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Praise for Naked to the Hangman

‘I am a fan of Andrew Taylor, who continues to evoke provincial England brilliantly in his Lydmouth novels . . . Naked to the Hangman fills in the personal history of his tormented detective, Chief Inspector Thornhill, revealing the horrors that he witnessed as a young police officer in Palestine in the closing days of the British mandate. It is a far cry from those events to a dancing class in Lydmouth, which is where the English scenes open, but Taylor draws the two worlds perfectly.’ The Sunday Times

‘Atmospheric’ Daily Mail

‘The strength of Andrew Taylor lies in his characters and their complex emotions . . . Taylor never disappoints and Naked to the Hangman is no exception.’ Spectator

‘Andrew Taylor’s novels have long been the quiet successes of contemporary British crime writing . . . His latest novel, Naked to the Hangman, is yet another engaging and atmospheric tale, reinforcing his deserved reputation as one of the best crime writers of his generation . . . Taylor’s novels are always intelligent, well-structured and engrossing reads.’ Yorkshire Post

‘This murder tale is anything but formulaic’ Mirror

‘A brilliant take on the classic golden-age mystery updated with contemporary candour and enhanced by Taylor’s ability to make characters rounded and real through his intuitive understanding of obsolete habits . . . a gripping and intelligent novel; highly recommended.’ Literary Review

‘Andrew Taylor’s Lydmouth series becomes more impressive with each book . . . Taylor’s special skill is getting under the skin of his characters and creating a vivid portrait of even the dullest setting. It’s a very accomplished novel.’ Sunday Telegraph

‘Complex and absorbing’ Woman & Home
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And naked to the hangman’s noose

The morning clocks will ring

A neck God made for other use

Than strangling in a string.

A. E. Housman, A Shropshire Lad, ix
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Palestine

However hard he tries to avoid it, Ricky returns in his dreams. Occasionally he glimpses it in his waking life too, when tired or worried. But does he ever really leave? He thinks of it as equivalent to the hiss of static in a radio broadcast – always there, but sometimes you notice it more than others.

The pattern is fixed. This is how the worst of it happens.

It is already growing dark, the light fading stealthily and swiftly from a sky streaked with purple and gold in the west. The drive has taken them longer than they expected. The gates of the compound stand open. Anything worth looting has already gone.

The lieutenant tells the driver to reverse the truck into the compound and park immediately inside the gates in case they have to leave in a hurry. Ricky climbs out of the cab and the stored heat of the day bounces up from the cracked concrete.

Apart from themselves, there is no one in sight, either within the compound or on the scrubby hillside that slopes up from the dusty road. He knows that someone will be watching. Someone always is. He waits with the lieutenant while the sergeant lets down the back flap. The rattle of chain and the clash of metal are terrifyingly loud in the silence. Something or someone scrabbles among a pile of rusting oil drums in the corner of the compound.

‘Bloody cats,’ the officer says, an expression of hope rather than a statement of fact. He is a young man with a prominent Adam’s apple that jerks up and down like a yo-yo.

One by one, the soldiers jump down from the lorry. All of them are carrying rifles. The last one out pulls a mine-detector after him. They look so young, Ricky thinks, children playing at soldiers, and not for the first time they make him feel old.

‘Right,’ says the lieutenant, pretending a confidence he does not feel. ‘We check the perimeter first, then we go inside.’

They work their way along the rusting fences of the compound. At the back is a row of sheds, already derelict. Ricky and the sergeant examine the external walls of the main building, where the workshops are. The windows are barred. The surviving glass is opaque with dust. It is not much more than six months since the Finbowes left but already the place has become an unloved ruin; man and nature have seen to that.

Ricky knows this place has been chosen on purpose. The Finbowes are significant not for themselves but because of the piano, and without the piano none of them would have any reason to be here.

‘We take it slowly,’ the lieutenant says in a low monotone, as if talking to himself in somebody else’s dream. ‘Take nothing for granted.’

The big doors are large enough for a lorry to pass through, and one leaf is standing open. Young though they are, the soldiers have become expert at this. They enter slowly, one by one, each covering the other. They follow the man with the mine-detector. Two torch beams sweep up and down the interior of the long, dirty building.

Ricky hears the fast, noisy breathing of the fat boy on his left. The boy on his right is chewing gum with his mouth open. He makes a squelching sound that reminds Ricky of himself as a child walking across a muddy field on a rainy afternoon.

‘Christ,’ says the heavy breather. ‘Can you smell something?’

Nobody answers. It’s not a smell, not yet, but something less defined, a taint in the air.

‘Nothing in here, it seems,’ the officer says, swinging round and bringing the barrel of his Sten gun in a lazy arc after him.

‘There’s a smaller workshop through the door at the end,’ Ricky says. He’s talked to a man who used to work here in the old days. ‘A couple of offices beside it.’

The officer nods but says nothing. His Adam’s apple bobs up and down. Doorways are always bad. You can never tell what’s on the other side. They constrict movement, too, leaving you vulnerable.

He pushes the door open. The taint is now a smell. The torches rake the emptiness beyond. No trip wires. Another concrete floor. The man with the mine-detector advances, his movements as precise and patterned as a dance step.

The smell grows suddenly worse. The boy with the chewing gum retches. National Service children, Ricky thinks angrily, too young for this job, too young for this place. He feels nausea rising in his own throat and fights to force it back. The fat boy is swearing behind him, a monotonous stream of obscenity and blasphemy inextricably entangled.

‘There,’ the lieutenant whispers. ‘Over there, see? In the corner.’

It is much darker in this part of the building. The windows are shuttered. Stripes of evening light criss-cross the floor, with the paler torchlight dancing among them. One beam swoops up a wall towards the ceiling. That is when Ricky sees the rope. It is tied to a girder that runs across the width of the building, holding the walls together. The light drops lower and suddenly it is all over.

The body is naked. The torch beam runs rapidly down from the head to the feet, up again and then away. The body is barely visible again. But Ricky knows it is too late. The body will always be there, for him and probably for the others too. It’s part of him now, a part that he will never be able to throw away, however hard he tries.

‘Fucking ants,’ the gum-chewer says. ‘They’re all over the fucking shop. Fucking flies as well.’

Somebody vomits, violently, repeatedly, and liquid splatters on the concrete.

‘Is that him?’ the lieutenant demands, his voice suddenly haughty because fear can have that effect on people.

The torch’s spotlight returns to the face. Ricky studies it. Not strangled, he thinks, despite the rope round the poor bastard’s neck. He must have been already dead when they strung him up.

‘Oh yes,’ Ricky says. ‘That’s him. Have you got a knife?’

‘Don’t touch him. The body may be mined. They’ve done it before.’

Ricky nods, aware that he deserved the reproof, aware that the strain is affecting him too, affecting the way he thinks.

‘Move back,’ the lieutenant snaps. ‘All of you. Into the other workshop.’

Slowly, sheepishly, they withdraw. They fan out, sheltering behind the wall. The officer stands in the doorway, feet apart, Sten gun cradled. Ricky watches over his shoulder.

There is a burst of sound, jagged and ugly. The naked body dances on the end of its string. Silence creeps back, broken only by the scratching of small paws and the rustle of falling plaster. The officer fires again. The body bucks and sways. But it does not explode. The sound dies away. The stench is fouler than before.

The young man’s voice shakes as he tells three men to search the offices. The rest of them cluster around the body, keeping a healthy distance from it as though death itself were infectious. They have their hands over their mouths and noses. Liquid trickles to the floor. It sounds like a dripping tap. Suddenly, with a whoosh of sound, trapped air bursts out of the corpse in an enormous moist fart. Someone laughs.

‘Not with a bang, old chap,’ the lieutenant murmurs with a high, nervous giggle. ‘With a whimper.’

Ricky ignores this. ‘For God’s sake. Let’s get him down. Give me a knife.’

‘Need to stand on something,’ the officer says, and he sounds quite normal now.

The boy with the chewing gum lunges towards a metal desk lying on its side a few yards from the body. For an instant, he is poised between here and there, oddly graceful, his left arm weighed down by the rifle, his right arm stretching towards the desk. In that same instant, another drop of liquid falls from the naked body. The boy seizes one of the desk legs and pulls.

Ricky hears his own voice shouting a single word. ‘No!’


Chapter One

On Tuesday, 3 April, Edith Thornhill was sitting in the Ruispidge Hall and staring out of the window. It was still raining and she was still worrying. Her younger daughter, Susie, squirmed on her lap. Susie would have liked to join two four-year-old boys who were playing hide-and-seek among the raincoats hanging near the door.

‘Heads up!’ cried Miss Awre in a firm, carrying voice. ‘Point those toes!’

The line of children moved obediently round the hall under her direction, while Miss Buckholt, seated at the piano, pounded an accompaniment. There were fifteen children, all girls, in the junior class. The second one in the line was Edith’s elder daughter, Elizabeth, with her friend Gwen Raven immediately behind her.

Miss Awre glanced at the clock and clapped her hands. Instantly the wriggling, skipping line of little girls came to a halt. At the piano, however, Miss Buckholt thumped through a rebellious half-bar that culminated in a majestic discord.

Hands on hips, Miss Awre allowed her eyes to travel round the room, from the girls against the wall to the mothers and toddlers on the chairs. The silence was absolute. Even the boys playing by the raincoats were still. Miss Buckholt, squat as a toad in a baggy yellow cardigan, might have been a Buddhist statue. Miss Awre had inherited both the face and the authority of her father, who had once commanded a regiment of Bengal Lancers.

‘Good,’ she said. ‘Well done, everyone. Now we want to end promptly today. The seniors are having extra classes because of the dance. I shall see you all at the same time next week.’ She allowed her features to relax into a grim smile. ‘After the dance.’

Even Edith responded with a sycophantic titter. But Miss Buckholt was not laughing. Instead she was looking at the doorway between the hall itself and the lobby that led to the outside world. Edith followed her gaze. Beatrice Winderfield had just come in. She was hardly taller than some of the children. She wore a large khaki waterproof, glistening with rain, which enveloped her like a tent.

Miss Awre clapped her hands, a signal of release. The junior class dissolved. The buzz of a dozen conversations filled the hall. Families reassembled. Miss Awre blinked at Beatrice Winderfield as though trying to remember who she was.

Miss Buckholt left the piano and shooed the little boys away from the coats with unnecessary vigour. She picked up the raincoats that had fallen to the floor and jammed them back on their hooks. Edith noticed her stuffing something into the pocket of her cardigan.

Elizabeth came over to Edith and Susie. Her friend Gwen was a few paces behind her. Gwen was Miss Winderfield’s niece, and she had her aunt’s small features and slanting blue eyes.

‘Can I go to tea at Gwen’s, Mummy?’ Elizabeth asked.

Edith glanced at the two girls. ‘I suppose so. But is it all right with Miss Winderfield?’

Gwen nodded. ‘I haven’t asked her yet, Mrs Thornhill, but I’m sure it will be.’

Miss Winderfield crossed the room to them and smiled at Edith. ‘It’s Mrs Thornhill, isn’t it?’

Edith admitted that it was.

‘Gwen’s talked such a lot about Elizabeth,’ Miss Winderfield went on. She had a soft and rather beautiful voice. Everyone said that she might have been a musician if it hadn’t been for her parents.

‘Auntie Beatrice,’ Gwen said, touching her sleeve. ‘Can Elizabeth come back for tea?’

The smile was still there. ‘Of course she may. If Mrs Thornhill agrees, that is.’

The matter was arranged very quickly. Edith would collect Elizabeth at five o’clock.

‘You know where we are?’ Miss Winderfield asked.

‘I think so,’ Edith said, pretending she wasn’t sure. ‘Castle Green, isn’t it?’

‘Yes – The Chantry. Now we must rush, I’m afraid. I’ve got to find Walter and make sure he comes to the senior class.’

‘Walter hates dancing,’ Gwen confided to Elizabeth in a loud whisper.

‘Gwen’s brother,’ Beatrice Winderfield explained. ‘He’s home from school and feeling rather like a fish out of water.’

She said goodbye. Susie, who had been hiding her head against her mother’s shoulder while this conversation was going on, struggled off her lap. Edith watched Miss Winderfield leaving with Gwen on one side of her and Elizabeth on the other. They hadn’t far to go. There was a gate in the high wall of The Chantry’s garden almost opposite the Ruispidge Hall.

Miss Awre was watching them, too. At the door, Miss Winderfield glanced over her shoulder, not at Edith but at Miss Awre.

It was still raining and Edith Thornhill was still worried. She walked down the Chepstow Road with Susie stumbling beside her. Part of her mind was dealing with the practicalities of the afternoon – how to get home, give Susie something to eat, dry herself off, and then walk back to The Chantry, probably with Susie, almost certainly in the rain. She didn’t regret allowing Elizabeth to go to Gwen’s house – far from it – but it caused complications. Nothing she couldn’t cope with, however. What really worried her was the other problem, the one she couldn’t cope with.

She heard the sound of a horn behind her. A car pulled up like an answer to prayer just in front of her. Mrs Drake leaned across and opened the passenger door from the inside.

‘You’ll get drowned in this weather, Edith. I’ll give you a lift.’

‘We’re very wet.’

‘It really doesn’t matter. Come along, dear. You’re letting in the rain.’

It was never easy to say no to the wife of the Deputy Chief Constable, and in this case Edith didn’t want to. She passed Susie to Mrs Drake and climbed into the front passenger seat of the Armstrong Siddeley. She sighed and drew Susie on to her lap.

Mrs Drake looked at her for a moment. ‘Can you spare half an hour or so?’

‘Yes – I have to be in town to collect Elizabeth at five but I’ve nothing on until then.’

‘Why don’t you come back and have a cup of tea with me? I can run you back into town afterwards – I’ll have to go and collect Vincent, so it’s no trouble.’

Edith accepted. It was a relief to be told what to do. It was a relief to be driven in a comfortable car towards the prospect of a cup of tea, made by somebody else.

The Drakes lived just outside town on the Chepstow Road in a substantial modern house. They had tea in the sitting room. Mildred Drake produced a box of battered toys and allowed Susie to spread them over the hearthrug.

‘This is Lizzie,’ Susie said, gripping a leaden First World War private with only one arm. She seized a headless Highland piper with the other. ‘This is Gwennie.’ She pushed the soldiers together and twirled them in a circle. ‘Dancing.’

‘We’ve been at the dancing school at the Ruispidge Hall,’ Edith explained. ‘Elizabeth and her friend Gwen are in the juniors.’

‘Ah. The formidable Miss Awre. I imagine she’s rather busy at present. Isn’t it the Ruispidge Charity Dance at the end of the week?’

‘Everyone’s in a bit of a flap, as usual. I think the mothers are the worst. I suppose we’ll have to go through it with David in a year or two, and then the girls. Frankly, I’m not looking forward to it.’

The conversation meandered from dances past and present to the Drakes’ grandchildren and the Thornhills’ plans for the summer holidays. With the second cup of tea, however, Mrs Drake abruptly changed tack.

‘Now, dear,’ she said. ‘What’s on your mind?’

Edith looked up. She knew Mildred Drake well enough not to be surprised. She said, ‘Is it that obvious?’

Mrs Drake said nothing. Edith wondered whether the edge of panic in her voice had been as obvious to her hostess as to herself. Susie gave a great crow of delight as she succeeded in completing a puzzle consisting of a picture of small furry animals having a picnic and formed of nine wooden blocks.

Edith sighed. ‘The thing is, I’m worried about Richard.’


Chapter Two

‘A little bird told me,’ said Amy Gwyn-Thomas, ‘that Edith Thornhill is a teenie weenie bit miffed.’

Jill Francis watched the rain sliding like clear grease down the window. ‘Why?’

‘I’m not sure she approves.’

‘But why wouldn’t she approve of her uncle Bernie opening a coffee bar?’

Amy lowered her voice. ‘People say that perhaps he and Mrs Merini were . . . well, very good friends at one point. She doesn’t look like . . . like that – now. In fact quite the opposite. But some women lose their figures very quickly when they grow older, don’t they?’ As she spoke, Amy ran her hand over her waist and down her left hip. No one could call her fat, even her worst enemy. ‘So perhaps Mrs Merini is an old flame of Bernie Broadbent’s. And he’s installed her as manager as a sort of . . . well, a way of paying her off.’

Jill nodded, though from what she knew of Bernie it was far more likely that his old flame had been Mr Merini. She wished the rain would stop. There was a leak in the Gazette’s roof and the more rain there was, the worse it got and the more it would cost to repair. She glanced at the clock on her desk. It was only half-past three.

Amy was still following a train of thought of her own. ‘Of course, if she was like the daughter, one could understand.’

‘Whose daughter?’

‘Mrs Merini’s. She is only fifteen or sixteen but she’s rather well developed for her age, if you know what I mean. But of course Italian girls are like that. She’s at the High School. My niece says she’s not very well liked. Not by the girls.’

Jill ignored the implication. ‘What’s the coffee like?’

Amy looked blankly at her. ‘What?’

‘The coffee. It is a coffee bar, isn’t it?’

‘I haven’t tried it. Rather strong, I imagine.’ Amy glanced at the notebook in her hand. ‘Oh – I nearly forgot: Miss Awre phoned. She wanted to know whether we would be sending a photographer to the dance.’

‘Oh, I think so – we usually do, don’t we?’

‘She said Lady Ruispidge was likely to make an appearance. I gather she’s hoping that the booklet will be ready.’

‘That’s out of our hands,’ Jill said sharply. ‘The Charity Committee should have got the typescript to us weeks ago. And now they’re taking ages to check the proofs. It’s a bit much, considering we’re printing it free of charge.’

‘I did remind Miss Awre of that. She promised to jolly things along.’

Jill was sick and tired of the whole business. At present the Gazette could ill afford to make philanthropic gestures, and the committee’s delays were playing havoc with the Printing Office’s schedule.

The ostensible purpose of the annual dance for young people was to raise money for the Ruispidge Charity, which had been founded by one of Lady Ruispidge’s predecessors in the early nineteenth century. Funds from the charity did a great deal to support two schools, one in Lydmouth, the other in the nearby village of Mitchelbrook, and a children’s home. At Lady Ruispidge’s request, Charlotte Wemyss-Brown, the principal shareholder of the Gazette and a keen amateur historian, had written a short history of the charity, and had arranged for the Gazette’s Printing Office to print it. Sales of the booklet would go towards the charity, and Lady Ruispidge wanted it published in time for the dance.

Jill discovered that she was toying with her cigarette case again. She was trying to cut down on her smoking. She put the case down on the desk, stood up and moved to stand out of temptation’s way beside the window. She was just in time to see Richard Thornhill walking very fast along the opposite pavement. The rain was beating down on him and his coat glistened with moisture. He wasn’t wearing a hat and he didn’t have an umbrella either, which was unlike him in that he was usually careful, almost fussy, about his appearance. On impulse, she turned back into the room.

‘I think I might try this coffee bar,’ she said.

‘Now? This afternoon?’

‘Yes – why not? I could do with a decent cup of coffee. Whatever they say on the menu, it’s not really coffee you get at the Gardenia Café. And the coffee at the Bull is even worse.’

Amy looked sharply at her. Jill felt a twinge of worry. Amy could not have seen Richard Thornhill from where she was standing. It was a physical impossibility. On the other hand, Jill had come to realise over the years that Amy’s powers of information-gathering and inference sometimes verged on the supernatural.

‘But it’s raining,’ Amy said.

‘It’s always raining.’

By the time she had left the Gazette, of course, Richard Thornhill had long gone. But Jill’s restlessness was still there. She walked up the High Street, sheltering under her umbrella, half hoping and half fearing she would see him. She wasn’t sure what, if anything, she wanted from him – or, for that matter, what he might be able to give.

The rain was keeping people inside. It had been raining since Good Friday, for nearly five days, and if it had stopped for any length of time, Jill hadn’t noticed. The council had issued a flood warning. Flooding wasn’t uncommon in Lydmouth – spring and autumn were always the worst times, especially near the equinoxes, and the town was used to its two rivers bursting their banks.

Merini’s was in Monkswell Road, a turning on the left beyond the Bull Hotel and Police Headquarters. It took Jill ten minutes to walk there, and by the time she reached the coffee bar she rather regretted coming out in the first place. Her shoes and stockings were damp and the umbrella wasn’t much use against rain that had a tendency to come at you from unexpected angles, often in defiance of gravity.

The coffee bar occupied a shop that a few years before had housed a cobbler’s. The big ground-floor windows were steamed up. An illuminated sign glowed above the door. According to Amy, Bernie Broadbent had bought the entire building, and the Merinis lived in the flat over the café.

Jill went inside. The air smelled of boiled milk and cigarettes. Black-and-white linoleum marched across the floor; there were posters on the walls and Formica tops on the tables; the place was full of sharp angles and bright colours. Somewhere the radio was playing dance music. Ten or twelve customers with an average age of seventeen were sitting on the spindly chairs at the tables and the leatherette benches along the walls – not bad for a rainy afternoon in Lydmouth.

A middle-aged woman in a spotless white coat was behind the counter. She was sallow-skinned and squarely built, with short, tightly permed hair. When she took Jill’s order, there was nothing Italian about her accent, which was pure East End.

Jill sat at a table by the window and took out her cigarette case. She was aware of someone watching her – a big man, red-faced, in his forties perhaps, and probably the oldest person in the room. He perched on a banquette with his legs apart, eating fast, as though timing himself with a stopwatch. Jill looked away. When she next glanced at him he had finished the sandwich and was smoking a cigarette with equal hunger. Even from this distance she could see that the fingers were dark with nicotine.

The woman behind the counter was joined by a girl, also dressed in a white coat. Amy was right – Gina Merini was certainly well developed for her age. She had dark hair, creamy skin and regular features. She and her mother worked separately and for the most part in silence; but occasionally whispers would dart from one to the other like poisoned arrows.

The bell over the door rang. The boy who entered was tall and thin and with more than his fair share of spots. Most of the other customers were roughly the same age but there were no signs of recognition. He zigzagged up to the counter, like a moth drawn half reluctantly towards a candle flame. He didn’t look at Gina and she didn’t look at him. He ordered coffee, sat down and lit a cigarette with careful ceremony.

The older woman murmured something to Gina and went through a doorway at the back. The girl picked up a cloth and listlessly wiped the glass cabinet that displayed an array of sandwiches and cakes. Jill sipped her coffee and waited. The boy watched the girl. He wasn’t the only one. She drew eyes towards her.

The boy stubbed out his cigarette, half smoked. There was something dramatic about the gesture, as though a decision had been made. He got up and sauntered over to Gina. He leaned on the counter, feigning nonchalance, and muttered something that she seemed not to hear.

The girl’s playing hard to get, Jill thought, and the poor lad’s out of his depth. She took out another cigarette. She was about to light it when the bell above the door jingled again and a man came in.

‘Walter,’ he said. ‘Your aunt’s been looking for you.’

The boy turned sharply. In that moment Jill saw their two faces in profile, looking at each other. There was no doubt that they were related. The man was tall and thin, with deep-set eyes under heavy brows. His hair was dark and streaked with grey and his shoulders were stooped.

‘Come on,’ he said. ‘There’s no time to waste.’

The boy blushed. He looked back at the girl and then allowed himself to be shepherded out of the coffee bar. The man glanced back from the doorway. For an instant his eyes met Jill’s. His mouth softened into something that might have been a smile.

Jill rubbed the condensation on the window. She was in time to see the man and the boy walking up Monkswell Road, away from the High Street, towards the castle ruins and the junction of Chepstow Road and Narth Road. On the opposite pavement was a girl in a brown duffel coat, with purple ribbons in her hair. She turned, revealing a pale face and National Health glasses, and raised her hand in greeting.

‘Gina!’ Mrs Merini had returned to the café. ‘Time for you to get ready. Come on, young lady – don’t dawdle.’

Jill was still watching the other girl, the one outside. She crossed the road and set off, perhaps in pursuit of the boy and the man. As she passed, she took off her glasses and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. Something or someone had made her cry.

Mrs Merini followed her daughter into the room behind the coffee bar. Gina ignored her and headed for the stairs. But her mother could move fast if she wanted to. She gripped Gina’s arm, forcing her to stop.

‘I don’t want you making eyes at boys,’ Mrs Merini hissed at her, keeping her voice low because of the customers next door.

‘I wasn’t.’

‘I saw you in there. That boy. It’s got to stop.’

‘But nothing happened. I’m not doing anything. It’s not fair.’

Mrs Merini drew her daughter closer. ‘You’ve got a second chance. Not many people get that. You can make something of yourself down here, make a new start. So don’t go spoiling it with boys.’

‘But I know him,’ Gina said. ‘He goes to dancing class. He’ll be at the dance on Saturday.’

Mrs Merini relaxed her grip. ‘I want to see you before you go out, mind, I want to see what you’re wearing. I don’t want you looking fast, Gina. I want you to look like a lady. Everyone respects a lady.’


Chapter Three

At half-past four that afternoon Patrick Raven was sitting in front of his typewriter and watching the rain. His study was on the ground floor of The Chantry and had two long windows overlooking part of the castle ruins at the far end of the garden. The Winderfields called it the library because Beatrice’s grandfather had had shelves built in one wall, some of which were still sparsely populated with odd volumes of Punch and a sprinkling of novels that nobody read.

‘I want you to feel this room is yours, Patrick,’ Beatrice had said to him in September, at the start of his sabbatical. ‘No one will come into it unless you say they may.’

That had sounded rather ominous. Patrick wasn’t sure that he wanted to be left alone. Beatrice expressed the hope that he might find inspiration by looking at the castle ruins; after all, they were medieval and he was a medieval historian. Patrick had smiled non-committally. His rooms in college glowed in the memory like a lost paradise.

On the other hand, he had thought, perhaps this room was just the place to write the book, or at least the first draft. He had brought with him most of the research materials he needed in some shape or form; and the room was so ugly, so saturated with the ghosts of long-dead Winderfields, that in a perverse way it might mean he would do nothing else but write just to escape from them.

The book would be very different from the others he had written. The Crusader Kingdom of Outremer would be lively yet authoritative popular history – the sort of book that would appeal to the man on the Clapham omnibus and could also be read with profit by the serious student. He saw it as a blue Pelican paperback. The royalties it would earn would help with Walter’s school and university fees. His colleagues would be mildly envious. There would be agreeable reviews in The Times Literary Supplement, the Observer and the Sunday Times.

But his main reason for spending his sabbatical year at The Chantry had nothing to do with The Crusader Kingdom of Outremer. It concerned his children. For nearly seven years he had conducted his relationship with them at a polite distance. They had seen each other for short periods of time during their school holidays and his university vacations. The children were usually on their best behaviour, and so was he. Beatrice, dear Beatrice, looked after them the rest of the time. She was good at looking after people. She had looked after her parents as well until one after the other they had died, after a great deal of shilly-shallying. She looked after this enormous house, too. Patrick assumed that she enjoyed looking after people and things because otherwise surely she wouldn’t have done it. Now, he supposed, in a manner of speaking she was looking after him too.

So he had decided it was time to get to know his children again. Walter was away at school during term time but they would have plenty of opportunity to be together during the holidays. Gwen, now ten, was going to school in Lydmouth for the time being. He envisaged helping her with her homework and perhaps guiding Walter’s reading. Perhaps he and his son would go on long walks together.

But the sabbatical had not gone according to plan. He had spent over six months at The Chantry and his typescript had not progressed beyond page thirty-two. His daughter seemed even more of a stranger to him than she had before. As for his son, Walter might have come from another planet for all he had in common with his father. Once upon a time there had been a nice little boy in short trousers, who was touchingly grateful for any time one spent with him, and who did what he was told, more or less, at home and at school. Somehow, without Patrick’s noticing, this little boy had turned into an uncommunicative stranger who was as tall as he was.

Walter was by no means a fool but his school reports were bad and growing worse. According to his masters he did no work and had a rebellious streak. He would be taking his O-levels next term and Patrick was beginning to wonder whether he would pass anything, let alone with the sort of grades that meant an easy transition to the sixth form. The prospect of Walter going on to any sort of further education after school seemed increasingly remote. And what was he going to do then?

Patrick was also increasingly worried by his son’s behaviour. Walter was spending a lot of time mooning around in that new coffee bar, where the obvious attraction was the girl with the East End accent behind the counter. Rather a good-looking girl, as it happened, but that was by the by. The friendship was obviously quite unsuitable. Patrick himself had been forced to drag Walter away from the coffee bar this afternoon as the boy was in danger of missing his dancing class altogether. On the way home, that unfortunate girl Emily Brown had tried to speak to Walter and he tried to ignore her. There was simply no excuse for bad manners.

He forced his mind back to work, turning back to the Introduction, which he had already rewritten three times.


In military terms, the conquest of Outremer was made possible by the Crusaders’ heavy cavalry and superior armour. But their ability to retain what they had won was due to their castles and their . . .



The problem was, Patrick told himself, The Chantry was an unsettling place. It had never been his home. It was a house that was meant to contain a lot of people. The four of them rattled around inside it like four peas in a jam jar.


A mounted and fully armed knight was a formidable force in the field. Knights were the tanks of the day, combining weight, manoeuvrability and speed. The much lighter Turkish cavalry could not withstand the impact of a Crusader charge. Their arrows had little effect on western European armour. Over time, however, the Turks developed other tactics which in the long run . . .



A bell rang, somewhere at the back of the house. All the bells – those for the outer doors and the principal rooms – rang in the big kitchen that was no longer used for cooking. Patrick waited for a moment. No one was coming downstairs or from the kitchen side of the house. He pushed back his chair, glad of the diversion, went into the hall and opened the front door.

A woman was standing immediately on the other side, so close that he could have touched her, sheltering from the rain that was sheeting down and pockmarking the gravel sweep with puddles. She had an umbrella in one hand and was holding the reins of a small and very wet child with the other.

‘Good afternoon,’ she said. ‘I’m Edith Thornhill. I’ve come to collect my daughter Elizabeth.’

For an instant he looked blankly at her. Then he smiled and held open the door. ‘Of course – Gwen’s friend. Do come in, Mrs Thornhill.’

‘I’m rather wet.’

‘It doesn’t matter. We don’t want you getting any wetter.’

Mrs Thornhill and the small child came inside and stood dripping on the doormat. Patrick remembered Elizabeth Thornhill. She and Gwen were now officially best friends. It had been one of those intense girlish friendships that seemed to develop overnight. Had Beatrice told him that the girl’s father was a policeman? One met all sorts these days.

‘I hope I’m not late,’ the woman was saying. She was pleasant-looking – not unattractive in her way. Her voice was classless, though he thought he heard a trace of the local accent.

‘I’ll just find Beatrice, shall I?’ he said.

But there was no need because she was already coming down the stairs. His sister-in-law looked wispy and insubstantial beside Mrs Thornhill – almost waif-like, Patrick thought, a child in adult’s clothes.

To his relief, he found he was no longer required to take an active role in the conversation. Edith Thornhill declined towels and refreshment. Her infant stared at Patrick with round eyes, full of wonder; he winked at her, to show that he was friendly, but she looked away.

Elizabeth and Gwen clattered down the stairs and made a great fuss of the little girl, who turned out to be called Susie. Elizabeth asked whether Gwen might come to play tomorrow. Edith and Beatrice conferred and agreed that she could.

While this was going on there was a diversion in the form of Walter returning from Miss Awre’s senior dancing class at the Ruispidge Hall. Walter was as wet as Edith Thornhill. He pulled off his raincoat and edged toward the stairs.

‘How did you get on, dear?’ Beatrice asked.

‘All right.’

‘Walter,’ Patrick said. ‘Have you met Mrs Thornhill?’

He introduced them. His son blushed and grunted as they shook hands.

‘Do you enjoy dancing?’ Mrs Thornhill asked him.

‘Not particularly,’ he mumbled.

‘Most men don’t.’ She smiled at him, and the blush intensified. ‘My husband loathes it.’

At a nod from Patrick, Walter retreated upstairs.

‘Poor Miss Awre,’ Beatrice said. ‘She must be shattered, I imagine. What with the senior class as well as the juniors and then the dance on top of that. You’re on the committee too, aren’t you, Mrs Thornhill?’

‘Yes – I’ve just taken over from Charlotte Wemyss-Brown. But as far as I can see the real work of organising the dance falls on Miss Awre’s shoulders. And of course the committee’s concerned with the work of the charity as a whole. So I’m afraid we leave the lion’s share to Miss Awre.’ She smiled at Elizabeth. ‘You’ll need to find your mac, young lady, and don’t forget the bag with your plimsolls.’

‘You can’t walk home in this rain,’ Beatrice said suddenly. ‘I’m sure Patrick will run you back.’

‘Of course. I’ll bring the car round.’

Gwen jumped up and down and asked whether she could come too. Patrick found his raincoat and went outside in the rain to fetch the Jaguar from the motor shed in the old stable yard. He drove back up the drive to the gravel circle in front of the house. The rain was coming down too fast for the windscreen wipers to be able to cope. The front door was still closed so he had to leave the shelter of the car and, cursing under his breath, run into the house. The two women and the two girls were waiting for him in the hall. At least the girls had found their raincoats and berets.

‘I’ve lost a glove, Daddy,’ Gwen wailed. ‘I can’t go out without my gloves.’ She was a child who liked to have everything just so. ‘Can you wait while I have another look for it?’

‘Now come on, Gwen,’ Patrick said. ‘We can’t be expected to—’

‘I’m sure it will turn up,’ Edith Thornhill interposed with calm authority. ‘But we really mustn’t keep your father waiting any longer. You could always keep your hands in your pockets. I’m sure they’d be quite warm. I know it’s a miserable day but it’s not in fact that cold.’

Patrick shut his mouth, feeling inadequate, as he so often did when children were about. Gwen nodded and the crisis was past. She carried Susie Thornhill out to the car, treating her as a cross between a living doll and a sack of potatoes. Edith sat in the front with Patrick and the children arranged themselves in the back with Susie in the middle.

They drove out of The Chantry. You could hardly see the castle ruins on the left because the rain was so heavy. Edith Thornhill guided him down the hill and along the High Street to Victoria Road. Though he had known Lydmouth on and off for nearly twenty years, Patrick was still vague about many of the street names; it was not a knowledge he had needed to acquire.

The Thornhills’ house was semi-detached and solidly Victorian. There were lights in the downstairs windows. Mrs Thornhill smoothly extracted her daughters, made sure she had their possessions, and swept them inside the house. For a moment Patrick glimpsed the interior, and his imagination supplied what he didn’t see: warm and welcoming rooms, small and cosy compared with those at The Chantry; the chatter of a television; a blazing coal fire and the smell of a meal in the oven; and the children running up the hall calling out, ‘Daddy! We’re home!’ He envied the Thornhills. He envied their self-contained life. He envied the completeness of their family.

‘Daddy?’ Gwen asked. ‘Where do you think my glove could be?’


Chapter Four

The man with the red face and the nicotine-stained fingers lingered in the coffee bar in the hope that the rain would stop. He topped up his second cup of coffee with a slug of whisky from his hip flask. On the whole, he was content. It was an odd way to describe oneself, he knew, in the circumstances. Nevertheless, it was a relief that the uncertainty had ended. Now everything was simple again, just as it used to be: you knew who your enemy was if not where he would strike from; each man for himself; kill or be killed. It was all mercifully straightforward.

The rain showed no signs of slackening. He put off leaving as long as possible but at last the time came. The woman behind the counter was throwing curious glances at him, especially since he had produced his flask. If he left it too much longer, the estate agent’s would be closed. He stood up, feeling the reassuring weight in the pocket of his raincoat.

‘Excuse me,’ he said to the woman. ‘Can you tell me where Castle Street is?’

‘Go back down to the High Street and turn right,’ she said, not pausing in wiping the counter. ‘It’s the right-hand turn by the police station.’

He said goodbye and went outside to his car, an Austin A70 hired from a garage in Camden Town. It was an ex-army car, still painted olive green. He had taken it for a week. One way or another, he wouldn’t need it for longer.

Castle Street was much nearer than he had expected. He followed the road up to the top to an open space with grass in the middle and a big house opposite. Over on the right were some old stone walls, presumably the castle. He realised that he must have missed the estate agent’s. He followed the road round the green and drove back down Castle Street.

The estate agent’s, Sedbury & Brown, was on the left-hand side. He parked immediately outside and went in. The only person in the outer office was a bespectacled schoolgirl with a sallow face and brown hair tied into bunches with purple ribbons. According to the clock on the wall over her head it was later than he had thought – after five o’clock.

‘Is Mr Brown in?’

The girl nodded, slid off her chair and went out into the corridor. ‘Daddy! There’s someone to see you.’

When Mr Brown appeared, he proved to be a small, weatherbeaten man in his fifties with a large, sharp nose like a blade and heavy black-rimmed glasses. The nose and the glasses were out of scale with the rest of him.

‘Mr Brown? James Smith. Sorry I’m a bit late – the weather.’

Brown held out his hand. ‘You’re just in time, Mr Smith. I was about to lock up. We’ve got plenty of rain for you, I’m afraid. At least it shouldn’t spoil your sport.’

‘You had my cheque?’ He had opened a bank account in the name of James Smith some time ago. He had a driving licence too, which he had shown when he hired the car. ‘And you said you’d need a deposit against breakages?’

‘Yes, the owner of Traveller’s Rest insists, I’m afraid. Five pounds. A cheque will do, or cash if it’s more convenient.’

He took out his wallet. He had drawn out fifty pounds in cash before he left London and the wallet felt reassuringly plump. He peeled off a fiver and handed it to the estate agent.

‘I’ll do you a receipt. One moment, please.’

‘Have you got a toilet I can use?’

‘Of course. Follow me.’

There was a lavatory at the end of the passage. All that coffee, as well as the last of the beers at lunchtime, had worked through his system. While he relieved himself, he thought of the bottle of whisky in the boot of the car. Not long now. He had talked to Mr Brown on the telephone last week when he had arranged to rent Traveller’s Rest. The cottage was not more than two miles outside town. Not long now.

Automatically he monitored the sounds around him. The creak and groan of the plumbing. The footsteps of Brown and the girl. They were talking about something and he could just make out the words.

‘I can’t find my purse, Daddy. I think I might have left it at the dancing school.’

‘If you have, I expect Miss Awre has found it,’ her father replied. ‘Ask your mother to give her a ring. How are you getting on?’

‘It’s all right. I don’t like that new girl, though. The one from London who’s at school now.’

Brown said something indistinguishable.

‘She’s not very nice,’ the girl replied. ‘Mummy doesn’t think I should talk to her unless I have to.’

Father and daughter were waiting for him in the outer office when he finished in the lavatory. He signed for the keys and was given a sketch map with the location of Traveller’s Rest marked with a large red cross.

‘So you’re on holiday, Mr Smith? All by yourself?’

‘All by myself,’ he echoed. ‘I’m in the army. Had a bit of leave to use up.’

Sometimes James Smith felt almost as real as his real self. He had set up the identity nearly six years ago. Since then he had built up a biography for himself. Sometimes he would go and spend weekends in hotels as James Smith, just for the hell of it, just for the simple pleasure of being someone else. He had even gone to France on a day trip and used his newly minted passport.

He said goodbye to the Browns and drove back down the hill to the High Street. Brown’s directions took him into Monkswell Road again. After the coffee bar he passed the ruins of the castle up on his left and crossed a big junction with a school on the corner. The houses thinned out. Fields flickered by on either side. On the right, roughly parallel with the road, was the River Minnow, the ostensible reason for his holiday in Lydmouth.

A telephone box loomed ahead, a vivid spot of red against the greys and greens. It stood at the side of a bus stop. There was a lane just beyond, and he turned into it. It was bounded with tall hedges, surprisingly narrow and with a broad green stripe of grass running down the centre of the tarmac. After a couple of hundred yards he saw the cottage on the left-hand side. The lane petered out at a field gate beyond it. Fifty yards away, across a field, lay the river, swollen and muddy brown.

He left the car in the lane and ran through the rain to Traveller’s Rest. When he opened the door the smell of damp rushed out to meet him. It was colder inside the house than outside. The place wasn’t obviously dirty but it smelled grubby. According to Brown, a woman came in three times a week to clean. At least she had left a pint of milk, six eggs, a loaf and half a pound of butter in the larder.

He brought his suitcase in from the car. There didn’t seem much point in unpacking. He found a tumbler in a cupboard in the kitchen, poured himself a couple of fingers of whisky and took his drink into the little living room beside the kitchen. The window had a view of the lane and the Austin. He didn’t expect visitors this evening but there was no point in being careless.

His raincoat was hanging over the back of a chair. He took the heavy bundle from the right-hand pocket, laid it on the table and unwrapped it. The revolver was a Webley, the RIC model; this one designed for a .455 cartridge – heavier than he would have liked, but reassuringly familiar. He liked the feel of the cold metal and the smell of oil.

His fingers moved mechanically, following a familiar ritual. He unloaded the gun and reloaded it. Six chambers, six cartridges. He had bought the Webley in a pub in Acton from a little Irishman who had been terrified of his own shadow. That was three years ago. His training had always drummed into him the importance of being prepared.

By the time he had finished his whisky, the rain had dwindled to a fine drizzle. He put on the wellington boots he had brought in from the car and draped the raincoat round his shoulders. Revolver in hand, masked by the folds of the coat, he walked round the cottage to the strip of land at the side and followed it down to the river. The garden was a mess – it looked as if no one had done any work in it since the previous summer. At the bottom was a landing stage. According to Mr Brown, you could hire a rowing boat if you wanted and keep it there. Alternatively, some tenants preferred simply to fish from the mooring. They wouldn’t be able to for much longer – if the rain continued the landing stage would be covered in water and so would much of the garden.

He walked up the lane to the telephone box on the corner by the bus stop. Once the heavy door had shut behind him, he lit a cigarette and checked the number he had scribbled on a book of matches. He thumbed in the coppers and dialled. After three rings the phone was answered.

‘Hello? Lydmouth 2114.’

It was a man’s voice, and he recognised it at once, despite the years that had passed since he had last heard it. ‘Ricky?’

There was a silence. Then: ‘Yes?’

‘It’s me. You had my letter?’

There was no reply.

He listened to the breathing on the other end. ‘We need to talk,’ he said at last. ‘Where can we meet?’

‘I don’t want to meet.’

‘I told you,’ he said. ‘You don’t have a choice, Ricky boy. I’ll come round to your place, shall I?’

‘No.’

He chuckled, and his forefinger stroked the curve of the revolver’s cylinder. ‘Listen, you’re between the devil and the deep blue sea. So am I. We may not have much time. And the only way we’re going to get out of this is if we stick together.’


Palestine

Detective Inspector Jock Slether leans back in his chair. ‘I think I’ll call you Ricky,’ he says. ‘Had a mate called Ricky once. Copped it at Tobruk, poor bastard. You remind me of him a bit.’

Ricky sips his beer, feeling pleased to be compared with someone who died what was presumably a heroic death. Jock Slether is a hero. The medal ribbons tell their own story and the gossips at the station are all too happy to embroider on it. Jock enlisted in the army at the start of the war, despite the fact that the authorities fined him for the privilege because the Palestine Police Force wanted to keep its men for its own use, not lose them to fight for king and country elsewhere. Jock Slether ended up serving in the Long Range Desert Group, which is where the Military Medal and much of the subsequent gossip came from. Now he’s back in Palestine, where the additional skills he acquired in the war are suddenly more relevant than ever.

‘Drink up, Rachel,’ Jock says. ‘We’ve time for another round, and Ricky’s in the chair.’

The waiter is already bustling over. Jock is an important man here and they treat him as such. The waiter is Jewish and he finds it hard to keep his eyes off Rachel, which is natural enough. Rachel has dark hair, large brown eyes and a beautiful face that looks mysterious but in fact isn’t. She rarely smiles, which adds to the mystery. She is a telephonist and stenographer at the station and is said to be very good at her job, though she can’t be more than nineteen or twenty. Her face changes when she is in the same room as Jock. It’s as though she acquires another dimension to her personality.

The drinks arrive. Ricky has been in Palestine for less than a fortnight but he has already drunk more alcohol than he would usually consume in two or three months. Perhaps it’s the climate or the fact that he is an honorary bachelor for a few months. Jock drinks as he does everything, on a heroic scale, and it seems not to affect him.

‘So,’ Jock asks, setting down his glass. ‘What are you going to teach us tomorrow?’

Jock bursts into laughter and the others smile as well. It is a standing joke. Ricky has been seconded to Palestine to bring the CID up to date with modern methods. But this is another country, and they do things very differently. Modern methods don’t apply here, he is beginning to suspect, only medieval ones. They are the teachers and he is the pupil.

There are compensations. Now his initial shock has subsided, he finds he is still excited by the novelty of it all – by the colours, the smell, the sight of places whose names he remembers from Sunday school classes when he was a child. As he said in his last letter to Edith, it’s as if the Bible has come to life. If you ignore the concrete, the barbed wire, the armoured cars and the men in khaki, you could be living two thousand years ago.

He volunteered for the secondment out of a sense of guilt, as he does so many things. He wanted to tell his children that he hadn’t stayed at home all his life, that he had done his bit for his country overseas. Now he’s here, however, he is relishing the freedom. His wife and children are waiting for him at home. So is his job, so is his future. But for now he can be anyone he wants. He leans back, smiling. Jock and Rachel are talking, their heads very close together. He stares at them, filled with an enormous benevolence.

There is a stir at the door of the bar. He looks across the room. A young man has just come in and is making his way towards them. It’s Simon, the good-looking young Christian Arab who is officially a clerk but sometimes doubles up as Jock’s driver. He stops at their table and sketches a salute. Jock looks at him, his face impassive.

All of them know there must be more bad news.


Chapter Five

Edith Thornhill did not consider herself a nosy person: it was simply that she liked to know what was going on. At eight o’clock on Wednesday morning, when the four of them were sitting round the breakfast table, she tried to discover a little more from Elizabeth about the family at The Chantry. She already knew of them, of course – the Winderfields had been at The Chantry for years. Mr and Mrs Winderfield, Beatrice’s parents, used to drive around the town in their Rolls-Royce before the war.

The Chantry was one of the largest houses in Lydmouth. It had a big garden running down to the Chepstow Road at the back and up to the castle ruins at the side. The Winderfields used to hold annual fêtes there but Edith had never been to one. They held private parties in those days, too – quite large ones, with their friends coming down from London or from elsewhere in the county. The Winderfields lived in Lydmouth but they didn’t really belong to it.

Edith remembered coming into town to shop with her grandmother and her grandmother pointing out the Winderfield girls. They had been roughly Edith’s age but they seemed from a superior branch of the human race. They wore white dresses and floppy hats. They were walking with a middle-aged lady in grey, who Granny said was the governess. Beatrice must have been the smaller of the two sisters, Edith thought – Nancy had been the elder, the one who had married Patrick Raven. What a tragedy that had been. No wonder the poor man looked so sad yesterday evening. And his jacket cuff had lost a button.

‘What exactly is Gwen’s daddy doing now?’ she asked Elizabeth.

‘He is writing a book.’

‘What about?’

‘I don’t know.’ Elizabeth spooned more sugar into her tea. ‘But Gwen says he gets awfully cross when it doesn’t go right, which is most of the time.’

‘Is he going to live at The Chantry permanently?’

‘I don’t think so. Gwen said he’ll probably go back to Oxford.’

‘That will be sad for her.’

‘She’s going to boarding school next year, so she wouldn’t see him anyway.’ Elizabeth wrinkled her nose. ‘Can I go to boarding school? Same one as Gwen?’

‘No, dear,’ Edith said automatically. ‘We couldn’t afford it.’

‘But you sent David to Ashbridge.’

‘That’s different. David’s a boy.’

‘Why? Why is it different?’

‘Because. You’ll understand when you’re older. Anyway, there’s no need for you to go to boarding school. You can go to the High School if you pass your eleven-plus. It’s an excellent school, everyone says so.’

Elizabeth stuck out her lower lip and said nothing. Edith had long recognised that Elizabeth was the most obstinate of her three children. Indeed, she was the one who most resembled herself. She knew very well that Elizabeth would be returning to the subject. She wasn’t sure, however, whether her daughter really wanted to go to boarding school or whether it was simply that she wanted to stay with Gwen Raven.

At a nod from Edith, Elizabeth began to clear the plates. Susie was playing with Max, the more obliging of the two cats, in the corner. Edith glanced across the table at her husband, who had said very little. Indeed, it seemed to her that he had said very little for days. She didn’t know what was happening: it was as if he were gradually withdrawing from her and the children, from his job, from everything.

‘You should see Gwen Raven’s playroom,’ Edith said to him. ‘It’s about twice the size of our sitting room. She’s got an enormous doll’s house that used to belong to her mother. It has electric light in every room, and servants’ quarters in the attic.’

Richard Thornhill grunted. ‘Just like The Chantry, then.’

‘I don’t think they’ve got any servants now, not living in. They can’t be short of a bob or two – Walter’s away at school – Harrow, is it, or Rugby? – but I don’t think they’re as comfortably off as they were.’

‘Who is?’ Richard pushed back his chair and stood up. ‘I’ll be off. I’m not sure when I’ll get back this evening. Don’t bother to wait supper for me.’

‘Aren’t you rather early for work?’

He glanced down at her, his face dark and unreadable. ‘There’s always paperwork to do. Damned paperwork. And I’ve got to have a word with a few people.’

It was a perfectly reasonable answer, rather longer than she had expected, and in a way that was the problem. She knew he disliked talking about work with her. Yet he had told her more than she needed to know.

Richard kissed Susie, who made him say goodbye to Max as well. Edith followed her husband to the hall and made sure he had his hat, raincoat, gloves, umbrella and attaché case. She watched his reflection in the mirror. The hat made his face look thinner and paler. She knew he hadn’t slept well. Though he hadn’t been aware of it, he had woken her up twice, once when his body twitched and writhed as though somebody had passed an electric current through it and once when he said in a hoarse, strangled voice, ‘Not another one, not another one.’ Richard often had nightmares when he was run down or under strain. She wondered what they were about. Sometimes she thought that the longer she knew her husband, the less she knew about him.

After he had left, Edith followed the familiar grooves of her morning routine. When the kitchen and the scullery were clear, she went upstairs to make the beds. Susie followed her like a small pink shadow, but after a while she grew bored and went to play shops under her bed.

Wednesday was when Edith usually concentrated on the sitting room. She was cleaning the cigarette box her father-in-law had given them – one of those presents that turned out to be more trouble than they were worth – when the doorbell rang. Still in her apron, she went to answer it.

To her surprise, she found Miss Awre sheltering under an umbrella on the doorstep.

‘Mrs Thornhill – I’m so sorry to trouble you – I wonder if you could spare me a moment.’

Miss Awre sounded almost humble, which was not a word one usually associated with her. Edith invited her into the house. She was conscious of her apron and the fact that her hair needed attention and her nose was almost certainly red and shiny. She took Miss Awre’s raincoat, which was leaving a trail of drips on the linoleum, and spread it over the hall chair. The next problem was where to put Miss Awre. Edith could hardly take her into the kitchen, which was festooned with washing, including damp underclothes. The dining room was out of the question, because Richard still hadn’t redecorated it after all these years. That left the sitting room, where the vacuum cleaner lay curled like a misshapen boa constrictor behind the sofa and the silver ornaments were spread out on yesterday’s Lydmouth Gazette and coated with rapidly drying polish.

It would have to be the sitting room. She opened the door, apologising as she did so.

Miss Awre said, ‘Oh no – it’s my fault entirely. I did think about phoning instead but there was something I wanted to talk to you about and sometimes these things are much better face to face. Don’t you find?’

It was an unduly garrulous speech for Miss Awre to make, and Miss Awre was not a garrulous woman. Edith removed her apron. She offered Miss Awre the armchair that faced away from the silver, from where the back of the sofa hid the vacuum cleaner. It could have been worse.

Her visitor declined coffee, which was a relief. Edith felt that she was moving into uncharted territory. She was fairly sure that Miss Awre hadn’t known her from Adam until her recent election to the Ruispidge Charity Committee.

‘May I speak frankly, Mrs Thornhill?’

‘Of course.’

‘Actually, I want your advice. As a fellow committee member, that is. A rather awkward situation has arisen. I need hardly say that all this is confidential.’

Edith nodded.

‘The problem is this: the mother of one of my pupils at the School of Dance has reported a theft. It seems that the girl in question left a purse in the pocket of her raincoat. It contained five shillings, I understand. She left it there at the end of last week. Her father was in a hurry when he collected her, and she forgot to take the coat. No one went into the hall over the Easter weekend, even the caretaker. We were the first people – when I took the junior class yesterday afternoon. The girl in question is one of the seniors, and when she picked up her coat after the senior class, she found the purse had gone.’

‘I can see it’s awkward,’ Edith said. ‘But are you sure there’s not an innocent explanation? Perhaps the girl left it at home. Or perhaps it fell out of the pocket.’
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