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He was moved by her isolation. Rarely in the thousands of interviews he had conducted had he learned so little of the personality of the other party. Businessmen, lawyers, even the Mr Bigs of the crime world, all gave something of themselves away, but not this girl of sixteen. Although she had answered his questions, at no time had he been allowed a glimpse of her private world; he still had no idea of what she thought or felt, no clue to suggest what she might do. Talking to her was like playing chess with a computer, yet everything about her pointed to an intense emotional life behind the façade.




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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CHAPTER ONE


Marsden opened his eyes; the plaster between the rafters was greyish white, the rafters themselves cobalt blue, painted by Emma; spiders’ webs in the corners. The light from the little window was grey and cold, the air damp; even the sheets felt clammy. He could hear Emma downstairs in the kitchen, running water, the only place in the house where there was water and that came from an overhead tank, pumped from a well.


Marsden scratched himself.


Twenty-five minutes to nine by the alarm clock on the little cast-iron mantelpiece which was also cobalt blue. Marsden raised himself on his elbow so that he could see out of the window. Fine rain out of a leaden sky.


‘Bloody hell!’


The front door slammed, then the car door; the starter of Emma’s M-registered Mini whined a couple of times, seemed to give up, then in its last gasp, set the little engine puttering. An uncertain cough or two, a spluttering in the exhaust, and Emma was away.


Marsden got out of bed; a large man, fleshy without being fat, powerful; built like a gorilla. A mop of black hair, and a generous moustache; good features, eyes wide apart, and a broad, high forehead. He thought he looked like Balzac and cultivated the resemblance. The locals said that he had Romany blood and that pleased him too. He was forty-six.


He stood by the window, stooping to clear the sloping roof. Down the narrow valley mist blotted out the sea. Brown smoke came from the Lemarques’ chimney, the only house he could see, perched some way up the opposite hill, white against the sludge-green heather. A mail van picked a cautious way along the old mine track which led there. He pulled on a paint-stained dressing-gown, fished his slippers from under the bed with his toes, and wriggled his feet into them without stooping. He slouched across the room to the landing, the floorboards creaked under his weight and the jars and bottles on Emma’s dressing table clinked together. He negotiated the narrow, twisted stairs down to the living-room.


A large, square table covered with a plastic cloth and on it, a battered blue enamelled coffee pot and a mug inscribed ‘Hugh’ (from the days when Emma still believed that he could be domesticated). There was a note in Emma’s writing propped against the milk jug: ‘I’ve shut that blasted cat out because he messed in the kitchen again. If it’s still there when I come home this evening you’ll be doing the cooking, not me.’


‘Bitch!’ Mechanical, without venom.


Marsden opened the front door; the cat, a complacent tabby, was asleep in the shelter of the porch. Marsden picked him up, made soothing noises, and carried him indoors. He poured milk into a saucer and put it on the floor. ‘There, Percy, old boy! She’s gone now.’ The cat lapped up the milk, purring away like a Rolls Royce.


Marsden felt the coffee pot then went to the kitchen to warm it on the stove. While he was in the kitchen he splashed cold water over his face and groped for the towel. The flow from the tap was a there trickle. ‘The bloody tank’s empty again!’


With his mug full of black coffee he came back through the living-room and into his studio, followed by the cat. The studio was a lean-to built on to the end of the house in times past, as stabling for mules. With his own hands he had removed the roof and replaced it with corrugated perspex which gave a diffused north light when it was not covered with moss and gull shit.


He ferreted about, looking for matches, and when he found them he lit the paraffin stove. There was an electric heater but he used that only when he had a model. A canvas stood on one of the two easels: a landscape, blocked in. Although Marsden was best known for his landscapes and marines he was a studio painter. ‘None of that muffler and hot-water bottle crap for me; I find my plein air in the studio next to the oil-stove; “Emotion recollected in tranquility” – in comfort anyway.’ He reached for a brush from the pot, changed his mind and drank his coffee instead, in two or three great gulps. Then he lit a cigarette. Marsden was coming to life, the skin round his eyes seemed less taut and his mouth had lost its sour taste. He moved to the second easel where there was another canvas, this one covered by a cloth; he removed the cloth and stood looking at the painting: Portrait of a Young Girl. She wore a flowered wrap which had slipped to expose one breast, and she regarded herself in a large mirror with an ornately carved frame; her expression intent, frowning. Red-gold hair reached to her shoulders, her cheeks were lightly flushed. Marsden had caught the fine delicacy of the girl’s brows, of her lashes, of her lips but mostly he had captured her total self-absorption.


He stood back. ‘Marsden, my boy, you’re a painter!’


The mirror and the padded seat were still set up in one corner of the studio.


He had told Emma nothing of the sittings which had taken place while she was at work and his studio was sacrosanct, but yesterday he had shown her the painting. He could have written the script in advance:


‘That’s the Lemarque girl.’


‘Full marks for observation.’


‘She’s jail-bait in any language. How did you manage it? At that age they want more than sweeties. Really, Hugh, you must be out of your mind!’


‘I painted the girl, I didn’t screw her.’


‘Even if I believed you it wouldn’t make any difference; she’s quite capable of saying that you did.’


‘If it came to that I’d prefer her mother; there’s a dark little mystery package that needs working on! Unfortunately, now that her husband’s out of clink, there’s a sitting tenant.’


‘You’re vile!’


His palette for the painting, covered with cling-film, stood on a table by the easel. He couldn’t make up his mind whether or not he had finished with it. He replaced the cloth and started to sing in a croaking baritone: ‘The rich get richer and the poor get children’.


The cat, couchant by the oil-stove, tucked in his paws and prepared for sleep.


Marsden said: ‘I wonder what she would do if somebody locked her in without a loo,’ and chuckled at the thought. ‘I tell you what, Percy, I’ll make you a cat-flap. I know I’ve said it before but this time I really will!’


The letter-box in the front door rattled and he went back to the living-room.


A small shower of mail on the mat. Marsden gathered it up and shuffled through the envelopes with a certain urgency, then he seemed to relax: Christmas cards for Emma, a couple of circulars, an electricity bill, a letter from a West End gallery: ‘… We regret that we cannot offer you a one-man show in the coming year but if you will consider joining with—’ Marsden screwed up the letter and aimed it at the fireplace. ‘No, sir! Not with that bloody ponce. We haven’t got quite there yet.’


The final envelope was also for Emma. He recognized brother Tim’s prissy italic script and he knew those letters by heart as Emma always left them lying about. There would be the usual news of successful-accountant brother Tim, of his pasty-faced wife, and of their two brats – with snapshots thrown in to highlight the attractions of conjugal felicity. Then the brotherly advice: variations on a theme – ‘I’ve heard from mum and dad again. Really, Em, I can’t understand why you throw yourself away on that man. Apart from being an absolute scoundrel, he’s nearly old enough to be your father …’


‘I am old enough to be her bloody father,’ Marsden had said. ‘I started early.’ He propped Emma’s mail on the mantelpiece, against a vase in the form of a fish standing on its tail.


‘He’s right though, Marsden, you scum! Give the gentleman his sister back.’


The time had come to allow her family to entice Emma away. She was taking over and, in any case, life had grown too complicated.


He opened the front door to stand in his little porch, looking up at the sky. Fine rain still drizzled out of low cloud. ‘Gloom! Damp, grey, dreary, bloodless gloom!’ Eight hours between sunrise and sunset, the twenty-third of December, two days to Christmas, the very nadir of the year.


Jane Lemarque was in her living-room; a smoky fire burned in the grate, the room was furnished with unmatched and incongruous pieces which looked what they were, random discards from a more affluent home. She stood by the window, looking out on a familiar scene; mist hid the sea and inland she could just distinguish the grey rectangular bulk of the church tower. This, and the hill opposite, scarred by old mine-workings and capped by a great cairn of boulders, set the limits of her world for days at a time.


Jane had dark hair and deep blue eyes, an oval face, rather pale; and an expression of madonna-like serenity. Only people who knew her well (and few did) realized that though she might seem passive she was anything but serene. Even now as she stood gazing out of the window her lips moved and she murmured a barely articulate form of words, half prayer, half incantation: ‘Please God make it all come right … Oh, Lord, don’t let it happen … Dear Lord I promise … Don’t let Francine … Don’t let Alain …’


She looked across at the painter’s cottage, crouched at the foot of the hill, last of the struggling outliers of the village. Marsden, in his dressing-gown, was standing in his porch, staring up at the sky. The sight of the man increased her disquiet. Recently she had tried to avoid coming face to face with him but sometimes on her way to or from the village they would meet. He was always polite but he looked at her in such an intimate and knowing way that she felt vulnerable, naked, so that her flesh trembled and her face burned.


Now he was taking an interest in Francine, encouraging and helping her with her painting; he had given her colours and brushes which she believed were expensive to buy. ‘Please don’t let …’


Her attention was distracted from the painter by a figure in an anorak trudging along the narrow road which led from the cove, past the painter’s cottage and on to the village. Paul Bateman, youngest of the Bishop clan. The Bishops, Penzance lawyers for generations, lived at Mynhager House down by the cove. Paul was seventeen and for the past six months he had pursued Francine with earnest solicitude. Either he was on his way to the village or he was coming to see her now and she was still in bed. Jane watched the boy. He had reached the painter’s cottage and he would continue along the road or he would turn off down a steep footpath to the bridge over the stream. Jane watched him. ‘Please God he doesn’t come here … Please God …’ But God wasn’t listening, the boy turned down the footpath to the bridge.


Agitated, Jane went to the bottom of the stairs and called to her daughter. She could hear the radio playing, the eternal Radio One.


‘Francine!’ She called twice before she was answered by a voice that sounded petulant rather than sleepy.


‘What is it?’


‘Paul is on his way here.’


Silence.


‘It’s nearly half-past nine, don’t you think it’s time you got up?’ Pleading.


‘Tell him I’m sick.’


‘I can’t tell him a deliberate lie.’


‘Why not? You want to stop me seeing him.’


‘I didn’t say that, Francine! I said it wouldn’t be a good idea to let your friendship with Paul grow into something more. That doesn’t mean—’


‘I wish you’d make up your mind what you do mean.’ But the radio was switched off. ‘All right, I’m coming down.’


Jane felt tears of misery and frustration smarting in her eyes. She returned to the window. Paul was climbing the flight of steps which led up to the front door. She opened the door before he knocked but did not invite him in. The boy stood there, long and lean, droplets of moisture dripping from his hair and running down his face.


‘I wondered if Francine would come with me to St Ives this afternoon. John Falls is putting on an exhibition of those crazy models of his. He thinks he might sell one or two as Christmas presents and I said I would come.’


‘I can’t. I’ve got the play at the church this evening.’ Francine had come downstairs silently; she was wearing a track suit, her hair uncombed about her shoulders.


‘I know, but we shall go in the car and be back long before then.’ Paul had just passed his driving test.


‘I’ve got to finish learning my lines.’


Jane said, ‘So Paul has wasted his trip over here. Why didn’t you phone, Paul?’


The boy looked embarrassed. ‘I didn’t mind the walk.’ He lingered. ‘If Francine can’t come this afternoon perhaps I could pick you both up this evening and take you to the church – unless Mr Lemarque is going …’


Jane felt trapped, she didn’t dare refuse. ‘That is kind of you, Paul. I don’t think he will be going.’


‘Half-past seven, then … Will that do? Earlier if you want.’


‘Half-past seven will be all right,’ Francine said.


Paul smiled uncertainly and took himself off.


Jane looked sorrowfully at her daughter. ‘Really, Francine!’


‘What have I done now?’


At Mynhager House, down by the cove, Virginia Bishop was perched on a tall step-ladder in a corner of the big drawing-room, pinning up the last of the Christmas decorations. Elaborate though faded paper-chains festooned from the central chandelier and there was a Christmas tree, draped with tinsel and hung with shiny balls and coloured lights. Seen from this unfamiliar angle the room seemed more shabby than ever; the colours of wallpaper, upholstery, carpet and curtains had merged to the same drab fawn; the gilt-framed oil paintings might have been hanging in a saleroom and the sprigs of holly tucked behind their frames seemed absurdly incongruous. Even the grand piano, Carrie’s pride and joy, had a bluish bloom on its polished lid.


Virginia looked down at her sister, kneeling on the floor, putting away unwanted decorations for another year, putting them back into a box which had held them for a lifetime. Virginia thought: Caroline is putting on weight, and slacks do nothing for her figure. At least I’ve kept slim. Of course, she drinks too much. There was a time when people used to take us for twins. They couldn’t now.


She came down the steps and brushed her hands together. ‘That cornice is thick with dust.’


‘You say that every year, Vee.’


Virginia stood by the window. ‘This damned mist, you can’t see a thing.’


‘What do you expect in December? If it’s not fog it’s wind.’ Caroline got to her feet and stooped to massage her knees. ‘Well, that’s done for another year, thank God! Why do we bother? Christmas! I feel worn out already and it hasn’t even started.’


‘We’ve got Ernest’s friend, Wycliffe, coming this afternoon.’


‘I can do without reminding. I wish Ernest wouldn’t invite people here to stay. Poor old Ada is getting beyond it and the extra work falls on us.’


‘Mother used to cope with a houseful.’


‘Mother was a marvel but don’t let’s start getting all sentimental or I shall howl. I need a drink.’


‘Where’s Paul?’


‘I’m not sure but I think he’s gone to see Francine.’


‘He’s been seeing a lot of her recently.’


‘Yes, I’d rather he wasn’t.’


‘Why?’


‘For one thing I think she’s got all the makings of a little whore.’


‘And?’


‘Isn’t that enough?’


‘Yes, but I don’t think it’s true. I think we see the worst side of Francine. Jenny Eggerton is her form mistress and she was saying Francine’s main trouble is that she keeps herself too much to herself. She holds everybody at arm’s length – other girls, staff, and boys. Incidentally, Jenny was at a rehearsal for the vicar’s nativity play and she was really impressed by Francine’s performance as the Virgin.’


‘I don’t doubt she puts on a good act but she would need to in that role.’


‘She’s got a wonderful voice for a girl of her age.’


‘I know, but that doesn’t stop me wishing she would keep away from Paul. Not that what I think will make any difference; I’m only his mother.’ Caroline moved towards the door. ‘I’m going to fetch that drink; are you sure you won’t have something?’


‘All right, a small sherry, just to celebrate.’


Virginia was left alone. Thirty-five, a spinster, a teacher of biology in a comprehensive school; at nineteen it would have seemed a fate worse than death, now she thought there were compensations. The mist had thinned and through the mullioned window she could see the lichen-covered balustrade at the end of the terrace and the grey sea beyond. To her left she glimpsed the hump of Gurnard’s Head only to lose it again almost at once. Mynhager House, built on the rock platform of an ancient landslip, facing four-square to the Atlantic and backing on a steep boulder-strewn slope.


‘Here we are, then!’ Caroline with a whisky and a dry sherry on a tray.


They sat on one of the massive settees.


Virginia said: ‘Are you meeting Gerald off the train this evening?’


‘No, he’s driving down, thank goodness!’


‘How long is he down for?’


Caroline sipped her whisky. ‘I’ve no idea. The House reassembles on the seventh or eighth but with luck he should have gone back before then. There’s a cabinet reshuffle in the wind and they’re all running round in circles with their little pink tongues hanging out. It seems Sir James is almost certain to be kicked upstairs to the Lords and if that happens, Stafford will step into his shoes and Stafford has more than hinted to Gerald that he would be very much in the running as his P.P.S.’


‘Gerald will end up in the cabinet himself one of these days.’


Caroline pouted. ‘If he doesn’t it won’t be for the want of keeping in with the right people.’


‘You’re hard on that husband of yours.’


‘You think so?’


‘You won’t even live in his constituency.’


‘I told him when we were married, “This is my home”.’


‘He wasn’t an MP then.’


‘That’s his affair.’ Caroline rolled the whisky tumbler between her plump hands. ‘Incidentally, I shall be out this afternoon.’


‘Isn’t your car in dock? Of course you can borrow mine if you want it.’


‘Thanks all the same, but I can walk where I’m going.’ Caroline said this with a certain smugness.


Virginia looked at her sister, perplexed at first, then accusing: ‘You’re going to see Marsden!’


‘How did you guess?’


Virginia was shocked; she got up and crossed to the window. ‘Really, Carrie! You told me that was all over … It’s like going to a brothel.’


‘Why not? Women’s lib and all that. But perhaps you’d prefer it if he came here?’ Caroline yawned. ‘There’s no point in turning pi on me, Vee. For Christ’s sake try living in the real world for once!’


‘With your son here and your husband coming home tonight … I just don’t know what to say!’


‘Then don’t say anything, dear. I need a man now and then, a real man, it’s as simple as that. Sleeping with Gerald is like bedding down with a wet fish – and that’s all I’ve got to look forward to for the next week at least. I don’t know how you manage and I don’t ask; perhaps we’re different.’


‘My God, I hope so! It’s obscene!’


Caroline sounded bored. ‘Don’t be so damned self-righteous, Vee!’


Two o’clock. Joseph Bishop’s glasses had slipped to the end of his nose and his eyes were closed; a long, thin hand rested on the open book in his lap. At seventy-four Joseph remained physically active and mentally alert but in the hour after lunch he was often overtaken by drowsiness which he resented and did his best to combat. He usually took his exercise in the mornings, walking on the cliffs or over the moor, and in the afternoons he read, though now his reading was increasingly restricted to books he had read before. When he drowsed he seemed to be half remembering, half dreaming of the days when his father was alive and Mynhager House was still part of the cultural gilt on the Cornish gingerbread.


There were photographs on the walls: D.H. Lawrence with Frieda, Middleton Murry with Katherine Mansfield, Maynard Keynes, Lytton Strachey, Duncan Grant, the Woolfs – all taken on the balcony outside the very room where he now sat. Virginia Woolf’s genuine original lighthouse, setting aside all Hebridean substitutes, was just a few miles up the coast. And cheek-by-jowl with the photographs were paintings given to his father or to him by notables of the St Ives and Newlyn schools. There was a single portrait, the head and shoulders of a young woman with auburn hair coiled on the top of her head like a coronet. The frame carried a little plaque: Ursula 1929.


A knock at the door. Joseph roused himself, adjusted his glasses and closed the book on his finger. ‘Come in!’


His son, Ernest.


The old man said, ‘You’re home early!’


‘Charlie Wycliffe is arriving this afternoon and I thought I’d better be here to welcome him.’


At forty-five Ernest had only to look at his father to see what he would himself become in another thirty years – if he lived that long. The Bishop line must have accumulated a hoard of dominant genes; their men were tall, thin, and long-boned, with a tendency to early baldness. And so far, through several generations, they had shown a marked aptitude for survival in a changing world.


‘Do you mind if I help myself to a sherry?’ Ernest went to a little cupboard and lifted out a tray with a bottle of Tio Pepe and glasses. ‘Will you join me, father?’


‘I’ve just had my lunch. Have you got something on your mind?’


Ernest poured himself a glass of sherry. ‘I had a visitor in the office this morning. Who do you think?’


His father made an irritable movement. ‘I’ve never been any good at guessing games, Ernest. Get on with it!’


‘Lemarque.’


He had the satisfaction of seeing the old man surprised. ‘Lemarque? What did he want?’


‘He came about the cottage.’


‘They’re moving out.’


‘On the contrary. He gave me a cheque to cover the rent for the two years during which, as he put it, “I was detained elsewhere”. Of course I said there was no need but he insisted.’


‘And?’


‘He said he wanted to continue the tenancy for at least a year and he suggested an agreement. He said he would understand if we wanted to raise the rent and that he would pay what was reasonable.’


Joseph stroked his silky moustache. ‘Extraordinary! What’s behind it? Why didn’t he come here?’


‘I suppose he wasn’t too sure of his welcome and he wanted to keep it business-like.’


‘I haven’t seen him since he came out, how does he look?’


‘I don’t think he’s suffered unduly from the slings and arrows but he’s drinking; he’s got that look. Apart from anything else it was just before one when he came to see me and he was smelling of whisky then.’


The old man shook his head. ‘I don’t understand what he’s up to. What did you say to him?’


‘That they are more than welcome to stay on in the cottage for as long as it suits them but that we would prefer not to enter into any formal agreement.’


‘All you could say. This scheme he’s supposed to be involved with, do you know anything about it?’


‘Only that it’s in some way connected with Rosemergy Minerals.’


‘That’s Tim Trewhella; you should talk to Tim.’


‘I have, and I’m no wiser.’


Joseph sighed. ‘Curiouser and curiouser! Have you mentioned this to Caroline?’


‘Not yet.’


‘Then don’t. Have a quiet word with Gerald when he comes; we don’t want any upset over Christmas.’


Ernest drained his glass. ‘I’m wondering if this is in some way to do with Gerald.’


‘Why should it be?’


‘At the time, Lemarque said he had enough evidence to take Gerald to jail with him.’


A dry laugh. ‘Just talk! You’ve always had a tendency to believe what people say, Ernest. Fatal in our profession. But even if Lemarque was speaking the truth he’s missed the boat. He’s left it too late.’


‘Too late to put Gerry in jail, perhaps, but not too late to throw a spanner in his political works, or at least to threaten to.’


‘Blackmail?’ The old man dismissed the idea. ‘You’re dramatizing the situation! All the same I’d be interested to know what Rosemergy Minerals can do for Lemarque and even more in what they think he can do for them.’


Ernest said: ‘I don’t like the idea of him settling here. Whatever we say in the interests of the family, you and I know that Lemarque is a very clever rogue though not quite clever enough. Gerald was mixed up in his shady business and he was lucky to get out of it without a major scandal. All I’m saying is that I hope we’re not going to get the scandal now.’


Joseph brushed the notion aside. ‘You worry too much, Ernest! Relax!’


Ernest stood up, still holding his empty glass. ‘I’ll take this down. Don’t forget we’ve got Wycliffe with us for dinner this evening.’


‘I’m not yet totally senile, Ernest. As a matter of fact, I’m looking forward to meeting the man. What’s he like? Will he get on with Carrie and Vee?’


‘If he doesn’t, it won’t be his fault.’


A broad grin. ‘You’ll have to keep Gerald out of his hair.’


‘I think Charles can take care of himself.’


Joseph, now thoroughly roused from his lethargy, said: ‘Good! I feel I’m going to have a nice Christmas. Tell Ada I intend to be hungry tonight.’




CHAPTER TWO


‘Turn left here unless you’re going through St Ives.’ Wycliffe muttered the words. It was what Helen would have said had she been with him. But Helen was far away in Kenya, staying with their newly married son who had a job there. In a year or two they would be grandparents. Salutary thought! As a couple they were post-reproductive, being gently but surely edged aside by the mainstream of existence. Perhaps the slippered pantaloon bit was still some way off but one saw it coming. He found wry consolation in the thought that he must be in Shakespeare’s fifth stage: ‘the justice, In fair round belly with good capon lined … full of wise saws and modern instances.’ Not so wide of the mark for he was on his way to spend Christmas with Ernest Bishop, a lawyer with a practice in Penzance.


Wycliffe did not even know him very well; they had met in the courts and on various committees. During a three-day conference Bishop had stayed with the Wycliffes, now he was repaying the hospitality debt. Quiet, reserved, with a wicked wit, his comments on the law and its practitioners were trenchant and amusing. He had a curious hobby which was characteristic of him: he collected and studied flies.


But Wycliffe was not at all keen on the prospect. Ernest was a bachelor and the house was run by his two sisters, one of whom was married to Gerald Bateman, M.P., so that the position of Ernest’s guest might be uncomfortably peripheral.


Three o’clock and raining out of a sombre sky; hardly any traffic, but when another car did pass, the bow waves sprayed both vehicles. Dipped headlights and the screen-wipers rocking. He climbed the slope outflanking Trencrom Hill and came out at last on the coast road. Another three or four miles.


The sea on his right, the granite moorland on his left, a bleak landscape where the men of Bronze built strange megaliths for their dead and the men of Iron had seemed content to live in their thatched huts and cultivate their little fields. The dimly shining strip of road rose and fell like a miniature switchback, complicated by meanders originally plotted by medieval cattle. An early nineteenth-century traveller got it about right: ‘the moorstone or granite lies dispersed in detached blocks, many of them huge enough for another Stonehenge. Scarcely a shrub appears to diversify the prospect; and the only living beings that inhabit the mountainous parts are goats …’ Wycliffe saw no goats.


Suddenly he was there; houses on both sides of the road – the village of Mulfra, a mining village when there were mines. The houses, mostly small, were strung out along the coast road and clustered round the church; black soil, granite walls, and slate roofs covered with grey lichen. The church tower, four-square, no nonsense, and forty feet high, to remind hardened hearts of the all-seeing eye. Some of the villagers had tried to ameliorate this stark severity with gaily painted front doors and bits of scrolled ironwork but they would have had more success with paper chains in a morgue.


Ernest’s letter had said that he must turn down by the pub. He spotted a narrow gap between pub and cottage and a blue and white wall sign which read: ‘To Mulfra Headland and Cove.’ The pub was The Tributers and Wycliffe prided himself (a foreigner) on knowing that tributers were ‘free’ miners working under contract for the adventurers. Cornishmen avoided being wage slaves whenever they could.


A few more cottages and the road degenerated to a dirt track between low granite walls. Another cottage, standing alone, and the track became even rougher with a rising boulder-strewn slope on one side and a shallow reedy valley on the other. A sudden twist in the track and he had arrived. Mynhager House was perched on a ledge above the sea, stark against a darkening sky, but there were lights in several of the windows.


He pulled into a paved courtyard, muttering to himself: ‘I’m not looking forward to this.’


A door from the house opened and Ernest Bishop in a shabby waterproof and a cap came across to him. ‘Charles! So very pleasant to see you again! No use apologizing for the weather, it’s what we expect here at this time of the year.’


Ernest insisted on carrying his suitcase and led him through a short passage into the front hall. He dropped the suitcase and pulled a grubby white handkerchief from the pocket of his raincoat to wipe his glasses. With the handkerchief came a little shower of glass specimen tubes. Ernest picked them up, smiling. ‘For my flies. I’m never without them.’


Wycliffe was introduced to a dark haired woman in her late thirties. ‘My sister, Mrs Bateman.’ Ernest smiled. ‘Caroline to you, I think.’


Caroline was running to fat and she had that pouting, slightly sullen expression of the spoiled self-indulgent woman. Her greeting was polite but without warmth. ‘I expect you would like to go to your room and freshen up … I hope you will be comfortable.’


He was given a front bedroom overlooking the sea and the cove. A huge Victorian wardrobe, a dressing table, a chest of drawers, a monumental brass bedstead and a couple of armchairs, still left plenty of room on the well-worn Wilton.


Caroline said, ‘There’s only a shared bathroom, through that door.’ She laughed. ‘As long as you secure yourself from the other side you’ll be all right. If there’s anything you want don’t hesitate to say.’


At the door she turned back. ‘Oh, do come down to the dining-room when you’re ready. Make yourself at home. This evening we shall have our meal early because some of the family go to the Song Play at the church, a thing the vicar does every Christmas. I know it sounds awful but they do it quite well and you might even enjoy it.’


So far so good!


He put his hand on a massive old-fashioned radiator which looked as though it had been built for the Albert Hall. It was hot. There was a washbasin and two rough turkish towels on a heated towel rail. Things could have been a lot worse. He walked over to the window; almost dark. He could see a paved terrace below the window, then a steep slope of forty or fifty feet to the sea. It was calm and the gentle surge of the dark water could be detected only in the changing pattern of reflections from its surface. To his left he could just make out the cove which seemed to be choked with leg-trapping boulders.


Half-an-hour later he went downstairs, hair combed, hands clean, and washed behind the ears. Ernest was hovering in the hall, a nervous host.


‘There you are, Charles! Come into the drawing-room, you must be longing for a cup of tea.’


In the large, time-worn drawing-room Caroline was standing by the fire talking to her husband who was seated in one of the armchairs and Wycliffe had the impression that their conversation had not been amicable. Gerald Bateman M.P., known to everyone for his TV appearances, always ready with concise, dogmatic pronouncements on any issue from genetic engineering to the decline of flax growing on St Helena: ‘My dear Robin (or Brian, or John), I fully appreciate the complexity of the problem but …’ His real hobby horse was Law and Order: the Supremacy of the Law, Individual Responsibility, Justice, and Punishment.


In the corridors of power they called him The Sheriff, but behind the political façade there was a thin-lipped intelligence which had enabled him to keep head and shoulders well above water through the recession.


Ernest said: ‘You’ve already met Caroline; this is her husband. No introduction necessary, I’m sure.’


Bateman sprang to his feet with instant charm: ‘My dear Mr Wycliffe! This is a real pleasure. I’m quite sure we shall have some interesting talks while you are here; interesting and instructive for me at any rate.’


Ernest said: ‘Gerald is anxious to brief himself for a debate on the crime statistics when the House reassembles. Remember, Charles, you do not have to say anything but whatever you do say may be taken down and used in his speech.’


Bateman smiled. ‘Ernest must have his little joke; it is a family idiosyncrasy.’
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