
[image: Cover]


Critics praise Andrew Taylor:

‘Taylor is a major thriller talent’

Time Out

‘There is no doubting Mr Taylor’s talent . . . exciting, readable and thoroughly amoral’

Daily Telegraph

‘Mr Taylor is a sophisticated writer with a high degree of literary expertise’

The New York Times Book Review

‘As Andrew Taylor triumphantly proves, there is still room for excellence’

Irish Times

‘Taylor pitches extreme and gothic events within a hair’s breadth of normality’

Times Literary Supplement

‘Taylor generates an electric atmosphere’

Daily Mail


Also by Andrew Taylor

The Lydmouth Series

An Air That Kills

The Lover of the Grave

The Suffocating Night

Where Roses Fade

Death’s Own Door

Call the Dying

Naked to the Hangman

The William Dougal Series

Caroline Minuscule

Waiting for the End of the World

Our Fathers’ Lies

An Old School Tie

Freelance Death

Blood Relation

The Sleeping Policeman

Odd Man Out 

The Roth Trilogy

The Four Last Things

The Judgement of Strangers

The Office of the Dead

The Blaines Novels

The Second Midnight

Blacklist 

Toyshop

A Stain on the Silence

The Barred Window

The Raven on the Water

The American Boy 

Bleeding Heart Square

The Anatomy of Ghosts


About the author

A bestselling crime writer, Andrew Taylor has also worked as a boatbuilder, wages clerk, librarian, labourer and publisher’s reader. He has written many prize-winning crime novels and thrillers, including the William Dougal crime series, the Lydmouth crime series and the ground-breaking Roth Trilogy. Andrew Taylor lives with his wife in the Forest of Dean, on the borders of England and Wales.

To find out more, visit Andrew’s website, 

www.andrew-taylor.co.uk.


THE MORTAL SICKNESS

Andrew Taylor

[image: Logo Missing]

www.hodder.co.uk


First published in Great Britain in 1995 by Hodder & Stoughton

An Hachette UK company

Copyright © Andrew Taylor 1995

The right of Andrew Taylor to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead is purely coincidental.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

Ebook ISBN 978 1 444 76493 2

Paperback ISBN 978 0 340 61714 4

Hodder & Stoughton Ltd

338 Euston Road

London NW1 3BH

www.hodder.co.uk


For Irene and Shahid


The Principal Characters

JILL FRANCIS – A journalist on the Lydmouth Gazette

RICHARD THORNHILL – Detective Inspector

RAYMOND WILLIAMSON – Detective Superintendent, County CID

BRIAN KIRBY – Detective Sergeant

NORMAN WILSON – Detective Constable

PC PORTER – Lydmouth Division; Uniform Branch

SERGEANT FOWLES – Lydmouth Division; Uniform Branch

CHARLOTTE WEMYSS-BROWN – owner of the Lydmouth Gazette

PHILIP WEMYSS-BROWN – husband of Charlotte; editor of the Gazette

MISS AMY GWYN-THOMAS – Philip Wemyss-Brown’s secretary

SIR ANTHONY RUISPIDGE, Bt – of Clearland Court

SOPHIA, LADY RUISPIDGE – his wife

JEMIMA OREPOOL – his niece

GILES NEWTON – agent to the Ruispidge Estate; churchwarden

CHRISSIE NEWTON – his wife

THE REVEREND ALEC SUTTON – Vicar of St John’s, Lydmouth

MARY SUTTON – his wife

THE VENERABLE SIMON DAVIS – the Archdeacon of Lydmouth

VICTOR YOULGREAVE – churchwarden

MRS ABBERLEY – formerly housekeeper at the Vicarage

IVOR FUGGLE – a journalist on the Post

“BOMBER” LANCASTER – manager of the Bull Hotel

MR QUALE – factotum at the Bull Hotel

MRS ETHEL MILKWALL – of Broadwell Drive

JEAN JONES – daughter of Sergeant Kirby’s landlady


Part One
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Jill knew at once that the woman was dead. The knowledge struck her like a revelation, absolute and unassailable. Her certainty had something to do with the woman’s grotesquely abandoned pose and something to do with the smell in the little room, which reminded her not unpleasantly of compost and incense.

The Reverend Alec Sutton sucked air through his teeth in a lingering hiss. He half-turned in the vestry doorway, spreading his elbows like a pair of wings in an attempt to prevent Jill from seeing what lay inside. His plump face was pale, his eyes huge behind the gold-rimmed glasses.

‘There’s been an accident, Miss Francis. Would you run across to the Vicarage and ask my wife to ring the doctor?’

Jill craned past Sutton’s arm. The woman lay on her back in the far right-hand corner of the vestry. One of her knees was bent, and the skirt of her flowered dress had ridden up. Over the dress was an unbuttoned coat the colour of milk chocolate. You could see the ribbed top of a stocking with a triangle of white thigh above it, and a handful of dark, curling hairs on the skin. Jill glimpsed a pink, lacy suspender – an oddly decorative touch in an outfit so clearly chosen with practicality in mind.

‘The doctor, Miss Francis,’ the vicar prompted.

The woman had fallen with her head propped against the wall, which gave her an incongruous appearance of alertness. She was wearing gloves. The pallor of her face contrasted sharply with the dull and improbable black of the hair that had escaped from the headscarf. The eyes were open, cloudy blue with dilated pupils. The mouth gaped too, revealing grey fillings, well-brushed teeth and the pink intimacies of the gums and the tongue. On the wall above her was a memorial tablet flanked by smirking cherubs, each with a stone cornucopia balanced precariously on his head.

‘Who is it?’ Jill asked.

‘Her name is Catherine Kymin. Now please hurry.’

Jill blurted, ‘But she’s dead.’

‘Perhaps. But phone for the doctor. Run.’

Sutton probably knew far more about death than she did, Jill realised: in a manner of speaking it was part of his job. She turned and bolted out of the vestry.

It was such a pleasant church, she thought with a sense of outrage – tall, large and well lit, with aisles almost as wide as the nave. The sunlight caught the brass eagle of the lectern and converted it into glittering gold, so bright that it hurt the eyes. Behind the eagle stood the facing rows of richly carved, late-mediaeval choir stalls, stately and silent like disapproving witnesses. One of the stained glass windows threw a patch of reddish-purple like a pool of blood on the floor of the south aisle. She swerved round the font to avoid it. Motes of golden dust danced in the air.

To her surprise she wanted to justify herself to Mr Sutton: to explain that her curiosity had not been idle: it was part of her job to be curious, just as it was part of his to know about death.

The iron latch on the south door was cold to the touch, cold as charity, cold as death. She wondered whether the church was locked at night.

The door closed behind her. She stumbled over the worn flagstones of the porch into the sunlit churchyard. Time seemed to have slowed and the workings of her mind to have accelerated. The warmth of the outside world was a pleasant contrast to the cool of the church. She followed the path round the west tower. The northern side of the churchyard sloped away before her. Everything was so strangely normal. The colours were supernaturally crisp and fresh: the blue sky, the grey stones, the yellow lichen, the green of the cropped grass and the darker green of the yews, and beyond the lych gate the flaking cream façade of the Vicarage.

Jill ran down the path to the gate. Once she tripped and nearly fell, and she managed to graze her hand against the gatepost; it was as if her mind and her body were no longer operating entirely in tandem. A stone angel stared down at her from his perch on a tomb, and for a split second she thought he was smiling at her. I must be going mad, she thought, for some part of her mind was still capable of standing aside and observing her thoughts and actions with clinical interest.

The road seemed empty. But when Jill ran across she heard the frantic ringing of a bell. A butcher’s delivery boy swerved to avoid her, and the wheels of his bicycle collided with the kerb. He was a fat youth with short red hair and a neck like a ham. He shouted something at her as he rode off but she could distinguish only the outrage.

‘Oh, do be quiet,’ Jill called over her shoulder.

The panelled front door of the Vicarage had been recently painted yellow, a cheerful colour precisely suited to this sunny June morning. The brass door furniture was in need of a clean, a task for servants who no longer existed. She twisted the heavy handle and charged into the house.

At the time she barely registered what she saw. Her mind, however, continued to record everything with the eidetic clarity of shock. She was in a square, stone-flagged hall. There were stairs to the right with a passage beyond; and to the left and in front of her were four white-painted doors, all closed. Directly opposite the front door was a cast-iron fireplace with a blue-and-white tiled surround.

A small woman with close-cropped brown hair was standing by the fireplace. She was reading a letter on blue paper, and her pale face wore an expression of intense concentration. All this Jill must have observed in a flash because, as soon as she entered, the woman’s head snapped round.

‘What is it?’ She crumpled the letter in her hand. ‘Who are you?’

‘Mr Sutton sent me.’ Jill’s voice emerged in a gabble, the syllables clattering together like a goods train rattling over points. ‘There’s a woman in the church.’ She was for the moment unable to find words for the enormity of what was in the vestry. ‘He said to fetch a doctor.’

‘You must be the journalist from the Gazette. Miss Francis, isn’t it? I’m Mrs Sutton – Mary Sutton. Sit down while I telephone the doctor.’

Jill sat down more suddenly than intended on the leather chair beside the fireplace. Mrs Sutton opened one of the doors. In the room beyond, Jill saw bookshelves, a desk and a large watercolour of an unfamiliar church. Mary Sutton picked up the phone on the desk. Jill stared down at her hands and stretched her fingers until they hurt to prove to herself that she was still alive.

‘Ambulance,’ Mrs Sutton said into the phone.

Jill lifted her head. ‘And police, I think.’

‘And police,’ Mrs Sutton echoed, still calm.

‘It looked as if she’d been attacked in the church,’ Jill went on. ‘Hit over the head or something. She’s in the vestry under the tower.’

Sentence by sentence Mary Sutton relayed what Jill told her.

‘Her name’s Catherine Kymin,’ Jill concluded. ‘I think she may be dead.’

Mary Sutton repeated this last piece of information in an impassive voice. A moment later she came back into the hall. ‘I’d better go over to the church. Would you like to stay here? Shall I fetch someone to sit with you?’

‘There’s no need.’

Mrs Sutton opened another door and went into another room. For a few seconds she was out of sight. Jill heard what sounded like a key turning in a lock. When Mrs Sutton reappeared, she was carrying a handbag.

‘Are you sure you’ll be all right?’

‘Yes, thank you. Would you mind if I make a telephone call? I should let my editor know where I am.’

‘Of course. Use the extension in here.’

She ushered Jill into the study and left her alone. The room smelled of pipe smoke and old paper. There was a crucifix on the mantelpiece. Jill felt faint and had to support herself on the desk. She worked her way round and collapsed in the vicar’s swivel chair. She picked up the telephone receiver and dialled the number of Philip’s private line.

There was a click at the other end. A genteel voice wished Jill good morning and identified itself as the Gazette.

‘Miss Gwyn-Thomas? This is Jill Francis. May I speak to Mr Wemyss-Brown?’

‘I am afraid that won’t be possible. He is engaged. Would you like me to take a message?’

Jill thought quickly. It was Monday morning. Philip had his weekly meeting with the advertising manager on Monday mornings. He was almost certainly in the latter’s office, smoking cigarettes and talking about the weekend’s golf.

‘I’m afraid it’s urgent,’ Jill said, carefully matching Miss Gwyn-Thomas’s icy politeness. ‘Please fetch him at once. He is not going to be pleased if the Post gets this story first.’

There was a short but pregnant silence at the other end of the line. The Gazette’s rivalry with the Post went back almost fifty years to the first decade of the century. Jill could have invoked no greater threat. As Philip had once remarked with an uncharacteristic lack of charity, Miss Gwyn-Thomas considered herself wedded to the interests of the Gazette because she could find no one else to marry her. Jill thought privately that Miss Gwyn-Thomas would really have preferred to be wedded to Philip, but she kept this thought to herself.

‘I’ll see what I can do,’ Miss Gwyn-Thomas said. ‘But on your head be it, Miss Francis.’

While she waited Jill stared out of the window, which looked out on the road. There was no sign of the police. Somewhere in the house a clock ticked like a beating heart. She glanced round the room. The furniture in the study was shabby and old, but not old enough to be valuable. How could you run a house this size on a clergyman’s income, let alone furnish it as it deserved to be furnished? There was a pile of unread copies of the Church Times on one corner of the desk. An overflowing ashtray rested on the minutes of the Parochial Church Council. Directly behind the blotter were two photographs in black lacquer frames: a head-and-shoulders studio shot of a much younger Mrs Sutton wearing a ball gown and staring defiantly at the camera, her fine features drawn into a frown; and a snapshot of two boys in caps and blazers on a railway platform.

At last she heard Philip’s heavy footsteps approaching the phone, and the sound of his voice demanding a cup of coffee from Miss Gwyn-Thomas.

‘Jill. What can I do for you? Have you got the measurements?’

‘What measurements?’

‘The chalice, of course.’

Jill remembered, as if across a vast chasm of time past, her reason for coming to St John’s: to measure the Lydmouth Chalice. Philip’s wife needed the dimensions for her wretched little article. Charlotte was either too dignified or too lazy to obtain the information herself – so she’d told Philip to ask Jill to do it for her. It had not been simply a matter of convenience, Jill suspected: Charlotte’s pulling rank was also designed to stress the fact to both her husband and to Jill that she was the owner of the Gazette.

‘Something’s happened,’ Jill said quickly. ‘Have you got a pad?’

She described as precisely as she could what she and the vicar had found in the church. She omitted a few details – the rucked-up dress and the dyed black hair among them; the dead deserved their dignity.

‘I’m phoning from the Vicarage,’ she finished. ‘I thought I’d go over to the church now.’

‘Are you all right?’ Philip asked. ‘Why don’t I collect you in the car?’

‘I’d rather stay here.’

‘Are you sure you feel up to it?’ Underneath the concern in his voice there was a layer of excitement: this was the stuff of journalistic romance, the first hint of a story which might reach the nationals. ‘Shall I come over and join you?’

‘I don’t think there’s any point at the moment. And would it be wise? I’m on the spot as a witness. But if you turn up with press written all over you, it may not go down well.’

‘With the police, you mean?’

‘Yes. Actually, I was really thinking of the Suttons.’

‘You know best – but phone me as soon as you can.’

Jill put down the phone and rubbed her forehead. She sensed Philip’s excitement and part of her shared it. Another part of her worried that she should be making a living out of other people’s suffering.

She picked up her handbag and went out into the sunshine. The road was still empty apart from two parked cars near the High Street end. Church Street itself, though so near the town centre, was a relative backwater. She was tempted to linger in the safe, sun-filled churchyard but forced herself to go straight into the church.

The vestry occupied the ground floor of the tower at the west end, separated from the nave by a heavy wooden partition. The Suttons were sitting side by side on the pew nearest the vestry door. Their heads turned towards her in unison. Mary Sutton’s right hand lay on the seat between them, and the vicar’s left hand rested protectively on top of it. Apart from the setting, their pose was eerily normal: they might have been waiting for a bus.

‘The police should be here soon,’ Jill said brightly.

Mrs Sutton nodded. No one spoke. Jill was aware of her heart beating like the Vicarage clock. The thoughts pulsed through her mind. A building as old as this must be full of the dead, row upon row, century after century; some with names, most without; flesh, bones, dust and ashes. Only three or four yards away, Jill estimated, was a freshly dead woman. The knowledge filled her with foreboding. Something had recently gone, someone who could never return; and one day Jill herself would go and not return. She rubbed her arms. Why me? Why couldn’t someone else have found the stupid woman? The chill in the air had already raised goose pimples on the bare skin. Her eyes drifted towards the closed door of the vestry. She noticed that there were splinters of fresh, bright wood around the lock and on the jamb beside it.

‘Someone broke in?’ Jill asked, as much to break the silence as to hear the answer.

Sutton’s hand tightened over his wife’s. ‘That’s what it looks like.’

‘The chalice?’

‘It’s gone.’

The creak of the latch on the south door took them all by surprise. Two men hurried into the church. Jill recognised the elder of them at once: Detective Inspector Richard Thornhill of the Lydmouth CID. He was a slim man with dark hair and a narrow, intent face. He glanced quickly round the church, saw the three of them by the vestry door and strode towards them with the younger man almost running behind him; their heels clashed like hammer blows on the stone floor.

For a second Thornhill looked straight at Jill. She sensed the anger behind his neat, regular features and knew that it was directed at her. They were both recent arrivals in Lydmouth but they had already discovered a talent for disagreeing with each other. It occurred to her, not for the first time, that if he didn’t look so cross, he would be quite a good-looking man. His dark pin-stripe suit was reasonably well-cut and made him look more like a solicitor than a policeman. He was carrying grey gloves and a black homburg hat.

The vicar and his wife stood up.

‘Are you the police?’ Sutton said.

‘Of course he is, dear,’ Mary Sutton said. ‘He’s Mrs Thornhill’s husband, remember? He was at the patronal service yesterday.’

‘I was expecting a constable. Someone in uniform.’ Sutton blinked. ‘I’m afraid something terrible has happened.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Thornhill’s eyes darted to and fro. ‘This is Detective Constable Wilson.’

The younger policeman tried the effect of a smile. He was indeed very young, with thin, tight lips and small eyes permanently narrowed as though trying to calculate the value of everything they saw.

‘You know my wife, I think,’ Alec Sutton said, clinging to the social niceties like a lifeline in a rough sea. ‘And this is—’

‘Miss Francis and I have already met. I understand that someone has been hurt.’

‘I think you’ll find hurt is an understatement, Inspector,’ Sutton said, his voice suddenly crisp. ‘Our chalice is missing too.’

‘The mediaeval one?’

Sutton nodded. ‘Is the doctor—’

‘He’s on his way, sir.’ Thornhill turned to Mrs Sutton. ‘Would you go back to the Vicarage with Miss Francis? I’d like to talk to you later but I don’t think I need trouble you now.’

‘I’ll put the kettle on,’ Mary Sutton said to no one in particular.

The two women left the church. Jill was aware of the silence behind them – the men waiting until the women were out of the way before they got down to business; it infuriated her.

A silent command must have passed from Thornhill to Wilson: Jill heard hurried footsteps behind them; the young constable shot across the church like a startled rabbit and reached the south door just in time to hold it open for them.

Neither of the women spoke until they were out in the sunshine.

‘So that’s Lydmouth’s answer to Sherlock Holmes, is it?’ Mary Sutton’s voice was so dry that it was impossible to tell whether she was joking. ‘As a journalist you must see quite a lot of him.’

‘I’ve not been in Lydmouth long,’ Jill said, avoiding the question. ‘Nor has he, come to that.’

‘Quite a formidable man. Just as well, I suppose. Have you met his wife?’

Jill shook her head.

‘She’s rather nice. We often see her and the children – they’ve two dear little children, a boy and a girl. He doesn’t usually come to church – I suppose his work must make it rather difficult – but he managed it yesterday. Though of course I didn’t really notice him, what with the church being so full and worrying about the lunch and trying to remember the names of all the visitors’ wives.’ She stopped talking and looked up at Jill. ‘Sorry. I’m talking too much. It’s the shock, I think. I made my husband open the vestry door.’

‘Because seeing the reality was better than letting the imagination run riot?’

‘Exactly. That poor woman.’ Mary Sutton squeezed her lips together as if trying to hold something back. ‘It’s rather ironic, actually.’

There was a sudden hiatus in the conversation – it lasted no more than a couple of seconds; just long enough for Jill to wonder why Mrs Sutton had used the word ‘ironic’.

‘Luckily he understood about my wanting to see for myself.’ Mrs Sutton held open the gate to the road. For an instant her control crumbled. ‘Oh, dear. I know it’s selfish of me but I do wish this hadn’t happened. Everything went so splendidly yesterday.’

‘I know. These things come out of a blue sky. There’s no warning.’

‘And poor Miss Kymin. That’s the real tragedy. I keep forgetting she’s – I can’t take it in somehow.’

‘Did you know her well?’

Again there was a tiny hesitation, a hint of calculation. ‘Not really. She was a regular churchgoer but we didn’t see much of her outside church.’

They crossed the road. To the right of the Vicarage was a pair of black gates, and on the right of the gates was the gable wall of an outbuilding which butted against a low cottage whose front door opened on to the pavement. A curtain twitched at one of the upstairs windows. One of the neighbours was monitoring the unusual comings and goings at the church.

‘Tea,’ muttered Mrs Sutton to herself. ‘The ritual response to crisis. I wonder what they did before they had tea.’

Jill hesitated in the doorway. ‘Mrs Sutton? I should really see my editor.’

‘Of course – you have a job to do.’ It was a statement of fact, neither approving nor dismissive. ‘But what about Mr Thornhill? I thought he wanted us both to stay here.’

‘There’s nothing I could tell him that you and Mr Sutton couldn’t. I’ll see him later. In any case I’ll probably be back by the time he wants to see us.’ Jill added mendaciously, ‘I’m sure he’ll understand.’

She wondered if she had imagined the flash of amusement in Mrs Sutton’s eyes. The two women said goodbye. The door of the Vicarage closed. Jill walked briskly down Church Street.

‘Excuse me, miss.’

Jill stopped sharply. The voice was little louder than a whisper. It appeared to come from a vacant spot a few inches away from her elbow.

The door of the cottage by the gates was now standing open. An old woman hovered on the threshold, her face in shadow. She was small, plump and hunched over, with a snout-like nose poking towards Jill; she wore an apron over a long dark dress.

‘What is it?’

‘Trouble at the church, is there?’

‘There’s been an accident.’

The old woman stepped on to the pavement. ‘If it’s just an accident, what’s the police doing? I know that man – his picture was in the paper. He’s an inspector.’

‘I’m sorry. There’s nothing I can tell you.’

‘You was white as a sheet the first time you come out of the church.’

The woman stretched out a hand with long, horny nails. Jill sidestepped with undignified urgency to prevent the fingers touching her arm. Without another word she walked as fast as she could towards the High Street.

‘I was only asking,’ the woman called after her. ‘No harm in that, is there?’
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‘I suppose you’ll have to summon one of those body snatchers from Cardiff,’ Dr Bayswater said, turning away from the huddle of flesh and clothes. ‘And he’ll cut her up at vast expense to the public purse and then turn round and tell you that she died because someone knocked her on the head with a blunt instrument. It’s called modem science. Marvellous, isn’t it?’

Bayswater had ragged grey hair and a badly shaven face; he wore frayed trousers, a grubby collar and a shirt which had lost at least two of its buttons. He spoke, however, with a beautifully modulated voice which would not have been out of place on a West End stage before the war. His accent and his appearance were permanently at odds with each other.

He paused by the door of the vestry. ‘Can’t stand churches. If there’s a God, why doesn’t he stop that sort of thing, eh?’ He jerked his thumb at the body of Miss Kymin. ‘And in his own house, too. Tut, tut.’

When Bayswater had gone, Thornhill lingered in the vestry. The vicar and DC Wilson were waiting for him in the nave, but he refused to hurry. Soon the building would be full of policemen, talking, measuring, photographing, fingerprinting and taking samples. A little later the journalists would gather outside the church, parasites hungry to feed from the corpse. But for a moment there was peace of a sort, a time to gather first impressions.

He stared down at the body. He didn’t recognise Miss Kymin’s face, though yesterday morning they had been under the same roof: during the patronal service he could have turned his head and seen her alive. The building had been packed for the celebration of the feast day of the church’s patron saint. But perhaps he would not have noticed her even if he had turned his head. She was ugly in death and he did not think he would have found her in any way attractive in life. Why did she have to get herself killed in Lydmouth? For an instant he glimpsed the murky depths of his own arrogance and disliked himself accordingly: self-disgust fuelled his anger at the murder of this harmless middle-aged woman and increased his determination to find the killer. Handbag, he thought, his mind sliding off on a tangent: she must have had a handbag.

He stepped back and looked up at the dusty marble tablet on the wall above the body. It commemorated the virtues of Sir Thomas Ruispidge, who had died almost two hundred years earlier.


Under this stone interr’d doth lie,

The Mirrour of true Charitie,

To God, his Friends, & Country dear,

The poores Supporter farr & near . . .



Thornhill shrugged, an automatic response to Ruispidges past and present, and glanced at the freestanding safe, whose door stood ajar. It was about five feet high and two and a half feet wide and deep. The iron was painted British racing green and the fittings were made of brass, dull with years of neglect.

The excitement was affecting Thornhill like a drug: his mind raced; he felt physically lighter; urgency dominated his mind like a desire to scratch an itch. He went outside. Wilson and the clergyman were sitting at opposite ends of the pew nearest the vestry door. Wilson leapt to his feet when he saw Thornhill. Sutton remained where he was; his lips were moving, perhaps in prayer.

‘Can you tell me where Miss Kymin lived?’ Thornhill asked.

The vicar looked up. ‘A cul-de-sac off the Chepstow Road. I can find you the address if you like.’

‘Did you know her well?’

‘Not really. We’ve only been here since January. I believe she and her mother moved down from London about eighteen months ago.’

Thornhill would have preferred to pace up and down but he forced himself to sit down beside Sutton. ‘So the mother is the next-of-kin?’

‘Was the next-of-kin, Inspector. I’m afraid she died just before Easter. It was very sudden.’

Thornhill glanced quickly at the vicar, wondering if an insinuation lurked beneath the surface of the last remark. Probably not, he decided, though he always found it difficult to be certain what was going on in a clergyman’s mind; he didn’t entirely understand what made a priest tick.

‘Would you mind if Wilson takes notes, sir?’

‘Why should I?’

Wilson sat down in the pew in front of the two older men, opened his notebook and licked the point of his pencil.

‘Was there any reason for Miss Kymin to be in the church when there wasn’t a service?’ Thornhill spoke slowly, for Wilson’s shorthand was as yet an unknown quantity. ‘Did she arrange the flowers or something like that?’

Sutton shook his head. ‘But people do drop in, of course. To pray.’

‘Quite so.’ There was a pause. ‘Then when did you last see her? At the service yesterday?’

‘Yes, I think so. I’m not sure if she came to the lunch afterwards. My wife would know.’

There was a momentary silence. The church smelled of old damp, new polish and yesterday’s incense. This, Thornhill knew, was the lull before the storm.

‘You were with Miss Francis when you found the body, I understand? Is she – ah – active in the church?’

‘No. She works for the Gazette. But of course you know her.’

‘What was she doing here?’

‘She wanted some information about the chalice for an article they’re doing. She telephoned me to make an appointment. I had to fetch the chalice this morning in any case. I was going to take it back to the bank.’

‘How big is it?’

‘That’s one of the things Miss Francis wanted to know. Unusually large for a mediaeval one. Ten or twelve inches high, I suppose, and five or six inches in diameter at the top.’

‘Do you happen to know how much it’s worth?’

‘Not really.’

‘You must have some idea. A hundred pounds? Five hundred?’

Sutton spoke slowly, refusing to be hurried: ‘It’s valued for insurance at twelve hundred and fifty. If it were sold through Sotheby’s or Christie’s, it would almost certainly go for much more. It’s probably late-thirteenth-century, and it’s unique. How do you put a price on something like that?’

‘When did you last see it?’

‘At evensong. As you know we used it for the patronal mass in the morning. Afterwards I put it away in the safe with the collection money. We had another collection at evensong, and I opened the safe to leave the money there. At the same time I put the chalice back in its case. I didn’t have time to do that before lunch.’

‘You remember locking the safe?’

‘No. But I am sure I did. It’s a matter of routine. I leave the keys in the lock. Every time I shut the safe door I turn the key before I take it out.’

‘Was the collection money gone too?’

Sutton nodded.

‘So when did you leave the church after evensong?’

‘At about ten to six, I suppose. I was the last to leave.’

‘And you locked up?’

‘Of course. I pulled the vestry door shut behind me as I left – it’s a Yale lock so it engages by itself. And I left the church by the south door.’

‘What about the keys?’

‘We have three for the south door. I keep one permanently at the Vicarage, and one of the churchwardens has another. The third we leave on a ledge in the porch.’ Sutton saw the expression on Thornhill’s face and hurried on. ‘It’s one of those enormous cast iron things about seven inches long. You can’t carry it around in your pocket. Besides, sometimes it’s convenient for people who need to use the church when it’s locked. Authorised people, I mean – our organist, for example, or the cleaners.’

‘Are there other doors?’

‘Only one.’ He waved his hand up the church. ‘On the north wall – just before the Lady Chapel. We keep it permanently locked and bolted.’

Thornhill glanced at Wilson, who was breathing heavily as he jotted down his notes; the point of his pencil gouged tracks in the paper. It was rather like watching someone trying to play a piano with a claw hammer.

‘Keys for the vestry and the safe: what about those?’

‘Three of each. I’ve a set.’ Sutton patted his trouser pocket. ‘Both my churchwardens have keys to the vestry, and one of them has a key for the safe as well. We keep the third safe key at the bank.’

‘Which bank?’

‘Barclays in the High Street. And the churchwardens are Victor Youlgreave and Giles Newton.’

‘Mr Newton’s the agent for the Ruispidge Estate, isn’t he? I’ve met him. And Mr Youlgreave?’

‘He has the house with the green railings further down Church Street.’

‘And which of them has the safe key?’

‘Mr Newton.’

Thornhill looked at his watch and stood up. He walked up the church to the door by the Lady Chapel. It was locked and bolted. He bent down: there were cobwebs in the lock. He turned to face Sutton.

‘You didn’t return to the church until you came with Miss Francis?’

Again Sutton nodded.

‘Did anyone else?’ He raised his voice to make himself heard, and the acoustics of the church gave it a disconcertingly unfamiliar resonance. ‘Were you expecting anyone? A cleaner?’

‘No one.’ Sutton rubbed the shiny knees of his trousers. ‘I shouldn’t have let them keep the church key outside. Probably half the population of Lydmouth knew where it was kept.’ He shook his head slowly, his face bemused and sad. ‘I imagine someone must have broken in to steal what he could get. And Miss Kymin caught him at it, and he lashed out.’ Sutton stared down the church at Thornhill. ‘But what puzzles me is why Miss Kymin was here in the first place.’

The latch creaked once more. The lull was over: the storm had begun. Superintendent Raymond Williamson shouldered the door open. Hands in pockets, he stared round the church until he found Thornhill.

‘Well?’ he said. ‘Where’s this body, then?’
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The clock on St John’s church slowly chimed the hour as Jill ran up the stairs of the early-Victorian building that housed the Gazette. On the eleventh and last stroke she arrived panting in the outer room of the editor’s office.

Miss Gwyn-Thomas lifted her head from her tall black typewriter and peered through the fog of cigarette smoke at Jill. The secretary’s distinguishing feature was a long thin nose which began in the orthodox fashion at right angles to the rest of her face but swung to the left about two-thirds down. The nose thickened into a small fleshy knob at the end, which was why younger members of the Gazette’s staff called her ‘Bobble’ behind her back.

‘You’re to go straight in.’

She lowered her head over her typing. From this angle Jill had a view of the long hair piled in a greasy bun on top of the secretary’s head. Jill tapped on the door of the inner office and turned the handle. Philip scrambled to his feet and came round the desk towards her, his arms outstretched as though intending to pick her up.

‘You look as if you’ve seen a ghost. Miss Gwyn-Thomas, put the kettle on, would you? Have some tea or coffee, Jill – lots of sugar. Or would you prefer some brandy?’

Jill declined everything. Philip ushered her to an armchair. Jill was aware that Miss Gwyn-Thomas was observing his behaviour with keen and hostile interest. Usually Philip treated Jill with an uncharacteristic gruffness when they were at the office. They were both aware of the risks of attracting accusations of favouritism. After six months neither of them had completely adapted to the fact that the Wemyss-Browns were now Jill’s employers as well as friends; nor had their other employees.

When the door was closed, Jill swiftly brought Philip up to date.

‘So it’s definitely murder?’ he asked when she had finished. He was back behind his desk, taking notes.

‘What else can it be?’

‘And the safe?’

‘I didn’t get a good look. But Sutton told Thornhill that the chalice had been stolen.’

‘Lucky, that.’ Philip looked up with a smile. ‘Thanks to Charlotte we’ve all the background information we need. Even a photograph. The chalice makes it a better story in fact: apparently it’s a Welsh national treasure.’

‘No one mentioned that to me.’

‘It’s only a theory. Charlotte says there’s an entry in Edward I’s Jewel Roll. After he’d conquered Wales, he had a chalice made from the seals and plate of the last native prince and his family. One historian thinks it might be the Lydmouth Chalice. No proof, of course, but it makes a damn good story.’ He hesitated for an instant, then abruptly changed the subject. ‘How did Sutton strike you?’

‘Difficult to know. I didn’t see enough of him. High Church, the conscientious type, a little overweight. His wife seems nice.’

‘They’ve only been here a few months. Some of his changes have upset people. The smells and bells and so on. Did you ever meet Carter, the previous chap? He was a very different kettle of fish.’ Philip was rambling as he often did when he was thinking hard, words and thoughts pursuing different quarries. ‘According to Charlotte the parish has split into two camps. There’s a lot of bad feeling.’ He looked at Jill, his eyes hard and bright. ‘In fact I had one of those poison pen letters about Sutton at the end of last week. Nasty things.’

‘What did you do with it?’

‘The usual.’ Philip nodded towards the grey filing cabinet in the corner of the room. ‘I lock them away. Often it’s a singleton, you know, and after a few months I can throw it out. But if we get more from the same source I pass them to the police. The hardest thing is forgetting what they say.’

Philip pushed back his chair and stood up, patting the pockets of his jacket. The day was warming up and his cheeks were pink and shiny. Jill noticed with a tiny pang of sadness that his body was growing too large for his clothes: his neck pressed against his collar and his stomach bulged over the waistband of his grey flannel trousers. Philip was aging, and so therefore was she. Suddenly cold, she hugged herself, wishing she had accepted the brandy. We all end in the same place, she thought, and her mind filled with an unwanted picture of what she had seen in the vestry.

‘Time to call in an expert.’ Philip opened the door of the office. ‘Miss Gwyn-Thomas – could you spare us a moment?’

The sound of typing had stopped some time ago. Miss Gwyn-Thomas was tidying the stationery cupboard, which stood against the wall close to Philip’s door. Jill wondered if she had been listening. The secretary seized her shorthand pad and hurried into the office.

Philip perched on his desk and selected a cigarette from his case. ‘It occurred to me that you might be able to give us some background information on St John’s and Miss Kymin.’ He turned to Jill. ‘Miss Gwyn-Thomas is practically the horse’s mouth.’

His secretary stared at the carpet. ‘I’m not one to gossip, sir.’

‘Nor am I. This isn’t gossip – it’s work.’ He flicked his lighter and a pale flame danced on the petrol-soaked wick. ‘Did you know Miss Kymin?’

‘Not very well. She struck me as a bit of a flibbertigibbet.’

Philip coughed out his first lungful of smoke. ‘In what way?’

Miss Gwyn-Thomas rubbed the end of her nose as if trying to straighten out the kink. ‘Well – when Mr Sutton first came, she was very enthusiastic about genuflexion and so forth. Especially after her mother died. I think she even went to confession. But recently she’s not been quite so pally with him.’ She paused and added meaningfully, ‘She’d started sitting with Mrs Abberley.’

‘The previous vicar’s housekeeper,’ Philip explained to Jill. ‘She lives in a cottage near the Vicarage.’

‘I think I saw her this morning.’

‘You’ve probably read one or two of her letters.’

‘Letters?’ Jill’s mind was still running on the anonymous ones.

‘Mrs Abberley writes to the Gazette at least once a week. Occasionally we print one of her letters. We had one the other day in fact, saying that Sutton’s patronal festival was a Papist blasphemy and the Bishop ought to ban it. That was one of the ones we didn’t print.’

‘Mrs Abberley was a great supporter of Mr Carter and his views,’ Miss Gwyn-Thomas said primly. ‘And she’s not alone in that, I may say.’

‘No doubt,’ Philip murmured, exhaling smoke. ‘By the way, did Miss Kymin have any particular friends? Apart from Mrs Abberley.’

‘Not that I know of. She met people through church, of course, but they weren’t exactly friends, if you know what I mean. Even Mrs Abberley. Of course Miss Kymin hadn’t been here long, and in any case at first she was very taken up with her mother.’

‘Who recently died?’ Jill interposed.

Miss Gwyn-Thomas flicked a glance in her direction. ‘It was very sudden but there was nothing funny about it.’ She paused, reluctant to gratify Jill’s curiosity any further, but the temptation to display her knowledge was too strong for her. ‘I believe it was a stroke.’

Philip tapped ash into the waste-paper basket. ‘Where did Miss Kymin live?’

‘Broadwell Drive.’ She saw the question in his face and went on, ‘It’s that new road beyond the hospital. A bungalow, I think. I’m afraid I don’t know the number.’

‘Never mind. Thank you for your help.’ He slipped off the desk and held open the door for her. ‘As ever, you’ve been invaluable.’

Miss Gwyn-Thomas left the room, her head held high and her slip showing beneath the hem of her cotton day dress. Jill glimpsed the expression on her face and wondered whether Philip had any idea of the effect he had on his secretary. He shut the door behind her and strolled across the room to the window.

‘How proprietorial do you feel about this story?’ he asked, his voice soft and conspiratorial.

‘Do whatever you like with it.’ Jill knew that officially the Gazette frowned on linage, the practice of feeding choice stories to the nationals. She also knew the pleasure that such stories gave Philip; he wasn’t cut out to be the editor of a staid provincial newspaper and sometimes, Jill suspected, he realised it.

‘Thanks.’ He coloured slightly, a way of showing gratitude which had survived from his youthful self. He leant forwards. ‘Listen, Jill. Why don’t we steal a march on all of them?’
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A flash bulb popped behind them as Thornhill and Williamson came out of the vestry.

‘Have a look at her house now,’ the superintendent said. ‘There’s a set of keys in the handbag.’

The handbag – brown leather, much scuffed – had been concealed by the body. On Williamson’s orders Wilson was sitting on the step in front of the font and sorting through its contents. So far he had found the keys, a small purse, two bus tickets, a powder compact and a dog-eared ration book. Thornhill thought the decision to delegate the job to him was a mistake, and it rankled.

‘I’d like to telephone Sergeant Kirby. Perhaps I could collect him on my way.’

‘Kirby’s on leave, isn’t he?’

‘Yes, sir. But he’s—’

‘All in good time.’ Williamson scowled at him. ‘You can have Wilson instead.’

Thornhill lowered his voice. ‘With respect, sir, does he have the experience for a case like this?’

‘The decision isn’t up to you, Inspector.’ Williamson was never afraid of reminding subordinates of the brutal realities of life. ‘How’s he going to get experience if we don’t give him the opportunity?’

In theory the logic was unanswerable, but Wilson’s appointment as a detective constable had nothing to do with logic: his father was a friend of Williamson’s and a fellow mason. Thornhill realised that he had blundered: the real issue was not Kirby’s merits as a detective compared to Wilson’s, but what Williamson perceived as a challenge to his authority.

‘Besides, we can’t afford the delay.’ The superintendent stalked towards the south door, his officers parting on either side to let him and Thornhill through. ‘What I’d like to know is what Kymin was doing here in the first place. It was a warm day yesterday, but she was wearing a fairly heavy coat. So that suggests that it was evening or even night time.’

‘She might have left something behind at the service. A purse, perhaps.’

‘Possibly. Something to bear in mind.’ Williamson looked at his watch. ‘I’ll be at headquarters.’

There were running footsteps behind them. ‘Sir!’

Both men turned. Wilson hurried towards them, his eyes screwed into tight little slits. In one of his gloved hands was a sheet of blue paper.

‘Sir – I think you should see this.’

He was trembling with excitement and the paper fluttered as he held it out to Williamson. Thornhill’s pulse rate accelerated abruptly when he saw the irregular lines of black newsprint on the paper.

‘It’s a letter, sir,’ Wilson gabbled. ‘Explains why she was here. Looks like the—’

‘Shut up,’ snarled Williamson, reverting to type at last. ‘And don’t drop that bloody letter or I’ll see you crucified.’

He produced a large white handkerchief from his trouser pocket, shook out its folds and used it as a makeshift glove. Holding the sheet of paper by the corner, he angled it so that Thornhill could read it too.

There was neither address nor salutation. The letters were in several typefaces and several sizes. Nevertheless the overall effect was one of neatness and care. This was no botched or hurried job. The sender had clipped the cuttings neatly, aligning the blades of the scissors in parallel with the verticals and horizontals of the type. The cuttings had been taken from a newspaper, Thornhill noted automatically, usually in whole words or at least in groups of letters.

You tart. I know what you and Sutton do in church. Filthy bitch. God strike you dead, whore. Go back to London where you belong.


Part Two
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The Wemyss-Browns’ Rover lurched across Chepstow Road and plunged into Broadwell Drive.

‘Whoops,’ Philip said, adding unnecessarily, ‘Took me by surprise.’

Jill let go of the strap she had been clinging to. Philip allowed the car to roll to a halt at the kerb. Broadwell Drive was a gently curving cul-de-sac with perhaps thirty houses in it. Those on the right backed on to the grounds of the RAF hospital. Beyond the others were open fields. It was a suburban road, yet the setting was misleadingly rural because on two sides the land rose gently to the hills: on the lower slopes sheep moved like miniature clouds in a lush green sky, and along the ridges of the hills were the darker greens of woodland.

They climbed out of the car. It was approaching midday and the sun was high in the sky. Most of the buildings were two-storeyed detached houses. Windows sparkled and the gardens were bright with colour. Several of the chimneys boasted television aerials. Philip stared up and down the road.

‘Nasty little place, isn’t it? But people are prepared to pay the earth to live here. All mod cons, you see.’ He nodded towards the end of the cul-de-sac, where four bungalows were grouped in a semi-circle. ‘One of those?’

Philip and Jill walked down the road. A woman watched them from the open window of one of the bungalows. She wore a pinafore and was holding the handle of a Hoover. A domestic prisoner, Jill thought, and averted her eyes; she shivered with sympathetic horror because the woman’s fate might so easily have been hers. But perhaps – the old counter-argument rushed into her mind – it wasn’t a fate to be avoided, but one to be desired. Was her own life so much to boast about? At least the woman with the Hoover had a home of her own.

‘A pound to a penny it’s the one on the end,’ Philip said.

He had worked it out by a process of elimination: one of the other bungalows had a man’s shirt flapping on its washing line; in another, a child’s red pedal car was parked outside the front door; and the woman in a pinafore was watching them from the window of the third. The fourth stood a little apart from the others in a trim garden of the almost flowerless variety designed to require the minimum of maintenance.

Jill pushed open the iron gate and they walked up to the Kymins’ front door. Attached to the bungalow was a garage with black doors. A dog barked in the neighbouring garden, and the woman in the pinafore shouted, ‘Shut up, you!’ The dog continued to bark but less loudly. Philip rang the doorbell.

‘You won’t find her at home,’ said the next-door neighbour, who had suddenly appeared on the other side of the fence dividing the two gardens. ‘Had a night on the tiles if you ask me – look.’

She waved a duster towards the Kymins’ bungalow. There, in the angle of the house and the garage, sheltered from the sun, stood a solitary milk bottle. It was full.
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