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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

         

         This story is set on an imaginary headland on the north-east coast of Norfolk. Lovers of this remote and fascinating part of East Anglia will place it between Cromer and Great Yarmouth but they must not expect to recognize its topography nor to find Larksoken Nuclear Power Station, Lydsett village or Larksoken Mill. Other place names are genuine, but this is merely the novelist’s cunning device to add authenticity to fictitious characters and events. In this novel only the past and the future are real; the present, like the people and the setting, exists only in the imagination of the writer and her readers.
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         The Whistler’s fourth victim was his youngest, Valerie Mitchell, aged fifteen years, eight months and four days, and she died because she missed the 9 40 bus from Easthaven to Cobb’s Marsh. As always she had left it until the last minute to leave the disco and the floor was still a packed, gyrating mass of bodies under the makeshift strobe lights when she broke free of Wayne’s clutching hands, shouted instructions to Shirl about their plans for next week above the raucous beat of the music and left the dance floor. Her last glimpse of Wayne was of his serious, bobbing face bizarrely striped with red, yellow and blue under the turning lights. Without waiting to change her shoes, she snatched up her jacket from the cloakroom peg and raced up the road past the darkened shops towards the bus station, her cumbersome shoulder bag flapping against her ribs. But when she turned the corner into the station she saw with horror that the lights on their high poles shone down on a bleached and silent emptiness and dashing to the corner was in time to see the bus already half-way up the hill. There was still a chance if the lights were against it and she began desperately chasing after it, hampered by her fragile, high-heeled shoes. But the lights were green and she watched helplessly, gasping and bent double with a sudden cramp, as it lumbered over the brow of a hill and like a brightly lit ship sank out of sight. ‘Oh no!’ she screamed after it, ‘Oh God! Oh no!’ and felt the tears of anger and dismay smarting her eyes.

         This was the end. It was her father who laid down the rules in her family and there was never any appeal, any second chance. After protracted discussion and her repeated pleas she had been allowed this weekly visit on Friday evenings to the disco run by the church youth club, provided she caught the 9.40 bus without fail. It put her down at the Crown and Anchor at Cobb’s Marsh, only fifty yards from her cottage. From 10.15 her father would begin watching for the bus to pass the front room where he and her mother would sit half watching the television, the curtains drawn back. Whatever the programme or weather, he would then put on his coat and come out to walk the fifty yards to meet her, keeping her always in sight. Since the Norfolk Whistler had begun his killings her father had had an added justification for the mild domestic tyranny which, she half realized, he both thought right in dealing with his only child and rather enjoyed. The concordat had been early established: ‘You do right by me, my girl, and I’ll do right by you.’ She both loved him and slightly feared him and she dreaded his anger. Now there would be one of those awful rows in which she knew she couldn’t hope to look to her mother for support. It would be the end of her Friday evenings with Wayne and Shirl and the gang. Already they teased and pitied her because she was treated as a child. Now it would be total humiliation.

         Her first desperate thought was to hire a taxi and to chase the bus, but she didn’t know where the cab rank was and she hadn’t enough money; she was sure of that. She could go back to the disco and see if Wayne and Shirl and the gang between them could lend her enough. But Wayne was always skint and Shirl too mean and by the time she had argued and cajoled it would be too late.

         And then came salvation. The lights had changed again to red and a car at the end of a tail of four others was just drawing slowly to a stop. She found herself opposite the open left-hand window and looking directly at two elderly women. She clutched at the lowered glass and said breathlessly: ‘Can you give me a lift? Anywhere Cobb’s Marsh direction. I’ve missed the bus. Please.’

         The final desperate plea left the driver unmoved. She stared ahead, frowned, then shook her head and let in the clutch. Her companion hesitated, looked at her, then leaned back and released the rear door.

         ‘Get in. Quickly! We’re going as far as Holt. We could drop you at the crossroads.’

         Valerie scrambled in and the car moved forward. At least they were going in the right direction and it took her only a couple of seconds to think of her plan. From the crossroads outside Holt it would be less than half a mile to the junction with the bus route. She could walk it and pick it up at the stop before the Crown and Anchor. There would be plenty of time; the bus took at least twenty minutes meandering round the villages.

         The woman who was driving spoke for the first time. She said: ‘You shouldn’t be cadging lifts like this. Does your mother know that you’re out, what you’re doing? Parents seem to have no control over children these days.’

         Silly old cow, she thought, what business is it of hers what I do? She wouldn’t have stood the cheek from any of the teachers at school. But she bit back the impulse to rudeness, which was her adolescent response to adult criticism. She had to ride with the two old wrinklies. Better keep them sweet. She said: ‘I’m supposed to catch the 9.40 bus. My dad’ud kill me if he thought I’d cadged a lift. I wouldn’t if you was a man.’

         ‘I hope not. And your father’s perfectly right to be strict about it. These are dangerous times for young women, quite apart from the Whistler. Where exactly do you live?’

         ‘At Cobb’s Marsh. But I’ve got an aunt and uncle at Holt. If you put me down at the crossroads he’ll be able to give me a lift. They live right close. I’ll be safe enough if you drop me there, honest.’

         The lie came easily to her and was as easily accepted. Nothing more was said by any of them. She sat looking at the backs of the two grey, cropped heads, watching the driver’s age-speckled hands on the wheel. Sisters, she thought, by the look of them. Her first glimpse had shown her the same square heads, the same strong chins, the same curved eyebrows above anxious, angry eyes. They’ve had a row, she thought. She could sense the tension quivering between them. She was glad when, still without a word, the driver drew up at the crossroads and she was able to scramble out with muttered thanks and watch while they drove out of sight. They were the last human beings, but one, to see her alive.

         She crouched to change into the sensible shoes which her parents insisted she wear to school, grateful that the shoulder bag was now lighter, then began trudging away from the town towards the junction where she would wait for the bus. The road was narrow and unlit, bordered on the right by a row of trees, black cut-outs pasted against the star-studded sky and on the left, where she walked, by a narrow fringe of scrub and bushes at times dense and close enough to overshadow the path. Up till now she had felt only an overwhelming relief that all would be well. She would be on that bus. But now, as she walked in an eerie silence, her soft footfalls sounding unnaturally loud, a different, more insidious anxiety took over and she felt the first pricking of fear. Once recognized, its treacherous power acknowledged, the fear took over and grew inexorably into terror.

         A car was approaching, at once a symbol of safety and normality and an added threat. Everyone knew that the Whistler must have a car. How else could he kill in such widely spaced parts of the county, how else make his getaway when his dreadful work was done? She stood back into the shelter of the bushes, exchanging one fear for another. There was a surge of sound and the cat’s-eyes momentarily gleamed before, in a rush of wind, the car passed. And now she was alone again in the darkness and the silence. But was she? The thought of the Whistler took hold of her mind, rumours, half-truths fusing into a terrible reality. He strangled women, three so far. And then he cut off their hair and stuffed it in their mouths, like straw spilling out of a Guy on 5 November. The boys at school laughed about him, whistling in the bicycle sheds as he was said to whistle over the bodies of his victims. ‘The Whistler will get you,’ they called after her. He could be anywhere. He always stalked by night. He could be here. She had an impulse to throw herself down and press her body into the soft, rich-smelling earth, to cover her ears and lie there rigid until the dawn. But she managed to control her panic. She had to get to the crossroads and catch the bus. She forced herself to step out of the shadows and begin again her almost silent walk.

         She wanted to break into a run but managed to resist. The creature, man or beast, crouching in the undergrowth was already sniffing her fear, waiting until her panic broke. Then she would hear the crash of the breaking bushes, his pounding feet, feel his panting breath hot on her neck. She must keep walking, swiftly but silently, holding her bag tightly against her side, hardly breathing, eyes fixed ahead. And as she walked she prayed: ‘Please God, let me get safely home and I’ll never lie again. I’ll always leave in time. Help me to get to the crossroads safely. Make the bus come quickly. Oh God, please help me.’

         And then, miraculously, her prayer was answered. Suddenly, about thirty yards ahead of her, there was a woman. She didn’t question how, so mysteriously, this slim, slow-walking figure had materialized. It was sufficient that she was there. As she drew nearer with quickening step she could see the swathe of long, blonde hair under a tight-fitting beret, and what looked like a belted trenchcoat. And at the girl’s side, trotting obediently, most reassuring of all, was a small black and white dog, bandy-legged. They could walk together to the crossroads. Perhaps the girl might herself be catching the same bus. She almost cried aloud, ‘I’m coming. I’m coming,’ and, breaking into a run, rushed towards safety and protection as a child might to her mother’s arms.

         And now the woman bent down and released the dog. As if in obedience to some command, he slipped into the bushes. The woman took one swift backward glance and then stood quietly waiting, her back half turned to Valerie, the dog’s lead held drooping in her right hand. Valerie almost flung herself at the waiting back. And then, slowly, the woman turned. It was a second of total, paralysing horror. She saw the pale, taut face which had never been a woman’s face, the simple, inviting, almost apologetic smile, the blazing and merciless eyes. She opened her mouth to scream, but there was no chance and terror had made her dumb. With one movement the noose of the lead was swung over her head and jerked tight and she was pulled from the road into the shadow of the bushes. She felt herself falling through time, through space, through an eternity of horror. And now the face was hot over hers and she could smell drink and sweat and a terror matching her own. Her arms jerked upwards, impotently flailing. And now her brain was bursting and the pain in her chest, growing like a great red flower, exploded in a silent, wordless scream of ‘Mummy! Mummy!’ And then there was no more terror, no more pain, only the merciful, obliterating dark.
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         Four days later Commander Adam Dalgliesh of New Scotland Yard dictated a final note to his secretary, cleared his in-tray, locked his desk drawer, set the combination of his security cupboard and prepared to leave for a two-week holiday on the Norfolk coast. The break was overdue and he was ready for it. But the holiday wasn’t entirely therapeutic; there were affairs in Norfolk that needed his attention. His aunt, his last surviving relative, had died two months earlier leaving him both her fortune and a converted windmill at Larksoken on the north-east coast of Norfolk. The fortune was unexpectedly large and had brought its own, as yet unresolved, dilemmas. The mill was a less onerous bequest but was not without its minor problems. He needed, he felt, to live in it alone for a week or two before finally making up his mind whether to keep it for occasional holidays, sell, or pass it over at a nominal price to the Norfolk Windmill Trust who were, he knew, always anxious to restore old windmills to working order. And then there were family papers and his aunt’s books, particularly her comprehensive library of ornithology, to be looked at and sorted and their disposal decided upon. These were pleasurable tasks. Even in boyhood he had disliked taking a holiday totally without purpose. He didn’t know from what roots of childhood guilt or imagined responsibility had grown this curious masochism which, in his middle years, had returned with added authority. But he was glad that there was a job to be done in Norfolk, not least because he knew that the journey had an element of flight. After four years of silence, his new book of poetry, A Case to Answer and Other Poems, had been published to considerable critical acclaim which was surprisingly gratifying, and to even wider public interest which, less surprisingly, he was finding more difficult to take. After his more notorious murder cases, the efforts of the Metropolitan Police press office had been directed to shielding him from egregious publicity. His publisher’s rather different priorities took some getting used to and he was frankly glad of an excuse to escape from them, at least for a couple of weeks.

         He had earlier said his goodbye to Inspector Kate Miskin and she was now out on a case. Chief Inspector Massingham had been seconded to the Intermediate Command Course at Bramshill Police College, one more step on his planned progress to a chief constable’s braid, and Kate had temporarily taken over his place as Dalgliesh’s second in command of the Special Squad. He went into her office to leave a note of his holiday address. It was, as always, impressively tidy, sparsely efficient and yet feminine, its wall enlivened by a single picture, one of her own abstract oils, a study in swirling browns heightened with a single streak of acid green, which Dalgliesh was growing to like more each time he studied it. On the uncluttered desktop was a small glass vase of freesias. Their scent, at first fugitive, suddenly wafted up to him, reinforcing the odd impression he always got that the office was more full of her physical presence empty than it was when she was seated there working. He laid his note exactly in the middle of the clean blotter, and smiled as he closed the door after him with what seemed unnecessary gentleness. It remained only to put his head round the AC’s door for a final word and he was on his way to the lift.

         The door was already closing when he heard running footsteps, a cheerful shout and Manny Cummings leapt in, just avoiding the bite of the closing steel. As always he seemed to whirl in a vortex of almost oppressive energy, too powerful to be contained by the lift’s four walls. He was brandishing a large brown envelope. ‘Glad I caught you, Adam. It is Norfolk you’re escaping to, isn’t it? If the Norfolk CID do lay their hands on the Whistler, take a look at him for me, will you, check he isn’t our chap in Battersea.’

         ‘The Battersea Strangler? Is that likely, given the timing and the MO? Surely it isn’t a serious possibility?’

         ‘Highly unlikely, but Uncle is never happy unless every stone is explored and every avenue thoroughly upturned. I’ve put together some details and the Identikit just in case. As you know, we’ve had a couple of sightings. And I’ve let Rickards know that you’ll be on his patch. Remember Terry Rickards?’

         ‘I remember.’

         ‘Chief Inspector now, apparently. Done all right for himself in Norfolk. Better than he would have done if he’d stayed with us. And they tell me he’s married, which might have softened him a bit. Awkward cuss.’

         Dalgliesh said: ‘I shall be on his patch but not, thank God, on his team. And if they do lay hands on the Whistler, why should I do you out of a day in the country?’

         ‘I hate the country and I particularly loathe flat country. Think of the public money you’ll be saving. I’ll come down – or is it up? – if he’s worth looking at. Decent of you, Adam. Have a good leave.’

         Only Cummings would have had the cheek. But the request was not unreasonable made, as it was, to a colleague his senior only by a matter of months and one who had always preached co-operation and the common-sense use of resources. And it was unlikely that his holiday would be interrupted by the need to take even a cursory glance at the Whistler, Norfolk’s notorious serial killer, dead or alive. He had been at his work for fifteen months now and the latest victim – Valerie Mitchell wasn’t it? – was his fourth. These cases were invariably difficult, time-consuming and frustrating, depending as they often did more on good luck than good detection. As he made his way down the ramp to the underground car park he glanced at his watch. In three-quarters of an hour he would be on his way. But first there was unfulfilled business at his publishers.
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         The lift at Messrs Herne & Illingworth in Bedford Square was almost as ancient as the house itself, a monument both to the firm’s obstinate adherence to a bygone elegance and to a slightly eccentric inefficiency behind which a more thrustful policy was taking shape. As he was borne upwards in a series of disconcerting jerks Dalgliesh reflected that success, although admittedly more agreeable than failure, has its concomitant disadvantages. One of them, in the person of Bill Costello, Publicity Director, was waiting for him in the claustrophobic fourth-floor office above.

         The change in his own poetic fortunes had coincided with changes in the firm. Herne & Illingworth still existed in so far as their names were printed or embossed on book covers under the firm’s ancient and elegant colophon, but the house was now part of a multinational corporation which had recently added books to canned goods, sugar and textiles. Old Sebastian Herne had sold one of London’s few remaining individual publishing houses for eight and a half million and had promptly married an extremely pretty publicity assistant who was only waiting for the deal to be concluded before, with some misgivings but a prudent regard for her future, relinquishing the status of newly acquired mistress for that of wife. Herne had died within three months, provoking much ribald comment but few regrets. Throughout his life Sebastian Herne had been a cautious, conventional man who reserved eccentricity, imagination and occasional risk-taking for his publishing. For thirty years he had lived as a faithful, if unimaginative husband and Dalgliesh reflected that if a man lives for nearly seventy years in comparatively blameless conventionality that is probably what his nature requires. Herne had died less of sexual exhaustion, assuming that to be as medically credible as puritans would like to believe, than from a fatal exposure to the contagion of fashionable sexual morality.

         The new management promoted their poets vigorously, perhaps seeing the poetry list as a valuable balance to the vulgarity and soft pornography of their best-selling novelists whom they packaged with immense care and some distinction as if the elegance of the jacket and the quality of the print could elevate highly commercial banality into literature. Bill Costello, appointed the previous year as Publicity Director, didn’t see why Faber & Faber should have a monopoly when it came to the imaginative publicizing of poetry, and was successful in promoting the poetry list despite the rumour that he never himself read a line of modern verse. His only known interest in verse was his presidency of the McGonagall Club whose members met on the first Tuesday of every month at a City pub to eat the landlady’s famous steak and kidney pudding, put down an impressive amount of drink and recite to each other the more risible efforts of arguably Britain’s worst poet ever. A fellow poet had once given Dalgliesh his own explanation: ‘The poor devil has to read so much incomprehensible modern verse that you can’t wonder that he needs an occasional dose of comprehensible nonsense. It’s like a faithful husband occasionally taking therapeutic relief at the local cat-house.’ Dalgliesh thought the theory ingenious but unlikely. There was no evidence that Costello read any of the verse he so assiduously promoted. He greeted his newest candidate for media fame with a mixture of dogged optimism and slight apprehension, as if knowing that he was faced with a hard nut to crack.

         His small, rather wistful and childish face was curiously at odds with his Billy Bunter figure. His main problem was, apparently, whether to wear his belt above or below his paunch. Above was rumoured to indicate optimism, below a sign of depression. Today it was slung only just above the scrotum, proclaiming a pessimism which the subsequent conversation served only to justify.

         Eventually Dalgliesh said firmly: ‘No, Bill, I shall not parachute into Wembley Stadium holding the book in one hand and a microphone in the other. Nor shall I compete with the station announcer by bawling my verses at the Waterloo commuters. The poor devils are only trying to catch their trains.’

         ‘That’s been done. It’s old hat. And it’s nonsense about Wembley. Can’t think how you got hold of that. No, listen, this is really exciting. I’ve spoken to Colin McKay and he’s very enthusiastic. We’re hiring a red double-decker bus, touring the country. Well, as much of the country as we can in ten days. I’ll get Clare to show you the rough-out and the schedule.’

         Dalgliesh said gravely: ‘Like a political campaign bus; posters, slogans, loudspeakers, balloons.’

         ‘No point in having it if we don’t let people know it’s coming.’

         ‘They’ll know that all right with Colin on board. How are you going to keep him sober?’

         ‘A fine poet, Adam. He’s a great admirer of yours.’

         ‘Which doesn’t mean he’d welcome me as a travelling companion. What are you thinking of calling it? Poets’ Progress? The Chaucer Touch? Verse on Wheels – or is that too like the WI? The Poetry Bus? That has the merit of simplicity.’

         ‘We’ll think of something. I rather like Poets’ Progress.’

         ‘Stopping where?’

         ‘Precincts, village halls, schools, pubs, motorway cafés, anywhere where there’s an audience. It’s an exciting prospect. We were thinking of hiring a train but the bus has more flexibility.’

         ‘And it’s cheaper.’

         Costello ignored the innuendo. He said: ‘Poets upstairs, drinks, refreshments downstairs. Readings from the platform. National publicity, radio and TV. We start from the Embankment. There’s a chance of Channel Four and, of course, Kaleidoscope. We’re counting on you, Adam.’

         ‘No,’ said Dalgliesh firmly. ‘Not even for the balloons.’

         ‘For God’s sake, Adam, you write the stuff. Presumably you want people to read it – well, buy it anyway. There’s tremendous public interest in you, particularly after that last case, the Berowne murder.’

         ‘They’re interested in a poet who catches murderers, or a policeman who writes poetry, not in the verse.’

         ‘What does it matter as long as they’re interested? And don’t tell me that the Commissioner wouldn’t like it. That’s an old cop-out.’

         ‘All right, I won’t, but he wouldn’t.’

         And there was, after all, nothing new to be said. He had heard the questions innumerable times and he had done his best to answer them, with honesty if not with enthusiasm. ‘Why does a sensitive poet like you spend his time catching murderers?’ ‘Which is the more important to you, the poetry or the policing?’ ‘Does it hinder or help being a detective?’ ‘Why does a successful detective write poetry?’ ‘What was your most interesting case, Commander? Do you ever feel like writing a poem about it?’ ‘The love poems, is the woman you’ve written them to alive or dead?’ Dalgliesh wondered whether Philip Larkin had been badgered about what it felt like to be both poet and librarian, or Roy Fuller on how he managed to combine poetry with law.

         He said: ‘All the questions are predictable. It would save everyone a great deal of trouble if I answered them on tape, then you could broadcast them from the bus.’

         ‘It wouldn’t be at all the same thing. It’s you personally they want to hear. Anyone would think you didn’t want to be read.’

         And did he want to be read? Certainly he wanted some people to read him, one person in particular, and having read the poems he wanted her to approve. Humiliating but true. As for the others; well, he supposed that the truth was that he wanted people to read the poems but not be coerced into buying them, an over-fastidiousness which he could hardly expect Herne & Illingworth to share. He was aware of Bill’s anxious, supplicating eyes, like a small boy who sees the bowl of sweets rapidly disappearing from his reach. His reluctance to co-operate seemed to him typical of much in himself that he disliked. There was a certain illogicality, surely, in wanting to be published but not caring particularly whether he was bought. The fact that he found the more public manifestations of fame distasteful didn’t mean that he was free of vanity, only that he was better at controlling it and that in him it took a more reticent form. After all, he had a job, an assured pension and now his aunt’s considerable fortune. He didn’t have to care. He saw himself as unreasonably privileged compared with Colin McKay who probably saw him – and who could blame Colin? – as a snobbish, oversensitive dilettante.

         He was grateful when the door opened and Nora Gurney, the firm’s cookery editor, came briskly in, reminding him as she always did of an intelligent insect, an impression reinforced by the bright exophthalmic eyes behind huge round spectacles, familiar fawn jumper in circular ribbing and flat pointed shoes. She had looked exactly the same since Dalgliesh had first known her.

         Nora Gurney had become a power in British publishing by the expedience of longevity (no one could remember when she had first come to Herne & Illingworth) and a firm conviction that power was her due. It was likely that she would continue to exercise it under the new dispensation. Dalgliesh had last met her three months previously at one of the firm’s periodic parties given for no particular reason so far as he could remember, unless to reassure the authors by the familiarity of the wine and canapés that they were still in business and basically the same lovable old firm. The guest list had chiefly comprised their most prestigious writers in the main categories, a ploy which had added to the general atmosphere of inadvertence and fractionized unease; the poets had drunk too much and had become lachrymose or amorous as their natures dictated, the novelists had herded together in a corner like recalcitrant dogs commanded not to bite, the academics, ignoring their hosts and fellow guests, had argued volubly among themselves and the cooks had ostentatiously rejected their half-bitten canapés on the nearest available hard surface with expressions of disgust, pained surprise or mild, speculative interest. Dalgliesh had been pinned in a corner by Nora Gurney who had wanted to discuss the practicality of the theory she had developed: since every set of fingerprints was unique, could not the whole country be printed, the data stored on a computer and research carried out to discover whether certain combinations of lines and whorls were indicative of criminal tendencies? That way crime could be prevented rather than cured. Dalgliesh had pointed out that, since criminal tendencies were universal, to judge from the places where his fellow guests had parked their cars, the data would be unmanageable, apart from the logistical and ethical problems of mass fingerprinting and the discouraging fact that crime, even supposing the comparison with disease to be valid, was, like disease, easier to diagnose than to cure. It had almost been a relief when a formidable female novelist, vigorously corseted in a florid cretonne two-piece which made her look like a walking sofa, had borne him off to pull out a crumple of parking-tickets from her voluminous handbag and angrily demand what he was proposing to do about them.

         The Herne & Illingworth cookery list was small but strong, its best writers having a solid reputation for reliability, originality and good writing. Miss Gurney was passionately committed to her job and her writers, seeing the novels and verse as irritating if necessary adjuncts to the main business of the house which was to nourish and publish her darlings. It was rumoured that she herself was an indifferent cook, one more indication of the firm British conviction, not uncommon in more elevated if less useful spheres of human activity, that there is nothing so fatal to success as knowing your subject. It didn’t surprise Dalgliesh that she had seen his arrival as fortuitous and the chore of delivering Alice Mair’s proofs as a near-sacred privilege. She said: ‘I suppose they’ve called you in to help catch the Whistler.’

         ‘No, that, I’m thankful to say, is a job for the Norfolk CID. Calling in the Yard happens more often in fiction than real life.’

         ‘It’s convenient that you’re driving to Norfolk, whatever the reason. I wouldn’t really wish to trust these proofs to the post. But I thought your aunt lived in Suffolk? And surely someone said that Miss Dalgliesh had died.’

         ‘She did live in Suffolk until five years ago when she moved to Norfolk. And yes, my aunt has died.’

         ‘Oh well, Suffolk or Norfolk, there’s not a lot of difference. But I’m sorry she’s dead.’ She seemed for a moment to contemplate human mortality and to compare the two counties to the disadvantage of both, then said: ‘If Miss Mair isn’t at home you won’t leave this at the door, will you? I know that people are extraordinarily trusting in country districts but it would be quite disastrous if these proofs were lost. If Alice isn’t at home her brother, Dr Alex Mair, may be. He’s the Director of the nuclear power station at Larksoken. But perhaps, on second thoughts, you’d better not hand it to him either. Men can be extremely unreliable.’

         Dalgliesh was tempted to point out that one of the country’s foremost physicists who was responsible for an atomic power station and, if the papers were to be believed, was strongly tipped for the new post of nuclear power supremo, could presumably be trusted with a parcel of proofs. He said: ‘If she’s at home, I’ll hand it to Miss Mair personally. If she isn’t, I’ll keep it until she is.’

         ‘I’ve telephoned to say that it’s on its way, so she’ll be expecting you. I’ve printed the address very clearly. Martyr’s Cottage. I expect you know how to get there.’

         Costello said sourly: ‘He can map-read. He’s a policeman, remember.’

         Dalgliesh said that he knew Martyr’s Cottage and had briefly met Alexander Mair but not his sister. His aunt had lived very quietly but neighbours sharing the same remote district inevitably do get to know each other and, although Alice Mair had been away from home at the time, her brother had made a formal visit of condolence to the mill after Miss Dalgliesh’s death.

         He took possession of the parcel, which was surprisingly large and heavy and crisscrossed with an intimidating pattern of Sellotape, and was slowly borne downwards to the basement which gave access to the firm’s small car park and his waiting Jaguar.
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         Once free of the knotted tentacles of the eastern suburbs, Dalgliesh made good time and by three he was driving through Lydsett village. Here a right turn took him off the coastal road on to what was little more than a smoothly macadamed track bordered by water-filled ditches and fringed by a golden haze of reeds, their lumbered heads straining in the wind. And now, for the first time, he thought that he could smell the North Sea, that potent but half-illusory tang evoking nostalgic memories of childhood holidays, of solitary adolescent walks as he struggled with his first poems, of his aunt’s tall figure at his side, binoculars round her neck, striding towards the haunts of her beloved birds. And here, barring the road, was the familiar old farm gate still in place. Its continued presence always surprised him since it served no purpose that he could see except symbolically to cut off the headland and to give travellers pause to consider whether they really wanted to continue. It swung open at his touch but closing it, as always, was more difficult and he lugged and half lifted it into place and slipped the circle of wire over the gatepost with a familiar sensation of having turned his back on the workaday world and entered country which, no matter how frequent his visits, would always be alien territory.

         He was driving now across the open headland towards the fringe of pine trees which bordered the North Sea. The only house to his left was the old Victorian rectory, a square, red-brick building, incongruous behind its struggling hedge of rhododendron and laurel. To his right the ground rose gently towards the southern cliffs and he could see the dark mouth of a concrete pillbox, undemolished since the war, and as seemingly indestructible as the great hulks of wave-battered concrete, remnants of the old fortifications which lay half-submerged in the sand along part of the beach. To the north the broken arches and stumps of the ruined Benedictine abbey gleamed golden in the afternoon sun against the crinkled blue of the sea and, breasting a small ridge, he glimpsed for the first time the topsail of Larksoken Mill and beyond it, against the skyline, the great grey bulk of Larksoken Nuclear Power Station. The road he was on, veering left, would lead eventually to the station but was, he knew, seldom used since normal traffic and all heavy vehicles used the new access road to the north. The headland was empty and almost bare, the few straggling trees, distorted by the wind, struggled to keep their precarious hold in the uncompromising soil. And now he was passing a second and more dilapidated pillbox and it struck him that the whole headland had the desolate look of an old battlefield, the corpses long since carted away but the air vibrating still with the gunfire of long-lost battles, while the power station loomed over it like a grandiose modern monument to the unknown dead.

         On his previous visits to Larksoken he had seen Martyr’s Cottage spread out beneath him when he and his aunt had stood surveying the headland from the small top room under the cone of the mill. But he had never been closer to it than the road and now, driving up to it, it struck him again that the description ‘cottage’ was hardly appropriate. It was a substantial, two-storey, L-shaped house standing to the east of the track with walls partly flint and partly rendered, enclosing at the rear a courtyard of York stone which gave an uninterrupted view over fifty yards of scrub to the grassy dunes and the sea. No one appeared as he drew up and, before lifting his hand to the bell, he paused to read the words of a stone plaque embedded in the flints to the right of the door.

         
            In a cottage on this site lived Agnes Poley, Protestant martyr, burned at Ipswich, 15th August 1557, aged 32 years. 
 Ecclesiastes chapter 3, verse 15.

         

         The plaque was unadorned, the letters deeply carved in an elegant script reminiscent of Eric Gill, and Dalgliesh remembered his aunt telling him that it had been placed there by previous owners in the late twenties, when the cottage was originally extended. One of the advantages of a religious education is the ability to identify at least the better-known texts of scripture and this was one which it needed no effort of memory to recall. As a delinquent nine-year-old at his prep school, he had once been required by the headmaster to write out in his best handwriting the whole of the third chapter of Ecclesiastes, old Gumboil, economical in this as in all matters, believing that writing lines should combine punishment with literary and religious education. The words, in that round childish script, had remained with him. It was, he thought, an interesting choice of text.

         
            That which hath been is now; and that which is to be hath already been; and God requireth that which is past.

         

         He rang and there was only a short delay before Alice Mair opened the door. He saw a tall, handsome woman dressed with careful and expensive informality in a black cashmere sweater with a silk scarf at the throat and fawn trousers. He would have recognized her from her strong resemblance to her brother, although she looked the elder by some years. She took it for granted that each knew who the other was, and standing aside to motion him in she said: ‘It’s good of you to be so accommodating, Mr Dalgliesh. I’m afraid Nora Gurney is implacable. Once she knew you were on your way to Norfolk you were a predestined victim. Perhaps you would bring the proofs through to the kitchen.’

         It was a distinguished face with the deep-set, widely spaced eyes beneath straight brows, a well-shaped, rather secretive mouth and strong greying hair swept upwards and curled into a chignon. In her publicity photographs she could, he recalled, look beautiful in a somewhat intimidating, intellectual and very English mould. But seen face to face, even in the informality of her own house, the absence of a spark of sexuality and, he sensed, a deep-seated reserve, made her seem less feminine and more formidable than he had expected, and she held herself stiffly as if repelling invaders of her personal space. The handshake with which she had greeted him had been cool and firm and her brief smile was surprisingly attractive. He knew that he was oversensitive to the timbre of the human voice and hers, although not jarring or unpleasant, sounded a little forced as if she were deliberately speaking at an unnatural pitch.

         He followed her down the hall to the kitchen at the back of the house. It was, he judged, almost twenty feet long and obviously served the triple purpose of sitting room, working place and office. The right-hand half of the room was a well-equipped kitchen with a large gas stove and an Aga, a butcher’s chopping block, a dresser to the right of the door holding an assortment of gleaming pots, and a long working surface with a wooden triangle sheathing her assortment of knives. In the centre of the room was a large wooden table holding a stoneware jar of dried flowers. On the left-hand wall was a working fireplace, the two recesses fitted with wall-to-ceiling bookshelves. To each side of the hearth was a high-backed wicker armchair in an intricate closely woven design fitted with patchwork cushions. There was an open roll-top desk facing one of the wide windows and, to its right, a stable door, the top half open, gave a view of the paved courtyard. Dalgliesh could glimpse what was obviously her herb garden planted in elegant terracotta pots carefully disposed to catch the sun. The room, which contained nothing superfluous, nothing pretentious, was both pleasing and extraordinarily comforting and, for a moment, he wondered why. Was it the faint smell of herbs and newly baked dough, the soft ticking of the wall-mounted clock which seemed both to mark the passing seconds and yet to hold time in thrall, the rhythmic moaning of the sea through the half-open door, the sense of well-fed ease conveyed by the two cushioned armchairs, the open hearth? Or was it that the kitchen reminded Dalgliesh of that rectory kitchen where the lonely only child had found warmth and undemanding, uncensorious companionship, been given hot dripping toast and small forbidden treats?

         He placed the proofs on the desk, refused Alice Mair’s offer of coffee and followed her back to the front door. She walked out with him to the car and said: ‘I was sorry about your aunt – sorry for you, I mean. I expect that for an ornithologist death ceases to be terrible once sight and hearing begin to go. And to die in one’s sleep without distress to oneself or inconvenience to others is an enviable end. But you had known her for so long that she must have seemed immortal.’

         Formal condolences, he thought, were never easy to speak or accept and usually sounded either banal or insincere. Hers had been perceptive. Jane Dalgliesh had indeed seemed to him immortal. The very old, he thought, make our past. Once they go it seems for a moment that neither it nor we have any real existence. He said: ‘I don’t think death was ever terrible to her. I’m not sure that I really knew her and I’m left wishing I’d tried harder. But I shall miss her.’

         Alice Mair said: ‘I didn’t know her either. Perhaps I should have tried harder too. She was a very private woman, I suspect one of those fortunate people who find no other company more agreeable than their own. It always seems presumptuous to encroach on that self-sufficiency. Perhaps you share it. But if you can tolerate company, I’m having a few people, mostly colleagues of Alex from the power station, to dinner on Thursday night. Would you care to join us? Seven thirty for eight.’

         It sounded, he thought, more like a challenge than an invitation. Somewhat to his surprise, Dalgliesh found himself accepting. But then the whole encounter had been a little surprising. She stood regarding him with a serious intensity as he let in the clutch and turned the car and he had the impression that she was watching critically to see how he handled it. But at least, he thought as he gave a final wave, she hadn’t asked him whether he had come to Norfolk to help catch the Whistler.
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         Three minutes later he raised his foot from the accelerator. Ahead of him, trudging along on the left of the path, was a little group of children, the eldest girl wheeling a pushchair with two smaller children, one each side of her, clutching the bars. Hearing the noise of the car she turned and he saw a peaked, delicate face framed with red-gold hair. He recognized the Blaney children, met once before with their mother walking along the beach. Obviously the eldest girl had been shopping: the folding pushchair had a shelf under the seat lumped high with plastic bags. Instinctively he slowed down. They were unlikely to be in real danger, the Whistler stalked at night, not in broad daylight, and no vehicle had passed him since he left the coastal road. But the child looked grossly overburdened and ought not to be so far from home. Though he had never seen their cottage he seemed to remember that his aunt had told him that it lay about two miles to the south. He recalled what he knew about them, that their father earned a precarious living as a painter whose innocuous, prettified watercolours were sold in cafés and tourist shops along the coast and that their mother had been desperately ill with cancer. He wondered whether Mrs Blaney was still alive. His instinct was to pile the children into the car and drive them home but that, he knew, was hardly sensible. Almost certainly the eldest child – Theresa, wasn’t it? – had been taught not to accept lifts from strangers, particularly men, and he was virtually a stranger. On an impulse he reversed the Jaguar and drove quickly back to Martyr’s Cottage. This time the front door was open and a swathe of sunlight lay across the red-tiled floor. Alice Mair had heard the car and came out to him from the kitchen, wiping her hands.

         He said: ‘The Blaney children are walking home. Theresa is wheeling a pushchair and trying to cope with the twins. I thought I could offer a lift if I had a woman with me, someone they know.’

         She said briefly: ‘They know me.’

         Without another word she went back into the kitchen then came out to him, closed the front door after her without locking it and got into the car. Putting it into gear, his arm brushed her knee. He was aware of an almost imperceptible withdrawing, more emotional than physical, a small delicate gesture of self-containment. Dalgliesh doubted whether that half-imagined recoil had anything to do with him personally, nor did he find her silence disconcerting. Their conversation, when they did speak, was brief. He asked: ‘Is Mrs Blaney still alive?’

         ‘No. She died six weeks ago.’

         ‘How are they managing?’

         ‘Not particularly well, I imagine. But Ryan Blaney doesn’t welcome interference. I sympathize. Once he lets down his defences half the social workers in Norfolk, amateur and professional, will move in on him.’

         When they drew up beside the little band it was Alice Mair who opened the car door and spoke.

         ‘Theresa, here is Mr Dalgliesh to give you all a lift. He’s Miss Dalgliesh’s nephew from Larksoken Mill. One of the twins had better sit on my lap. The rest of you and the pushchair can fit into the back.’

         Theresa looked at Dalgliesh without smiling and said a grave thank you. She reminded him of pictures of the young Elizabeth Tudor, the same red-gold hair framing a curiously adult face both secretive and self-composed, the same sharp nose and wary eyes. The faces of the twins, softer editions of her own, turned towards her questioningly then broke into shy smiles. They looked as if they had been dressed in a hurry and not very suitably for a long walk on the headland, even in a warm autumn. One wore a tattered summer dress in pink spotted cotton with double flounces, the other a pinafore over a checked blouse. Their pathetically thin legs were unprotected. Theresa was wearing jeans and a grubby sweat shirt with a map of London’s Underground across the front. Dalgliesh found himself wondering if it had been brought back from a school trip to the capital. It was too large for her and the wide sleeves of limp cotton hung from her freckled arms like rags thrown over a stick. In contrast to his sisters, Anthony was over-clad, a bundle of leggings, jumper and a padded jacket topped with a woollen helmet with a bobble pulled well down over his forehead, beneath which he surveyed their busyness, unsmiling, like a stout imperious Caesar.

         Dalgliesh got out of the Jaguar and tried to extricate him from the pushchair, but the anatomy of the chair momentarily defeated him. There was a bar beneath which the child’s rigid legs were obstinately stuck. The solid uncooperative bundle was surprisingly heavy; it was like trying to manoeuvre a firm and rather smelly poultice. Theresa gave him a brief, pitying smile, dragged the plastic bags from beneath the seat then expertly freed her brother and settled him on her left hip while, with the other hand, she collapsed the pushchair, with a single vigorous shake. Dalgliesh took the baby from her while Theresa helped the children into the Jaguar and commanded with sudden fierceness, ‘Sit still.’ Anthony, recognizing incompetence, grasped Dalgliesh’s hair firmly with a sticky hand and he felt the momentary touch of a cheek, so soft that it was like the fall of a petal. Throughout these manoeuvrings Alice Μair sat quietly watching from the car but made no move to help. It was impossible to know what she was thinking.

         But once the Jaguar had moved away she turned to Theresa and said in a voice of surprising gentleness: ‘Does your father know that you’re out alone?’

         ‘Daddy has taken the van to Mr Sparks. It’s due for its MOT test. Mr Sparks doesn’t think it’s going to pass. And I found we’d run out of milk for Anthony. We have to have milk. And we wanted some more disposable nappies.’

         Alice Mair said: ‘I’m giving a dinner party on Thursday evening. If your father agrees, would you like to come and help with the table like you did last month?’

         ‘What are you going to cook, Miss Mair?’

         ‘Put your head close so that I can whisper. Mr Dalgliesh is going to be one of the guests. I want it to be a surprise.’

         The pale golden head leaned forward towards the grey and Miss Mair whispered. Theresa smiled and then nodded with serious satisfaction in a moment of grave feminine conspiracy.

         It was Alice Mair who directed him to the cottage. After about a mile they turned seaward and the Jaguar lurched and bounced down a narrow track between high, untended hedges of bramble and elderberry. The track led only to Scudder’s Cottage, the name crudely painted on a board nailed to the gate. Beyond the cottage it widened to provide a rough, gravelled turning, backed by a forty-foot bank of shingle behind which Dalgliesh could hear the crash and suck of the tide. Scudder’s Cottage, small-windowed, picturesque under its tiled, dipping roof, was fronted by a flowering wilderness which had once been a garden. Theresa led the way, between grass almost knee-high bordered by a riot of unpruned roses, to the porch, then reached for a key hung high on a nail, less, Dalgliesh supposed, for security reasons than to ensure that it wasn’t lost. With Dalgliesh carrying Anthony they passed into the cottage.

         It was much lighter than he had expected, largely because of a rear door, now open, which led to a glass extension giving a view of the headland. He was aware of the room’s clutter, the central wooden table still covered with the remains of their midday meal, an assortment of plates smeared with tomato sauce, a half-eaten sausage, a large bottle of orangeade uncapped; the children’s clothes thrown over the back of a low nursing chair before the fireplace, of the smell of milk and bodies and wood smoke. But what held his attention was a large oil painting propped on a chair and fronting the door. It was a three-quarter portrait in oils of a woman, painted with remarkable power. It dominated the room so that he and Alice Mair stood for a moment, silently regarding it. The painter had avoided caricature, if only just, but the portrait was, he felt, intended less as a physical likeness than an allegory. Behind the wide, full mouth, the arrogant stare of the eyes, the dark, crimped, Pre-Raphaelite hair streaming in the wind, was a careful delineation of the headland, its objects disposed and painted with the meticulous attention to detail of a sixteenth-century primitive; the Victorian rectory, the ruined abbey, the half-demolished pillbox, the crippled trees, the small white mill like a child’s toy and, gaunt against a flaming evening sky, the stark outline of the power station. But it was the woman, painted more freely, who dominated the landscape, arms stretched, the palms facing outwards in a parody of blessing. Dalgliesh’s private verdict was that it was technically brilliant, but overwrought and painted, he felt, in hatred. Blaney’s intention to produce a study of evil was as clear as if the portrait had been labelled. It was so different from the artist’s usual work that without the bold signature, the single surname, Dalgliesh might have wondered if it was, in fact, his work. He recalled Blaney’s pallid and innocuous watercolours of the better-known beauty spots of Norfolk: Blakeney, St Peter Mancroft and the cathedral at Norwich, which he produced for the local shops. They could have been painted from picture postcards and probably were. And he could recall seeing one or two small oils hung in local restaurants and pubs, slap-dash in technique and economical of paint, but so different from the prettified watercolours that it was hard to believe that they too were by the same hand. But this portrait was different from either; the wonder was that the artist who could produce this disciplined splurge of colour, this technical artistry and imagination, had been content to churn out meretricious souvenirs for the tourist trade.

         ‘You didn’t know I could do it, did you?’

         Absorbed in the painting, their ears hadn’t caught his almost silent approach through the open door. He moved round and joined them and stared intently at the portrait as if seeing it for the first time. His daughters, as though obedient to some unspoken command, grouped themselves around him in what in older children could have been a conscious gesture of family solidarity. Dalgliesh had last seen Blaney six months earlier splashing alone along the edge of the beach, painting gear slung over his shoulder, and was shocked by the change in the man. He stood a gaunt six foot three in his torn jeans, the checked, woollen shirt open almost to the waist, his long grubby feet in the open sandals looking like dry, brown bones. His face was a picture of red ferocity, the straggling red hair and beard, the bloodshot eyes, the gaunt-featured face burnt red by wind and sun, which yet showed on the cheekbones and under the eyes the bruising stain of tiredness. Dalgliesh saw Theresa slip her hand into his while one of the twins moved closer to him and clasped both arms firmly round one of his legs. Dalgliesh thought that however ferocious he might appear to the outside world his children had no fear of him.

         Alice Mair said calmly: ‘Good afternoon, Ryan,’ but did not appear to expect an answer. She nodded towards the portrait and went on: ‘It’s remarkable, certainly. What are you proposing to do with it? I can hardly suppose that she sat for you or that it was commissioned.’

         ‘She didn’t need to sit. I know that face. I’m showing it at the Norwich Contemporary Arts Exhibition on October the third if I can get it there. The van is out of use.’

         Alice Mair said: ‘I’ll be driving to London within the next week. I could collect it and deliver it if you let me have the address.’

         He said: ‘If you like.’ The response was ungracious but Dalgliesh thought he detected relief. Then he added: ‘I’ll leave it packed and labelled to the left of the door in the painting shed. The light is just above it. You can collect it whenever it suits you. No need to knock.’ The last words had the force of a command, almost of a warning.

         Miss Mair said: ‘I’ll telephone you when I know when I’m going. By the way, I don’t think you’ve met Mr Dalgliesh. He saw the children on the road and thought of giving them a lift.’

         Blaney didn’t say thank you, but after a moment’s hesitation held out his hand which Dalgliesh grasped. Then he said gruffly, ‘I liked your aunt. She telephoned offering to help when my wife was ill and when I said there was nothing she or anyone could do, she didn’t keep fussing. Some people can’t keep away from a deathbed. Like the Whistler, they get their kicks from watching people die.’

         ‘No,’ said Dalgliesh, ‘she never fussed. I shall miss her. I’m sorry about your wife.’

         Blaney didn’t reply, but stared hard at Dalgliesh as if assessing the sincerity of that simple statement, and then said curtly, ‘Thank you for helping the children,’ and lifted his son from Dalgliesh’s shoulder. It was a clear gesture of dismissal.

         Neither of them spoke as Dalgliesh negotiated the track and finally turned on to the higher road. It was as if the cottage had exerted some spell which it was important to throw off before they talked. Then he asked: ‘Who is that woman in the portrait?’

         ‘I hadn’t realized that you didn’t know. Hilary Robarts. She’s Acting Administrative Officer at the power station. Actually you’ll meet her at dinner on Thursday night. She bought Scudder’s Cottage when she first arrived here three years ago. She’s been trying to get the Blaneys out for some time. There’s been a certain amount of feeling about it locally.’

         Dalgliesh asked: ‘Why does she want to gain possession? Does she propose to live there?’

         ‘I don’t imagine so. I think she bought it as an investment and wants to sell. Even a remote cottage – particularly a remote cottage – has value on this coast. And she has some justice on her side. Blaney did say that his tenancy would be short-term. I think she feels a certain resentment that he used his wife’s illness, her death, and now uses the children as an excuse for reneging on his undertaking to leave when she wanted the cottage back.’

         Dalgliesh was interested that Alice Mair apparently knew so much about local affairs. He had thought of her as essentially a private woman who would be very little concerned with her neighbours or their problems. And what about himself? In his deliberations whether to sell or keep on the mill as a holiday home he had seen it as a refuge from London, eccentric and remote, providing a temporary escape from the demands of his job and the pressures of success. But how far, even as an occasional visitor, could he isolate himself from the community, from their private tragedies no less than their dinner parties? It would be simple enough to avoid their hospitality given sufficient ruthlessness and he had never lacked that when it came to safeguarding his privacy. But the less tangible demands of neighbourliness might be less easily shrugged away. It was in London that you could live anonymously, could create your own ambience, could deliberately fabricate the persona which you chose to present to the world. In the country you lived as a social being and at the valuation of others. So he had lived in childhood and adolescence in the same country rectory, taking part each Sunday in a familiar liturgy which reflected, interpreted, and sanctified the changing seasons of the farming year. It was a world he had relinquished with small regret and he had not expected to find it again on Larksoken headland. But some of its obligations were here, deep-rooted even in this arid and unfertile earth. His aunt had lived as privately as any woman he knew, but even she had visited and tried to help the Blaneys. He thought of the man, bereft and incarcerated in that cluttered cottage behind the great dyke of shingle, listening night after night to the never-ceasing moaning of the tide, and brooding on the wrongs, real or imaginary, which could inspire that hate-filled portrait. It could hardly be healthy for him or for his children. Come to that, he thought grimly, it could hardly be healthy for Hilary Robarts. He asked: ‘Does he get much official help with the children? It can’t be easy.’

         ‘As much as he’s prepared to tolerate. The local authority has arranged for the twins to attend some kind of daycare centre. They get collected most days. And Theresa, of course, is at school. She catches the bus at the end of the lane. She and Ryan between them cope with the baby. Meg Dennison – she housekeeps for the Reverend and Mrs Copley at the Old Rectory – thinks we ought to do more for them but it’s difficult to see precisely what. As an ex-schoolmistress I should have thought she’d had her fill of children and I make no pretence at understanding them.’ Dalgliesh remembered her whispered confidence to Theresa in the car, the child’s intent face and brief transforming smile, and thought that she understood one child at least far better than she would probably claim.

         But his thoughts returned to the portrait. He said: ‘It must be uncomfortable, particularly in a small community, to be the object of so much malevolence.’

         She understood at once what he meant. ‘Hatred rather than malevolence, wouldn’t you say? Uncomfortable and rather frightening. Not that Hilary Robarts is easily frightened. But she’s becoming something of an obsession with Ryan, particularly since his wife’s death. He chooses to believe that Hilary practically badgered her into her grave. It’s understandable, I suppose. Human beings need to find someone to blame both for their misery and for their guilt. Hilary Robarts makes a convenient scapegoat.’

         It was a disagreeable story and coming as it did after the impact of the portrait it provoked in Dalgliesh a mixture of depression and foreboding which he tried to shake off as irrational. He was glad to let the subject drop and they drove in silence until he left her at the gate of Martyr’s Cottage. To his surprise she held out her hand and gave him, once again, that extraordinary, attractive smile.

         ‘I’m glad you stopped for the children. I’ll see you, then, on Thursday night. You will be able to make your own assessment of Hilary Robarts and compare the portrait with the woman.’
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         As the Jaguar crested the headland Neil Pascoe was dumping rubbish into one of the two dustbins outside the caravan, two plastic bags of empty tins of soup and baby food, soiled disposable napkins, vegetable peelings and squashed cartons, already malodorous despite his careful sealing of the bags. Firmly replacing the lid he marvelled, as he always did, at the difference one girl and an eighteen-month-old baby could make to the volume of household waste. Climbing back into the caravan, he said: ‘A Jag has just passed. It looks as if Miss Dalgliesh’s nephew is back.’

         Amy, fitting a recalcitrant new ribbon to the ancient typewriter, didn’t bother to look up.

         ‘The detective. Perhaps he’s come to help catch the Whistler.’

         ‘That isn’t his job. The Whistler is nothing to do with the Met Police. It’s probably just a holiday. Or perhaps he’s here to decide what to do with the mill. He can hardly live here and work in London.’

         ‘So why don’t you ask him if we can have it? Rent-free, of course. We could caretake, see that no one squats. You’re always saying it’s antisocial for people to have second homes or leave property empty. Go on, have a word with him. I dare you. Or I will if you’re too scared.’

         It was, he knew, less a suggestion than a half-serious threat. But for a moment, gladdened by her easy assumption that they were a couple, that she wasn’t thinking of leaving him, he actually entertained the idea as a feasible solution to all their problems. Well, almost all. But a glance round the caravan restored him to reality. It was becoming difficult to remember how it had looked fifteen months ago, before Amy and Timmy had entered his life; the home-made shelves of orange boxes ranged against the wall which had held his books, the two mugs, two plates and one soup bowl, which had been adequate for his needs, neatly stacked in the cupboard, the excessive cleanliness of the small kitchen and lavatory, his bed smooth under the coverlet of knitted woollen squares, the single hanging cupboard which had been sufficient for his meagre wardrobe, his other possessions boxed and tidily stowed in the chest under the seat. It wasn’t that Amy was dirty; she was continually washing herself, her hair, her few clothes. He spent hours carrying water from the tap outside Cliff Cottage to which they had access. He was continually having to fetch new Calor-gas cylinders from the general store in Lydsett village and steam from the almost constantly boiling kettle made the caravan a damp mist. But she was chronically untidy; her clothes lying where she had dropped them, shoes kicked under the table, knickers and bras stuffed beneath cushions and Timmy’s toys littering the floor and table top. The make-up, which seemed to be her sole extravagance, cluttered the single shelf in the cramped shower and he would find half-empty, opened jars and bottles in the food cupboard. He smiled as he pictured Commander Adam Dalgliesh, that no doubt fastidious widower, making his way through the accumulated mess to discuss their suitability as caretakers at Larksoken Mill.

         And then there were the animals. She was incurably sentimental about wildlife and they were seldom without some maimed, deserted or starving creatures. Seagulls, their wings covered with oil, were cleansed, caged and then let free. There had been a stray mongrel whom they had named Herbert, with a large uncoordinated body and look of lugubrious disapproval who had attached himself to them for a few weeks and whose voracious appetite for dog-meat and biscuits had had a ruinous effect on the housekeeping. Happily Herbert had eventually trotted off and to Amy’s distress had been seen no more, although his lead still hung on the caravan door, a limp reminder of her bereavement. And now there were the two black and white kittens found abandoned on the grass verge of the coast road as they came back in the van from Ipswich. Amy had screamed for him to stop and, scooping up the kittens, had thrown back her head and howled obscenities at the cruelty of human beings. They slept on Amy’s bed, drank indiscriminately from any saucer of milk or tea put down for them, were remarkably docile under Timmy’s boisterous caresses and, happily, seemed content with the cheapest kind of tinned cat food. But he was glad to have them because they too seemed to offer some assurance that Amy would stay.

         He had found her – and he used the word much as he might of finding a particularly beautiful sea-washed stone – one late June afternoon the previous year. She had been sitting on the shingle staring out to sea, her arms clasped round her knees, Timmy lying asleep on the small rug beside her. He was wearing a blue fleecy sleeping suit embroidered with ducks from which his round face seemed to have spilled over, still and pink as a porcelain, painted doll, the delicate lashes brush-tipped on the plump cheeks. And she, too, had something of the precision and contrived charm of a doll with an almost round head poised on a long delicate neck, a snub nose with a splatter of freckles, a small mouth with a full upper lip beautifully curved and a bristle of cropped hair, originally fair but with bright orange tips which caught the sun and trembled in the breeze so that the whole head seemed for a moment to have a vivid life separated from the rest of her body and, the image changing, he had seen her as a bright exotic flower. He could remember every detail of that first meeting. She had been wearing blue faded jeans, and a white sweat shirt flattened against the pointed nipples and the upturned breasts; the cotton seeming too thin a protection against the freshening onshore breeze. As he approached tentatively, wanting to seem friendly but not to alarm her, she had turned on him a long and curious glance from remarkable, slanted, violet-blue eyes.

         Standing over her, he had said: ‘My name’s Neil Pascoe. I live in that caravan on the edge of the cliff. I’m just going to make some tea. I wondered if you’d like a mug.’

         ‘I don’t mind, if you’re making it.’ She had turned away at once and gazed again out to sea.

         Five minutes later he had slithered down the sandy cliffs, a mug of tea slopping in each hand. He heard himself say: ‘May I sit down?’

         ‘Please yourself. The beach is free.’

         So he had lowered himself to sit beside her and together they had stared wordlessly towards the horizon. Looking back on it he was amazed both at his boldness and at the seeming inevitability and naturalness of that first encounter. It was several minutes before he had found the courage to ask her how she had got to the beach. She had shrugged.

         ‘By bus to the village and then I walked.’

         ‘It was a long way carrying the baby.’

         ‘I’m used to walking a long way carrying the baby.’

         And then, under his hesitant questioning, the story had come out, told by her without self-pity, almost, it had seemed, without particular interest, as if the events had happened to someone else. It was not, he supposed, an unusual tale. She was living in one of the small private hotels in Cromer on Social Security. She had been in a squat in London but had thought it would be pleasant to have some sea air for the baby for the summer. Only it wasn’t working out. The woman at the hotel didn’t really want kids and with summer holidays approaching could get a better rate for her rooms. She didn’t think she could be turned out, but she wasn’t going to stay, not with that bitch.

         He asked: ‘Couldn’t the baby’s father help?’

         ‘He hasn’t got a father. He did have a father – I mean, he isn’t Jesus Christ. But he hasn’t got one now.’

         ‘Do you mean that he’s dead or that he’s gone. away?’

         ‘Could be either, couldn’t it? Look, if I knew who he was I might know where he was, OK?’

         Then there had been another silence during which she took periodical gulps of her tea and the sleeping baby stirred and gave small pig-like grunts. After a few minutes he had spoken again.

         ‘Look, if you can’t find anywhere else in Cromer you can share the caravan for a time.’ He had added hastily: ‘I mean, there is a second bedroom. It’s very small, only just room for the bunk, but it would do for a time. I know it’s isolated here but it’s close to the beach which would be nice for the baby.’

         She had turned on him again that remarkable glance in which for the first time he had detected to his discomfiture a brief flash of intelligence and of calculation.

         ‘All right,’ she said. ‘If I can’t find anywhere else I’ll come back tomorrow.’

         And he had lain awake late that night half hoping, half dreading that she would return. And she had returned the following afternoon, carrying Timmy on her hip and the rest of her possessions in a backpack. She had taken over the caravan and his life. He didn’t know whether what he felt for her was love, affection or pity, or a mixture of all three. He only knew that in his anxious and over-concerned life his second greatest fear was that she might leave.

         He had lived in the caravan now for just over two years, supported by a research grant from his northern university to study the effect of the Industrial Revolution on the rural industries of East Anglia. His dissertation was nearly finished but for the last six months he had almost stopped work on it and had devoted himself entirely to his passion, a crusade against nuclear power. From the caravan on the very edge of the sea he could see Larksoken Power Station stark against the skyline, as uncompromising as his own will to oppose it, a symbol and a threat. It was from the caravan that he ran People Against Nuclear Power, with its acronym PANUP, the small organization of which he was both founder and president. The caravan had been a stroke of luck. The owner of Cliff Cottage was a Canadian who, returning to his roots and seduced by nostalgia, had bought it on impulse as a possible holiday home. About fifty years earlier there had been a murder at Cliff Cottage. It had been a fairly commonplace murder, a henpecked husband at the end of his tether who had taken a hatchet to his virago of a wife. But if it had been neither particularly interesting nor mysterious, it had certainly been bloody. After the cottage had been bought the Canadian’s wife had heard graphic accounts of spilt brains and blood-spattered walls and had declared that she had no intention of living there in summer or at any other time. Its very isolation, once attractive, now appeared both sinister and repellent. And to compound the problem, the local planning authority had shown themselves unsympathetic to the owner’s over-ambitious plans for rebuilding. Disillusioned with the cottage and its problems, he had boarded up the windows and returned to Toronto, meaning eventually to come back and make a final decision about his ill-advised purchase. The previous owner had parked a large, old-fashioned caravan at the back and the Canadian had made no difficulty about letting this to Neil for two pounds a week, seeing it as a useful way of having someone to keep an eye on the property. And it was the caravan, at once his home and his office, from which Neil conducted his campaign. He tried not to think about the time, six months ahead, when his grant would finish and he would need to find work. He knew that he had somehow to stay here on the headland, to keep always in view that monstrous building which dominated his imagination as it did his view.

         But now, to the uncertainty about his future funding, was added a new and more terrifying threat. About five months earlier he had attended an open day at the power station during which the Acting Administrative Officer, Hilary Robarts, had given a short preliminary talk. He had challenged almost everything she had said and what was meant as an informative introduction to a public relations exercise had developed into something close to a public brawl. In the next issue of his news-sheet he had reported on the incident in terms which he now realized had been unwise. She had sued him for libel. The action was due to be heard in four weeks’ time and he knew that, successful or not, he was faced with ruin. Unless she died in the next few weeks – and why should she die? – it could be the end of his life on the headland, the end of his organization, the end of all he had planned and hoped to do.

         Amy was typing envelopes, sending out the final copies of the newsletter. A pile was already to hand and he began folding the pamphlets and inserting them into the envelopes. The job wasn’t easy. He had tried to economize with the size and quality and the envelopes were in danger of splitting. He now had a mailing list of 250, only a small minority of whom were active supporters of PANUP. Most never paid any dues towards the organization and the majority of the pamphlets went unsolicited to public authorities, local firms and industry in the vicinity of Larksoken and Sizewell. He wondered how many of the 250 were read and thought, with a sudden spasm of anxiety and depression, of the total cost of even this small enterprise. And this month’s newsletter wasn’t his best. Rereading one before he put it in the envelope, it seemed to him to be ill-organized, to have no coherent theme. The principal aim now was to refute the growing argument that nuclear power could avoid the damage to the environment through the greenhouse effect, but the mixture of suggestions ranging from solar power to replacing light bulbs with those which consumed seventy-five per cent less energy seemed naïve and hardly convincing. His article argued that nuclear-generated electricity couldn’t realistically replace oil and fossil fuels unless all nations built sixteen new reactors a week in the five years from 1995, a programme impossible to achieve and one which, if practicable, would add intolerably to the nuclear threat. But the statistics, like all his figures, were culled from a variety of sources and lacked authority. Nothing he produced seemed to him genuinely his own work. And the rest of the newsletter was a jumble of the usual scare stories, most of which he had used before; allegations of safety breaches which had been covered up, doubts about the safety of the ageing Magnox stations, the unsolved problem of storing and transporting nuclear waste. And this issue he had been hard put to it to find a couple of intelligent letters for the correspondence page; sometimes it seemed that every crackbrain in north-east Norfolk read the PANUP newsletter but that no one else did.

         Amy was picking at the letters of the typewriter which had a persistent tendency to stick. She said: ‘Neil, this is a bloody awful machine. It would be quicker to write the addresses by hand.’

         ‘It’s better since you cleaned it and the new ribbon looks fine.’

         ‘It’s still diabolical. Why don’t you buy a new one? It would save time in the end.’

         ‘I can’t afford it.’

         ‘You can’t afford a new typewriter and you think you’re going to save the world.’

         ‘You don’t need possessions to save the world, Amy. Jesus Christ had nothing; no home, no money, no property.’

         ‘I thought you said when I came here that you weren’t religious.’

         It always surprised him that, apparently taking no account of him, she could yet recall comments he had made months earlier. He said: ‘I don’t believe Christ was God. I don’t believe there is a God. But I believe in what He taught.’

         ‘If He wasn’t a God, I don’t see that it matters much what He taught. Anyway, all I can remember is something about turning the other cheek which I don’t believe in. I mean, that’s daft. If someone slaps your left cheek then you slap his right, only harder. Anyway, I do know they hung Him up on the cross so it didn’t do Him a lot of good. That’s what turning the other cheek does for you.’

         He said: ‘I’ve got a Bible here somewhere. You could read about Him if you wanted to. Make a start with St Mark’s Gospel.’

         ‘No thanks. I had enough of that in the home.’

         ‘What home?’

         ‘Just a home, before the baby was born.’

         ‘How long were you there?’

         ‘Two weeks. Two weeks too bloody many. Then I ran away and found a squat.’

         ‘Where was that, the squat?’

         ‘Islington, Camden, King’s Cross, Stoke Newington. Does it matter? I’m here now, OK?’

         ‘It’s OK by me, Amy.’

         Lost in his thoughts, he hardly realized that he had given up folding the pamphlets.

         Amy said: ‘Look, if you’re not going to help with these envelopes you might as well go and put a new washer on that tap. It’s been dripping for weeks and Timmy’s always falling about in the mud.’

         ‘All right,’ he said, ‘I’ll do it now.’

         He took down his tool kit from the high cupboard where it was kept well out of Timmy’s reach. He was glad to be out of the caravan. It had become increasingly claustrophobic in the last few weeks. Outside he bent to talk to Timmy, caged in his playpen. He and Amy had collected large stones from the beach, looking for those with holes in them – and he had strung them on to strong cord and tied them along one side of the playpen. Timmy would spend hours happily banging them together or against the bars or, as now, slobbering against one of the stones in an attempt to get it into his mouth. Sometimes he would communicate with individual flints, a continuous admonitory prattle broken by sudden triumphant squeals. Kneeling down Neil clutched the bars, rubbed his nose against Timmy’s, and was rewarded by his huge, heart-tugging smile. He looked very like his mother with the same round head on a delicate neck, the same beautifully shaped mouth. Only his eyes, widely spaced, were differently shaped, large blue spheres with, above them, straight bushy eyebrows which reminded Neil of pale and delicate caterpillars. The tenderness he felt for the child was equal to, if different from, the tenderness he felt for his mother. He could not now imagine life on the headland without either of them.

         But the tap defeated him. Despite his tuggings with the wrench he couldn’t get the screw to shift. Even this minor domestic task was apparently beyond his powers. He could hear Amy’s derisive voice. ‘You want to change the world and you can’t change a washer.’ After a couple of minutes he gave up the attempt, left the tool box by the cottage wall and walked to the edge of the cliff then slithered down to the beach. Crunching over the ridges of stones, he went down to the edge of the sea and almost violently wrenched off his shoes. It was thus, when the weight of anxiety about his failed ambitions, his uncertain future, became too heavy that he would find his peace, standing motionless to watch the veined curve of the poised wave, the tumult of crashing foam breaking over his feet, the wide intersecting arches washing over the smooth sand as the wave retreated to leave its tenuous lip of foam. But today even this wonder, continually repeated, failed to comfort his spirit. He gazed out to the horizon with unseeing eyes and thought about his present life, the hopelessness of the future, about Amy, about his family. Thrusting his hands in his pocket, he felt the crumpled envelope of his mother’s last letter.

         He knew that his parents were disappointed in him, although they never said so openly since oblique hints were just as effective: ‘Mrs Reilly keeps on asking me, what is Neil doing? I don’t like to say that you’re living in a caravan with no proper job.’ She certainly didn’t like to say that he was living there with a girl. He had written to tell them about Amy since his parents constantly threatened to visit and, unlikely as this was actually to happen, the prospect had added an intolerable anxiety to his already anxiety-ridden life.

         ‘I’m giving a temporary home to an unmarried mother in return for typing help. Don’t worry, I shan’t suddenly present you with a bastard grandchild.’

         After the letter had been posted he had felt ashamed. The cheap attempt at humour had been too like a treacherous repudiation of Timmy whom he loved. And his mother hadn’t found it either funny or reassuring. His letter had produced an almost incoherent farrago of warnings, pained reproaches and veiled references to the possible reaction of Mrs Reilly if she ever got to know. Only his two brothers surreptitiously welcomed his way of life. They hadn’t made university and the difference between their comfortable life style – houses on an executive estate, en suite bathrooms, artificial coal fires in what they called the lounge, working wives, a new car every two years and timeshares in Majorca – provided both with agreeable hours of self-satisfied comparisons which he knew would always end with the same conclusion, that he ought to pull himself together, that it wasn’t right, not after all the sacrifices Mum and Dad had made to send him to college, and a fine waste of money that had proved.

         He had told Amy none of this but would have happily confided had she shown the least interest. But she asked no questions about his past life and told him nothing about hers. Her voice, her body, her smell were as familiar to him as his own, but essentially he knew no more about her now than when she had arrived. She refused to collect any welfare benefits, saying that she wasn’t going to have DHSS snoopers visiting the caravan to see if she and Neil were sleeping together. He sympathized. He didn’t want them either, but he felt that for Timmy’s sake she should take what was on offer. He had given her no money but he did feed both of them, and this was difficult enough on his grant. No one visited her and no one telephoned. Occasionally she would receive a postcard, coloured views usually of London with nondescript, meaningless messages, but as far as he knew she never replied.

         They had so little in common. She helped spasmodically with PANUP but he was never sure how far she was actually committed. And he knew that she found his pacifism stupid. He could recall a conversation only this morning.

         ‘Look, if I live next door to an enemy and he has a knife, a gun and a machine gun and I’ve got the same, I’m not going to chuck mine before he chucks his. I’ll say, OK, let the knife go, then the gun maybe, then the machine gun. Him and me at the same time. Why should I throw mine away and leave him with his?’

         ‘But one of you has to make a start, Amy. There has to be a beginning of trust. Whether it’s people or nations, we have to find the faith to open our hearts and hands and say, “Look, I’ve nothing. I’ve only my humanity. We inhabit the same planet. The world is full of pain but we needn’t add to it. There has to be an end of fear.”’

         She had said obstinately: ‘I don’t see why he should chuck his weapons once he knows I’ve got nothing.’

         ‘Why should he keep them? He’s got nothing to fear from you any more.’

         ‘He’d keep them because lie liked the feeling of having them and because he might like to use them some day. He’d like the power and he’d like knowing he had me where he wanted me. Honestly, Neil, you’re so naïve sometimes. That’s how people are.’

         ‘But we can’t argue like that any more, Amy. We aren’t talking about knives and guns and machine guns. We’re talking about weapons neither of us could use without destroying ourselves and probably our whole planet. But it’s good of you to help with PANUP when you don’t sympathize.’

         She had said: ‘PANUP’s different. And I sympathize all right. I just think that you’re wasting your time writing letters, making speeches, sending out all those pamphlets. It won’t do any good. You’ve got to fight people their way.’

         ‘But it’s done good already. All over the world ordinary people are marching, demonstrating, making their voices heard, letting the people in power know that what they want is a peaceful world for themselves and their children. Ordinary people like you.’

         And then she had almost shouted at him: ‘I’m not ordinary! Don’t you call me ordinary! If there are ordinary people, I’m not one of them.’

         ‘I’m sorry, Amy. I didn’t mean it like that.’

         ‘Then don’t say it.’

         The only cause they had in common was a refusal to eat meat. Soon after she arrived at the caravan he had said: ‘I’m vegetarian but I don’t expect you to be, or Timmy.’ He had wondered as he spoke whether Timmy was old enough to eat meat. He had added: ‘You can buy a chop occasionally in Norwich if you feel like it.’

         ‘What you have is all right by me. Animals don’t eat me, and I don’t eat them.’

         ‘And Timmy?’

         ‘Timmy has what I give him. He’s not fussy.’

         Nor was he. Neil couldn’t imagine a more accommodating child nor, for most of the time, a more contented one. He had found the second-hand playpen advertised on a newsagent’s board in Norwich and had brought it back on the top of the van. In it Timmy would crawl for hours or pull himself up and stand precariously balancing, his napkin invariably falling about his knees. When thwarted he would rage, shutting his eyes tight, opening his mouth and holding his breath before letting out a bellow of such terrifying power that Neil half expected the whole of Lydsett to come running to see which of them was tormenting the child. Amy never smacked him but would jerk him on to her hip and dump him on her bed saying: ‘Bloody awful noise.’

         ‘Shouldn’t you stay with him? Holding his breath like that, he could kill himself.’

         ‘You daft? He won’t kill himself. They never do.’

         And he knew now that he wanted her, wanted her when it was obvious that she didn’t want him and would never again risk rejection. On the second night at the caravan she had slid back the partition between his bed and hers and had walked quietly up to his bed and had stood gravely looking down at him. She had been completely naked. He had said: ‘Look, Amy, you don’t have to pay me.’

         ‘I never pay for anything, at least not like that. But have it your own way.’ After a pause she had said: ‘You gay or something?’

         ‘No, it’s just that I don’t like casual affairs.’

         ‘You mean you don’t like them, or you don’t think you ought to have them?’

         ‘I suppose I mean that I don’t think I ought to have them.’

         ‘You religious, then?’

         ‘No, I’m not religious, not in the ordinary way. It’s just that I think sex is too important to be casual about. You see, if we slept together and I – if I disappointed you – we might quarrel and then you’d walk out. You’d feel that you had to. You’d leave, you and Timmy.’

         ‘So what, I walk out.’

         ‘I wouldn’t want you to do that, not because of anything I’d done.’

         ‘Or hadn’t done. OK, I expect you’re right.’ Another pause, and then she had added: ‘You’d mind then, if I walked out?’

         ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘I’d mind.’

         She had turned away. ‘I always do walk out in the end. No one has ever minded before.’

         It was the only sexual advance she had ever made to him and he knew it would be the last. Now they slept with Timmy’s cot wedged between the partition and his bed. Sometimes in the night, wakeful because the child had stirred, he would put out his hands and clasp the bars and long to shake this frail barrier that symbolized the unbridgeable gulf between them. She lay there, sleek and curved as a fish or a gull, so close that he could hear the rise and fall of her breath faintly echoing the suspiration of the sea. His body ached for her and he would press his face into the lumpy pillow groaning with the hopelessness of his need. What could she possibly see in him to make her want him, except, as on that one night, out of gratitude, pity, curiosity or boredom? He hated his body, the scrawny legs on which the kneecaps protruded like deformities, the small blinking eyes too closely set, the sparse beard which couldn’t disguise the weakness of the mouth and chin. Sometimes, too, he was tormented by jealousy. Without proof, he had convinced himself that there was someone else. She would say that she wanted to walk alone on the headland. And he would watch her go with the certainty that she was meeting a lover. And when she returned he would imagine that he could see the glow of the skin, the satisfied smile of remembered happiness, could almost smell that she had been making love.

         He had already heard from the university that his research grant would not be extended. The decision wasn’t surprising; he had been warned to expect it. He had been saving as much as possible from the grant in the hope of amassing a small sum which would tide him over until he could find a local job. It hardly mattered what. Anything that would pay enough to live and allow him to remain on the headland to carry on the campaign. In theory he supposed he could organize PANUP from anywhere in the UK, but he knew that it was irrevocably bound to Larksoken headland, to the caravan, to that concrete mass five miles to the north which had power, apparently, to dominate his will as it did his imagination. He had already put out feelers with local employers but they hadn’t been too keen on employing a well-known agitator; even those who seemed sympathetic to the anti-nuclear cause didn’t actually have work on offer. Perhaps they feared that too many of his energies would be diverted to the campaign. And his small capital was draining away with the extra expense of Amy, Timmy and even the cats. And now there was the threat of this libel action, less of a threat than a certainty.

         When, ten minutes later, he returned to the caravan Amy, too, had given up working. She was lying on her bed, looking up at the ceiling, Smudge and Whisky curled on her stomach.

         Looking down at her, he said abruptly: ‘If the Robarts legal action goes ahead I’ll need money. We’re not going to be able to go on as we are. We’ve got to make plans.’

         She sat up smartly and stared at him. The kittens, affronted, squealed their protest and fled. ‘You mean we might have to leave here?’

         The ‘we’ would normally have lifted his heart, now he hardly noticed it. ‘It’s possible.’

         ‘But why? I mean, you aren’t going to find anything cheaper than the caravan. Try getting a single room for two pounds a week. We’re bloody lucky to have this place.’

         ‘But there’s no work here, Amy. If I have huge damages to pay, I’ll have to get a job. That means London.’

         ‘What sort of a job?’

         ‘Any sort. I’ve got my degree.’

         ‘Well, I can’t see the sense of leaving here, even if there isn’t any work. You can go to the DHSS. Draw the dole.’

         ‘That isn’t going to pay damages.’

         ‘Well, if you have to go, maybe I’ll stay on. I can pay the rent here. After all, what’s the difference to the owner? He’ll get his two quid whoever pays it.’

         ‘You couldn’t live here alone.’

         ‘Why not? I’ve lived in worse places.’

         ‘On what? What would you do for money?’

         ‘Well, with you gone I could go to the DHSS, couldn’t I? They could send their snoopers round and it wouldn’t matter. They wouldn’t be able to say I was having sex with you then, not if you weren’t here. Anyway, I’ve got a bit in my post office account.’

         The casual cruelty of the suggestion struck at his heart. He heard with heavy disgust the note of self-pity which he was unable to suppress. He said: ‘Is that what you really want, Amy, for me not to be here?’

         ‘Don’t be daft, I was only teasing. Honestly Neil, you should see yourself. Talk about misery. Anyway, it might not happen – the libel action, I mean.’

         ‘It’s bound to happen unless she withdraws it. They’ve set a date for the hearing.’

         ‘She might withdraw it, or else she might die. She might drown on one of those night swims she takes after the headlines on the nine o’clock news, regular as clockwork, right up to December.’

         ‘Who told you that? How do you know that she swims at night?’

         ‘You did.’

         ‘I can’t remember telling you.’

         ‘Then someone else did, one of the regulars in the Local Hero, maybe. I mean, it’s no secret, is it?’

         He said: ‘She won’t drown. She’s a strong swimmer. She wouldn’t take foolish risks. And I can’t wish her dead. You can’t preach love and practise hatred.’

         ‘I can – wish her dead, I mean. Maybe the Whistler will get her. Or you might win the action and then she’ll have to pay you. That’d be a laugh.’

         ‘That’s not very likely. I consulted a lawyer at the Citizens Advice Bureau when I was in Norwich last Friday. I could see he thought it was serious, that she did have a case. He said I ought to get myself a lawyer.’

         ‘Well, get one.’

         ‘How? Lawyers cost money.’

         ‘Get legal aid. Put a note in the newsletter asking for contributions.’

         ‘I can’t do that. It’s difficult enough keeping the newsletter going, what with the cost of paper and postage.’

         Amy said, suddenly serious: ‘I’ll think of something. There’s still four weeks to go. Anything can happen in four weeks. Stop worrying. It’s going to be all right. Look, Neil, I promise you that libel action will never come to court.’ And illogically, he was, for the moment, reassured and comforted.
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