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Detective Chief Inspector Archie Penrose stood by the gate of St-John-at-Hampstead, struck as ever by the strange beauty of its wooded churchyard – quiet, peaceful and rambling, just like the parish it served. He had never warmed to the building itself, preferring the modest grey stone of an English country church to this more ostentatious red brick, but the surrounding land held a fascination which had little to do with worship. Other than Highgate, St John’s was probably the most famous burial ground in London, the final resting place of celebrated artists, scientists and actors – or, as his cousins often joked, the most sought-after green room outside of the West End. Many of the more dramatic tombs were to be found in the graveyard’s extension on the other side of Church Row, but it was this overgrown, secluded area that Penrose preferred, where the headstones seemed randomly scattered and the ordinary lives of chimneysweeps, bakers and nurses were remembered alongside the achievements of the more famous. He tried to spend time here whenever his work brought him to Hampstead, thankful for a reminder of death in its natural context and the welcome reassurance that not everyone was wrenched screaming from the world before their natural time. Today, that comfort was not to be his.


A blackbird sang overhead, its sweet, melancholy notes offering an eloquent acknowledgement of autumn and the early onset of dusk. Penrose took the meandering path which ran to the left of the church, and soon saw the small clutch of figures standing stiff and awkward by a grave, their dark silhouettes blurred by the mist in a parody of an ill-attended funeral. One of them broke away from the group as he approached, a uniformed constable who seemed anxious, although it was hard to say if his nerves were due to the shock of the discovery or the arrival of a high-ranking detective. He wiped his hand diligently on his trousers and introduced himself. ‘Parkyn, sir. We spoke on the telephone.’


Penrose nodded. ‘You said you were first on the scene – how long after the discovery of the body?’


‘Only a few minutes, sir. A quarter of an hour at the most. Apparently, a couple out walking their dog found him. The slab across the grave’s been pushed back a bit and the dog was scrabbling to get in. They fetched the vicar straight away.’


On cue, the vicar glanced their way, and Penrose sensed the unease of someone who was used to being in control of an ordered world. ‘And the vicar identified the dead man?’


‘Yes, sir, by a ring he was wearing. His name’s Stephen Laxborough. Apparently he was the organist here.’


Penrose found himself irrationally irritated by the constable’s habit of prefixing every fact with a qualifying uncertainty, but he tried not to let it show. ‘And everything is exactly as it was? No one’s touched anything?’


Parkyn shook his head. ‘Apparently not, sir.’


‘Good. I’ll have a word with the vicar now and find out what else he knows about the victim. What’s his name?’


‘Reverend Turner, sir.’


‘Take the others back to the church and wait by the gate until back-up arrives. I don’t want anyone trampling through here before we’ve got what we need. Then get a statement from the people who found him.’


‘Right-o, sir.’


‘And you might put in another call to the Yard and find out where the hell the photographer’s got to. We’re losing the light, and I want every detail of that scene.’


‘I’ll get onto it straight away.’ Parkyn hurried back to the group and Penrose waited while he ushered an elderly couple with a cocker spaniel and two smartly dressed women towards the porch. He looked around, noticing that he was in one of the very oldest parts of the churchyard; without exception, the headstones were worn and fragile, victims of both weather and age, and there was something poignant about the way in which these once so solid markers of a person’s life had faded with their memory. The tomb that had brought him here was tucked away from the main path, sheltered by ancient yew trees and a tangle of branches overhead, and behind it the ground began to slope away towards the boundary wall. It had obviously been restored in recent years, because the flat stone slab was now raised to a height of eighteen inches or so on a foundation of modern bricks. The combination of old and new, red and grey, jarred to Penrose’s eye, and he noted that the ivy – the only thing uniting the two – had been roughly torn away. The slab, as Parkyn had mentioned, now lay at an angle to the foundations, partially revealing the horror within. He moved closer and stood silently by the vicar’s side, looking down at the flash of grey-blonde hair matted with blood, the clenched fist with its distinctive ring, the fingers scraped almost literally to the bone. The dead man’s face was hidden from view, but Penrose didn’t doubt that the Reverend Turner’s imagination had defied the mercy of the stone.


‘Who on earth could do this to another human being?’ the vicar asked quietly. Penrose had no answer, and didn’t insult the question by trying to offer one. ‘I don’t suppose I should admit this,’ Turner continued, ‘but I’ve struggled to find God in some of the parishes I’ve been given. He’s never let me down here, though. Not until now.’


‘Did you know Mr Laxborough well?’


‘Dr Laxborough. He was always very particular about that.’ The vicar moved away from the grave, seemingly glad to pass responsibility for the body to someone more familiar with the violence to which it testified. He met Penrose’s eyes for the first time. ‘It’s funny. I was just wondering that myself when you arrived.’


‘And what did you decide?’


‘I suppose I’d have to say that I didn’t really know Stephen at all, even though we’d worked together for years. He was a private man, neither easy to warm to nor to take against. In fact, now I think about it, I can’t remember a single conversation in all that time that wasn’t in some way connected to our work.’


‘So he’d been here a long time?’


‘Oh yes. He was already well established at St John’s when I arrived in thirty-two – I gather he settled in Hampstead after the war. The church has an excellent tradition of music going back to Henry Willis, but Stephen was thought to be one of the finest performers we’ve ever had. He was very well respected.’


But not liked, Penrose thought, reading between the lines. ‘When did you last see him?’


‘At evensong on Sunday. We’d just moved the service to its earlier time, like we always do ready for the winter, and we were supposed to be sitting down afterwards to discuss the music for the forthcoming month, but Stephen had to cancel. He didn’t say why.’


‘And how did he seem?’


Turner shrugged. ‘Business-like, bordering on brusque, but there was nothing unusual in that. He lived his life like he played his music – precisely, professionally, and with rarely a note out of place.’


The comment was insightful. Most people, when asked to describe the victim of a recent murder, were inclined to exaggerate the positive, and Penrose wondered if the vicar’s refusal to sentimentalise his opinion of his colleague said more about him or about the deceased. ‘Was he married?’ he asked.


‘No, he lived alone – except for a housekeeper. She’ll be able to tell you more about his life than I can, I expect, and she might be aware of some family. You’ll want to tell his next of kin, but I’m afraid I have no idea who that is.’


‘Who were the two ladies here with you just now?’


The vicar raised an eyebrow to the heavens. ‘Mrs Marchmont and Mrs Willoughby. Flowers and brasses, for their sins – or for mine. They were with me when Stephen’s body was found and I’m afraid it would have taken a stronger man than I to keep them inside.’


‘Isn’t it a bit late in the day for flower arranging?’


‘Usually, yes, but we’ve got a funeral tomorrow morning and the ladies are exhaustingly thorough. Neither will concede defeat by being the first to go home.’ Penrose smiled, but Turner looked suddenly uncertain. ‘We will be able to go ahead with the funeral, will we? Stephen will be . . .’


He tailed off before the words ‘cleared away’ could escape his lips. ‘Yes, we’ll remove Dr Laxborough’s body as soon as the photographer and pathologist have done their work,’ Penrose said. ‘I’ll need to keep the area roped off, though, at least for a few days.’


‘That’s fine. We haven’t buried anyone on this side since 1878.’ He reddened, embarrassed by the clumsy lack of tact. ‘Do you think he was already dead when whoever it was put him in there?’


‘No, I’m afraid I don’t,’ Penrose said, recalling the ravaged hands which had clearly clawed for hours at the stone.


‘So why uncover him again? No one would ever have known he was there.’


It was one of many questions running through Penrose’s mind, but he had no intention of speculating about any of them, except with the pathologist. A convoy of three cars drew up outside the church gates and he recognised his sergeant, Bill Fallowfield, followed by a police photographer and forensics team. ‘You can leave Dr Laxborough to us now,’ he said, keen to have the scene to himself for a few precious seconds of peace before science took over. ‘But I’d be grateful if you could find me his address.’


‘Of course. He was in Mount Vernon, just around the corner. I’ll get you the number.’


‘Thank you.’ The vicar walked off, picking his way carefully over headstones that had fallen across the path. Penrose returned to the body. The slab which now marked a double grave was flecked with moss and scattered with fallen yew needles. Its inscription gave a full account of the original incumbent, but the letters were worn and faded and Penrose could only make out enough to know that the tomb belonged to James McArdell, a London engraver who had died in 1765 at the age of thirty-seven. He took a torch out of his pocket and peered into the grave, but it was impossible to see any more of Laxborough’s body without moving the stone further back. As he turned to greet his colleagues, his foot brushed something on the grass by the tomb, and he looked down to see three identical steel padlocks, nestled neatly side by side.


‘Jesus Christ!’ Fallowfield said, looking over Penrose’s shoulder. ‘The poor bastard.’


‘Eloquent as ever, Bill, but I couldn’t have put it better. Someone obviously wanted to punish him, but God knows what for. I’d say the suffering was as important as the death itself, wouldn’t you?’ He nodded to the photographer to begin his work, and the repeated explosions of light gave the scene an intense, surreal quality that only heightened its horror. ‘Get as much detail as you can, and don’t miss those padlocks. I’ve no idea if they’re connected yet, but I want everything recorded as it is before we open it up.’


The instructions were unnecessary, and it wasn’t like him to patronise officers who were every bit as diligent in their craft as he was, but he realised now that there was a part of him which would happily have delayed the opening of the tomb for as long as possible. The atmosphere in the churchyard had shifted subtly from melancholy to unease, and Penrose had an almost superstitious reluctance to release the violence that lay hidden beneath the stone; none of them, he knew, would be immune to the brutality of this particular death or to the agony of those dreadful hours. Even Bernard Spilsbury – who had witnessed so much darkness in a long career as Home Office Pathologist that his sanity was nothing short of a miracle – remained uncharacteristically quiet.


‘All right, let’s get it over with,’ Penrose said, when there were no angles left to photograph. He stepped forward to the grave, determined to take the brunt of the task, but the effort of moving a solid slab of stone made him recoil in pain. Wincing, he rubbed his right shoulder, where an injury from a gunshot wound had taken a long time to heal, and the gesture didn’t escape the eagle eyes of his sergeant.


‘Leave that to us, sir,’ said Fallowfield, who had been fussing over him like a mother hen since his return to work. ‘You’ll set yourself back weeks if you keep going at it.’


Penrose glared at him but stood to one side. ‘All right, but just one of you to start with. I want to see if someone could shift this thing on his own, at least enough to get the victim in there.’


‘Come on, Wilson, put your back into it,’ Fallowfield said, grinning at the burliest of the crime scene officers. There was a sharp grating noise as the stone was moved back, inch by inch at first, then more quickly as Wilson gained momentum. Just as the slab was about to topple to the ground, Penrose signalled to him to stop and stepped forward to look. ‘We need some light in here.’


As soon as his request was obliged, he wished he hadn’t made it. Stephen Laxborough’s body lay face down in its borrowed sarcophagus, his head turned slightly towards the side. Instinctively, Penrose closed his eyes, trying to summon all the reserves of detachment that he had gathered over the years, but his objectivity deserted him. The bloodied and broken fingers that he had noted earlier were just the beginning. Laxborough’s face was contorted with agony and fear, his eyes swollen and his skull horribly mutilated where he had beaten it repeatedly against the stone that held him – in a desperate effort to escape, perhaps, or simply to bring on a merciful oblivion. Penrose might almost have convinced himself that the victim had died from blows to the head were it not for an accumulation of signs which bore evidence to dreadful torture. In panic, Laxborough had torn at his face and body until his clothes were all but shredded, and handfuls of hair, wrenched from his own head, lay strewn around the corpse. There were bite marks on his right hand, Penrose noted, but they had not been made by an animal.


In all the murder scenes he had attended, he could not remember a silence as profound as this. Each man stood absorbed in his own private world, defenceless against the power of his imagination. Some words ran unbidden through Penrose’s mind, lines from Poe’s tale ‘The Premature Burial’: ‘The boundaries which divide Life from Death, are at best shadowy and vague. Who shall say where the one ends, and where the other begins?’ It was a story that he had never been able to finish, either as a child experiencing the first frisson of terror or as an adult who admired Poe’s macabre power, but he felt that someone had completed it for him now, someone with more evil intent than Poe had ever envisaged. There was no mistake involved in this premature burial; whoever had sealed the tomb had known exactly what he was doing. ‘How long would it have taken him to die?’ he asked quietly.


‘That depends,’ Spilsbury said cautiously. ‘We don’t know yet what state he was in when he was entombed, and it’s reasonable to assume that he was rendered unconscious in some way to get him in there in the first place. You wouldn’t be tempted to co-operate, would you?’ Penrose shook his head, trying to imagine what it would be like to come to and realise the hopelessness of your situation. ‘A lot of those injuries are self-inflicted, but they might be hiding something that weakened his resistance and hastened his death. Let’s hope so. But in a confined space like this, you’re looking at twenty-four to thirty-six hours, perhaps a little more.’ He took a few paces back as the photographer began his work again. ‘The words “mercifully quick” certainly wouldn’t apply. I don’t envy you the house call to his family.’


‘I don’t even know if he has a family,’ Penrose admitted. ‘Usually I’d say there was nothing sadder than leaving no one behind to mourn you, but in this case it might be a blessing. It’s hard to imagine a crueller death.’


‘Yes, although it’s far more common than you might think. He certainly wouldn’t be the only one in this graveyard if we looked hard enough.’ Spilsbury opened the battered old Gladstone bag which accompanied him everywhere and took out a fingerprint kit, a measuring tape and a pair of rubber gloves, proceeding to place these and various other items on a nearby headstone where he could access them easily. ‘I’ll tell you something interesting – when they closed Les Innocents cemetery in Paris and moved the bodies out to the Catacombs, they found enough skeletons buried face down to convince them that premature burial was widespread. People were quite literally turning in their grave.’


‘Is that supposed to comfort me?’


Spilsbury smiled. ‘I think we’re beyond comfort, Archie, don’t you?’


As the pathologist began to examine the body more closely, Penrose knew that any urgent questions he had would either have to be asked now or go unanswered until later: Spilsbury hated to be distracted while he worked, partly from diligence and partly from a deep-rooted respect for the dead and a determination to give them his best. ‘Is it naive of me to wonder that he couldn’t get out?’ he said, thinking out loud. ‘I know he’s not as young or as well built as Wilson, but people do extraordinary things when they’re desperate and the adrenaline alone might have given him a strength that he didn’t know he had.’


‘Perhaps that’s what the padlocks are about,’ Fallowfield suggested. ‘The slab might have been weighted down with something.’


Penrose considered the idea. ‘That would have drawn attention to the grave, though, and presumably attention was the last thing the killer wanted – at least until he was ready to expose the body. As it is, he ran the risk of someone hearing Laxborough cry out for help. The grave’s well away from the main path and that’s probably why he chose it, but people wander all over this churchyard.’


‘We don’t know that it was the killer who exposed the body,’ Fallowfield said thoughtfully.


‘True, but it’s more likely than any other explanation. If an innocent man had moved it – for whatever reason – surely he would have alerted someone? Or are you suggesting that Laxborough shifted the stone a little way but didn’t have the strength to do any more?’ Penrose paused, aware that he and Fallowfield could go round in circles indefinitely without an expert opinion. ‘What do you think, Bernard?’


The pathologist gave him a weary glance. ‘I think I’ve said as much as I’m going to say before I’ve had a chance to examine the body properly.’


Penrose conceded defeat. ‘Bernard’s right. We’re wasting time here when we could be finding out more about the victim. I’ll get his address and see if I can track down his housekeeper. In the meantime, Bill, get enough men down here to make the churchyard properly secure. The press will be all over this when they get wind of it, and we don’t want any wild speculations flying around until we’ve got a better idea of what we’re dealing with. As it is, we’ve already got five people who’ve seen the body, and at least two of them look like they move in some very sociable circles.’


‘Would you like me to have a word with them?’


‘Yes. Find out if there was anyone in the church community who knew Laxborough better than the Reverend Turner. Did he belong to any musical associations or play for any other choirs? Perhaps he gave piano lessons. The man must have had some friends or associates, and we need to find out what changed on Sunday to force him to cancel his appointment after evensong. At the moment, that’s the last sighting we have of him alive, but his housekeeper might say different. And at least his home should tell us something about his habits and his background.’


Penrose took a last look at Stephen Laxborough’s body, then headed to the church to find the Reverend Turner, but Spilsbury called him back. ‘Hang on a minute, Archie. You’ll want to see this.’ He retraced his footsteps and peered at the fragment of paper which the pathologist held out to him – a black-and-white photograph, ripped in half. ‘It was in the grave. I thought he might have torn it himself while he was clawing at his clothes, but I can’t find the other piece anywhere.’


The image was of a manor house, set in parkland – typically Jacobean in style, and pleasant but unremarkable to look at. Penrose took the fragment carefully between gloved fingers and turned it over, noticing that there was a handwritten inscription on the back; the important letters were missing, though, and all it told him was that the house was a priory whose name ended in ‘e’, and that it lay in the county of ‘____shire’. ‘That’s helpful,’ Fallowfield muttered. ‘Berkshire? Oxfordshire? Gloucestershire? Couldn’t be in bloody Devon, could it?’


Penrose had to smile at his sergeant’s lack of enthusiasm. ‘Look on the bright side, Bill. It’s the most tangible thing we’ve been offered so far, and think of the satisfaction you’ll feel when you’ve narrowed it down. Thanks, Bernard – anything else?’


‘Not so far, but wait a minute while I check his pockets. Turn him over, lads.’ Wilson and another officer stepped forward to do as he asked, and Penrose tried to concentrate on how gently and respectfully they handled Laxborough’s body, rather than on the injuries which underlined the agony of his final hours. Spilsbury lifted the tattered lapel of what had once been a finely tailored blazer and felt carefully inside the breast pocket, and his smile suggested that they were in luck. Slowly, using a pair of tweezers, he withdrew his prize, and Penrose shone his torch down onto the small piece of parchment paper. ‘“What is this that I have done?”’ he said, reading the single scrawled sentence aloud.


‘What the hell does that mean?’ Fallowfield demanded, his patience already tested by the photograph. ‘Doesn’t even sound like a proper question.’


‘I can’t imagine what it means,’ Penrose said, ‘but I have a feeling that if we find the answer to this, we’ll find the answer to everything.’
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He left his car by the church, preferring to walk the short distance to Stephen Laxborough’s house. Setting off up Holly Walk, he was grateful for the encroaching darkness which limited his view of the extended burial ground running parallel with the lane; churchyards, even noble ones, had lost their appeal for him. The air was cold and he turned the collar up on his coat, trying as he walked to sift the facts of the case from the guesswork and speculation that had crowded his mind from the moment the death was reported. Turner, who claimed to know the victim’s writing well, had dismissed both the label on the photograph and the enigmatic quotation as being in his hand, and he could offer no enlightenment on the location of the priory or the nature of its connection to his colleague. So what certainties were they left with? A respected musician had been the victim of a particularly sadistic murder – and that was it; everything else was conjecture. Even in the early stages of a case, it was unusual to be fumbling quite so haphazardly in the dark.


‘Archie?’ The voice sounded uncertain, and he looked up from his thoughts to see a familiar figure walking towards him, her features briefly illuminated by the light from a street lamp. ‘It is you. I wasn’t sure from a distance.’


‘Marta! How nice to see you. I thought you’d left Hampstead already. Josephine said you’d sold the house.’


‘Yes, but there was a delay at the other end so they gave me a few days’ grace. I’m actually leaving tomorrow, so I was just having a last walk round. I’ll miss these streets.’


‘But no regrets?’


‘No, I don’t think so. Sentiment, perhaps, but not regret. What brings you here? Are you on your way to see Bridget?’


Archie’s lover, Bridget, divided her time between Cambridge and Hampstead, where she rented a studio in the Vale of Health. ‘I wish I were. No, this is business, I’m afraid, and about as far from pleasure as it’s possible to get.’


‘Oh?’ She looked intrigued, but was too discreet to ask for any details of his work.


‘Yes. If I were you, I wouldn’t venture too much further in that direction – not if you want your memories of quiet, leafy Hampstead to stay that way. My lot have rather taken over the church.’


‘Ah, I see. Thanks for the tip.’ They fell into step, with Marta walking back the way she had come. ‘How is Bridget? You’d think we’d bump into each other all the time, but I haven’t seen her for months.’


‘She’s very well – working out of town at the moment, so I haven’t seen much of her myself. An old friend of hers from the Slade has come into some property in Devon, so they’ve been working on frescos there over the summer. It’s a lot of work, but they’re determined to get it done before they lose the weather completely.’


Marta shivered. ‘I think she’s missed the boat on that one. Autumn’s here with a vengeance.’


‘Apparently it’s warmer in the west.’ He smiled. ‘And between you and me, she’s quite enjoying playing Giotto.’


‘So things are all right between you?’


He looked at her curiously. ‘Yes, of course. Why do you ask?’


Marta shrugged. ‘No reason in particular. I just assumed she’d want to be nearby while you were convalescing. She nearly lost you in that shooting, and I know how badly it affected her.’


‘Actually, I encouraged her to go – we needed to get back to normal. Bridget was treating me like a piece of china, and I don’t make a very gracious invalid. And it certainly doesn’t suit her to agree with me all the time. She was so busy trying not to raise my blood pressure that all we ever talked about was the weather.’ He smiled to himself, sufficiently distanced from those dark times now to be able to joke about them. ‘And we had our first disagreement on the telephone last night. Admittedly, it was about how many hours I’ve been working, but it’s a start.’


She laughed. ‘You did frighten everyone half to death, you know. Josephine swears her grey hairs are down to the night she spent with you in hospital. I haven’t the heart to tell her they were there long before that.’


The lane narrowed as the graveyard gave way to a terrace of attractive Georgian buildings, and they mingled briefly with a group of stragglers on their way to evening mass at the Catholic church. ‘She’s coming down to help you get settled, isn’t she?’ Penrose asked when they were on their own again.


‘Yes, she’ll be in Cambridge next week. You must come and see us if you’ve got time.’


There was an awkwardness about the invitation, and Penrose wondered if it stemmed from the fact that he and Marta had once been rivals, even enemies. Marta’s love for Josephine had hurt him at first, particularly when it became obvious to him that her feelings were reciprocated, but he thought that those jealousies had been left behind long ago. Before he could answer, she stopped outside a house in Holly Place. The lights were on downstairs, and he could see through the open curtains that the rooms looked bare and deserted. ‘I’ll be pleased to be gone now,’ Marta admitted. ‘There’s something depressing about a house you’ve turned your back on. It makes you pay in those last uncomfortable hours.’ She smiled, and looked affectionately up at the windows. ‘I owe this one a lot, though. It kept me sane, but it’s time to move on. Or back. I still can’t quite decide which it is.’


‘How long is it since you last lived in Cambridge?’


‘Twenty years or so. I was there until just after the war.’


‘It draws you back, doesn’t it? I can’t think of any other town that does that, not even Oxford. It’s the same with Bridget. Almost all her work is in London now, but she can’t quite bring herself to leave Cambridge completely.’


‘That’s where you first met, isn’t it?’


‘Yes.’ The clock from St Mary’s struck the hour, and he smiled apologetically. ‘I’m sorry, but I’ve got to go. Can I ask you something first, though – in confidence?’


Again, there was that awkwardness, but Marta nodded. ‘Yes, of course.’


‘Did you go to church while you were here?’


She laughed, both surprised and relieved, and he wondered what she thought he had been going to ask. ‘No, I can’t say I did – not often, anyway. I fell out with God a long time ago.’


‘So you don’t know a man called Stephen Laxborough?’


‘The pianist?’


‘That’s right.’


‘I’ve heard him play a few times, but I don’t know him personally. Why?’


‘He lived just round the corner. I thought you might have met him.’


The slip didn’t go unnoticed. ‘No, I’m afraid not, and it sounds as though I’ve lost my chance.’ Penrose nodded. ‘What a terrible shame. He was very good.’


‘Will you keep his death to yourself, though – at least for now?’


‘Yes, of course.’ She took a key out of her pocket and kissed him goodbye. ‘I’d better face up to the rest of the packing and let you get on. I’ve got to the sentimental clutter now, and I can’t believe how much of it there is. It’s just as well I’ve had a few extra days.’


He smiled. ‘Good luck, then, and I hope the move goes well. Give Josephine my love.’


‘I will. And Archie?’


‘Yes?’


‘I meant what I said about coming to visit. Don’t leave it too long.’


‘I won’t, I promise.’ Penrose left her to the mercy of an empty house and continued on to Mount Vernon. The buildings here were uniformly smart – classic, early nineteenth-century terraced townhouses with three storeys and a basement, opening directly onto the pavement and differing only in the colour of their curtains and the amount of attention paid to their window boxes. He checked the number that Turner had given him, but could just as easily have guessed which house was Laxborough’s: it was the only one in darkness. He pressed the bell without much hope of an answer, wondering where the housekeeper was and why she hadn’t thought her employer’s absence significant enough to report. The peal rang defiantly through the empty hallway as Penrose tried again, frustrated to be blocked in his only logical line of enquiry. In vain, he looked up and down the street for a passage or alleyway which might lead to the rear of the property, but the terrace ran in an unbroken line and he suspected that the only way of gaining access to another entrance would be to find the house and garden that backed onto it. As a last resort, he lifted the front door mat, hardly expecting Stephen Laxborough to be the type who left a key where anyone could find it, but there he was wrong. Offering up thanks for Hampstead’s honesty and the day’s first piece of good fortune, Penrose let himself in.


The hallway smelt heavily of pipe tobacco, and he traced its source to a well-worn tweed jacket which hung on a coat rack just inside the door, obscuring the light switch. He called up the stairs, just in case he was wrong about the house being empty, but the only response was the heavy, hollow ticking of a grandfather clock. There were two rooms on the ground floor, as well as a door leading down to the basement, and Penrose chose the one at the front to search first. He drew the curtains and switched on a lamp; the subdued yellow light fell on a sparsely furnished room, devoted to a single purpose. Most of the space was taken up by a Bechstein grand piano. The instrument was a work of art in itself, elegantly modelled with a black lacquer finish which contrasted dramatically with the pale colours of the walls and carpet. Penrose had no doubt that it would be the envy of any musician, amateur or professional. The lid was open and he played a few notes, appreciating the distinctive tone which transformed even his clumsy efforts into something melodic and beautifully clear. There were no distractions in the room, he noticed – not even a picture on the wall; the only other pieces of furniture were directly related to the piano – a trunk full of printed scores under the window and a decorative Victorian music stand, inlaid with mother of pearl. The stand and the rack on the piano itself were both empty, and Penrose found himself irrationally curious about the last piece of music that Laxborough had played before he died.


The room at the back was smaller, and – by contrast – pleasantly cluttered. It had obviously been used as a study, and Laxborough had placed his desk carefully to make the most of French windows leading out to the garden. A gramophone stood on a table in the corner – an old horn model, scratched and battered and obviously loved – and one of the walls was taken up with the largest collection of gramophone records that Penrose had ever seen. There was an extensive library, too, and a quick glance suggested that the shelves were evenly divided between biography and contemporary fiction. He sat down at the desk and looked through the drawers, but they revealed nothing of any interest except a few financial papers relating to shares and investments, and an appointments book. Penrose flicked back through the last few weeks and saw that a handful of names were repeated at regular intervals – piano lessons, perhaps, or something to do with the church. Noting that the handwriting was indeed different to the two examples found with Laxborough’s body, he turned to the entry for the preceding Sunday, trying to find an appointment which would explain why the organist had cancelled his meeting with Turner, but the page was left blank. In fact, the only thing that was remotely useful to Penrose was the record of a meeting with a firm of solicitors in Fleet Street back in July. Feeling increasingly thwarted, he jotted down the name and address and continued his search.


The basement told him little except that Laxborough’s housekeeper, whoever she might be, kept a well-ordered kitchen. There was some milk going off in the refrigerator and a half-drunk bottle of claret on the table; the cork had been replaced, and a single wine glass stood upside down on the drainer. Everything else was neat and tidy. Penrose was just on his way upstairs again when he heard the sound of the front door closing and a woman’s voice in the hallway. ‘Dr Laxborough? Dr Laxborough, are you there?’


He called out to reassure her, not wishing to alarm her any more than he could help, and she looked at him in surprise as he appeared at the top of the basement steps. Stephen Laxborough’s housekeeper – assuming he had guessed correctly – was a homely-looking woman in her late forties, with straw-coloured hair under a felt hat and a dark green coat that had not been ‘best’ for several seasons. She stood just inside the front door, her hand still on the latch, as if she were uncertain whether to stay or go, and Penrose noticed a small suitcase on the floor by her side. ‘I’m Detective Chief Inspector Penrose from Scotland Yard,’ he said, fishing in his inside pocket for his warrant card. ‘This must seem like a dreadful intrusion and I’m sorry to startle you, but—’


The presence of a police officer in the house seemed to confirm something that she had already suspected, and she cut him off before he could finish. ‘He’s done it, then. I thought he was planning something.’


‘Forgive me, but I’m afraid I don’t understand,’ Penrose said, interested to note that the resignation in her voice was tinged with a genuine sadness. ‘Done what?’


‘Killed himself. That’s why you’re here, isn’t it? Is he downstairs?’ She glanced at the door to the basement, then back to Penrose again, and her hand went to her mouth in horror, distorting her words. ‘Dear God, I knew I should never have left him on his own, but he was so insistent. Practically strong-armed me out of the house, he did, and he’s never behaved like that before.’


Penrose listened as she blamed herself for a fault which existed only in her imagination, then gently led her into the study and encouraged her to sit down. ‘I’m so sorry, Mrs . . .?’


‘Pryce. Hilda Pryce.’


‘Mrs Pryce. I’m sorry to say that Dr Laxborough is dead, but he didn’t take his own life.’


She stared at him, confused. ‘An accident, then? What happened? Where is he?’


He paused, taking time to choose his words carefully. ‘Dr Laxborough’s body was found earlier today in St John’s churchyard. We don’t know exactly what happened yet, but we are sure that he was killed unlawfully. That’s why I’m here – to look for anything that might help us piece together how he died, and to talk to you about the last few days of his life.’ The reality of the situation seemed suddenly to drain all the strength that Hilda Pryce had, and she collapsed into gut-wrenching sobs in front of him. Penrose gave her time to recover, feeling stupid and insensitive for thinking only of a family’s grief: he had reckoned without the devotion that often accompanied long service. ‘Can I get you anything?’ he asked gently. ‘Some water, perhaps, or a cup of tea.’


She shook her head and searched in her bag for a handkerchief. ‘No, nothing, thank you. I’ll be all right in a minute. I’m sorry. Whatever must you think of me?’


‘There’s no need to apologise.’


‘It’s just you get fond of someone, don’t you, when you’ve been with them a long time, and he was always good to me.’


The conversation was so different to the one that Penrose had been expecting that he began to wonder if the remoteness between Laxborough and Turner had been down to church politics or personal dislike rather than a general character trait. ‘How long had you worked for Dr Laxborough?’ he asked.


‘Eighteen years, give or take. I started with him as soon as he moved here, and the job saved my life, really. My husband died not long after the war, and I don’t know how I’d have managed otherwise.’


‘And from what you say, you were obviously happy here?’


She nodded. ‘Yes, I was. We got along all right. Dr Laxborough knew how he wanted things and he expected them done properly, but he was decent. Easier to look after than Charlie ever was.’ She flushed, regretting her indiscretion with a stranger. ‘I shouldn’t have said that, but my husband could be difficult. We married in a hurry and we didn’t really know each other. After he died, well – it was a relief not to bother about all of that. I knew where I was with my job.’


The conversation had calmed her a little, enough for Penrose to return to more difficult questions. ‘Can I ask why you thought that Dr Laxborough had committed suicide?’


‘Because he’d tried it before. Last Christmas, it was. I came back unexpectedly and found him downstairs, with the house full of gas.’ She paused, reliving the scene in her head. ‘He always hated Christmas – it made him morose. People are when they’ve got no close family, I suppose. I’m not that keen on it myself if I’m honest, though it doesn’t seem Christian to say so. But last year was worse. It hit him earlier than usual, and he couldn’t seem to shake himself out of it.’


‘Do you know what was troubling him?’


‘No. He never talked about himself and I knew better than to ask. The only way I ever knew how he was feeling was through the music he played. And I certainly never dreamt what he was planning, or I wouldn’t have gone in the first place.’


‘So what happened?’


‘Well, I’d finished at lunchtime on Christmas Eve, like I always do, and I went off to get the bus to my sister’s, but then I realised that I’d left the presents for the little ones in my room and I had to come all the way back for them. There’d have been hell to pay – you know what kids are like. Anyway, it was about four o’clock – I know that because the wireless was on and they were just finishing with the carols. I’ll never forget it – all that beautiful music, and there he was, lying on the floor. I switched off the gas and opened the windows, and pulled him away as best I could. Terrible, he looked. It was ages before he came to.’


‘But you didn’t call an ambulance or try to get help?’


For the first time, Hilda Pryce looked away as she answered. ‘No, I didn’t, and I know that was wrong but he wouldn’t have liked it. As it was . . .’


‘Yes?’


‘As it was, he never forgave me. Things were different between us after that. We didn’t talk as often as we used to.’


‘Because he was embarrassed, or because he wanted to die and you stopped him?’


‘Both, I suppose. I thought he might get over it in time, hoped he might even be grateful – not because I wanted thanks, I don’t mean that, but I wanted him to believe that there were things worth living for, that he’d made a mistake. His music was everything to him, and I hoped it might get him through.’


‘But whatever had depressed him didn’t go away?’


‘It didn’t seem to, no. In the end, I felt as though I’d let him down by saving him.’


‘Did he leave a note? Anything to explain why he was doing it?’


‘Not that I saw. He might have written one and destroyed it afterwards, I suppose.’


‘And this time – you said that Dr Laxborough sent you away?’


‘That’s right. He gave me some time off, out of the blue, as if he’d made his mind up about something and wanted me out of the way. I guessed what it might be, but he was so insistent and there was no arguing with him, so I packed a bag and went to my sister’s for a few days.’


‘When was this?’


‘He told me on Friday and I left on Saturday.’


‘And had he seen anybody shortly before that? Were there any meetings that seemed to upset him? Any callers you didn’t recognise?’


‘No. The only people who ever came to the house were his pupils, and they were a nice lot on the whole. Kids, most of them – he only ever taught people he thought were truly gifted and who would make the most of the opportunity. A lot of the time, he didn’t even charge them.’


‘So he was wealthy?’


‘Comfortable, I’d say, rather than wealthy. And he wasn’t an extravagant man.’


‘What about post or telephone calls last week? Anything unusual there?’


She considered the question for a long time. ‘There wasn’t anything particular that I could put my finger on, but now I think about it, it was shortly after I took him the second post on Friday that he told me to go away for a bit.’


‘Can you remember exactly what he said? It might be very important.’


‘He said that he wanted to be on his own for a while and it would be better if I got away from the house and took some leave.’


‘But you told me that he “strong-armed” you.’


‘Yes, and perhaps that was the wrong word because I don’t mean anything physical. He just said that if I felt any loyalty to him whatsoever, I’d do as he asked. I suppose he knew that was the one thing I would never argue with.’ Penrose was about to ask another question, but Mrs Pryce hadn’t quite finished answering the last one. ‘Anyway, it wasn’t so much what he said that worried me. It was the fact that the music stopped.’ She saw that he didn’t understand, and added: ‘There was always music in this house. If he wasn’t playing it, he was listening to it. I sometimes used to joke with him that he couldn’t hear himself think, and he said that was precisely the point.’


‘What did he mean by that?’


She shrugged. ‘I don’t really know how to explain it. It was like the world saddened him. Perhaps it was the war or perhaps he was just made that way, but he didn’t seem to need other people like the rest of us do. My sister and me, we fight like cats over a scrap of fish, but I wouldn’t be without her, nor she with me. But Dr Laxborough wasn’t like that. He found his refuge in his music.’


Penrose thought back to the quotation that had been found in his pocket – a confession of sorts, a hesitant acknowledgement of responsibility. ‘Did you ever get the feeling that he’d done something he regretted, something he felt guilty about?’


‘Which of us hasn’t? I couldn’t answer that. Probably only he could. All I can say is that he was a good man as long as I knew him. I don’t mean that in a sentimental way. He wasn’t all God and charity, not like some of them at that church, although most of that’s for the show of it rather than any genuine piety. No, he said what he thought and he didn’t go out of his way to help people unless they deserved it, but he was principled. Do you know what I mean?’


‘I think so, yes. Can you tell me anything about his family?’


‘There’s a nephew, Michael, but he lives abroad – in South Africa, I think. That’s it, as far as I know. His parents are long gone and his brother died in the war. I can give you Michael’s address if you need it.’


‘Thank you, that would be helpful. And the name of his GP, too, if you know it?’ Laxborough’s body would have to be formally identified, but the last thing Penrose wanted was to put Hilda Pryce through that if he could possibly avoid it; to his relief, she nodded. He thought about the signet ring, worn on the little finger of the left hand, and asked: ‘In all the years you’ve known him, did Dr Laxborough ever have a particularly close friend? Were you aware of any romantic involvements?’


‘He wasn’t interested in women as far as I could tell – not like that, anyway.’


It wasn’t exclusively what Penrose had meant, but he didn’t want to offend her by clarifying the question too bluntly. ‘He wore a ring on his left hand . . .’


‘Ah yes, I can tell you about that. His father gave it to him when he got his degree. It had been in the family for years, apparently, and it was a tradition to pass it on at a significant moment.’


‘Thank you, Mrs Pryce. Now, if you’ve no objections, I’d like to take a quick look at the rest of the house. Perhaps you could get me those addresses in the meantime?’


She nodded and busied herself with the appointments book while Penrose went upstairs. The first floor consisted of a bedroom, bathroom and sitting room, all typical of a confirmed bachelor and with nothing particular to distinguish them except for a beautifully crafted antique harpsichord. Apart from a large linen cupboard, the rooms at the top of the house clearly belonged to the housekeeper. He opened the door of her bedroom, feeling every bit the intruder that violent death demanded him to be, and walked over to the dressing table. In spite of all she had said, Hilda Pryce still kept the obligatory photographic reminders of her marriage on display: there was a snapshot of her husband in army uniform and another of their wartime wedding. Penrose looked with interest at the cocky young soldier and his girl-at-home bride – someone to write to, someone to brag about. His view might be coloured by what she had told him, but – to his eyes – the new Mrs Pryce seemed apprehensive, even unhappy, and he was struck by how many silent casualties the fighting had claimed outside of the trenches. His own war was painful enough, but at least he had never felt obliged to make two lives miserable by a hasty and ill-suited match.


The other photographs and knick-knacks only served to emphasise what he had already noticed about the house in general: there was nothing very personal in any of the rooms, and what there was consisted of taste rather than history. Stephen Laxborough’s lifestyle and habits were evident in his music and his books, but there wasn’t a single clue to his past – no family photographs, no images of friends, nothing to indicate where he had lived or whom he had loved before he arrived in Hampstead eighteen years earlier. Come to think of it, there wasn’t even a photograph to show Penrose what the dead man had looked like, and he tried in vain to recall another house that didn’t contain a picture of its owner, either taken with a loved one or in celebration of a particular achievement. He thought about Marta and her ‘sentimental clutter’, and realised how normal that was; here, it was as if Laxborough had just moved in and the important boxes were still to be unpacked.


He went back downstairs, deep in thought, and Mrs Pryce met him in the hallway with the details he had requested. ‘Can I get one of my colleagues to take you back to your sister’s?’ he asked, reluctant to leave her so abruptly on her own.


‘No, that won’t be necessary. I’d rather stay here.’ As soon as the words were out, it seemed to dawn on Hilda Pryce that her tenure was no longer a right and that the man who had made this her home was gone. ‘It is all right if I stay?’ she asked.


‘Yes, of course. Ultimately, that will be up to Dr Laxborough’s beneficiary, of course, but probate will take some time to sort out. Would you like me to bring someone to you instead? Perhaps your sister could stay here with you, at least for tonight? You’ve had a shock, and . . .’


Again she refused, more firmly this time. ‘No, please – I’ve got all I need. But thank you. You’ve been very kind.’ She was dismissing him to be alone with her grief. Penrose collected his hat and allowed himself to be shown to the door. ‘This will sound funny, but I’m almost glad I was wrong about his death, you know,’ she admitted. ‘We’ve had a suicide in the family and it’s a terrible thing. You never stop thinking about how much pain they must have been in and how frightened and alone they’ll have felt at the end, once they knew what they were going to do. At least this’ll have been unexpected. At least it’ll have been quick.’


Penrose looked away, unable to give her the assurance she sought that a man she loved hadn’t suffered; she would find out, no doubt, but he wouldn’t give her those images a moment earlier than was necessary. ‘I’ll need a formal statement from you,’ he said, glad to have a procedure to fall back on. ‘Would it be all right if I asked one of my colleagues to call tomorrow and take one?’


If she saw through the change of subject, she was too polite or too fearful of his motives to say so. ‘Yes, of course. I’ll be here all day.’ He opened the door but she put her hand on his arm. ‘There is one more thing, though. Will I be able to see him?’


Penrose hesitated, remembering Laxborough’s injuries. ‘I’m afraid that won’t be possible,’ he said gently, blaming a rule that under any other circumstances he would have broken. Before she could argue or ask him to justify his decision, he bid her goodnight and walked out into the street.
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‘Where do you want these?’ Josephine asked, with a weary glance at the plethora of cardboard boxes marked simply ‘miscellaneous’. She picked up one of the more interestingly shaped newspaper parcels and unwrapped it. ‘Actually, let me rephrase that. Why do you want these?’


Marta laughed and took the gilt bronze figure from her hand. ‘You and I will never agree on the right side of kitsch, but it’s a big house. I’ll make sure she stays out of your way.’


‘It’s not actually the figure I mind – it’s that awful marble base they’ve stuck her on. She looks like she’s dancing on a headstone.’ Happy to remain oblivious to the rest of the box, Josephine closed the lid. ‘I can’t help thinking that I might have been more use to you if I’d helped you pack. By the time the removal van drew up outside here, the damage was already done.’


‘It was a bit rushed towards the end,’ Marta admitted, ‘but it just seemed easier to shove everything in a box and worry about it later. Now “later” is here, I’m beginning to see the drawbacks in the plan.’ She looked round the first-floor room, which somehow managed to appear both sparse and cluttered. ‘Anyway, there’s precious little point in unpacking very much at all until the decorators have been through the whole house. That’ll teach me to rent a place without actually seeing it.’ Defeated, she sat down on the bare floorboards and looked at Josephine. ‘Are you sure you want to stay here while I’m away?’


‘Of course I do. It’s lovely.’ Josephine pulled Marta to her feet and led her to one of the windows overlooking St Clement’s Passage, a pretty paved alleyway which ran between a row of elegant townhouses and one of Cambridge’s many churches. ‘What could you possibly regret about that? It might need a bit of work . . .’ Marta looked at her. ‘All right, a lot of work, but it’s worth the effort.’ As if to support her argument, a streak of late afternoon sun brushed the church’s pantiled roof, drawing out a rich, autumnal red, and the faint sound of choral music drifted across the passage. ‘And anyway,’ Josephine added, speaking more seriously now, ‘it’s the least I can do. You’ve sold a house you loved just to give us a new start. Why wouldn’t I want to stay and make this one beautiful? You won’t recognise it when you get back.’ She smiled and brushed a covering of dust and flaked paint from Marta’s shoulder. ‘Let’s forget about it for a while and go and get some tea.’


As they were on their way out, a young girl in a nurse’s uniform ran down the steps of the house next door and hurried over to the church railings, which were all but obscured by a row of bicycles. She smiled and nodded, then rode out into the traffic, glancing up at the church clock as if she couldn’t believe what it was telling her. ‘Late for a shift,’ Josephine guessed, watching her go. ‘I remember what that was like. Have you met many of your neighbours yet?’


Marta shook her head. ‘Not really. It’s rented rooms on either side and I haven’t met the landladies. I think one of them offers digs for the theatre, though, so that might be interesting.’


‘Surrounded by nurses and chorus girls, and you’re having doubts about the house?’


‘Stupid of me, I know. But it makes a change in this town – there aren’t many places where the women outnumber the men. It was one of the things I found most isolating about living here last time. Every day seemed to revolve around men and their routines, even the things I loved like evensong and the museums. Then along came the war, and it was as if the town had died. Those glorious buildings, all in darkness. The streets were so empty that the women had no choice but to notice each other.’


Josephine listened, trying to imagine Marta here as a young wife and mother, living in the shadow of an unhappy marriage to a man who abused her, making decisions that would affect her for the rest of her life. The past had brought them together but they rarely talked now of their earlier lives, preferring to concentrate on the present, and she wondered if being in a town which seemed hell-bent on fusing the two would change that. ‘Inverness was just the opposite,’ she said, remembering the sudden influx of thousands of soldiers sent to the Highlands for training. ‘I can still see all those young men marching across Bell’s Park.’


‘Very romantic.’


‘Far too romantic. A part of me will always love that music and that spectacle, and a part of me will always hate it.’


‘Hate it? Why?’


‘Because it made it all too easy. It was so glamorous and so patriotic, and off they all went like lambs to the slaughter. I’d have gone myself if they’d let me. It’s a trick I can never quite forgive them for. Your empty streets were much more honest.’


‘Yes, they were certainly that.’


They turned into St John’s Street, and Josephine stopped outside a tiny newsagent and tobacconist. ‘You go ahead and get us a table. I want to see if the new Film Weekly is in yet.’ Marta gave one of her most infuriating smiles. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


‘Checking for an early review of your film?’


Josephine glared at her. Alfred Hitchcock had recently finished filming one of her novels, a project which Marta had worked on, and she knew enough about the director and his disdain for any original source material to dread the results. ‘I’m doing nothing of the sort,’ she said, more defensively than she had intended. ‘There’s an interview with Joan Crawford that I want to read. I saw it advertised in last week’s issue.’


Marta laughed at the look of indignation on Josephine’s face. ‘You shouldn’t be so uptight about the film,’ she said. ‘It’s really very good. It might not have much to do with—’


Josephine held up her hands. ‘I don’t want to hear another word until I’ve suffered the humiliation of watching it.’


‘All right, but it still doesn’t seem right that I’m off to America to talk about your film while you have nothing to do with it.’


‘Trust me – you have my blessing. Now go and order the tea. I won’t be a minute.’


The shop specialised in pipe tobacco and smelt faintly of vanilla. It made the most of its tiny floor space, supplementing shelf displays with boxes of biscuits and precariously piled lecture lists, and Josephine was pleased to see an unusually wide range of magazines. She soon found the one she wanted, and flicked idly through its pages while waiting at the counter to pay. Joan Crawford was in typically ebullient mood, she noticed, but she had only got a couple of paragraphs into the article when she found herself distracted by the conversation between the newsagent and the girl in front of her, who was filling out a postcard for the window. ‘The sooner you find yourself someone to share that house with, the better,’ he said, shaking his head in concern. ‘I wouldn’t want a daughter of mine living all on her own, not with what’s going on at the moment. I’ve never known anything like it.’


‘Oh, I’m not on my own,’ the girl said. ‘There are people in the flats upstairs, but my friend’s just got a bar job in London and she’s left me high and dry with the rent on our two rooms. I could kill her, really, but I’d have done the same in her position.’


‘Even so, you’ve got to be careful – that’s what I tell all the young ladies who come in here now.’ He tapped a bundle of papers on the counter, the early evening edition of the Cambridge Daily News, still tied with string, and Josephine tried to read the headlines. ‘That’s the third attack in a month, and he’ll only get braver – you mark my words.’ The girl handed him the card and he checked the details before placing it with a block of similar notices in the window. ‘It’s sixpence a week, but I don’t think you’ll need any longer. Places like that soon go.’


She thanked him and handed over the money, and he watched her as she walked out into the street. ‘There’s no telling them at that age, is there?’ he sighed, as Josephine took her place at the counter.


‘What’s happened?’ she asked.


‘Another girl’s been hurt – bad enough to put her in hospital this time.’ He cut the string on the newspapers and pushed one across to her. The item in question was a small piece, tucked away in the corner of the front page. ‘They’re not saying it’s the same bloke but it stands to reason, doesn’t it?’


Josephine nodded. Marta had told her about an attack on a young woman when she first arrived, but the inference was that a burglary had gone wrong; now it seemed that something far more disturbing was to blame. ‘Can I take this?’ she asked, adding the paper to her magazine and a bar of Marta’s favourite chocolate.


‘Of course you can.’


‘And a packet of Benson and Hedges, please.’ She paid for her goods and carried on to the cafe, deep in thought. The day had grown dull now, and by the time she passed the handsome towered gateway of St John’s, lamps had begun to glow in the buildings on either side, filling the irregular leaded windows with a warm yellow ochre. Josephine looked up as she walked, intrigued by what might be going on inside. She had never yearned after learning for learning’s sake, rejecting university in favour of a more practical career, but something about those softly lit rooms – so visible and yet so inaccessible – made her wonder what she might have missed.


College buildings were less dominant close to the market square, and Cambridge took on the air of a country town. She had loved the harmonious jumble of Trinity Street from the moment she first saw it – graceful Georgian facades rubbing shoulders with pretty art-nouveau-Gothic and sedate Victorian shop fronts. Matthew’s, the cafe which she and Marta had adopted as a retreat from unpacking, occupied the most striking building of all – an Elizabethan timber-framed and plastered house, much restored over the years and now – if you were to believe the cafe’s advertisements – ‘a place of quiet refinement’. Marta was seated at a table upstairs by the window. ‘I think I might have over-ordered,’ she said. ‘I suddenly realised how hungry I was and the waitress took advantage of my weakness.’


‘What are we having?’


‘Poached eggs on toast, Welsh rarebit and a selection of cakes.’


Josephine smiled and sat down opposite her. She looked round the room, which had been decorated with old-fashioned lamps and pewter pots to emphasise the building’s original period features, and noticed that all but one of the tables were taken. Without exception, the clientele consisted of genteel ladies in pairs or small groups. ‘Nell Gwynn meets Mapp and Lucia,’ she muttered under her breath. ‘Listen – you know that assault you told me about? Apparently there’s been another one, but this time the girl’s in hospital.’


‘So I gather. I overheard the waitresses talking about it. Where was it?’


Josephine glanced at the front page. ‘A cottage in St Peter’s Street. Is that nearby?’


‘It’s further up Castle Hill, on the way out of town.’ Marta took the paper from her and read through the report. ‘God, this is terrible – well, it is if you read between the lines. It makes me so angry the way they report these things. “Ravished” – what sort of a word is that? We all know they mean raped, so why don’t they say so instead of making it sound like something faintly desirable from a bad romantic novel?’


The women on the next table turned in unison to stare at them, one of them looking so shocked that Josephine half-expected her to reach for the smelling salts. ‘I think that’s just answered your question,’ she said. ‘Or it could be to protect the girl, of course. The injuries can be treated, but the shame of what’s happened to her will be much harder to heal.’


‘What’s she got to be ashamed about? She didn’t ask someone to break into her house and rape her.’


Josephine sighed, loving Marta for her fiercely held principles but wishing sometimes that the real world welcomed her more often. ‘Of course she shouldn’t be ashamed, but she will be. That’s who she is from now on – the girl who was attacked, the news item. At least they’ve had the sense not to name her, but her neighbours will know, and the police, and the nurses who treat her in hospital, and the people in court – if it ever gets that far. She won’t be a person to them. She’ll be a victim. And with all the intrusion, “ravished” might be a word she’s more than happy to hide behind.’ She paused for a moment while the food was brought to their table. ‘What else does it say?’


‘Not much, really. There’s a vague description of the man – short and stocky, with a local accent. That hardly narrows it down.’


‘Nothing more specific?’


‘No, she didn’t see his face. The lights went out first – that’s how she knew that something was wrong.’


‘She must have been terrified,’ Josephine said, imagining how she would feel at the sudden realisation that a man was in her house and she was powerless to do anything about it. ‘That’s the worst part for me, somehow. The attack taking place in your home.’ She, too, was using euphemisms, she noticed, instinctively reluctant to acknowledge the most intimate and lasting damage. ‘It’s the one place you ought to feel safe.’


‘Oh, don’t worry about that,’ Marta said, with a sarcastic edge to her voice. ‘There’s some handy advice here about locking your doors and windows. So that’s all right, then.’


She put the paper down and they ate their meal in silence, each of them angered and unsettled by the fate of a girl they would never know. That was the unique thing about this particular crime, Josephine thought; unlike murder or robbery or fraud, it felt personal, no matter how distanced you were from the victim. ‘The trouble is, no girl thinks it can happen to her,’ Marta continued when their empty plates had been replaced by a two-tiered cake stand, complete with doilies. ‘Those waitresses were huddled together in the corner, talking about this as though it were the most exciting thing that’s happened in Cambridge for years. That’s another reason for honest reporting – it might encourage people to be more cautious.’ She gave the newspaper a disdainful prod, and finished the last piece of gingerbread. ‘You will take care while I’m away, won’t you?’


‘Of course I will.’


‘With a bit of luck the bastard will be behind bars before too long.’


Josephine smiled apologetically to their neighbours and signalled to the waitress for the bill. They walked out into the street and she turned back the way she had come, but Marta caught her arm. ‘Let’s walk for a bit. The boxes will wait and I love Cambridge at dusk. Do you mind?’


‘Of course not.’ They crossed the road and took a narrow lane which led down between two colleges to the river. Marta was quiet, and Josephine wondered if she was still thinking about the rape or if something else was on her mind. Once or twice over the last few days, she had caught Marta staring into space, oblivious to anything she had said. Marta had brushed aside her concern, blaming any distractions on the forthcoming trip, but Josephine didn’t entirely believe her. She took Marta’s arm, sensing that whatever remained unspoken between them was the true reason for the walk. ‘There’s something you’re not telling me,’ she said in an even tone, hoping that by sounding unconcerned she could make it trivial. ‘What is it?’


Marta looked at her sharply, but didn’t try to deny it. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I should have talked to you long before now, but I wasn’t sure how to. Actually, that’s not strictly true – I didn’t know if I’d need to.’


They stopped on a bridge and Josephine stared out along the river. Marta was right: the town was beautiful at dusk, with the outline of towers and chimneys etched clearly against an indigo sky and the first faint suggestion of stars, but just now she would gladly have been anywhere else in the world. She had forced the issue, but she longed suddenly to stop the words tumbling from Marta’s mouth, and the vague unease which she had been nursing since Marta first mentioned her trip to America took a form as tangible as the rough, cold stone beneath her hand: it was common knowledge that the Hitchcocks planned to move to Hollywood as soon as he had fulfilled his contract in England, and they made no secret of wanting to take their most trusted employees with them. Her fear must have shown in her face because Marta tried to reassure her. ‘Don’t look so worried. It’s not about us – at least I hope it won’t have to become about us.’


‘Then what is it about?’


‘Archie.’


‘Archie?’ Josephine stared at her in surprise.


‘Yes. I saw him last week, just before I moved here. He was in Holly Place, investigating the murder of Stephen Laxborough. You know – the pianist?’


‘Of course, I read about it in the paper. But what’s that got to do with anything? Archie’s all right, isn’t he?’


‘He’s fine, as far as I know. It’s just that we were talking about Cambridge and I invited him to come and see us when he had time. I did it without thinking, and then I realised what a mess it could all turn into.’


‘Why would that be a mess? Marta, you’re not making any sense. Just tell me what you mean.’


‘All right – sorry.’ She paused to think and Josephine waited impatiently, listening to the dull thud of punts knocking against each other in the river below. ‘You remember when I came here in the summer, just to look round and see how I felt about moving back up? Well, I bumped into Bridget at the railway station.’


‘Yes, you told me.’


‘But I didn’t tell you everything. She wasn’t on her own.’


It took Josephine a moment or two to understand the significance of what she had heard. ‘Bridget was with another man?’ she asked in disbelief. ‘She’s seeing someone here, behind Archie’s back?’


‘No, although that was my first thought, too. She was sitting on her own in the buffet, but there were two cups on the table and she’d obviously come to see someone off. She was so on edge when she saw me – hostile, even. I knew she was trying to hide something and I jumped to the obvious conclusion, but it was even worse than I’d imagined. She wasn’t with another man. She was with her daughter. Her daughter, and Archie’s.’


‘Archie’s daughter?’


Marta nodded. ‘That’s right. Her name’s Phyllis, and at a guess she’s around twenty. I only met her briefly, but she has Archie’s smile. I can see that now. And his charm. She was lovely.’ Josephine listened, too stunned to say anything. ‘He’d gone back to war by the time Bridget found out she was pregnant, and she never told him. Archie has no idea that Phyllis even exists. That’s why I couldn’t look him in the eye. There I was, inviting him to Cambridge, where the woman he loves has brought up his daughter, and . . .’


‘You’ve known this for months and you didn’t think to mention it?’ Josephine stared at Marta, the revelation eclipsed briefly by a more personal sense of betrayal. ‘How can you stand there and say this isn’t about us?’


‘She made me promise—’


‘You don’t owe promises to Bridget. You owe promises to me.’ The tears came from nowhere, part shock and part fury, but she brushed them away before Marta could comfort her. ‘And to Archie, too, for God’s sake. What the hell were you thinking of? Did you persuade yourself that another few months wouldn’t matter when he’s been in the dark for years? Or were you just timing it carefully so you could swan off to America and leave me to calm down? If that’s the case, I wouldn’t come back in a hurry.’


‘I knew you’d react like this, but Bridget put me in an impossible position – can’t you see that? She begged me to give her a chance to tell Archie first. She knows what she’s done is wrong, but she also knows that if they’re to stand any chance at all, he has to hear about Phyllis from her, not from anyone else, and certainly not from you in some sort of frenzy of injustice on his behalf.’


‘And you didn’t trust me to understand that?’


‘No. If you want me to be honest, I didn’t. Was I wrong?’ A couple walking arm in arm stared at them as they approached the bridge, and Josephine paused to let them pass. ‘Bridget is terrified of what will happen when Archie finds out,’ Marta said, taking advantage of her silence. ‘She loves him, and she loves her daughter, but she knows she might lose them both by being honest.’


‘Surely the time to think about that was twenty years ago.’


‘Yes, but that’s easy to say now. In some ways, I can understand why she did it. It was a wartime romance and she didn’t want to be tied down. She didn’t even know if he’d come back.’


‘Are you defending her?’


‘No, but perhaps I understand better than you what it’s like to be trapped in a marriage.’


‘How can you possibly compare your husband to Archie? He did unspeakable things to you, things that Archie would never be capable of.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not comparing them as men. I’m just saying that for some women being with any man is a sacrifice they’re not prepared to make, no matter how nice or how liberated he is.’


‘I can’t believe you’re making decency sound like a character fault, simply to justify siding with Bridget. Don’t make Archie a scapegoat for your bad decisions.’


‘Oh for fuck’s sake, Josephine, grow up. This isn’t a scrap in the playground. There aren’t any “sides”, and people’s lives are at stake. There’s no going back once it’s out in the open. And anyway, if we’re talking about ulterior motives, are you absolutely sure that some of your attitude towards Bridget isn’t more selfish than you care to admit? Let’s face it, it would have been so much easier for you if she’d marched him up the aisle there and then.’


‘Why do you say that?’


‘Because it would have spared you all those years of feeling guilty for not loving Archie the way he loves you.’


The comment stopped Josephine in her tracks, but she was too upset to address the truth of it. ‘You’re confusing two different things,’ she said, determined not to let Marta lead them into areas that might be even harder to recover from. ‘Of course it’s Bridget’s right not to marry, and if she was strong enough to raise a child on her own then good for her. But not even to tell him? To give him no rights whatsoever over his own daughter? The joy of seeing her grow up, even from a distance?’ She was going to add that Marta, of all people, should understand that, but stopped herself just in time; using Marta’s grief over the loss of her own daughter was something that she would never do, and the fleeting look of pain in Marta’s eyes as the unspoken words hung in the air between them dissolved Josephine’s anger in an instant. She moved forward to hold her, and they stood together for a long time, allowing silence to heal the rift.


‘You’re right,’ Marta said eventually. ‘Archie would have been a wonderful father. Like I said, the whole thing is a mess and I can’t see a way out of it.’ She shivered and took Josephine’s hand. ‘Come on, it’s getting cold. Let’s finish this at home.’


They walked back the way they had come, their footsteps echoing on the narrow cobbled street. ‘That must be what Bridget was talking about in Portmeirion,’ Josephine said, still trying to make sense of what Marta had told her. ‘I’ve often wondered. We had a strange conversation just after she and Archie met up again, and she asked me if he was still as understanding as he used to be. I told her she’d be surprised by how forgiving he was, and that whatever she was keeping from him would destroy them if she didn’t tell him. I think I was wrong, though. It will destroy them either way.’
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