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Cledwyn Hughes was an Anglo-Welsh author of short stories, novels, and narrative non-fiction. He wrote for more than 30 years across a wide range of genres including crime, ‘Celtic Noir’, children’s and topographical writing.


Born in Llansantffraid, Montgomeryshire, he worked as a hospital pharmacist in the north of England before settling down in Wales to write full-time. His work has been featured in magazines such as Suspense, as well as in collections like Woodrow Wyatt’s English Stories. He was also a regular contributor to the BBC.


He is best known for the novel The Civil Strangers (1950) and the macabre novella The Inn Closes for Christmas (1947), which remained in print until shortly before his untimely death. His contemporaries called him a ‘brilliant young Welshman whose short stories have already established his reputation’ (The Spectator).
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The Inn Closes for Christmas










In thoughts from the


visions of the night,


when deep sleep falleth


on men.


The Book of Job










The First Papers


I


The bank manager, as he had done for so many Christmases now, opened the file. As he had done each Boxing Day for the last ten years. And as always, as he opened it he wondered why he must do this each year. But he seemed driven to it. For the man had asked him that he should do this every Christmas for as long as he should live. Why he, of all men?


Just an ordinary square box file it was. The grey outer cardboard wearing off a little now and showing the brown yellow of the lower layers.


Inside the file a bundle of papers held down by a strong steel spring.


The manager snapped back the spring.


The top papers were in his own handwriting.


Why had he stopped writing it out? After so few pages too.


It would have made a good story, all written out properly . . .










Mrs Sterrill had a wooden leg. But it wasn’t really wooden. It was an affair of gleaming chromium and smooth working joints, supple and strong. But it was an artificial limb and although Mrs Sterrill had her one soft shapely leg the other mechanical one didn’t quite match. It seemed too shapely, especially at the ankle. And although Mrs Sterrill always wore the most sheer of stockings the difference in the two legs was always plain to see.


Mrs Sterrill was young, twenty-seven, dark-haired and pretty. She was the wife of the only dentist in Welton. And, in spite of her disability, the prettiest and one of the best-dressed women in this little market town. Men would watch her as she drank her Saturday-night cocktail with her husband at the big ivy-covered Arms in the market square. Would watch her with admiration. And only shake their heads sadly as she would get up to walk, leaning heavy on her little husband and moving along slowly.


Mrs Sterrill had lost her leg one year after she had married her dentist husband. Their little green sports car had skidded when rounding a corner and there had been the smash. He had been driving . . .


Straight away that night they had operated and cut off her leg. For weeks she had been in bed. For a long time she had walked with crutches until they had supplied her with the artificial limb.


People had talked and shaken their heads. Said how very sad it was that she should lose her leg when so young. How very sad and so much the worse for a woman. But lucky they said that it wasn’t one of his hands. Where would a dentist be without his hands?


For he was quite a good dentist was Mr Sterrill. Two years older than his wife, with dark moustache and wavy black hair. And those strong white hands with the thick short hairy fingers.


They lived in a biggish house near to the traffic lights in the centre of the town. A gay house with the outside painted cream and with green window boxes, always masses of flowers. The brown varnished front door with the brightly polished brass knocker, and the two little bell-pushes, the one labelled DAY. The other NIGHT. To the right of the door was set Mr Sterrill’s plate. His name in white letters on a brown background. William Sterrill, Dental Surgeon.


Young and prosperous Mr Sterrill. The only dentist in the town. His wife charming and good-looking.


The only thing which could mar their happiness was her artificial leg. But they both seemed to forget it. And people watching said what a devoted couple they were. He so kind to her in her affliction. And she so patient and bearing it all so well.


Yes, to the people of Welton, the world of the Sterrills seemed quite bright in spite of the leg.


But one morning the news went around the town. Went quickly around the town, as such news does in such places.


For Mrs Sterrill had been found dead.


How did she die?


It was all very interesting and rather terrible.










II


Next in the file a small bundle of newspaper cuttings. Taken from the Welton local newspaper of ten years ago. The whole clipped together by a bulldog paper clip, the bright steel of the handles beginning to rust a little.


The headlines of the cuttings had been cut away, the date written on in ink, and the paper was going a little yellow with the years. Delicately the bank manager held each cutting in his long thin white fingers as he read it.


The First Cutting


I, police constable Thomas Tulle was called from the police station by Mr Sterrill of 3, High Street, Welton, on November the first. Mr Sterrill arrived at the station on a bicycle. He was fully dressed but under his brown tweed overcoat I could see that he had on a white jacket. His hands were shaking and as he took off his gloves he said:


‘Doreen is dead.’


‘Come, sir,’ I said. ‘Pull yourself together. Take a seat.’


He sat down and started to pull on his gloves again.


‘Now, sir,’ I said, ‘Let’s hear what you’ve come to see us about.’


‘Doreen, my wife, is dead.’


‘Dead, then would it not have been better to have gone to the doctor’s first, Mr Sterrill, instead of coming here?’


‘I’ve telephoned the doctor. He’s there. He said that I’d better come along and tell you up here, so as to have things right.’


Well, by now I could see that Mrs Sterrill must indeed be dead and that I’d better go along quickly to High Street.


The doctor’s car was outside the house.


We went inside. The door leading off the hall to the dental surgery was open. We went into that room, for Dr Pathlabe was there and he called us in.


‘Tell us what the room was like,’ said the coroner.


It was a little room, sir, panelled in white with the windows facing out over the High Street. The windows covered over with a sort of gauze netting stuff. The usual dental instruments about the room. A small cupboard with glass doors and chromium forceps and syringes inside. Small bottles and the usual smell of such places. And the dental chair.


In the chair was Mrs Sterrill. She was hanging over the one arm of the chair, sir. Her one leg was all doubled up and crooked awkwardly just like a normal leg is after it’s been broken.


She was wearing a coloured housecoat. Her hair was done up with a bright ribbon at the back. Around her neck was draped the little serviette, very white, that dentists use to stop the splashing blood.


Dr Pathlabe told us she was dead.


Mr Sterrill went out into the hall as I went across to look at the face of his wife.


It was all twisted and drawn to the one side, the jaws clenched tightly together and with frothy foam at the mouth. It looked terrible, sir, just like somebody when they gnash their teeth in temper. Her face was set like that. I’ve seen many deaths but nothing quite like that face.


Dr Pathlabe told me to fetch the Inspector. So I did. And when he came he sent for the photographer and he came and took photos. After that we moved her out and to the mortuary up at the hospital.


The coroner spoke to his jury. ‘You will note that Mrs Sterrill died this morning. That she died in her husband’s dental chair. That she had a white serviette around her throat. That her face was contorted terribly. That her husband went to the police and that Mr Sterrill was greatly upset by the death of his wife. That the Inspector of Police came and was sufficiently impressed to get a photograph of the body taken in the position in which she had died.’


 


From another paper the next cutting, the paper slightly whiter, the headlines still on.


The Second Cutting


STATEMENT OF MR STERRILL


AT OPENING OF INQUEST


My wife had a lower molar which was abscessed and with the pulp canal gangrenous. She had allowed this to develop without telling me anything about it. But on the morning of the day before she died she told me. I inspected the tooth and put a dressing on it to ease the pain and reduce the inflammation. The next day I decided to try out a new technique for the treatment of such teeth. Briefly it was this. I intended to clean out the cavity and the pulp canal with needles. Then to flush out with peroxide of hundred-volumes strength followed by sodium hypochlorite solution alternately. Then to dry off with paper points. When the cavity was cleared, I intended to fill it with distilled water and then introduce one of the sulphanilamide drugs until the solution was saturated. Then I intended to put in a temporary filling. Now, according to professional reports there was every indication that this treatment would reduce the abscess and destroy all the infection. If necessary I intended to put on another dressing at the end of the week.


When my wife came to the surgery it was about half past ten. I noticed that her hands were trembling and that her face was flushed. She also complained that she felt very tired. Also all that day she had been tired.


Naturally I put this down to the pain from the tooth and the anxiety at the thought of the minor operation.


When she opened her mouth she complained that her jaws felt stiff. I noticed, too, that her tongue seemed to be pulled to the one side. I assumed this was the result of the pain in the lower jaw and the inflammation which was still there in spite of the previous day’s dressing.


It was after I had painted the gums that she complained of severe pain in the limbs. I thought that she was joking and carried on with the procedure up to the point of clearing out the socket and flooding the cavity with distilled water. It was then that she said the pain in her limbs had become very severe. I then stopped working and she said that she felt very cold and then very hot. Soon after this her jaws became locked and her face distorted. She went then into convulsions and quickly died.


I phoned Dr Pathlabe and he quickly came, and when he saw my wife he sent me up to the police station.


I have to assume that my wife died of acute tetanus infection. Recollecting back, I recall that she tore the skin of her hand while tidying up one of the window boxes upstairs a few days ago. I can only assume that she caught a tetanus infection from the soil, which entered her system by way of the injury to her hand. Probably the symptoms I recall during the time before her death were due to the tetanus infection and not, as I had supposed, to the infected tooth. The tetanus infection must have reached its climax when she was in the chair, and there she died.


 


The third cutting must have been at one time in the same report as the one given above. But it had been cut away and on the top had been pasted a small label. A label with a black heavy line around the edge, such as professional people use for labelling bottles of drugs, etc. Across the label was carefully printed, REPORT OF PATHOLOGIST.


The Third Cutting


I was called to the house of Mr Sterrill by telephone. He said something over the phone to the effect that his wife was ill, very ill. He mentioned, too, that it looked like tetanus and so I packed in my case some phials of anti-tetanus serum which I always kept in my kitchen refrigerator.


I arrived at the house and was shown in by Mr Sterrill to the surgery. He seemed very nervous and excited and when we entered the room he just pointed to the chair and said, ‘She’s dead!’


I went across and examined her. I checked her heart and her pupil reactions and by other conclusive medical tests ascertained that Mrs Sterrill was indeed dead.


Her body was twisted to the one side, half hanging over the leather arm of the chair. Her one hand was holding very tightly a small fold of her housecoat which she seemed to have gathered up in her palm. Her artificial limb was twisted to the one side and on later examination I found that the stump had become quite detached from the socket of the limb. Her whole body was tight and taut. Her face was drawn and twisted, and with the jaw muscles firmly fixed the tongue almost bitten through.


On the thumb of her right hand was a small bruise and the skin was punctured. The whole thumb seemed to be swollen slightly, although the limb did not seem to have the usual measure of inflammation present in this type of tetanus infection. For my first diagnosis was that Mrs Sterrill had died from tetanus, or what is more commonly known as ‘lock-jaw’.


Mr Sterrill informed the police on my suggestion. The body was removed to the hospital where I performed a post-mortem. The PM confirmed that Mrs Sterrill had indeed died of tetanus infection.










III


The last cutting was a very small one. The Bank Manager held it flat in his palm as he read it.


The Last Cutting


FUNERAL OF MRS STERRILL


Mrs Sterrill of 3, High Street, Welton, was buried yesterday in the churchyard of St Judes. As recorded elsewhere a verdict of accidental death was given at the Inquest. The service . . .


 


That was all.


The rest of the papers in the file were fastened together with a length of brown advertising twine, with the name of some small village stores on it. The manager undid the bow of the string and opened out the papers.


There were many papers, all written in a neat handwriting on a blue, expensive notepaper. The first page had the simple words, written in large letters with a red pencil: THE CONFESSION OF WILLIAM STERRILL


The bank manager looked at the first page a few moments before starting to read the inside sheets.


It always read as new, those mad words from that little dentist . . .










What Mr Sterrill Wrote


I


My life has known much fear.


Much in my early days at school. In the small school on the side of the hill in Wales, in the village where my father had been vicar. It was a boarding school and I was the only day boy there, pushed in on account of my father’s influence. The boys mostly the sons of well-to-do parents. Some with their fathers away in India. Who sent their sons to this school in the mountains where the advert said that there was plenty of fresh air and fresher food. In that school I was nicknamed the Day Boy. But after a time that became stale as another day boy arrived, and so afterwards I was called Prayer Book in honour of my reverend father. And that name followed me throughout the school until I reached the Sixth Form, and by then I was known as just PB. I answered like a well-trained dog to that name. The time was once when the games master had called me PB when he had forgotten my name, William Sterrill.


The boy who was always afraid.


Afraid of doing my homework in case the others hadn’t done it, for then I would be a traitor. Afraid of not doing my homework for then I would be in disgrace and get punishment. I seldom played games. The fear of being floored at football and the hard ball at cricket were always with me. And when they forced me to play football all the other boys would kick me and the games master would never blow the whistle and call foul.


Examinations didn’t worry me so much. I could pass them easily although I seldom swotted.


When I started in that school my fear was evident. My eyes would move right and left. ‘Shifty’ that’s what one master called me once. But by the time I left the school my fear was turned around and buried deep inside me. There it seemed to ferment and there were days when it frothed up from the hard core that was always there. Frothed up and almost bubbled over. So that it was hard and difficult to stay and not run away. To run away from nothing . . .


I knew that it would be useless to run for I would only carry it with me.


And so it was harder to bear on the last day of school than the first. My fear was deep inside me. No master could readily say ‘That boy is afraid,’ or one of the boys say ‘Old PB is scared stiff.’ But I knew that my fear was buried so deep that it would take a long time to get it out of me. It would always be with me, no matter if I ran or stayed.










II


And then came the days at college. For the first two years my life was misery. For I worried about one thing only. The day when I would have to do my first extraction, take out the first tooth of my first patient. The other dental students laughed and never worried about this thing. They always said, leave the patient to worry. It’s much more his worry, they said.
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