job you’re doing.’


‘Will he!’ Christie went out and her mother watched her go.


‘Don’t get up again, Carrie; I’ll make the coffee.’


While Patricia was in the kitchen the telephone rang; there was a phone in the short passage between kitchen and dining-room and she answered it there.


‘Roscrowgy, Mrs Cleeve speaking.’


A man’s voice: ‘It’s me.… Is it all right to talk?’


‘I suppose so; what is it?’ She had lowered her voice, so that she would not be overheard in the dining-room.


‘I must talk to you, can you come down?’


‘If I must.’ She was in no mood for her brother’s problems.


‘It really is important, Tricia.’


‘It usually is; I’ll be there in about an hour.’


‘Can’t you make it sooner? I’m really worried.’


‘All right, I’ll come as soon as I can.’


‘Thanks, darling! I know you think—’


‘I’ll be there as soon as I can, Geoffrey.’ And she replaced the receiver. She finished preparing the coffee tray and carried it into the dining-room. ‘Where’s Milli?’


Carrie said, ‘She’s gone back to work; she didn’t want any coffee. Was that Geoffrey?’


Patricia nodded. ‘He’s really upset. Of course, it’s money. I’m going down there. If anybody asks, I’m taking Biddy for a run.’


A few minutes later Patricia, followed by her English setter, walked down the drive and through the white gates. The rain had eased to a fine mist blown landward by the wind. The estuary and the bay beyond were a waste of grey waters under a grey sky; only the tower of the little lighthouse, like a stumpy candle, stood out white in the gloom. June in Cornwall; but tomorrow, or the next day, or the next, could be gloriously fine.


Down the steep hill, past expensive villas, hidden in their own grounds, to the fringes of the old village. Mount Zion Chapel, then Mount Zion Steps, leading down to the waterfront and the harbour – really a steep, narrow, cobbled street with steps at intervals to ease the slope. Several of the little granite cottages had been tarted up and three or four had been turned into shops.


Patricia made her way down the Steps among tourists, disconsolate in the rain. They turned to look at her and her dog, an unselfconsciously elegant pair. Near the bottom of the Steps a shop with a bow window exhibited a neat sign, gold-on-green: ‘Geoffrey Tull, Herbalist and Naturopath.’


There was a ‘closed’ sign on the door, but Patricia tapped on the glass and a man in his middle thirties came to open it. Geoffrey was fair and good-looking, a blond moustache glistened in the light. But his features were too soft and he was slightly overweight. He wore a green silk shirt and fawn trousers.


Patricia angrily evaded a kiss. ‘Don’t be so foolish, Geoffrey!’


He was immediately contrite. ‘Sorry, darling! But bless you for coming. I would have phoned before but I wanted to make sure that secretary of David’s wasn’t listening-in at the other end.’


Patricia snapped. ‘You know perfectly well that the house phone is a separate line.’


Inside, the shop was laid out like a small Edwardian pharmacy with gilded glass jars on the shelves and a battery of little polished wooden drawers behind the counter, each labelled with its white-enamelled plaque: Arctium lappa, Laurus nobilis, Spiraea ulmaria …


‘Come through to the back where we can talk.’


Biddy settled complacently on the doormat.


The back room was a laboratory-cum-kitchen where the herbal decoctions, extracts and tinctures were prepared.


They sat on stools. ‘Now, what is this about?’


He put on an absurdly guilty look, like a small boy confessing to naughtiness. ‘It’s about money, Tricia, dear.’


‘So I imagined.’


‘But this is worse than anything … Connors from the bank rang this morning and asked me to come and see him.’


‘Well?’


‘He’s stopping my cheques unless I can find a guarantor or pay off my overdraft.’


‘You must have seen this coming.’


Geoffrey squirmed. ‘Actually, Tricia, I didn’t. The money has been coming in pretty well lately; business is brisk, and I just didn’t do my sums.’


Patricia sighed. ‘Will you never learn?’ She shifted impatiently on her stool. ‘What exactly are you asking me to do? I’m not made of money, Geoffrey: I only have what David gives me and he likes to have some idea where it goes.’


Saturday July 16th
In a rented cottage on the waterfront Wycliffe stood at the window and looked across to that same headland and those same pine trees which Cleeve contemplated ritually each morning. Only the narrow road to the castle and the low sea wall separated the cottage from the water. In the creek, sailing dinghies formed a fixed pattern on the surface of an unrippled sea. A boy in a rowing-boat, oars shipped, trailed a fishing line; children idled in the shallows. There was a raft moored off-shore for swimmers and on it a girl in a bikini stood motionless. It seemed to Wycliffe that the scene had been frozen in an instant of time, as though a ciné-film had suddenly cut to a single frame. Then, into this static world, came a bustling ferry boat, pushing a moustache of white water ahead of blue bows; another cargo of trippers from Falmouth, and more to come. They would spill out on to the quay and spread through the village spending their money in the shops and cafés, helping to sustain the inhabitants through the long close season.


The Wycliffes had arrived that morning for a fort-night’s holiday walking in the Roseland peninsula. It was no more than 50 miles from home, and part of his police territory, yet they had never explored the area, never visited the places with those evocative names which sprinkled the map: St Just, St Mawes, St Anthony, St Gerrans, Percuil…


They had lunched at a wine bar a few doors away; crab salad with a carafe of white wine. Since then Helen had made up their bed in the little upstairs room which had a timbered ceiling and a latticed window. It was beginning to feel like a holiday.


Helen was taking off her apron. ‘I thought we could look round the village this afternoon – perhaps go over the castle, then tomorrow we could start our real walking…’


They joined the drifting movement of visitors and trippers along the waterfront in the direction of the quay. There were shops and pubs, toytown banks with original opening hours, and some elegant little houses that had metamorphosed from fishermen’s cottages. Most of them had their pots of geraniums, begonias or mesembryanthemums outside.


The beach was a strip of grey shingle. White and pink flesh was exposed there within the limits of decency; there were no deckchairs, no life-guards (only a leaden soldier could drown there) no radios – in fact, no anything but the rather grubby-looking shingle and the well-mannered sea.


The shops seemed unexciting, at least resistible, but Helen dawdled and Wycliffe said, ‘I’ll wait for you by the harbour.’


He rejoined the meandering groups; all ages and both sexes clad in shorts, T-shirts and bikinis, sometimes with startling effect. Alone among them an elderly man made his dignified way, immaculate in a pale-grey suit and a white straw hat; he carried two library books; a relic. To Wycliffe he seemed like a gentle dinosaur loose among baboons.


Arrived at the harbour, Wycliffe lit his pipe and rested his arms on the sea wall to watch three youngsters – two girls and a boy, putting off in a tiny drop-keel sailing boat. Orange lifejackets and blue shorts. He had been brought up on Arthur Ransome long before he had even seen the sea. Did these children lead story-book lives? After 30 years in the police he was still looking for the kinds of people he had read about as a child. The man in the white straw hat, these children …


Helen joined him and they continued their walk but almost at once she was diverted again.


‘Look!’


A narrow cobbled street, little more than an alley, rose steeply away from the waterfront, the knobbly spine of the old village. A blue-and-white-enamelled sign read: Mount Zion Steps – and there were steps at intervals to ease the slope and a tubular iron handrail to assist the weary. The granite-fronted houses were stacked against each other like steps themselves; one had a ‘Police’ sign over the front door. There were a few shops, rather twee: a herbalist’s with a bow-fronted window, a vegetarian restaurant all varnished pine (‘We must eat there sometime’). Further up a shop sold silver brooches and buckles of Celtic design, and next to that was a photographer’s which looked as though it had been left behind by the ’twenties.


Helen was attracted by the brooches displayed on simple velvet cushions in the little window of the jewellery shop; they were oddly interspersed with books bearing esoteric titles: Earth Magic, Leys and Power Centres, The Psi Connection … There was also a hand-written poster headed, ‘The Celtic Society of Roseland’ and announcing, ‘There is still time to halt the desecration of Henry’s Field! Details inside.’


The shop was so small that they had just room to stand between the counter and the door. Jewellery was displayed in the glass-topped counter-case, and on shelves behind the counter were more books of pseudo-science for the lunatic fringe.


A woman came from somewhere at the back: middle forties, big-boned, strong features, with blonde, shoulder-length hair, a striking woman. She wore an emerald-green frock that was almost a gown, a silver torque round her neck and silver bangles on her arms which were bare to the elbows. Theatrical but effective.


Her manner was crisp. ‘As you see, the showcase is divided into three: hallmarked silver pieces to authentic Celtic designs on your right; modern enamel-on-copper pieces in the middle; and a selection of similar enamel-on-silver designs to your left.’


She stood, monumentally immobile, an operatic princess awaiting her cue. Helen asked to see a particular tray of the Celtic designs and it was lifted out on to the counter without a word.


Helen pointed to a brooch of intricate pattern, ‘I think this one is very beautiful, don’t you, Charles?’


The princess volunteered, ‘That is late-Irish – the triskele design is based on an eighth-century medallion in the National Museum, Dublin.’


A Siamese cat came from somewhere and leapt on to the counter, examining the customers with green-eyed suspicion. Wycliffe reached out to stroke it.


‘I shouldn’t touch her! She can be quite aggressive with strangers.’


Helen, concentrating on the brooches, said, ‘Do you make these lovely things yourself?’


‘I do.’


They bought the brooch and while it was being packed in its box with a certificate of provenance Wycliffe said, ‘What’s this about Henry’s Field?’


The blue eyes sized him up. ‘Henry’s Field is on the hill above the village. With the Stone Field next to it, it is one of the sacred places of the Celtic people and the ground should never be broken or ploughed. It is situated at the convergence of ley-lines from early Celtic settlement sites over the whole Roseland peninsula and is a centre of power.’


‘So, what are they doing with it, building council houses?’


She suspected him of levity and became more severe. ‘If you are genuinely interested you should read the Society’s leaflet.’ She handed over a couple of pages of duplicated typescript, clipped together. ‘You will see that after remaining undisturbed for close on two thousand years the site is now being excavated by archaeologists who should know better.’


They escaped. Outside, with her brooch, Helen said, ‘It cost a lot of money, Charles.’


‘Never mind, call it an unbirthday present.’


At the top of the Steps they were brought face to face with the non-conformist Gothic of Mount Zion Chapel; they had reached the boundary of the old village. Further up the hill, nineteen-twentyish villas peeped out from behind their thickets of laurel and bamboo, escallonia and hebe, and there was a larger building which looked like an hotel. A black-on-yellow AA sign pointed still further up the hill: To the Excavations.


Wycliffe said, ‘This must be what Boadicea was talking about; shall we take a look?’


The hill was steep and the sun was hot but the climb was short and, looking back, they could see the creek, the Fal estuary, and the bay spread out like a sixteenth-century map, with Henry VIII’s two castles facing each other across the narrows, and the lighthouse at the bottom of its grassy promontory, its feet almost in the water. A container ship in ballast, putting out from the harbour, churned up a foamy wake.


They passed an estate with Roscrowgy on the white drive-gate, and immediately beyond there was open land covered with gorse and heather. At a considerable distance from the road they could see, well spread out, a large wooden shed, two bell-tents which looked like army surplus from the Boer war, and a caravan. Another AA sign directed them down a narrow, stony lane and brought them to the shed. Over a large area, where gorse and heather had been cleared, the ground was marked out with surveying poles and ribbons and a number of young people, minimally clad, were working in trenches.


A notice on the shed read: ‘Henry’s Field Iron-Age Site. Visitors welcome. Please report here.’ Field archaeologists are usually polite, probably because they are territorial intruders.


The wooden hut was part office, part museum and part laboratory, all in a space less than 20 feet square. A pretty, auburn-haired girl was scrubbing something in a sink and a minute or two went by before she became aware of the Wycliffes and came over, wiping her reddened hands on a towel.


‘My name is Christine. If you know anything about archaeology please say so; there’s no point in me nattering on about things you know already.’


They were shown aerial photographs of the site before excavation began.


‘These were taken in winter when the vegetation had died down. You see the outlines of the hut-circles? They seem to be cut off abruptly at the Roscrowgy boundary, that’s because the settlement extended into what is now part of the garden of the house … We’ll look at the actual dig first, then we’ll come back here and you can see some of our finds…’


They followed her out of the hut to where the work was going on and she dutifully kept up the flow of information. ‘Henry’s Field is most likely a corruption of an old Cornish name for the place, Henros – hen means old and rōs means heath … the field bit has been added. This is the hut numbered “one” in the photograph—’


‘Mr Wycliffe! A surprise to see you here!’ Gervaise Prout, whom Wycliffe had met in connection with security arrangements for a touring exhibition of archaeological goodies from the Far East. A man in his early fifties, with a mass of white curly hair, a long thin face with a healthy outdoor tan and slightly protruding teeth. His voice was high-pitched and there were occasional disconcerting ascents into actual falsetto.


The girl looked disappointed at losing her audience and Prout apologized handsomely: ‘I really am sorry, Christie, but Mr Wycliffe and I are already acquainted.’


This disposed of, he turned to Helen and greeted her with nervous cordiality. ‘A pleasure, Mrs Wycliffe! I hope you and your husband will allow me to show you round.’


So they were shown round the site by Prout instead of the girl. ‘Actually it’s a very promising dig. Plenty of “B” pottery as we expected, but I’m fairly sure some of the fragments are from the “A” period which would put us in the same league with Bodrifty …’


They had reached the highest point of the field where they were able to overlook the house and part of the garden next door.


Helen said, ‘How extraordinary! It’s like a ranch house – who lives there?’


‘Don’t you know?’ Prout seemed surprised. ‘That’s Roscrowgy – David Cleeve’s place. He owns this field and the Stone Field next to it. As a matter of fact he’s our patron. He put up most of the money for this dig.’


Wycliffe asked, ‘Should we know him?’


Prout laughed. ‘Perhaps not as Cleeve but you will have heard of Peter Stride. You must have seen his books in the shops even if you haven’t read them. I must confess, I’m no addict.’


But Helen was, with a row of Stride’s fat masterpieces on her shelves. She was impressed. ‘You mean he lives there? Is he there now?’


Prout seemed pleased to display his intimacy with a celebrity. He glanced at his watch. ‘Half-past three. You may see him while you are here. He often takes a stroll round the site about this time. Incidentally, Christine, the auburn-haired girl who brought you over, is his daughter. Charming girl!’


Wycliffe had read Stride’s books and seen three or four of them serialized on TV, though with less enthusiasm than Helen. The man had a remarkable ability to create an atmosphere of brooding dread, a chilling awareness of violence.


Wycliffe said, ‘I gather you’ve had some opposition to your dig.’


A short laugh. ‘Madam Laura and her ley-lines! There’s an old superstition about this having been an ancient Celtic burial ground for the whole Roseland peninsula, so anyone who disturbs the dead et cetera et cetera … It seems that the tale got a fresh lease of life some years back when the previous owner of Roscrowgy took part of Henry’s Field into his garden and was dead within the year. Nobody mentions that the poor man was a cardiac case.’ Prout made a dismissive gesture. ‘In any case this has never been a burial place nor was it a sacred enclosure. It is an ordinary settlement site which seems to have enjoyed an unusually long period of occupation, making it more interesting than most.’


They completed their tour and Prout led them back to the wooden hut. He pushed open the door and they were confronted by two men in earnest conversation; one was large and pleasant-looking with a luxuriant reddish moustache. There was something expansively Edwardian about him and he carried a polished cherry-wood stick with a silver mount that was almost a staff. The other was very tall, of a skeletal leanness, with a completely bald head; he was terribly disfigured down the left side of his head, face and neck, as if by burns.


Prout, for no obvious reason, was clearly displeased by the encounter, but with contrived affability he performed the introductions – ‘Mr and Mrs Wycliffe, Mr David Cleeve, of whom you have heard, and Mr Kitson, a neighbour who takes a great interest in our work here.’


A mild surprise for Wycliffe to discover that the amiable-looking one with the reddish moustache was Cleeve.


A shaking of hands and murmured exchanges without meaning. Kitson immediately excused himself and left. Wycliffe noticed that the disablement extended down the whole left side of his body, for he limped badly and held the arm on that side at a curious angle.


Cleeve had been formally polite, then his manner changed to sudden interest: ‘Wycliffe? Not Superintendent Wycliffe?’


‘I’m afraid so.’


Cleeve laughed. ‘This is my lucky day! I’ve always wanted to meet a real live detective. I cut my literary teeth on what French call le roman policier and criminal investigation fascinates me still.’


Hard to believe that this pleasant man, apparently anxious to be agreeable, was the author of a dozen books which were not only money spinners but considered worthy of detailed study and analysis by literary critics and psychologists, so that there was already a considerable literature on the Stride phenomenon.


They chatted easily for a few minutes then Helen said, ‘You live in a beautiful place, Mr Cleeve, and you seem to have a delightful garden.’


‘Are you interested in gardening – either of you?’


Wycliffe said dryly, ‘Helen is, and I’m learning.’


Cleeve chuckled. ‘I sympathize; it’s the same with us. Patricia – my wife – is the gardener but I have to sort of caddy for her and make the right noises.’ He broke off abruptly. ‘Why don’t you come over while you are here and let Patricia take you round? She never misses a chance to show off her garden.’


They displayed a proper reluctance, but allowed themselves to be persuaded. They were shepherded across the field, through a wicket gate into the garden of the house, and along a mossy path through a rhododendron tunnel which brought them to a door at one end of the long, rambling building.


Cleeve pushed open the door and they were in a garden room with a blue-and-white-tiled floor, ornamental white tables and chairs with striped cushions. Almost the whole of one wall was open to a courtyard garden where there was an ornamental pool and a fountain with Berniniesque figures.


‘I’ll find Patricia – do make yourselves at home. What can I get you to drink?’
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