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AUTHOR’S NOTE


Port Mabyn is a fictional village in a fictional world lurking somewhere between my childhood memories of Cornwall and the present reality. Though in many cases I have used the irresistible names of real places, the reader should not expect necessarily to find them where I’ve put them. The topography resembles the North Coast of Cornwall in general, but not in particulars. The Constabulary of the Royal Duchy of Cornwall (CaRaDoC) has no existence outside my imagination. For information about the real Cornwall, I refer the reader to countless works of non-fiction, or, better still, I suggest a visit.
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ONE


Eleanor parked the aged pea-green Morris Minor in the Launceston station car-park, next to a snazzy red Mini. Teazle, perched on top of a bag of donated clothes on the back seat, gave a questioning yip.


“Yes, you can come. Wait a minute, you need your lead. Where did I put it?”


The lead was found on the floor by the passenger seat. Eleanor clipped it onto the Westie’s collar and they went into the station.


“Afternoon, Mrs Trewynn,” said the porter. “Beautiful day. Off to London, are you, you and the little dog?” He chirruped at Teazle, who was sniffing the turn-ups of his uniform trousers. She gave a perfunctory wag of her perfunctory tail.


“Good afternoon, Mr Lobcot. No, I’m meeting the down train. My neighbour, Nick Gresham, has been in town.”


Lobcot glanced at the station clock. “Five minutes to wait. She’s on time, seemingly. Ah, they’ll be shutting us down any day now and you’ll have to go to Bodmin Parkway to catch a train. At least, till they close that, too.”


“Well, it is a bit closer to Port Mabyn, but the train journey takes longer and the fare’s more. Besides, my niece works in Launceston. When I brought Nick to catch his train to London, I met her for lunch.”


“That’ll be Detective Sergeant Pencarrow, I expect?”


“That’s right.” Having spent her working life travelling the world, Eleanor was often amazed at how country-people seemed to know everything about everyone. She didn’t even live in Launceston. But then, the papers had made hay with that nasty business . . . Better not to think about it. She still shuddered at the memory of the dreadful photo that had seemed to show dear Megan arresting her. At least that one had been printed only in the Sketch, not the North Cornwall Times.


She nodded to the chatty porter and took Teazle for a stroll down the platform. It was indeed a glorious June day. A slight breeze ruffled Eleanor’s white curls, flapped her cotton skirt, and gently herded puffs of cloud across the sky like a border collie with a flock of sheep. She would have liked to break into a few of her Aikido exercises, not having had time to practise today, though she had walked Teazle. How Lobcot would have stared!


As they turned at the end of the platform to head back towards the ticket office and waiting room, a whistle tooted in the distance. The train slid round the curve, pulled by a sleek diesel engine with far less noise, smell, and dirt than steam, though none of the charm.


“Nick’s coming home,” she said to the dog, who looked up at her expectantly with a vigorous wag. Teazle approved of Nick, a reliable source of scraps of batter from fried fish and other interesting tidbits. “I wonder how he’s fared. The trouble with recommending one friend to another is that if it doesn’t work out, one feels ridiculously guilty.”


Quite a few people descended from the train, though nowhere near the crowds that would arrive later in the tourist season, after schools broke up. Eleanor spotted Nick’s tall, lean figure as he waved to her and jumped down from the rear carriage, his long pony-tail swinging. For once his clothes appeared to be free of smears and splotches of paint. In fact he looked quite smart in his tan slacks and blue shirt, even though he wasn’t wearing a tie. Eleanor wasn’t sure he possessed one.


He carried his rucksack by the strap in one hand. He must have put his picture-carrier in the luggage van under the care of the guard rather than try to cram it into the rack. But he came to meet her rather than turn back to retrieve it.


Eleanor frowned. Nick was an even-tempered chap, surely not the sort to do anything drastic like destroy his best work because the gallery had turned him down. Besides, as he approached, she saw he was grinning.


He dropped the rucksack and picked her up in a hug. She yelped, and so did Teazle as the lead tightened.


“Sorry, girl!” He put Eleanor down, and stooped to ruffle Teazle’s little white head. “I see Mrs Stearns gave you my message about the train. Thanks for coming. I tried to ring you from Paddington but you were always out, you gadabout.”


“Probably walking Teazle. The weather’s been so lovely, almost too warm for exercise in the afternoons, so we’ve been walking in the mornings. Nick, where are your pictures? What—”


“I didn’t want Mrs Stearns to know before you did. Your friend Mr Alarian kept both of them. He’s going to hang them, and if they sell reasonably quickly, he’ll take a couple more. And if they sell reasonably quickly, he’ll give me a show—”


“Nick!”


“At least a shared one. He sent his kindest regards. What did you do for him, Eleanor, that he should be so grateful?”


“Heavens, I can’t remember. It was in the Sudan we met—or was it South Africa? Anyway, he wouldn’t have taken your paintings just for the sake of that old story. He’s far too canny a businessman.”


While they talked they had walked through the ticket barrier, Eleanor giving the ticket collector a smile in lieu of a platform ticket. The machine had been broken since before her return to Cornwall, and no one wanted to be bothered collecting tuppences, though he did take Nick’s return stub.


“Alarian wouldn’t have accepted the pictures at your request,” Nick agreed, “but without it, I doubt he’d have given the work of an unknown a second look.”


“Why not? How else is he to discover up-and-coming young artists?”


“Yes, he’d give a first look, but if the appeal wasn’t obvious—I took a couple of the music pictures, you know. My best, I think. The Lark Ascending and Brahms’s second Serenade. Risky, I suppose. If you don’t know the music, you wouldn’t know what they’re about, though they might appeal on other levels.”


“I like them,” said Eleanor staunchly, though her travelling life had given her no opportunity to become familiar with classical music, let alone to learn to appreciate abstract art.


They paused to let Teazle take advantage of the long grass growing along the base of the car-park fence. The station staff had lost heart for keeping things spruce when they found out the line was to be closed.


“Alarian obviously hadn’t a clue, but he asked if he could hang them in his office for a couple of days. I think he must have got someone who knows both music and art to take a look. I wish I knew who. I wonder if the Wreckers has a bottle of Aussie champagne at a price suited to my present budget rather than my great expectations.” Nick’s spirits were bubbling like Champagne. “Shall I drive?” he asked as they reached the car.


“Do. I left room in the boot for your rucksack.”


Eleanor unlocked and opened the boot, congratulating herself on having remembered to lock it, and gave Nick the car keys. She went round to the passenger side and opened the door—Oh bother, she thought, she hadn’t locked that! Teazle jumped in and scrambled between the seats onto the well-stuffed bags on the back seat. She didn’t need help as Eleanor had been careful not to pile it high with donations, to allow for Nick’s paintings in their carrier.


He unlocked the driver’s-side door and folded himself into the little car. The starter caught on the second try. The Incorruptible ran pretty well, considering its age and its hard life up and down the hills of Cornwall, frequently heavily loaded.


“Books in that box in the back?” Nick asked.


“Yes, Major Cartwright, as usual. It’s very good of him to keep giving them to LonStar when he could sell them on to the used book shop that just opened in Bodmin.”


“Perhaps he doesn’t know about it.”


“Nick, I told him as soon as I found out.”


“I was teasing. And don’t worry, I’ll go on buying his thrillers and detective stories from your shop and giving them back after reading.”


As they drove up St Thomas Road past the castle, in ruins but still towering on its mound, Eleanor said, “Let’s park and find an off-licence. I’ll buy a bottle of Champagne, or at least Asti Spumante, in case the Wreckers lets you down. But I thought you’d gone back to the Trelawny Arms since Donna decided you don’t look sufficiently like Ringo.”


He laughed. “Thank heaven! No, let’s press on. One of the pubs is bound to have something sparkling, whatever the label. I want to get home. I’ve got a commission I need to get going with right away.”


“A commission?”


“You won’t believe this. I went for a walk in St James’s Park and there was a concert going on at the bandstand. The brasses were shining in the sun and they were playing Elgar, the first Pomp and Circumstance March. You probably know it as ‘Land of Hope and Glory.’ ”


“Oh yes, I know that.”


“Well, it gave me an idea. I started sketching and a girl who was sitting nearby asked if she could look. Turned out she was an American, on her honeymoon but her husband was busy taking photos of the Horse Guards or something. She’d walked on to listen to the band because she plays in one in the States. Alto sax, I think she said. To cut a long story short, she said she’d buy a painting of the band if I’d paint it.”


“But it won’t look like a brass band, will it?” Eleanor said doubtfully. “Or are you going to do something more like your landscapes?”


“No, I explained to her that I paint the images the music makes in my head. She said that’s okay by her. She’s sure she’ll like it and it’ll be a very special souvenir of England. Her family has some connection with England—supposedly an ancestor jumped into the Thames and saved Charles I’s life, and they have an antique walking-stick to prove it.”


“Before he had his head cut off, I take it?”


“Oh yes, before he became king, I think. Yes, must be, because she said her maiden name, Hazard, was bestowed by a grateful James I. Janice Hazard Harrison—what a mouthful! When I suggested a price she didn’t even blink, just asked how much deposit I wanted. Her husband turned up and wrote a cheque on the spot.”


“So now you have to paint it.”


“Yes, before inspiration fades and before the Harrisons fly back to America, so I’ve got to get cracking. Besides, I want to get home and see what sort of mess Stella has made of my place. Her sculptures are so perfectly finished, it’s hard to credit that she’s such a slob in everything else.”


“She dresses very nicely, dear. Except, I dare say, when she’s actually sculpting. Is that the right word? It sounds rather odd.”


“Yes, that’s right. It can get pretty dusty, and then there’s always the odd slip of the chisel and blood everywhere.”


“Nick!”


“Not likely for Stella. She works in serpentine, which isn’t all that hard. Though she did talk about trying something in granite, something more recherché than her usual seals and seagulls. I don’t know if it’s just talk, or if she’s started work on it. I haven’t been to her studio in ages.”


“In Padstow, didn’t you say?”


“Yes, just outside. Did you see much of her while I was gone?”


“No, hardly anything. When I invited her over for lunch, she said she always brought sandwiches. Perfectly politely, but I’m afraid she doesn’t have much time for little old ladies, unless they’re customers.”


“More fool her.” Nick seized his chance between two lorries and swung round the roundabout onto the A30. The Incorruptible groaned a bit as they started the long climb up onto Bodmin Moor. “How’s my favourite little old lady been while I’ve been gone? Busy as always?”


“Busy as always. The summer people have started to arrive. So many emmets seem to forget what they already have at their ‘little place in the country,’ especially in the way of kitchen stuff and linens. They bring more down and then give the old to LonStar. Joce is tearing her hair to try to fit everything into the stockroom. She says I’d better take a few days off from collecting.”


“I can’t imagine Mrs Stearns tearing her hair, under any circumstances. Do you think we can pass this exceptionally slow and smelly lorry?”


“No, Nick! Don’t even try. You know the Incorruptible hates going uphill.”


He obeyed, or more likely saw reason. They toiled upwards between hillsides patched with still-golden gorse and the pinkish-purple of heather coming into bloom. The bracken was bright green, not yet darkened by summer. Looking south towards Rough Tor, Eleanor saw a herd of wild ponies grazing on the spring grass.


She had often dreamt of these moors during the long years of journeying, usually to the hotter parts of the globe, working for the London Committee to Save the Starving. She and Peter had always intended to retire to their home county. When he was killed, in a riot in Indonesia, she had come sadly home without him. But she couldn’t abandon LonStar, not when so many had so great a need. With their savings, she had bought a cottage in the small fishing village of Port Mabyn and turned her ground floor into a charity shop. Under the efficient guidance of Jocelyn Stearns, the vicar’s wife, it was flourishing. If dear Joce was sometimes just a trifle bossy, it was a small price to pay for the pleasure of sending off the pounds, shillings, and pence to LonStar’s headquarters.


“Made it!” said Nick in triumph as they reached the top of the long hill at Cold Northcott. There were more hills ahead, but none so trying to the Incorruptible’s old bones.


A worrisome new rattle developed as they started down the steep lane that became Port Mabyn’s only street.


“Do you hear that?” Eleanor asked.


“The church clock? Five o’clock. We’ve made reasonable time considering. Stella will still be at the shop. Like LonStar, I don’t close till half past at this time of year. Oh, by the way, though I didn’t tell Mrs Stearns, I did tell Stella about Alarian’s offer when I rang up to say I’d be back this afternoon.”


“Of course, she’s a colleague. There, listen!”


But Nick was concentrating on parking—on the wrong side of the narrow street, with two wheels on the pavement and the car’s nose inches from a NO PARKING sign outside the LonStar shop. At the same time, a bustle of chattering pedestrians flocked out of the bakery opposite after their Cornish cream teas. Never mind, Eleanor thought. In the mysterious way of such things, the rattle might well disappear by tomorrow.


“Damn!” Nick exclaimed, putting on the hand-brake and turning off the ignition. “She’s shut up shop early.”


And indeed, the glass door of the next shop down the hill displayed a CLOSED sign and the blinds were down.


Frowning, Nick opened the car door and twisted to get out in the narrow space between the car and the LonStar shop window. Teazle jumped over the brake and sprang down after him. Luckily Nick remembered her just in time not to shut the door on her. By the time Eleanor had climbed out on the street side, Nick was unlocking the door to his gallery, the dog at his heels.


“I’ll just see if she’s still here,” he called over his shoulder to Eleanor. “I’ll be back in a minute to help you unload.”


“Teazle, come!”


Eleanor’s words were drowned in a burst of laughter from some happy people full of splits with strawberry jam and clotted cream. Longing for a cup of tea, she followed Nick to retrieve Teazle, who by then had gone with him into the gallery.


“Bloody hell!” Nick stood just inside the door, gazing around wildly.


For a moment Eleanor couldn’t see what was wrong. Then the first thing she noticed was that all the sculptures were gone. They had occupied a shelf on the wall to the right of the door—sleek seals, seagulls, and dolphins, carved from serpentine mottled and streaked in blues and greens and browns. Still there, drawing-pinned to the shelf, was the card with the sculptor’s name: Stella Maris.


Star of the sea, Eleanor thought irrelevantly. Surely a pen-name, or the sculptural equivalent.


“Bloody hell!” Nick repeated violently, striding round behind a three-panelled screen hung with pictures.


Looking after him, Eleanor realised that the paintings hanging on the outer panels of the screen had been slashed. Someone had taken a knife to the two landscapes, making three parallel diagonal cuts in each canvas. The wildflower miniatures on the centre panel had been spared, perhaps considered insignificant.


Speechless, she followed Nick. White-faced, fists clenched, he was staring in stunned silence at three of what he called his “serious” paintings. Eleanor didn’t understand or properly appreciate them, but these were the sort of things Alarian had chosen to hang in his prestigious London gallery. They, too, had been sliced diagonally but cross-wise, so that a sad triangle drooped from the centre of each.


“Oh, Nick!”


“I know who did it.”


“Not Stella?”


He shook his head. “There’s only one possible person. And he’s going to get what’s coming to him!”




TWO


“Yoohoo, Mrs Trewynn!” Donna, the teenage daughter of the landlord of the Trelawny Arms, stood on the threshold, her plump form barely encased in an op-art mini-dress. Eleanor hurried to stop her coming any further into the gallery. “I saw you come in here. D’you need help unloading?”


“Yes, dear. That would be very kind. I’ll be out in a minute.”


“Thass all right, take your time. You left the car windows open, so I can get in okay.” She raised her voice. “You coming up the Arms tonight, Mr Gresham?”


Nick achieved no more than a strangled grunt. Fortunately Donna was quite accustomed to receiving no more by way of response from him. Besides, she had confided to Eleanor a few days ago that Mr Gresham, though dishy, was really too old for her. She went off happily crooning something about love, which Eleanor assumed to be one of the Beatles’ songs rather than a personal declaration.


She turned back. “Nick,” she said urgently, “you mustn’t do anything hasty.”


“Don’t worry, I wasn’t going to cut his throat with his own knife, no matter how much I feel like it.”


“Just going to ‘pop him on the nose’? I realise I can’t possibly understand how you feel, but really, my dear, that’s not a good idea.” She didn’t want to sound goody-goody, but she had seen too much of the effects of violence ever to be complacent about it. “Please, at least come and have a cup of tea before you do anything you’ll regret.”


He scowled. “Tea! You’d have better luck dissuading me if you got me too sozzled to ride my bike.”


“I knew we should have stopped for a bottle of Asti.”


His lips quirked and he said more calmly, “It’d take more than a few glasses of wine—”


“Then it’s just as well I didn’t buy it. I don’t want you pot-valiant. Where does he live, the man you suspect?”


“Padstow.”


“I’ll tell you what, if you’ll come and drink a cuppa, I’ll drive you down there.”


“Oh lord, Eleanor,” he groaned, “if you’re present, I won’t be able to sock him one.”


“Exactly. Come on, lock up so no one can get in and see.” She nearly suggested that he should go round by the back doors, but the need to seem normal to Donna would probably do him good.


Reluctantly he followed her out. Teazle scooted past them and through the open door just past the LonStar shop. She’d go and wait at the top of the stairs, outside the door to Eleanor’s flat, out of the way of people tramping back and forth. Donna had already cleared out the interior of the Incorruptible, with the assistance of Ivy and Lionel, the children from Chin’s Chinese. Having just opened the boot, the obliging teenager was tugging with both hands at Nick’s rucksack.


“Golly, it’s heavy. Whatcher got in there, Mr Gresham?”


“Among other things, books. Ever heard of them?”


She giggled. “Yeah, like we’re s’posed to read at school.”


“Oil paints, too. They weigh a ton. Leave it. I’ll get the rest.”


He went round to the back of the car and lifted out the rucksack, easily, with one hand. Donna didn’t kid him about his muscles, as she usually would have. Eleanor had never considered her sensitive, but obviously, though he had teased her, she had seen something in his face that told her this was not a good moment for joshing.


While Nick deposited the rucksack just inside the door and returned for the box of books, Eleanor thanked Donna and the children.


“Me and Ivy put your shopping on your stairs, Mrs Trewynn, so’s they wouldn’t sell it with the rest of the stuff.”


“Thank you, Lionel. That was very thoughtful. I’d quite forgotten I went shopping before I met the train.”


“It was down on the floor behind the seats,” Ivy explained kindly, “where you couldn’t see it.”


“That’s right. I remember putting it there to leave room for Nick and his . . . luggage.”


“You ought to put the frozen stuff away in the fridge right away, or it’ll melt.”


“Thaw,” her brother corrected her.


“You’re quite right,” said Eleanor. “I’d better go and do it this very minute, before I forget.” She escaped.


In the passage she met Nick on his way out. “I’d better take the Incorruptible down to the car-park,” he said. “It’d be a pity if Bob Leacock came by and felt obliged to give you a fine. I’ll drop off my rucksack.” He reached for it.


Eleanor put her hand on his arm. “No, leave it here. Don’t go back in there till you must. Perhaps I’d better take the car down while you make the tea.”


“I promise I won’t hop it to Padstow without you, however great the temptation.”


She followed him to the street door and watched him drive off down the hill, till he turned into the field on the far side of the stream, the only flat space in the centre of Port Mabyn. Then she went into the shop.


Jocelyn was behind the counter, ringing up a sale. She nodded and smiled at Eleanor. Having completed the business, she asked, “Good haul?”


“Not bad. I didn’t fill the car, as I had to leave room for Nick and his baggage. Joce, my friend, the London art dealer, has accepted the paintings he took with him!”


“I trust Nicholas is duly grateful for the introduction. What’s up next door? I noticed the gallery closed early, and Nicholas came past with a face like thunder just now.”


“He’s annoyed because of the early closing,” Eleanor hedged. Sooner or later, Jocelyn—and indeed the entire population of Port Mabyn—would find out what had happened, but with luck not until Nick had simmered down. Though she might have told Jocelyn, another volunteer and two customers were at the back of the small shop. “His friend promised she’d be able to cover for him the whole time he was away.”


“I’m not surprised he’s annoyed. It may not be the height of the holiday season yet but business has been pretty brisk this afternoon. I even managed to get rid of that appalling muu-muu, the one with palm trees and Hawaiian dancers in grass skirts.”


“Congratulations! It’s amazing what people will buy. I must go and put on the kettle. Nick’s coming to tea. He’s going to tell me all about Mr Alarian,” Eleanor invented hurriedly, hoping Jocelyn wouldn’t wonder why Nick hadn’t told her everything on the way home from Launceston.


Fond as she was of Joce, she didn’t want her popping in for a cuppa while she was trying to smooth Nick’s ruffled feathers. The vicar’s wife wouldn’t be interested in the artist’s negotiations with the London gallery owner.


“Tomorrow’s Mrs Davies’s day for the shop,” said Joce. “Come and have a cup of coffee with me at eleven.”


Eleanor accepted and went upstairs to her flat.


Teazle was on the landing outside the front door, impatient to get in. She headed straight for her water bowl in the kitchen, the front part of the room that stretched from back to front of the cottage. The windows were open and the breeze blowing off the sea was beginning to feel a little chilly, so Eleanor closed the back ones. She paused for a moment to enjoy the view up the rough slope to Crookmoyle Point and down to the left to the inlet and harbour with their sheltering cliffs. How lucky she was that this cottage had been vacant just when she needed it!


Returning towards the kitchen, she stopped again, to study the painting over her mantelpiece. Nick had given it to her. It was one of the “tourist” pictures he scorned, but which provided his bread and butter. A little grey-brown donkey trotted down a steep cobbled street in Clovelly, between white-washed stone cottages splashed with the scarlet of geraniums in window-boxes. Eleanor loved it and didn’t care if it wasn’t high art.


She put on the kettle, and stowed away her shopping, remembering with a smile Ivy’s grave warning. Her father, Mr Chin, though born in London, was an excellent Chinese chef. No doubt he’d impressed on the children the care that must be taken in storing food.


Her smile faded as she took down a plate for the chocolate digestive biscuits she had bought to welcome Nick home. His favourites—but the present circumstances were not conducive to the enjoyment of simple pleasures.


Who was the man he was so sure had wrecked his work? Why had he done it? Could Nick find proof of his being responsible, so as to be able to demand restitution? Was the damage repairable, or would all those beautiful paintings have to be thrown away?


More important, who could possibly dislike Nick so much, and why?


Surely such destruction must be a crime. Vandalism, perhaps? As soon as he came in, Nick ought to report the damage to Bob Leacock.


She looked out of the window into the street. Nick was just crossing, from directly opposite the passage door below, thus avoiding having to walk past his desecrated gallery. He didn’t even glance that way, his gaze fixed directly ahead, his face set. Several people in the street, a couple of them local, gave him curious looks.


“Wuff?”


“Do you want your dinner, girl? It’s a bit early, but we’ve had a busy day.” She was opening a tin of Chum when Nick came in.


The kettle began to whistle, a wavering, rising note that would quickly become a shriek. Nick turned down the gas. “I’ll make the tea.”


“Thank you, dear. I must just grate a bit of carrot for Teazle’s dinner, and reach me down the rolled oats, would you?”


“Nauseating mess,” he said, “but she seems to thrive on it. Eleanor, what am I going to do?”


“Concentrate on making the tea,” she said sharply. “Scalding your hand won’t help matters.” Or perhaps it would, preventing serious mayhem.


“No. Sorry. I must sound very self-indulgent. When I think of the people LonStar is trying to help—”


“Nick, it was a beastly thing for anyone to do. Who is it you suspect? And why?”


Without replying, he set the teapot on a mat on the table between kitchen and sitting room. He added mugs, milk jug, sugar basin, and the plate of biscuits, and pulled out a chair for Eleanor. Too well-mannered to sit down before she did, he waited for her to finish preparing the dog’s dinner. However, he absently took a biscuit and crunched, too accustomed to the casual ways of the times to be conscious of the lapse from old-fashioned etiquette.


Since Eleanor had spent a good deal of time in cultures where no mere female would dream of touching a morsel before every male had eaten his fill, she paid no heed.


She sat down and poured. “Is it someone I know?” she asked, passing over his tea.


He stared into his mug. “I think you’ve met him. I’m pretty sure it must have been Geoff, Stella’s boyfriend.”


“The rather greenery yallery young man?”


Startled, Nick looked up with a laugh. “That’s him. ‘Greenery yallery, Grosvenor Gallery.’ A would-be Pre-Raphaelite, born a century too late. Corduroys, flowing cravats, and a velvet beret, and he spells his name the mediaeval way, G-e-o-double f-r-o-i-e, though to my certain knowledge it’s r-e-y in his passport. His real surname isn’t Monmouth, either.”


“Why him?”


“He’s always been—I suppose you’d have to call it envious. He makes a lot more money than I do but it’s from commercial art, paintings for adverts. His other work just doesn’t sell. He has an inferiority complex or something because I can actually live on the proceeds of my work, even if most of it comes from tourist stuff. He’s always making snide comments, supposed to be joking but . . . You know?”


“With an edge?”


“Exactly. I don’t think I’m being oversensitive . . .”


“I shouldn’t think so, dear. I really didn’t take to him.”


“Of course that’s not enough to make me suspect him, but if you add that Stella’s the only person I’d told about Alarian and that Geoff’s quite likely to have popped in to see her in the gallery. On his way to Tintagel, perhaps. It’s a favourite haunt. If he came, she’d have told him.”


“And you’re afraid your prospective success in London would be enough to incite him to violence?” Eleanor asked doubtfully. She took a comforting gulp of tea.


“Violence! I’m not saying he’d have slugged me if I’d been there, but attacking my work . . . Well, I can’t read his mind. Who can tell what will be the tipping point for someone else?”


“Surely Stella wouldn’t stand by and let him do it?”


“No, of course not. We’ve always been on reasonably friendly terms and she’s done quite well by selling her things in my shop. Perhaps she went upstairs to the loo, or to get a cuppa or something, leaving that stupid nit in charge. In any case, I wouldn’t expect her to shield my stuff with her body against a knife-wielding maniac.”


“Good heavens no! But don’t you think it’s odd that she just walked out, without a word to you? And taking her sculptures, too.”


“He may have made her. She may have left a note, in the cash register or the studio. I didn’t look.”


Eleanor felt herself pale. “We didn’t look in the studio. Oh, Nick, what if—?”


“For pity’s sake, don’t start imagining horrors,” Nick said irritably, taking another biscuit, his fourth. “He’s crazy about her.”


“It was you who talked about a knife-wielding maniac.”


“True. I was exaggerating. I can’t really see Geoff running amok. Slashing pictures, yes. Slashing throats, no.” He didn’t sound entirely convinced by his own argument. He stood up, half the biscuit in his hand. “All the same, before I go to Padstow to confront him I’d better look around—just in case Stella left a note.”


“Nick, you ought to report the damage to Bob Leacock.”


“The police? Later.” Suddenly he was in a hurry. “I’ll be right back.”


His haste suggested to Eleanor a possibility much more disturbing even than Stella lying dead on the studio floor. Suppose she was injured, quietly bleeding to death while Nick and Eleanor indulged in tea and biscuits?


She decided she had better go, too, in case her help was needed.




THREE


Nick had picked up his rucksack from the landing and was at the bottom of the stairs before Eleanor shut her front door behind her. She was too flurried to make Teazle stay behind, so the dog was at her heels as she rushed down. Her regular practice of Aikido kept her fit enough to take the stairs at speed, but Nick had much longer legs. When she reached the street door, he was already unlocking his shop door. The bell jangled as he opened it.


Turning to lock it behind him, he found Eleanor right behind him. He was pale.


“You shouldn’t have come.”


“If she needs help . . .”


His face turned—as Eleanor had once heard Donna singing—a whiter shade of pale. “I wish you hadn’t said that! I was thinking of my stuff in the studio. I hadn’t thought—Stay here. Keep Teazle here.”


She picked up the dog, only too glad to comply.


He strode straight past the cash register without pausing to glance at his desecrated work, let alone to check for a note. The door to the studio, behind the gallery, was locked.


Could Stella have run through, locked it against the marauder, and escaped by the back door onto the path that ran up and down the hill behind the row of shops? Yes, thought Eleanor in relief, that must be what happened. When Nick returned, looking equally relieved, she presented this suggestion.


“Possible,” he conceded. “But when would she have taken her sculptures? I’m inclined to think she just went off with him. Failing a body, let’s see if she left me an explanation.”


The cash register pinged as he opened it. He took out a couple of cheques, muttering gloomily, “I hope these don’t bounce. I’m going to have precious little coming in while I replace what’s done for. I’ve just lost four days’ painting running after vain hopes in London, too. Ah, here. Written on the back of a blank receipt. Typical! That’s going to muck up the numbers in my records. Ah well, let’s see what she’s got to say for herself.” He read it and passed it to Eleanor.


Nick, I’m dead sorry!!! G. drove me here—went on to Tintagel—came back for lunch. Should’ve known better than to tell him your news. He was livid—‘Not fair!’ I was gone 5 min. getting pasties across the street—the damage was done. What a drag!! Know you won’t take it out on my stuff, but just in case . . . !!! Gotta run or I’ll hafta walk. S.


“ ‘Not fair!’ ” Nick said bitterly. “What the hell does he expect? I knew it was him.”


“Did he . . .” Eleanor hesitated, hardly daring to ask. “Your studio?”


“No, she seems to have managed to keep him out of there, thank heaven! I’m going to have it out with him right now. Come on, if you’re still willing to drive me, or I’ll get my bike.”


“I’ll take you. And I’ll drive. I wouldn’t trust you behind the wheel just now.”


He managed a crooked smile. “You’re probably right.”


Too impatient to wait for Eleanor to fetch Teazle’s lead, he provided a bit of parcel string. Teazle sniffed at it suspiciously, but did not seriously object to the ignominy. They walked down the hill. Nick, after moving ahead, tempered his long stride to Eleanor’s shorter pace.


Few people were about in the street. The shops were closed and Nick and Eleanor didn’t pass either of the pubs. As they came to the bottom of the hill and the narrow stone bridge over the stream, Eleanor saw a couple of smacks preparing to set out for a night’s fishing when the tide turned. Two seamen were stacking lobster pots to one side of the life-boat slipway. The air smelled of tar, fish, and seaweed, and herring gulls screamed overhead. One of the big grey-and-white birds perched on the wall of the bridge, watching Nick and Eleanor with an impudent, sceptical stare.


Out on the jetty that protected the small harbour, several figures in bright holiday clothes were strolling, watching the swells break booming against the rocky sides of the inlet. Others, more hardy, hiked the path on the south side, leading at first gradually then steeply up to Crookmoyle Point, saved from builders by the National Trust. Darkness would not fall for hours on this June evening.


Nick and Eleanor crossed the bridge and turned into the car-park. Eleanor rented a ramshackle shed on the far side for the Incorruptible, but Nick hadn’t garaged the car, proof of his determination to go to Padstow. Further proof was that he had the keys in his pocket, having kept them when he came up to the flat after parking, instead of hanging them on the key hook by the door.


With a sigh, Eleanor gave up hope of deterring him. She drove up the hill, past the Wreckers Inn, and out of the town. The lane was bounded by high banks overgrown with cow parsley, red and white campion, toadflax, foxgloves, and nettles. A resplendent cock pheasant dashed out from a gateway and scurried along in front of them, then ducked aside into the undergrowth. The Incorruptible reached the top of the hill and found its second wind.


They turned south on the B road. To their right, rough grassland criss-crossed by drystone walls sloped down to the invisible cliffs and glimpses of the boundless sea beyond, ruffled with whitecaps. The gentle breeze had turned into a steady blow from the southwest. A dark line on the far horizon suggested rain before morning.


They hadn’t spoken since leaving the car-park. Now Eleanor asked, “Can you repair them?”


“Possibly. It’s a lot of work. Hardly worth it with the tourist stuff. Most people won’t buy if they see a repair on the back, even if it’s invisible on the front. The good pictures, I’ll have to give it a try. They’re not something I can paint again from scratch. You can’t duplicate inspiration, only hope it’ll strike again.”


“It will. I know it will. Nick, I can’t see much I can do to help, but if you’d like me to work in the shop to allow you more time for painting and repairing—”


He gave a shout of laughter. “My dear Eleanor, that’s very sweet of you, but I’ve heard what Mrs Stearns has to say about your fatal effects on the LonStar cash register!”


“I’m sure I could manage with a bit of practice,” Eleanor said with dignity. “Or I could simply call you if I made a sale.” At least she had cheered him up a bit.


“You know, that just might work.” Gloom enveloped him again. “Once I’ve produced something to sell.”


Coming down from the moor they drove through farmland, wheat fields edged with blood-red poppies, and buttercup-gilded meadows grazed by heavy-uddered cows. The hamlets of St Endellion, St Minver, Tredrizzick, and Pityme were deserted at this hour. They came to Rock and Eleanor parked in the old quarry. Thence they walked to the ferry, with Teazle on her demeaning length of string.


“Nick, what are you going to do?”


He shrugged. “I don’t know. I expect I’ll find out when I see what his attitude is.”


He fished in his pocket for a shilling for tickets as the motor launch approached the jetty, all too quickly for Eleanor’s liking.


Several other passengers made the fifteen-minute crossing of the Camel estuary with them, so it was impossible for her to seek further elucidation. Teazle sat at her feet, her gaze glued to a large boxer whose owner kept it as far away as possible on the small boat. With dismay, Eleanor watched Padstow’s ancient quays grow nearer. Perhaps she should have let Nick bicycle. The exertion might have dispelled his spleen, or at least tired him enough to make violence unattractive. Surely he retained enough of the old-fashioned gentlemanly virtues not to start a dust-up in her presence!


Once ashore, they walked along the North Quay and crossed into the network of narrow streets behind the harbour.


“There it is.” Nick pointed to a narrow shop front opposite the Gold Bezant Inn.


It took Eleanor a moment to decipher the sign above the shop window, as it was written in Old English script. KING ARTHUR’S GALLERY, it said.


“King Arthur? Shouldn’t that be in Tintagel?”


“He couldn’t find a suitable place in Tintagel, but he’s obsessed with King Arthur. Come and look.”


In the window was a display of three paintings. At first glance, they seemed to Eleanor to be quite pretty but rather depressing. She could understand why holiday-makers didn’t choose to buy pictures of slender mediaeval maidens with flowing hair and tragic mouths drooping over dead or dying knights, however meticulously portrayed. She wouldn’t want one on her wall, breathing gloom every time she looked at it. They were flamboyantly signed: Geoffroie Monmouth.


But she didn’t have time to study them. Nick had pressed the electric bell button. No one came. Heedless of the CLOSED sign, he pushed the door. Opening, it set off a jangle, just like his own shop door. The fact that it was not locked suggested to Eleanor that the artist was still within, probably in the throes of producing another grim memento mori. She tied Teazle’s string to an ancient, worn boot-scraper to one side of the door and hurried after Nick.


The blind at the rear of the display window was pulled down, so the interior of the shop was dim. Facing the door, a life-size and remarkably lifelike King Arthur stood, barring the way. Grey-bearded, he wore a crown encircling his helmet, and his visible arm and his legs were clad in gleaming armour, the rest covered by a crimson tabard embroidered with flowers. In his right hand he wielded Excalibur. His other arm was hidden by a blue shield with a device of three crowns. Exquisitely detailed flowers surrounded his mailed feet.


Though Eleanor was sure she had never seen the picture before, it was vaguely familiar.


The jangle failed to bring any response. Nick looked around. “Damn,” he swore under his breath. “If he’s not in the back room, I’ll have to trek up to his bungalow.”


“Not a bungalow, surely! He ought to live in an ancient cottage overgrown with rambling roses, if he can’t manage a crumbling castle.”


“A 1950s bungalow,” Nick said firmly, striding round behind King Arthur. “And any interest he has in flowers he devotes to his painting, not his garden.”


Reluctantly Eleanor followed. He flung open a door in the back wall and stepped through into a room lit by a window facing north, high in the far wall.


“Ye gods! Eleanor, don’t come in!”


But Eleanor was already on the threshold. She saw a figure sprawled face down on the bare boards. His beige smock was drenched with crimson, and a crimson pool had spread across the floor around him.


Someone pushed past her and cried in an anguished voice, “My God, Nick, what have you done? You’ve stabbed him!”




FOUR


Eleanor was icy cold. She tried to speak, to say, “That’s nonsense!” but only a squeak emerged. Shock, she diagnosed woozily. She was all too familiar with death from endemic disease, starvation, and violence, though never reconciled to it, but one didn’t expect to walk into an artist’s studio in peaceful Cornwall and find . . .


In the commotion surrounding her, no one heard her feeble bleat.


Stella, having accused Nick, called out, “Doug, ring the police.” She dropped to her knees beside the body.


Nick was kneeling on the other side, though Eleanor hadn’t seen him move.


Behind her, a bewildered, rather plaintive, and slightly slurred male voice with a bit of a local accent asked, “The police? What does she want the police for?”


“Geoff appears to be dead,” said a woman very close to Eleanor, grasping her arm, “and there’s blood everywhere. Ring 999. You’d better ask for an ambulance, too, just in case.” She sounded very cool, calm, and collected. “Come and sit down, dear. You’re white as a sheet, and no flipping wonder.”


Eleanor would have preferred to retreat into the shop, but the woman led her to a sort of divan, a model’s couch, perhaps, in the studio. It was draped with crimson cloth. Sitting down with the utmost reluctance, Eleanor had her head pressed forward onto her knees.


“I’m all right, really,” she protested weakly.


The hand on the back of her neck eased up. “You’d better lie down, so you don’t have to look at that unholy mess.”


“Really, I don’t—”


“He’s dead, Marge!” Stella wailed.


“I can’t believe it! But you’re a nurse, I suppose you must know . . . Nick, how could you do such a dreadful thing?”


“He didn’t!” Eleanor insisted.


“That’s fresh blood, not dry.”


“It’s not blood,” said Nick loudly, standing up.


“It’s no use denying it, you murdering bastard!” Stella screeched. “You stuck a dagger in his back and he’s dead.” She reached for the haft protruding from the dead man’s back.


“Don’t touch it!” Nick’s exclamation came too late. Stella had already grasped the dagger.


She let go as if it were red-hot. “Why not?” she asked suspiciously. “It’s indecent to leave him lying here on his face with that sticking into him.”


“Fingerprints. I didn’t kill him. Now you’ve mucked up the fingerprints, the police may never find out who did.”


Stella stared at him. “Wouldn’t that be convenient for you. I wonder why you didn’t warn me in time?”


“Because I hadn’t realised you were quite such an—”


“Nick!” Eleanor just wanted to stop them squabbling over the body.


He came towards her, but turned his head to say, “Do not pull out the dagger. Do not move him.” He took Eleanor’s hands. “Are you all right?”


“Yes, it was just the shock. All that . . . Is it oil paint? It really looks like blood.”


“Not oil paint, no. Let me get you out of here.”


“No, you don’t!” Stella cried. “Doug, don’t let him get away.”


The hitherto invisible Doug had appeared in the doorway. He was a sturdy man with a fluffy aureole of greying hair surrounding a weathered pate, in flannels and a well-worn tweed jacket. “Jerry Roscoe is on his way,” he announced. “I rang him instead of 999.” He flinched as he caught sight of the body, with Stella still kneeling beside it.


Eleanor looked that way, for the first time deliberately. The tableau reminded her forcefully of the paintings in the window, except that all the dead knights had been face up, the better to display their chiselled profiles. In fact, Stella’s features and long hair, a rich copper colour, strongly resembled those of the mediaeval damsels. Presumably she had been Geoff’s model as well as his girlfriend.


Geoff wasn’t lying flat. He seemed to be sprawled over—Was that his easel flattened beneath him?


“Would someone kindly explain what’s going on?” Doug demanded, appalled.


“Isn’t it obvious?” Stella said scornfully. “I told you what Geoff did to Nick’s pictures. Nick’s gone crazy and stabbed him.”


Eleanor nearly protested again, but decided the girl was too distraught to listen. She’d do better to save her breath for the police.


Nick apparently came to the same decision. “We’d all better move into the other room,” he said, quite calmly. “The coppers don’t take kindly to people who breathe on their evidence.”


“Heavens, yes.” Eleanor quickly stood up. She looked back at the couch, hoping she hadn’t inadvertently obliterated some essential clue.


“What do you mean?” Marge—Margery?—also stood up in a hurry. She looked uneasy.


Until then, Eleanor hadn’t noticed anything but her voice, kind, firm, with no hint of Cornish. She was a tallish woman, apparently about forty, round-faced and comfortably plump, with corn-gold hair plaited and wound into a coronet on top of her head in a very old-fashioned style. Unless it was the latest thing? Eleanor wondered. Her ankle-length skirt, though it looked very old-fashioned to Eleanor, was undoubtedly up-to-date. Maxis, they were called. Unless, of course, it was some sort of protest. It was so difficult to be sure these days, especially with artists. The Bohemian life, she thought vaguely.


Stella’s skirt was similar, bright-coloured cotton swirling as she sprang to her feet. “Yes, what do you mean? About breathing on evidence?”


“It’s true,” said Doug apprehensively. “Touching stuff, anyway. I’ve seen it on Softly, Softly.”


“Oh, the telly,” Stella jeered. “You don’t want to believe everything you see on telly.”


All the same, she followed the others through to the gallery. She went to the door and stood looking out.


Marge and Doug stuck together, talking in low voices. Eleanor didn’t want to appear to eavesdrop. She moved away, behind a folding screen like those in Nick’s shop. He followed her.


“The cop-shop’s just round the corner,” he said. “In New Street. Jerry Roscoe’s a sergeant. He’ll be here any moment.”


“Thank heaven! And thank heaven I came with you.”


“Yes, I’d be in a pretty mess if you hadn’t insisted.”


“What are you talking about?” Stella came round the screen. “I suppose she’s ready to lie her head off for you.”


“I don’t need to lie because—”


Ignoring her, Stella stormed on. “It won’t do you any good. I saw you! Geoff didn’t deserve to die. Just when—”


“Hush, love.” Marge appeared. “You’re going to make yourself ill.”


Stella collapsed, weeping, against her friend’s shoulder.


When Nick and Eleanor moved away, however, she wasn’t too overcome to raise her head and call to Doug to guard the door.


“I wish she’d stop harping on that,” Nick said irritably.


“It’s only natural, dear, as she’s managed to convince herself that she saw you stab her . . . I take it ‘boyfriend’ was a euphemism?”


“You take it correctly. They pretty much lived together, except that she’s kept a studio of her own at the farm.”


“Farm?” Eleanor asked uncertainly.


Her question was not answered. The street door opened with the usual jangle of the bell, and a gruff, slightly out-of-breath voice demanded, “Well now, what’s all this about a body?”


A uniformed sergeant came in, followed by a large, very young, and gormless-looking constable, with carroty hair and lots of freckles. Doubtless he had been sent to learn the ropes in this quiet backwater where nothing ever happened.


“He did it!” Stella cried, pointing at Nick. Eleanor, while recognising that she had ample reason for her distress, was getting fed up with the histrionics, even fearing that they might turn into hysterics. Not that Eleanor had ever been a particular advocate of the stiff upper lip, taken to excess, but in its absence she recognised its virtues. In the current idiom she was—if she’d got it right—a square, no doubt, and very likely “uptight,” too.


“Did what?” Sergeant Roscoe asked stolidly.


“Stabbed Geoff. I saw it.”


“That’s torn it,” Nick said softly as the sergeant frowned at him.


But Roscoe said to the constable, “For Pete’s sake, switch on the light, Arnie.” Then he turned to Doug. “So what’s up, Doug? You really got a body? You’re not having me on?”


“In the back room.” Doug hoicked a thumb. “The studio. It’s the artist, Geoffrey Monmouth. Stabbed.”


“And you saw this chap do it?” The light came on. “That’s better. Oh, it’s Nick Gresham, isn’t it. You’re on the Trelawny Arms darts team, Port Mabyn, right? Wotcha do, throw a dart at him and hit a bull’s-eye by mistake?”


“Come off it! I—”


“How can you joke about it?” Stella interrupted passionately. For once, Eleanor agreed with her.


“Not joking, miss. Just trying to find out what’s going on. Don’t want to call in Bodmin for nothing, do I.”


“Nick stabbed Geoff with a dagger.”


“I did not—”


Roscoe ignored him. “Doug, you saw this?”


“Not me! Stella did. She said to phone the police, so I did. I didn’t go in there till after.”


“Hadn’t you better go and take a look, Sergeant?” said Marge.


“S’pose so, Mrs Rosevear,” Roscoe said with obvious reluctance. He looked at his constable as if debating the wisdom of sending him instead to view the body. With a gloomy shake of the head, he said, “You stay there by the door, Arnie, and don’t let a soul through.”
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