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For Nick and Pippa



Into my heart an air that kills

From yon far country blows:

What are those blue remembered hills,

What spires, what farms are those?

A. E. Housman, A Shropshire Lad, XL




Part One

Wednesday


Chapter One

November is the month of the dead. Jill Francis acquired this scrap of information quite by chance and only minutes before she reached Lydmouth.

The train had rattled out of a tunnel and into the daylight. The wind drove the smoke from the engine at window level along the line of carriages. Jill coughed and put down her book. The window of the compartment was slightly open.

‘Allow me,’ said the bearded man in the corner by the door.

‘Thank you.’

The compartment had been full when they left Paddington two and a half hours earlier. Now there were only the two of them. She thought that the beard gave the man an ostentatiously nautical air which did not fit with the rest of his appearance. Perhaps he had served in the Navy during the war and like so many men of his age was reluctant to leave the past behind.

He laid his own book on the seat between them and stood up. He was slightly built and wore a brown double-breasted pinstripe suit with a poppy in the buttonhole. The suit was badly cut and hung loosely on him. His beard was neatly trimmed and his complexion had the texture of candle wax.

The train swayed and he steadied himself by holding on to the luggage rack. When he closed the window he was careful not to brush against Jill’s knees. He smelled powerfully of tobacco and eau de cologne.

‘Thank you,’ she said again as he edged past her.

‘My pleasure entirely.’ The man hesitated, which made Jill instantly wary. He waved towards the window and added, ‘It’s a pretty sight, eh?’

She looked up again, first at him and then through the window. The train was running parallel to the river. On the farther bank was a rolling patchwork of fields which rose gradually towards a range of blue hills in the west. It was a grey day and mist blurred the outlines of the hills. The train was still in England, but the hills must be in Wales. She supposed that in normal circumstances it would strike her as a beautiful landscape. She wasn’t quite sure what normal meant any longer.

‘Super, eh?’ the man said in a flat, unemotional voice.

Jill nodded and allowed her eyes to stray back to her book; she turned a page. A moment later, the man slid back the door of their compartment and disappeared into the corridor.

She was alone for the first time since this morning when the taxi had arrived to take her from the flat to Paddington station. As if on cue, her eyes began to smart with tears.

‘Damn it,’ Jill said aloud.

In an attempt to distract herself, she glanced towards the book which her fellow passenger had been reading. It lay face upwards on the seat. She could see the pages without moving her head. Probably a detective novel, she thought, or perhaps a textbook on a subject like accountancy or surveying.

The running title at the top of the left-hand page dispelled this idea. It said ‘Aspects of Common Culture’. Jill skimmed through the first few lines, gathering the sense even though the unshed tears made the lines of print buckle and blur.


. . . is often referred to as the month of the dead. The Dutch called November Slaght-maand, which means slaughter month. This clearly corresponds with the Anglo-Saxon Blodmonath, or blood month. It was the time of year when the beasts were slain and salted for the winter months.

As so often happens, pagan usages, albeit much altered, have descended into the modern world. The Roman Catholic Church, for example, celebrates All Souls’ Day on the 2nd November, when worshippers pray for the souls of those in Purgatory. Curiously enough, we mourn the millions who died in the Great War in November – on the eleventh hour of the eleventh day of the eleventh month. Strangeways and Foster have shown . . .



A change in the light, a minute darkening of the page, alerted Jill to the fact that she was no longer alone. The door slid back. The bearded man came in and sat down. She wondered whether he had seen her prying. To her surprise she found that she didn’t much care.

She couldn’t concentrate on her own book. Since they left Paddington she had taken in hardly a word. Instead she stared out of the window. Now the train was running along the bottom of a wooded slope. The changing colours of the dying leaves brought a richness and a warmth to the dull landscape. The world seemed unreal, like a picture in a gallery or a film in a darkened cinema.

Jill looked at her watch. If the train were on time, they should be in Lydmouth within five minutes. She wished she were looking forward to getting there. It struck her, not for the first time, that perhaps she was making a mistake in coming. On the other hand, she could hardly have stayed at the flat in London. She had considered making her excuses to the Wemyss-Browns and going to a hotel by herself. But in that case there would have been no distractions, nothing to save her from her thoughts. Besides it would have forced her to make decisions. It was easier to drift.

In truth, whatever she did would feel wrong. Coming to Lydmouth could be no more of a mistake than any other course of action. The mistake had already been made – long before, when she had first allowed Oliver Yateley to take her out to dinner and feed her a heady mixture of compliments and inside information. Now there was nothing to be done except live through the consequences. She sat staring out of the window and seeing nothing. Instead, she remembered and wished with all her heart that she might forget.

The tears threatened again. She dug her nails into the palm of her hand and forced herself to concentrate on the view. The train rounded a bend. In front of her and to the right was a low hill covered with buildings. Near the highest point was a church with a spire. They had arrived.

The train began to slow. Turning towards the window so that the bearded man could not see her, Jill opened her handbag and dabbed her eyes with a handkerchief. She examined her face in the mirror inside the lid of her powder compact. It surprised and almost offended her that she should look so normal. There was no sign of the emotions churning so uncomfortably behind the mask of skin and bone. She put a dab of powder on the tip of her nose and shut the compact with a click.

The train hissed as it slid along the platform. Jill got up and put on her coat. She checked the angle of her hat in the brown-spotted mirror beside the fading prewar photograph of Tintern Abbey. Her fellow passenger showed signs of wanting to lift her suitcase down from the rack. She pretended not to notice.

As she lowered the case, the past sprang another of its boobytraps: she noticed that there was part of a blue label gummed to the lid, and it brought with it the memory of a hotel in Paris; and the memory had the sharpness of a knife. Her eyes blurred again. She blundered towards the door of their compartment.

The man with the beard slid back the door for her. She heard herself murmuring thank you. The train stopped with a jerk; Jill staggered and almost collided with him.

‘Lydmouth!’ a voice cried. ‘Lydmouth!’

Carrying the suitcase, she walked crabwise along the corridor and joined the little queue at the end. She would have to find a porter if Philip had not come to meet her; she was still weak, and the doctor had advised her not to exert herself physically. To her dismay, she heard footsteps behind her. The man with the beard was also getting out at Lydmouth.

There was a delay before the door opened. Then the first passengers, a mother with two toddlers in tow, took an interminable time getting off the train. Jill did not look round. She smelled tobacco and eau de cologne. Beneath it she thought there lurked the rank smell of sweat.

One by one the passengers spilled on to the platform. Jill and the man behind her were almost the last to get off the train. She glanced up and down the platform. To her dismay, there was no sign of Philip or Charlotte. Most of the passengers were already walking towards a staircase leading to a bridge over the lines.

Jill followed. The suitcase was heavy enough to make her feel lopsided. Unfortunately there was only one porter in sight, and he was crawling up the stairs laden with the luggage of an elderly lady. But Jill was determined not to show any hesitation, because the man with the beard might construe it as a request for him to carry her case. She did not want to show weakness. Nor did she want to accept favours, particularly from a man.

She climbed the stairs more quickly than she would otherwise have done. There were footsteps behind her. The man’s shoes had nails in their soles which rang against the iron treads of the stairs. He was gaining on her.

She pushed herself to go faster. The footsteps behind her seemed to quicken their pace. Turning round was out of the question. She forced herself to go still faster. Her head hurt and her breathing was fast and ragged. There was a stab of pain deep in her groin which made her gasp. She stumbled and had to seize the handrail with her free hand to prevent herself from falling. Simultaneously her mind was pointing out that she was reacting inappropriately. The little man behind her had shown her nothing but kindness. But he was a man, and she didn’t want kindness ever again.

She reached the top of the stairs. Her right arm felt as though it were on fire. The fingers were becoming numb. The last of the passengers in front had reached the head of the stairs down to the opposite platform. A moment later, she was alone on the bridge with the bearded man.

Her suitcase collided with one of the stanchions supporting the handrail. The impact jerked the handle from her fingers. The case scraped against her leg as it fell. She clung to the rail with both hands. She felt sick. Part of her mind wondered if her stocking was laddered. A door slammed on the platform below and a whistle blew.

‘Can I be of any assistance, miss?’

She felt the man’s breath on her cheek. She smelled the eau de cologne and the stale tobacco.

‘Jill!’

The train began to move. The bridge shook. Smoke billowed from the engine. She looked up. Philip was loping towards her, an anxious expression on his florid face. He was hatless and his overcoat flapped about him. A poppy glowed in his buttonhole like a spot of blood. He loomed over her – he was a good six inches taller than she was – and his size was enormously and shamefully reassuring.

‘Are you all right?’ he demanded.

‘I – I dropped my case.’

He pecked her cheek, and the warmth of his lips brought her nothing but comfort. She found it difficult to think of Philip as a man. He had more to do with childhood memories of large dogs and teddy bears.

‘You look pale,’ he said accusingly. ‘Is everything all right?’

‘Yes, fine.’ She watched the man with the beard disappearing down the stairs to the farther platform. Such a lot of fuss about nothing: she felt as though her emotions were no longer hers to control.

‘Sorry I’m late. Got held up in some roadworks.’ Philip picked up her bag. ‘Have a good journey?’

‘Yes, thanks. How’s Charlotte?’

‘I left her polishing the silver teapot in your honour.’ He glanced at her and smiled; but his eyes were serious. ‘She’ll murder me if she finds out I was late.’

They walked along the bridge and down the stairs to the platform below. The man with the beard had gone. Philip steered her through the ticket hall into the station yard. It had begun to rain – a fine drizzle that cast a grey, greasy pall over everything it touched. The Wemyss-Browns’ Rover 75 was standing by the kerb. Philip opened the front passenger door for Jill and put her case on the back seat.

Jill stared through the windscreen. The rain trickled down the glass. To her dismay, she felt her eyes filling with tears. This time there was no holding them back.

Philip opened the driver’s door. The car rocked under his weight.

‘Jill – what is it?’

He moved towards her. He lifted his arm as if to put it round her shoulders. Before she could stop herself she jerked away.

‘It’s all right,’ Philip said. ‘I’m quite harmless, you know.’ He leant back in his seat, his hands safely in his lap, and cleared his throat.

‘I’m sorry.’ Jill rummaged in her handbag for a handkerchief. ‘It’s just that – it’s been a bad week – I’m rather tired.’

‘Yes, yes of course.’

She turned away to wipe her eyes and blow her nose.

‘I always say November’s a depressing month,’ he went on. ‘Nothing to look forward to. Even Christmas isn’t what it used to be before the war.’

‘It’s the month of the dead,’ Jill said. ‘November, I mean.’

‘What?’

‘I read it somewhere.’ She felt she had to keep talking – partly for Philip’s sake and partly for hers. ‘It’s the time of year when they used to kill all the animals, and when the Roman Catholics pray for dead souls. And then there’s Remembrance Day.’

‘I hadn’t thought of it like that,’ Philip said. ‘Makes it seem even worse.’

‘I’m better now.’

‘Is there something wrong? Something it would help to tell me?’

Jill shook her head. She left it unclear which question she was answering. Philip seemed not to notice.

‘You know – a trouble shared, eh?’

No. Jill thought. No, no, no.

‘Overwork, that’s what it is. And all those parties, of course.’

‘Philip – don’t mention it to Charlotte, will you? Well, do if you want to. It’s just that I don’t want to make a fuss.’

‘Of course.’

After a few seconds, Philip started the engine, drove slowly out of the station yard and turned left on to a main road rising gently towards the town centre. After fifty yards he was forced to stop.

‘This is what made me late,’ he said. ‘There’s a demolition job over there. They’ve had to cordon off part of the road for their vehicles.’

A youthful policeman was directing the traffic. Jill glanced at the warren of buildings on the other side of the road. Some of them had lost their roofs. Most of the windows were broken. The brickwork of the warehouse at one end of the site was blackened, as if by fire.

‘Bomb damage?’

‘Natural wear and tear. The Rose in Hand has been falling apart for centuries.’

‘The what?’

‘It used to be the name of an inn. See? That building with the tall gables. They’re pulling down everything from there to the warehouse, and there are some yards and outbuildings behind and at the side. And that’s just the first stage. The site’s part of an area called Templefields which stretches up to the town centre. It’s all very rundown. I imagine they’ll eventually pull most of it down.’

‘What are they planning to do here?’

‘There’s going to be a car park and some council houses. All part of Lydmouth’s contribution to our brave new world.’

Jill glanced at him, catching the unfamiliar note of cynicism in his voice. ‘I’d have thought you’d approve of that.’

His mouth twisted into a smile. ‘I do. But Charlotte feels the working classes have managed perfectly well without flush lavatories for centuries, so why start bothering now? Also, of course, she thinks it’s vandalism to bulldoze the existing buildings out of existence. She’s got a point. Some of them are very old.’

Jill said nothing. She watched a file of workmen walking slowly along the narrow pavement from the warehouse. They were laden with tools and their heads were bowed. The rain fell steadily on them. They turned under an archway at the other end of the site.

‘Not much of a job, eh?’ Philip said.

The policeman turned and waved them on. Philip let out the clutch. The Rover moved forward.

‘No,’ Jill said. ‘Not much of a life either.’


Chapter Two

There were four of them in the line. The three in the front were bunched tightly together. After a gap of a couple of yards, Charlie Meague followed. He had the ghost of a swagger and his eyes flickered from side to side. He was taller than the others, a dark, good-looking man wearing army boots and trousers below a shabby tweed jacket. He hadn’t bothered to shave or wear a collar. His flat cap was pulled down low over his face.

Under the archway, Charlie hesitated. The other three walked on. He moved to the shelter of a doorway, rested the sledgehammer against the wall and took a half-smoked cigarette from the top pocket of his jacket. After he had smoothed it out, he lit it with a match. Staring at the traffic, he noticed the Wemyss-Browns’ Rover going up the hill. He exhaled smoke and spat across the pavement into the roadway.

‘Meague! Come on, you lazy bugger.’

Charlie hoisted the sledgehammer on to his shoulder. With the cigarette in the corner of his mouth, he sauntered out from the archway and across the yard. The other men were picking their way through a ruined barn. Ted Evans, the foreman, beckoned impatiently. His mouth was pursed with irritation.

Charlie followed them into the barn. The roof had gone and the interior was heaped with rubble and charred beams. Evans pushed the left-hand leaf of the huge double doors on the far wall. It moved a few inches. There was a rending sound as the top hinge parted company with the gatepost.

‘The wood’s like wet cardboard. Give me the sledgehammer.’

Charlie passed it to him. Evans swung it at the lower hinge. A spark flashed as metal collided with metal. The gate groaned and swayed. Evans swung the hammer again. Wood cracked. The door tore itself free from its one remaining hinge and fell outwards.

Beyond the barn was another yard. Heavy double gates, reinforced with iron and topped with spikes, were immediately opposite. To the left was a range of stabling. Other buildings, their original purpose harder to guess, had been reduced to mounds of stone, earth and dead and dying weeds. A leafless elder tree stood on one of the mounds. The roofs and gables of the Rose in Hand were visible on the right.

‘See that?’ Evans waved at one of the ruins. ‘We’re going to cut a trench through there.’

‘For God’s sake,’ Charlie said. ‘Why can’t they use the bloody digger? That’s what it’s for.’

Evans stabbed a finger at Charlie. ‘Listen, Meague. You trying to tell me how to do my job?’

‘Just asking a civil question.’

The foreman came a step closer. He was several inches shorter than Charlie, but his bulk and his long arms made him formidable. When he was angry, he lowered his voice rather than raised it.

‘A question? Then here are some civil answers. One, they’re already using the digger over there.’ He gestured towards the inn, on the other side of which lay the warehouse. ‘Two, we’re cheaper. Three, this is exploratory work, the sort of thing you need men for, not machines. The surveyor thinks there might be a culverted stream down there, and that’s got implications for the foundations and the drainage. Four, you give me trouble and you’ll be out on your ear. Got that, son?’

Charlie stamped his foot and shouldered the sledgehammer like a rifle. He came to attention. ‘Yes, sir!’

The rain pattered down from the grey sky. Evans stared up at Charlie’s face and Charlie stared back. A lorry changed gear on the main road.

‘Watch it,’ Evans said softly. ‘Just watch it.’ He turned to the others. ‘Right – we’ll start by clearing the rubbish out. Frank, you’d better fetch a barrow. Get another shovel, too. We’ll make a start in here.’

Frank walked off the way they had come. Charlie flicked his cigarette away and followed the other two men through a low doorway into a small, stone-walled building which had lost its roof. A rat darted between his legs. He swore at it. The floor was visible at the end near the door, but a heap of rubbish had been thrown against the wall at the rear.

‘We’ll clear the bigger stuff first,’ Evans said. ‘Just pile it outside for now.’

He picked up a pair of rusting jerry cans and lumbered into the yard with them. Charlie and the fourth man, Emrys Hughes, dragged a balk of timber from the pile and pulled it across the floor. Frank returned with the wheelbarrow, which they loaded with bricks and stones. Charlie worked mechanically, and also as slowly as he dared.

Slowly the pile of rubble diminished. After thirty minutes’ work, they were almost down to floor level. Charlie tried to drive his shovel under a block of unsquared stone about the size of a car’s wheel. The stone was slightly higher than the level of the floor and about four feet away from the rear wall of the building. It was pinning down one end of a sheet of rusting corrugated iron which extended back under what was left of the rubble.

The angle was wrong and Charlie couldn’t get any leverage on the stone. He brought the shovel closer to the vertical and dug down with all his strength. The end of the sheet of corrugated iron disintegrated under the pressure. The blade of the shovel disappeared and he lurched forward.

‘There’s a hole in the floor, look,’ Charlie said. ‘The stream?’

Evans left the wheelbarrow by the doorway. The hole was no more than a crack. He squatted and tried to peer around the stone and the shovel.

‘Damned if I know. Help me move it.’

He and Charlie rocked the stone to and for until they could ease it away from the shovel and back on to the nearest flagstone. Together they dragged out the sheet of corrugated iron which was still covered with bricks, smaller stones and earth. The sheet was larger than Charlie had expected: it stretched almost as far as the walls on either side of the building – about eight feet – and back to the rear wall. With the help of the others, they manoeuvred it into the yard.

Charlie went back inside. Evans was already there, staring at the place where the corrugated iron had been. There were no flagstones below: instead there was a shallow depression lined with earth, shards of china and clay, old bricks and fragments of timber. The hole was the full width of the building and it went back to the rear wall; it reminded Charlie of a large, half-filled grave. A pair of eyes gleamed at them from the darkest corner and then vanished. Evans picked up a half-brick and threw it where the eyes had been.

‘What the hell was this place?’ Charlie asked.

Evans ignored the question. Using the shovel, he scraped earth away from the edge of the last row of flagstones. Butting against the flagstones were the remains of wooden posts.

‘You’ve found a shithouse, boy.’ Evans glanced up at Charlie. ‘That’s an old earth closet, look, or maybe there was once a cesspool under all that. Those posts would have supported the seats. This was probably a two-seater. There’ll be a chamber underneath us, but it’ll be full of rubbish.’ He stooped and picked up a scrap of china. He brushed the dirt away: two flowers, one red and one green, appeared against a delicate grey background. He sucked his teeth. ‘That’s been there for a while. Bit of an old teacup, that is. What they call Lowestoft ware.’

‘How do you know?’

‘My dad used to be sexton up at St John’s.’ Evans put the piece of china in his trouser pocket. ‘They were always turning up stuff like that. Old vicar used to say what it was sometimes.’

He turned away and told Frank to bring the wheelbarrow in. Charlie thought Evans seemed embarrassed and annoyed – as if he’d made a confidence he hadn’t intended to make.

‘Come on,’ Evans said to no one in particular. ‘We’ll have to dig it out. Let’s get on with it.’

‘A shithouse?’ Charlie said. ‘No wonder the rats like it.’

‘Not much here for them now. I reckon this place hasn’t been used as a privy for years. Looks like they’ve been dumping builders’ rubbish since the battle of Waterloo.’

They shovelled earth, bricks and small stones into the wheelbarrow. At intervals, Frank pushed the barrow away and dumped the spoil in the corner of the yard. Charlie noticed that he was going through the contents of the heap with the tip of his spade.

‘What are you looking for?’

‘Never know your luck, eh?’ Frank said. ‘Mate of mine in Bristol had a job digging out an old privy. Found a gold sovereign down there.’

Emrys Hughes looked up sharply. ‘I reckon we should take turns with the barrow.’

‘You’re paid to work,’ Evans said in a voice so soft it was almost a whisper. ‘If you want to look for buried treasure, you do it in your own time.’

Frank shied away as though Evans had hit him. ‘Sorry. I didn’t mean—’

‘Just shut up.’ Evans turned away. He nodded to Charlie: ‘Get hold of the end of that beam.’

They had uncovered a worm-eaten and roughly squared length of timber which lay diagonally across the opening to the chamber with one end against the rear wall. It was nearly a foot beneath the level of the flagstones. Charlie pushed his shovel underneath and used it to lever it out of its bed of earth. Another rat darted out and ran over the handle of the shovel. With sudden ferocity, Evans brought down his own shovel on the rat as it was running for the doorway. Charlie glanced down at the inert bundle of fur. It was beginning to ooze blood over the grey flagstone.

‘That’s old, that is,’ Evans said calmly, nodding towards the beam. ‘Cut by hand, look. Maybe it fell in there when the roof caved in.’

He pushed his shovel under the beam. He and Charlie eased it away from its resting place.

‘What’s that?’ Charlie said. He pointed at what looked like a wooden box, about eighteen inches long and twelve inches wide, which lay beside the wall. The beam had masked it completely. He scrambled over to the box: it was no more than six inches deep, and the wood was peppered with wormholes.

‘Bring it here,’ Evans ordered.

Charlie shrugged, guessing that if there was anything worth finding, Evans intended to have a claim to it. He picked up the box and discovered that it had been lying upside down. The lid was still embedded in the earth. He passed the box to Evans and picked up the lid. There was a scrap of paper on it, some earth and a few fragments of bone.

‘I’ll have that too.’

Holding the lid as though it were a tray, Charlie handed it to Evans. The foreman poked the collection of objects with a blunt finger. He picked up a handful of earth and crumbled it; inside was a piece of blackened and twisted metal which he tapped on the palm of his hand.

‘Look,’ Evans said. ‘There’s a pin on the back. Some kind of brooch, maybe.’

He scraped at it with his fingernail and some more of the dry, powdery earth dropped away, revealing a shape like a squat figure of eight with a pair of prongs projecting from each of two opposite sides. The other three men had gathered round but, with a wave of his hand, he pushed them away.

‘You’re getting in my light. I think it’s silver.’

‘What’s it worth?’ said Frank quickly.

‘How do I know? I think it’s a sort of knot pattern.’

Frank laughed. ‘A true love’s knot.’

Charlie picked up the box itself and examined it. He frowned, because something nudged his memory. He turned the box over and over in his hands. At either end there were crudely made iron handles stapled to the wood. There had been no hinges – the lid had simply rested on the base.

He put the box down and crouched beside the lid and its contents. He picked up one of the little bones.

‘What do you think they came from?’ he asked. ‘A cat or something?’

‘It is silver,’ Evans said. ‘Look, there’s a hallmark. What did you say, Charlie?’

Charlie noticed that in the excitement of the moment Evans had called him by his Christian name. He said. ‘The bones – I wondered what they came from.’

Evans glanced at them – at first without curiosity. Then his face changed: the features sharpened, and he stared intently at the cluster of grubby little objects. Still clutching the brooch, he crouched beside the lid and picked up a bone. He looked up at Charlie. When he spoke his voice was unexpectedly gentle.

‘I think they’re human, son. I think you’ve found yourself a dead baby.’


Chapter Three

Charlotte Wemyss-Brown raised the silver teapot. China tea trickled from the spout. Most of the tea landed in the cup, but some of it dribbled down the curving spout and landed on the lace doily which covered the silver tray.

‘Damn,’ she muttered.

‘Why the hell do we use that pot?’ Philip said. ‘It always does that.’

Charlotte, who was sitting on a low armchair to the left of the fire, rotated the upper half of her substantial body towards her husband. The effect reminded Jill of a swivelling gun turret on a warship. Philip was standing behind the sofa with a cigarette box in his hand.

‘But it’s very pretty,’ Jill said. ‘Is it Georgian?’

Charlotte’s attention swung back towards the visitor. ‘Yes – late Georgian. It was my grandmother’s. Most of our silver came from her.’

There was a good deal of silver on display in the drawing room at Troy House. The milk jug, the sugar bowl and the teaspoons were silver; so too was the cigarette box in Philip’s hand and the frames of the photographs on the mantelpiece. Silver twinkled on the small, gilt-encrusted desk in the bay window. There was also a wall-mounted display cabinet containing an array of silver snuff boxes.

‘Philip,’ Charlotte snapped. ‘Aren’t you going to pass Jill her tea?’

Philip bustled forward and gave Jill her cup. ‘Trouble with silver is the cleaning,’ he said. ‘Mrs Meague was telling me all about it only the other day.’

‘That’s one less cross you’ll have to bear, dear,’ Charlotte said.

‘Don’t tell me we’re getting rid of the silver?’

‘I was referring to Mrs Meague.’

‘She’s handed in her notice?’

‘No, dear. I was obliged to ask her to leave.’

‘Whatever for?’

‘First she wanted a loan. Came to me with some cock-and-bull story about needing money for an operation. She had the nerve to insinuate that she’d leave me in the lurch if I couldn’t help her. I said no, of course. Then later this morning I caught her slipping one of those snuff boxes into the pocket of her pinafore.’

‘What did you do?’

Charlotte left Philip’s question hanging in the air and turned to Jill. ‘Mrs Meague has helped Susan with the heavy cleaning for the last few years. Not an ideal arrangement as far as I was concerned, but then it’s so terribly difficult to get any sort of help in the house these days.’

‘Have you told the police?’ Philip asked.

‘No.’ Charlotte hesitated and covered her hesitation by turning to add hot water to the teapot. ‘I suppose I should have done. It’s just that – she’s having rather an awful time at present. What with that son of hers.’

Philip lit a cigarette with the lighter on the mantelpiece. ‘Charlie Meague’s one of our local ne’er-do-wells,’ he explained to Jill. ‘He moved to London after the war. But a couple of months ago, he decided to come back to Mum.’

Charlotte glanced at her watch. ‘I must have a word with Susan about dinner. Would you excuse me?’

Jill smiled and nodded at her hostess. The smile felt devoid of warmth, a mere stretching of the lips. Charlotte seemed not to notice. She levered herself out of her chair and strode towards the door. She had been a sturdy woman when Philip married her nine years before, and since then she had grown steadily sturdier.

Philip leant on the mantel shelf and smoked. Jill stared at the flames. She knew that she should make conversation but her mind could think of nothing to say, and she could not put her tongue around words. She was discovering that misery ebbed and flowed according to some mysterious law of its own. At present it was flowing. It paralysed her.

It was partly the effect of seeing Philip and Charlotte at home for the first time. In the past, the three of them had always met in London, either in a public place like a restaurant or a theatre, or at Jill’s flat. The problem was not so much seeing them as a couple, because Jill was used to that, but seeing them as a couple in their home, with family photographs on the mantelpiece.

‘Well?’ Philip said. ‘What do you think of it?’

Taken by surprise, Jill found that she could talk after all. ‘Think of what?’

Philip waved his cigarette around the big drawing room. ‘All this. Troy House.’

She looked up at his face, which was closed and intent, as if he were concentrating on something that she couldn’t see. He had put on a lot of weight in the last few years.

‘It seems very nice,’ Jill said. ‘I know that’s a silly thing to say. But it does. Solid. A home.’

Philip grinned at her. ‘It’s a shrine to respectability. A tomb haunted by the shade of Granny Wemyss.’

‘And why not? There’s nothing wrong with a bit of respectability. Actually, it seems rather attractive.’

He stared at her and opened his mouth to say something. But at that moment the door opened and Charlotte came into the room in a procession of one. She sank into her chair with a sigh of relief.

‘Philip, give me a cigarette, would you?’ She turned to Jill. ‘And what’s this I hear about your new job? It sounds wonderful.’

Jill looked at Charlotte and the panic rose inside her. She couldn’t think of what to say or how to say it. Charlotte sat there, waiting and smiling. The smile seemed to grow wider and wider until the round, white face threatened to split in two.

Philip held open the cigarette box for Charlotte and cleared his throat noisily. ‘Quite a triumph, eh? Mark you, you’ll have to keep it a deadly secret. You can imagine how all the old fogies would react if they found out that a woman was writing the Bystander column.’

‘Just think of it,’ Charlotte said, bending towards the flame which Philip held out to her. ‘In a hundred and fifty years you’re the first woman to do that job. Good Lord.’ She blew out smoke and stared down her long thin nose at the glowing tip of her cigarette. ‘It must feel a heavy responsibility. Still, I’m sure you’ll be equal to it.’

Jill shook her head. ‘I’m not going to do the Bystander column after all.’

Philip frowned. ‘But you said in your last letter that it was all settled. I don’t understand. What happened? Did they change their minds?’

‘No. They offered me the job. I turned it down.’

Charlotte nodded. ‘Perhaps you’re wise, dear.’ Her eyes gleamed in the firelight. ‘It would have been very difficult for a woman. I’m not sure how I would have felt if—’

‘For God’s sake, Jill,’ Philip interrupted. ‘You’ve been angling for that job for years. Play your cards right and you’d end up editor. What went wrong?’

Jill knotted her fingers together on her lap. ‘I told you. I decided not to take it in the end.’

‘But why not?’ Philip said, and his voice was brusque, almost angry: it might have been his future which she had so wantonly discarded.

Jill forced herself to smile at him, and simultaneously felt irritated that she should feel it necessary to propitiate him. ‘I felt I needed a change,’ she lied. The pain twisted and stabbed deep inside her. She glanced at the clock on the mantel shelf and turned to Charlotte. ‘If you don’t mind, I’ll go up to my room now and sort myself out.’


Chapter Four

‘I appreciate you’re not a local man, Thornhill, and you may not be entirely familiar with the way we like to do things in this neck of the woods. I’m a fair man, I hope, and I realise this is only your third day.’ Superintendent Williamson picked up his pipe and began to ream it with deliberation. ‘Still – I don’t know how you fellows used to manage in the depths of Cambridgeshire, but here we like to get results and we like them quickly. You follow me?’

The superintendent rapped his pipe vigorously against the metal ashtray on his desk. Richard Thornhill surreptitiously pinched his thigh in a desperate attempt to make himself feel more alert. He had slept very badly for the last few nights and the superintendent’s voice reminded him of a bass drone attached to a set of bagpipes: it rumbled on and on, never stopping, never changing. To make matters worse, the window was closed and the gas fire was on full.

‘Yes, sir,’ he said, and clamped his lips together to prevent a yawn escaping.

‘Attention to detail, Thornhill. No possibility is too small to be worth examining. Constant vigilance. Every CID officer should have those words engraved on his heart. Those are the standards I have in mind when I monitor and direct the work of this department.’

Williamson opened his tobacco pouch, sniffed happily at its contents and glanced across the desk. Without warning, he switched from the general to the specific. ‘So what have you got for me on that Templefields case? The King’s Head? Surely you’ve found out something?’

‘Whoever it was broke in through a pantry window,’ Thornhill said. ‘The window opens on to an alley at the back of the pub. He probably went in at about one o’clock. Mrs Halleran, the landlady, tells me he lifted a case of Scotch and about two thousand cigarettes. But I’m not sure that I believe her.’

‘Why not?’

‘I don’t believe she’d keep that much in stock at one time. She’s running the place on a shoestring. Besides, he’d have to be a cool customer to run off with a case of whisky under his arm once she started yelling.’

Williamson grunted. ‘Go on.’

‘And then he went upstairs. Mrs Halleran keeps the takings under the bed apparently.’

‘So he knew that?’

‘Just as likely he couldn’t find anything else worth stealing downstairs and thought he’d have a look upstairs. Unfortunately for him, she’s a fairly light sleeper. She heard the stairs creak. Then the bedroom door opened. There’s a streetlight outside the landing window. She saw his silhouette.’

‘Anything useful?’

Thornhill shook his head. ‘She said he was enormous. She thought he was carrying a revolver. Which is more or less what they all say. Anyway, she let out a scream and the man ran off. By the time Mrs Halleran’s son came down from the next floor, he was well away.’

‘Fingerprints?’

‘He wore gloves.’

‘Ten to one it’s someone local.’ The superintendent filled his pipe with stubby fingers.

‘Mrs Halleran mentioned a man named Meague. One of her customers, apparently.’

‘Charlie Meague? Currently living in Minching Lane, about three doors down from the King’s Head. He’s got a record. We did him for nicking a car once. He was only about eighteen.’

‘She claims he’s got it in for her.’

‘More than likely.’ Williamson patted his pockets until he located his matches. ‘But it doesn’t follow that it was him. Wouldn’t foul his own nest. But that reminds me. It’s a small world, I always say, and especially small in Lydmouth. I had a call from a friend of mine at the Met this afternoon. He’d picked up a whisper that Genghis Carn is heading for this part of the world.’

‘Who?’ Thornhill watched with irritation as a layer of condescension spread over Williamson’s face.

‘I’d have thought you’d have heard of Genghis Carn even in the Fens. Used to be into the black market in a big way. But they sent him down a few years back for a neat little confidence trick – letting the same flat to umpteen different people. Amazing how stupid you can be when you’re desperate for a roof over your head.’

Thornhill made a quick recovery: ‘Yes, of course. My old boss always used to call him Jimmy Carn. He had him up before the war for street betting.’

Williamson scowled at this attempt to regain the advantage. ‘I understand he’s just out of prison.’

‘Why would he want to come here?’

‘That’s just it. There’s a rumour that Charlie Meague used to work for him in London.’

‘But do we know that Carn’s actually making for Lydmouth?’

Williamson scraped a match along the side of the box. He lit his pipe with loving deliberation. ‘Just a possibility to bear in mind,’ he said between puffs. ‘I don’t like it when people like him come heading for my patch. Bloody foreigners.’

In Lydmouth, Thornhill had already learned, anyone from outside the county ranked as a foreigner. Williamson pulled a folder towards him, opened it and lowered his head over its contents. Smoke billowed around him. Thornhill stood up, assuming that he was dismissed.

‘And another thing,’ the superintendent said without looking up. ‘Ninety per cent of the crime we get in Lydmouth has something to do with Templefields. That place sets alarm bells ringing up here.’ He prodded his forehead with his index finger.

‘Yes, sir.’

‘So get it sorted.’

Thornhill nodded and turned to go.

‘Not so fast. I notice you haven’t got yourself a poppy yet.’

‘No, sir. Not yet.’

‘I like my officers to wear them. It’s the least we can do, I think. Such a small token of respect.’

‘Yes, sir.’

Thornhill closed the door of the superintendent’s office quietly behind him and walked down the corridor towards his own room. When he got there, he didn’t bother to turn on the light. He put on his hat and shrugged himself into his overcoat. The phone on his desk began to ring. He was tempted to leave it. He should have gone off duty hours ago. No one would ever know that he’d been here. Except himself.

He sighed and picked up the receiver. ‘Thornhill here.’

‘This is Sergeant Fowles, sir. We’ve just had a call from the contractors down at the Rose in Hand site in Templefields. They were digging a drain or something and they found some bones.’

‘Human?’

‘They don’t rightly know. There’s an old brooch too, it seems.’

‘It doesn’t sound very urgent. Have you tried to get Sergeant Kirby? He can deal with it.’

‘He’s already left, sir. The thing is, I don’t know if it’s relevant, but one of the men who found the bones is Ted Evans.’

‘Who?’

There was a pause as Sergeant Fowles assimilated the inadequacy of Thornhill’s local knowledge. Then Fowles went on: ‘Ted Evans – the point is, he knows about bones on account of his dad being a gravedigger. Used to help him when he was a lad. Ted reckons those bones come from a baby.’

Thornhill said nothing. A few old bones, possibly human, possibly a baby’s – certainly old. Any sane police officer would accept that in the circumstances further investigation could safely be left until the morning.

Thornhill sighed. ‘Have you put out a call for Dr Bayswater?’

‘No, sir. Thought I’d better have a word with you first.’

‘See if you can get him to meet me there in half an hour. I’ll go down now.’

Thornhill broke the connection. He got an outside line and dialled his own number. The phone rang for some time before Edith answered.

‘Darling, it’s me – I’m afraid I won’t be back for a while.’

‘Will you be in time to read the stories?’

‘I don’t know. Probably not.’

‘David, don’t do that,’ Edith shouted. ‘He’s got mashed potato all over his hair,’ she added in her ordinary voice. ‘I must go.’

‘Yes. Goodbye.’

Thornhill dropped the receiver back on its rest and left the office. He went downstairs to the car park behind police headquarters. It was only four thirty, but it was already almost dark. As he walked towards his car, he glanced up at the brightly lit windows of the rear façade of the building. In Victorian times it had been a private house with a large garden, a coach house and stables. Now the garden was devoted either to car parking or to workshops, temporary offices and storage sheds. The house itself had sprouted extensions in unexpected places. Fire escapes crisscrossed the back of the building, giving it the appearance of a badly fastened parcel.

The Austin started immediately. It was Thornhill’s own car, a recent purchase, though of course second hand; the novelty had not yet worn off, and he was secretly rather proud of it – and of himself for being able to afford it. He drove carefully out of the car park and up to the High Street. The pavements were full of hurrying figures. He loathed this time of year when the nights were longer than the days.

A policeman was directing the traffic near the Templefields site. To avoid the queue of vehicles going towards the station Thornhill steered into the kerb and drove with his nearside wheels on the pavement. The policeman blew his whistle and waved. He had not recognised the car, which did not improve Thornhill’s temper. He rolled down his window.

‘Just what do you think you’re doing?’ the young constable began, pink-faced with righteous indignation.

Thornhill scowled and thrust his warrant card out of the window. The constable’s features registered first shock, and then fear. Hurriedly, he waved the Austin on.

Thornhill reached the makeshift barrier erected by the building contractors. A Jaguar was parked on the other side of the barrier. As Thornhill turned off his engine, its doors opened. From the driver’s seat emerged a tall figure wearing a heavy tweed overcoat with a poppy in the buttonhole. A sturdy, broad-chested man dressed as a workman got out from the passenger side.

The two men watched while Thornhill got out of his car and locked the door. The one in the overcoat took a couple of steps forward and pulled aside the barrier to allow Thornhill to come into the enclosure.

‘You are the police, I assume?’ he said.

‘Yes. Inspector Thornhill, CID.’

‘I’m Cyril George. What I really want to know is whether this is going to cause any delay. Time’s money, you know.’

‘I’m afraid I can’t comment on that until we know a little bit more.’

George stamped his feet, perhaps from cold, perhaps from irritation. He was a big, fleshy man in his forties. ‘We’re already running behind schedule. In any case, it’s not a good time of year for this type of work. And the longer we leave it, the worse it will get.’

‘Is this Mr Evans?’ Thornhill asked.

The other man nodded.

‘You found the bones, I understand.’

Evans came a step nearer Thornhill. ‘In a manner of speaking. There were four of us there altogether.’

‘I sent the others home,’ George said. ‘No point in keeping them hanging on.’

Thornhill wondered if keeping them hanging on would have involved George’s having to pay them overtime. He said to Evans, ‘Are the bones still where you found them?’

‘No. I took them along to the site office.’

‘It was the obvious thing to do,’ George snapped, though Thornhill had said nothing to the contrary. ‘It’s not as if Evans was disturbing the scene of the crime, is it? Frankly don’t really understand why you’re here. These bones – they’ve probably been here for centuries.’

‘I appreciate that, sir. But when human remains are reported to us we have to investigate. Standard procedure.’

George shrugged. ‘Well, come on. We might as well get this over with, I suppose.’

He led the way along the cordoned-off part of the pavement towards a pair of gates set in an archway big enough to admit a small lorry. He opened a wicket in the right-hand leaf and stepped into a darkened yard.

‘I was having a drink with Superintendent Williamson only the other evening,’ he said over his shoulder. ‘Give him my regards, won’t you?’

Thornhill nodded, registering the oblique threat, and followed George across the cobbles to a doorway in the range of buildings on the right. Behind him he heard a click as the wicket closed and the hobnailed soles of Evans’s boots scraping on the stones. The doorway had lost its door, which lay against the wall of the dimly lit corridor beyond.
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