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  Timing is all, Cameron Rowse used to say. Get the timing right, and who needs luck? On his trip to Lydmouth, his timing was apparently perfect. But Rowse was murdered a few hours after he arrived so perhaps luck has its uses after all.


  On Tuesday morning, Rowse loaded his luggage into the panniers of the Triumph TRW and rode west out of London, enjoying the anonymity of leathers and goggles. The motorbike was army surplus, like all TRWs, a gutless beast but its engine, a 500 Twin, would probably keep going until the end of time. It was still relatively early. He had lunch at a roadside café west of Oxford. While he ate he read the clipping from the People once again.


  SQUATTERS INVADE CAMP ARMY HELPLESS


  The story below the headline was straightforward. Farnock Camp was a military base outside Lydmouth. The soldiers had left in 1946 and then for a year or two civilians had been allowed to live there while council housing was being built for them in the town. Since then it had been standing empty. Recently, however, a private housing development in Lydmouth had led to the eviction of several families, who had promptly moved into the camp. The army wanted them out, arguing that their occupation was illegal and in any case the international situation meant that the camp would almost certainly be required for military purposes in the near future. A Labour county councillor said that it was tragic that in this day and age any British citizen should not have a roof over his head. A Conservative county councillor said that the needs of the country must come first.


  Through the grime on the café window, Cameron Rowse saw a cloudless April sky. Lydmouth. The name stirred eddies in his memory. He had driven through the town with his parents on a camping holiday when he was a kid. He remembered a silver river snaking down a valley, old buildings and green hills that shaded to blue in the distance. For some reason the place glowed in his mind like a lost paradise. This was probably because of the contrast with the present. His bank account was overdrawn and his landlady was clamouring for a fortnight’s rent.


  Well, he had thought that morning, why not take a chance on it? He needed a break, and a working holiday would be just the ticket. Because of the international situation, the piece in the People had been slanted against the squatters, though the writer had made a pretence of being even-handed. Rowse hoped he would be able to place a feature, text and photographs, with the Picture Post. There were other possibilities – including the reassuring knowledge that if all else failed, he could find a less lucrative but more certain market in the Empire Lion.


  After lunch, Rowse pressed on to Gloucester. He rode through the city, followed the road westwards and then turned left. According to the map the shortest way to Lydmouth would take him into a forest. The road snaked through a switchback course over hills and along valleys. The trees, which he had assumed would be picturesque, pressed hard on the road as if they planned to smother it. He passed through several mining villages, their stonework dark with coal dust. Passers-by stared at him, their faces neither hostile nor friendly. The area was overrun with sheep. It’s springtime, Rowse thought, observing the lambs gambolling on the verges and at times on the road itself. He rounded a bend, taking it a little too fast.


  Bloody hell—


  There were two lambs in the middle of the road, staggering drunkenly in the same direction as he was going. From the shelter of the trees, a full-grown sheep – presumably their mother – stood with moving jaws, watching the lambs without much apparent interest.


  Rowse braked hard to avoid the nearer lamb, swerved, found the second lamb had turned into his path and swerved again, this time with less control than before. The front wheel of the Triumph hit the verge and then a stone that lay on the grass. The motorbike bucked and sliced sideways in a gradually flattening arc. Rowse flung himself clear, his arms round his head. His body hit the ground with a jolt that drove the breath out of his lungs. For a brief, agonising moment he waited for the bike to crash down on his left leg. To his enormous relief, he discovered he had landed inches clear of it.


  He stood up, too shaken even to swear. The Triumph’s engine had cut out. He stretched cautiously and tried to assess the damage he had done to himself: a few bruises on his left side, he thought; but nothing worse. But it was obvious that the Triumph had fared less well. He pulled the bike up and examined the damage. As it had fallen, the fork had collided with another rock, half hidden in the grass. The fork was bent, and several spokes on the front wheel were damaged as well. It was a garage job, and an expensive one at that.


  Rowse set the bike on its stand and checked the panniers. The buckle had been torn off the nearside pannier, but its contents – mainly clothes – were undamaged. The camera and typewriter had been in the other pannier, which had landed on top of the bike. He lit a cigarette and studied the map. Lydmouth could not be more than ten or twelve miles away.


  He heard the throb of an engine coming, as he had done, from the Gloucester direction. A moment later, a saloon car swept round the bend. Rowse stuck out his thumb. The car, a large dark green Humber, surged past him. Rowse glimpsed the silhouette of a man behind the wheel.


  Toffee-nosed bastard.


  A few yards down the road, the car braked, stopped and reversed back to where Rowse was waiting. He opened the passenger door. A smell of leather and cigar smoke swept out to greet him. The driver was a middle-aged man with heavy features.


  ‘Hello. Need a lift?’


  ‘You can say that again.’


  The driver saw the motorbike. ‘Spot of trouble?’


  Rowse snorted. ‘That’s what comes of trying to avoid a couple of lambs.’


  ‘I’m going to Lydmouth. I can take you there, if you like. Or I can drop you off at a garage on the way.’


  ‘I’m going to Lydmouth myself.’


  ‘Then why don’t you look for a garage there? It’s not far – they can send someone out for the bike.’


  Rowse nodded. ‘Is it OK if I bring my things? There’s not much.’


  The man got out and opened the boot of the Humber. It contained a couple of good leather suitcases. There was ample room for Rowse’s belongings. The man eyed the typewriter and camera. ‘Tools of the trade, eh?’


  Rowse blinked. ‘Well, yes.’


  ‘What do you do?’


  ‘I’m a journalist.’


  ‘Oh yes?’


  They got into the car. For a few seconds, Rowse relished the quietness, the comfort and the warmth of the Humber. Simultaneously he puzzled about the man’s voice. There was a hint of Yorkshire in it, and for some reason it was faintly familiar, even though the man himself was not.


  ‘Who do you work for?’ the man said. ‘One of the local rags?’


  ‘No, freelance.’


  ‘I shouldn’t have thought there’s enough work round here for a freelance.’


  ‘I live in London.’ Rowse was more comfortable asking questions than answering them.


  ‘So you’re following a story?’


  Damn the man. ‘Not really. Just down here for a little holiday.’ He glanced sideways at the driver. ‘Of course you never know – there may be a chance to do some work as well.’


  ‘You never know,’ the man agreed.


  They drove in silence for the next couple of miles, passing through a straggling village. The road began to descend, sweeping in great loops towards the valley below. The familiarity of the man’s voice niggled at Rowse.


  ‘Haven’t we met somewhere before?’ he said.


  The man glanced at him. ‘No, I don’t think we have.’


  There was another silence, longer this time. Rowse wondered what the man did for a living. Nice suit, well-cut hair; the hands on the steering wheel had been manicured; there was a box of Havanas from Harrods on the back seat.


  ‘Do you live in Lydmouth?’ Rowse asked.


  ‘No.’


  The driver blew his horn at a grubby, unshaven man idling on the road. Ahead of them was the stone bridge over the river Lyd. Just beforehand, on the right, there was a turning. Rowse glimpsed the word Farnock on the signpost as they passed it.


  ‘Holiday, then?’ Rowse suggested.


  ‘I think there’s a garage just over the bridge,’ the driver said. ‘Just down that side road beyond the station. Want me to drop you on the corner?’


  So the man had been to Lydmouth before. ‘Yes, please.’


  A moment later Rowse was standing on the forecourt of a small garage with his luggage beside him. There were a couple of petrol pumps at the front, then a ramshackle workshop with a corrugated iron roof, and behind that a large yard crammed with rusting vehicles, most of them ex-army. A man in khaki overalls came out of the workshop, rubbing oily hands on an oilier rag. He had red hair, close-set blue eyes and a small moustache like ginger bristles on a pair of toothbrushes. Rowse explained what had happened to the Triumph. It seemed to take much longer than it would have done if he had been in London. Yokels thought slowly as well as spoke slowly.


  ‘When can you collect it?’


  The mechanic stared over Rowse’s shoulder. ‘In an hour or so. Maybe. Depends when our Jack brings the truck back.’


  ‘I don’t want it to get nicked.’


  ‘It’ll be all right up there. So you’ll be wanting a new fork and a new front wheel?’


  ‘Do you have something in stock?’


  The man flicked the rag at the mechanical graveyard behind the workshop. ‘We’ve got just about everything.’


  ‘How long will it take to fix?’


  ‘Can’t tell. Not till I’ve seen it. Can’t give you a quote, either.’


  Rowse sighed. Whatever the price, it wouldn’t be cheap. ‘Can you suggest somewhere I could stay for a day or two?’


  ‘You could try the Bathurst at the bottom of Lyd Street.’


  ‘Is it far?’


  ‘Not if you walk back past the station to the river and then cut along the towpath. Otherwise you do three sides of a square. Tell them Joe Vance sent you.’


  It didn’t take long to find the Bathurst Arms. Harold Alvington was the name over the door, but there was no sign of him. A plain, plump girl showed Rowse the guest bedroom, which was over a garage at right angles to the rest of the pub, reached by a separate staircase that went up from the lobby by the back door to the yard. The room had a view across the river to the wooded hills beyond. He opened the window and leaned out.


  ‘Won’t take me a moment to make up the bed,’ the girl said. ‘Will you be wanting an evening meal?’


  ‘I’m not sure.’


  Outside, the sun was still shining, still bringing an illusion of warmth to the day. There were ducks on the river, squabbling over a piece of bread, and daffodils were growing wild on the further bank. Just like a picture postcard: just like the country was supposed to be.


  ‘You know Farnock?’


  ‘Yes, sir.’


  ‘How far is it?’


  ‘The camp?’


  He nodded.


  ‘You go over the river and turn left down the lane. It’s about half a mile.’


  ‘Do you know anything about these squatters?’


  She stared at him. ‘No, sir.’


  Christ. Her face was as expressionless as a scrubbed potato, and probably about as intelligent. Another bloody peasant, he thought, the result of centuries of inbreeding in the long winter evenings. How on earth did they survive in the modern world?


  Chapter Two
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  When the girl had gone, Rowse put a film in his camera and slipped a notebook in his pocket. The damage to his motorbike made it all the more urgent to earn some money from this trip. He admired himself in the dressing-table mirror; his new tweed jacket had a rather dashing hound’s-tooth check and a particularly elegant cut – a touch of metropolitan sophistication to dazzle the locals. He sauntered downstairs and was soon walking back along the towpath, cigarette in hand, cap tilted back on his head, the very picture of a tourist. He noticed a tall plant with small purple flowers, growing wild near a bench, and wondered if he should find out its name. Readers liked a splash of local colour. By the river, the lesser-spotted ragglewort glowed in the spring sunshine . . .


  He bought a local paper, the Gazette, at the newsagent’s near the station. The Farnock Camp story was front-page news. The piece was better written than the one in the People but kinder to the squatters. That surprised him – usually you could count on the editors of local papers to support the authorities in any shape or form. They’d do anything rather than run the risk of damaging their advertising revenue.


  He stuffed the paper into the pocket of his jacket, crossed the river and turned left into the lane. There were no pavements here, and the lane grew progressively narrower as it wound inland. The hedgerow on the right-hand side gave way to wire fencing, topped with barbed wire. The camp came into view – rows of Nissen huts like the tumuli of a forgotten tribe. At the main entrance, the gates had been pulled off their hinges. A freshly-painted notice ordered people to keep out. Bracken and saplings were colonising the open spaces. Weeds sprouted through cracks in the concrete. Smoke drifted up from the stove chimneys attached to some of the nearer huts. Rowse turned into the camp and walked towards them. He knocked on the door of the nearest hut. A moment later, the door opened to reveal a young woman with a missing front tooth and two toddlers clinging to her skirt.


  ‘Yes?’


  Rowse swept off his hat. ‘Good afternoon, madam. My name’s Cameron Rowse. I work for the Picture Post.’ He watched her face, watched confusion giving way to suspicion. ‘The features editor wants me to do a piece about the camp.’ He waved an arm towards the other huts. ‘Looks like quite a little community you’ve got here.’ He noticed that someone had dug a little flower bed at the side of the hut, and primroses and more daffodils were growing there. ‘I see you’ve even got a garden.’


  ‘We try to keep things nice. Not that we should have to be here by rights.’


  ‘I should think not. Just what I was saying to the editor. It’s a disgrace.’ He adopted the expression of sympathetic outrage which had served him well over the years. ‘And I gather the army are trying to get you out. That doesn’t seem very fair.’


  The woman flushed with anger. ‘The army! Don’t talk to me about the bloody army. Sid spent four years in the army, and look where it’s got him.’


  ‘Surely the council should be helping you?’


  ‘Most of them are as bad as the War Office.’


  Rowse could believe it. Quite apart from the legal position, water, sanitation and the disposal of rubbish would be a nightmare.


  ‘Anyway, if you want to see Sid, you’ll have to come back later.’ She was already beginning to close the door. ‘I’m busy.’


  ‘But it’s the women’s side that I’m interested in,’ Rowse said quickly. ‘My editor wants the family angle, you see. How do the children cope? How do you manage about your shopping? All the little details of life – that’s what will interest our readers. That’s what people will sympathise with.’


  The children stared up at him with wide, wondering eyes. There were grey, moving flecks in their hair. Crawling with lice – vermin attracted to vermin; that’s the way it went. Sometimes Rowse felt his job was like a hunter’s: you marked down your prey, you pursued them, and then you tasted the best pleasure of all – when you realised that they could not escape you.


  ‘What I’d like to do,’ he went on, ‘is just wander round and chat to people. Have a word with the men when they get home. Take a few photographs.’


  ‘There was a bit in the People the other day.’ The woman was still suspicious. ‘Buggers said we were unpatriotic.’


  ‘That’s downright stupid. You’ve all done your bit for the country, I’m sure. And now the country has a duty to house you. Where do they expect you to live, anyway?’


  Rowse kept talking, relying not so much on the force of his words as the effect of his sympathy. Gradually the woman warmed and began to respond. Her name was Norah Coalway. She introduced him to her neighbours. He took photographs of them and the children. They showed him the insides of their huts – most of them neatly swept and filled with makeshift furniture. Some of them even had ornaments and photographs on the windowsills. There was something pathetic about it all, he thought, like children playing house. These people weren’t much more sophisticated than the cows in the lane and the sheep in the Forest.


  The story began to take shape as the material accumulated. Seven of the huts were occupied, all of them by families with young children. Until recently they had lived in the Templefields area of Lydmouth which was being systematically pulled down and redeveloped.


  ‘The sods just want to make a profit, and they don’t care how they do it,’ said Mrs Coalway. ‘You put that in your newspaper, all right? We could die on the pavements for all they care.’


  Who were they? Rowse wondered. The building developers, the bureaucrats at the Ministry, the councillors on the Planning Committee? The faceless ones who always wielded the power.


  One by one, the husbands trickled back from work. One of them was a miner from a pit up in the Forest, but the other four worked in the town. The men were a tiresome chore – they had to be won over, and they were tired, hungry and even more suspicious than the wives had been. By the time he had talked to the fifth man, Rowse had had enough.


  ‘I thought I’d have a stroll round the camp and take a few more photos,’ he said. ‘I need to do it soon, while the light’s OK. Is that all right?’


  He had the impression they were glad to let him go. Though they appreciated his offer of support, they barely had the time and energy to talk to him. Rowse spent a happy fifteen minutes on his own. This was a part of the job that he really enjoyed. No people to talk to: just himself and the camera.


  By now it was late afternoon and the sun was low in the sky. But the light was excellent for photographs. He took a stark shot of the vandalised gates. Nearby was a pile of logs, neat and cylindrical, their sides covered with flaking paint. Those parasites from the huts had evidently sawn up the flagpole to use on their stoves.


  A few minutes later, he found what was evidently the squatters’ rubbish tip. By one of those flukes that made his job worthwhile, there was a torn Union Jack in one of the empty huts nearby. He took it out and draped it artistically over some of the rubbish. ‘Patriots,’ he murmured happily to himself, as his forefinger squeezed the shutter.


  By now he had reached the far end of the camp. There was a smaller entrance here, protected by a ruined guardhouse. It gave access to a metalled track running parallel with the lane leading to the main gate. On the other side of the track, a steep field, strewn with rocks, sloped up to the Forest. As Rowse approached the guardhouse, he heard the rustle of water. A trickle of urine oozed through the empty doorway. Then a man in an army greatcoat emerged. He was small, lean-faced and unshaven. Dark hair swept back in a cowlick from a widow’s peak. The moment he saw Rowse, his eyes widened and his nostrils flared. He stopped, and the two men stared at each other.


  ‘Sorry if I startled you,’ Rowse said easily. ‘I’ve just been talking to your friends.’ By now the words rolled so glibly off his tongue he barely had to think of them. ‘We’re doing a feature on the camp for the Picture Post.’


  ‘Oh aye.’


  ‘Have you been here long?’


  ‘Too long.’


  ‘Have a cigarette.’


  Rowse held out the packet of Woodbines. The man reached out a grimy hand and took one. Rowse glimpsed a tattoo on his wrist – a blue fish with a gaping mouth and red fins. He struck a match and the stranger came closer for a moment, bringing with him a feral smell. Washing must be a problem, Rowse thought, though probably most of the squatters would just as soon be dirty.


  ‘I hear the army are trying to get you all out. Were you in the services yourself?’


  ‘Yes. I’ve got to go.’


  The squatter sidled into the gap between the fence and the guardhouse. Rowse felt aggrieved. The man had accepted a cigarette. The least he could do was answer a few questions. Rowse raised the camera.


  ‘Hey, you.’


  The fish-man turned, a vapour trail of cigarette smoke oozing from the corner of his mouth. Rowse pressed the shutter.


  ‘I’ll send you a copy of the magazine.’


  The squatter took a step towards him. ‘Now look, mister. Who said you could do that?’


  Rowse had a good ear for accents. The fish-man had said so little that it was hard to be sure, but his voice had changed. At first it had sounded local, much the same as those of the other men. But those last few words had a trace of education.


  In the distance Rowse heard the sound of an engine near the main gate.


  ‘Mr Rowse!’ Norah Coalway had appeared fifty yards away. ‘Mr Rowse!’


  ‘Sorry,’ Rowse said to the man with the fish tattoo. ‘Sounds like I’m wanted.’


  He walked away, half expecting to hear running footsteps behind him.


  Norah beckoned him impatiently. ‘The other journalist’s here,’ she called as he drew nearer.


  ‘The one from the People?’


  ‘That bugger wouldn’t bloody dare. We’d crucify him, look. No, this one’s the lady from the Gazette.’


  A moment later he reached the cluster of occupied Nissen huts. A Ford Anglia, its wings streaked with mud, was parked just outside the gate. Most of the squatters, men, women and children, were in a group near the car. They parted as Rowse arrived. The newcomer was quite a looker, in her way. She looked at Rowse and smiled.


  ‘Hello. I gather you’re from the Picture Post.’ She held out a hand. ‘My name’s Jill Francis. I work for the Lydmouth Gazette.’


  They shook hands. The woman’s friendliness surprised him. Usually these provincial hacks were wary of journalists from London, partly from professional jealousy and partly because the newcomers were only there to poach stories which the locals might otherwise have sold to the nationals themselves. She was wearing gloves so he could not tell whether there was a wedding ring on her left hand.


  ‘I used to know some people at the Post,’ Jill Francis was saying.


  ‘Oh, I’m freelance.’ Rowse tried the effect of a smile, aware that the Picture Post might prove awkward territory. ‘This is by way of a working holiday, really.’


  ‘You saw the piece in the People?’


  ‘Yes.’ A lot of these local hacks fed promising stories to the nationals. ‘Something that came from you?’


  ‘No.’


  He sensed that he was losing ground with her so he decided on a change of tack. ‘I thought not. I preferred the one in today’s Gazette. Was that yours, by any chance?’


  ‘As it happens, yes.’


  ‘Have you ever thought of trying your luck in London?’


  ‘Yes, I have.’


  ‘You should.’


  ‘I dare say. So you’ve actually been commissioned, have you?’


  ‘All being well. But you can never quite believe it until the cheque’s in the bank. You know what editors are like – nothing in writing, just a gentleman’s agreement. Trouble is, most of them aren’t gentlemen.’


  She smiled politely. ‘How do you see the story? There are two sides to it, especially now the army say they need the camp back.’


  He patted the camera. ‘A good picture’s worth a thousand words. The army doesn’t stand a chance against homeless kiddies in their mothers’ arms.’


  ‘Do you think that’s true?’


  Rowse shrugged and tried another smile. Damn the woman, he thought – it was impossible to tell how serious she was. He felt aggrieved – he was doing his level best to be nice to her and she wasn’t responding. But he might need a local contact, so best to keep her sweet.


  ‘I’d better be on my way,’ he said, glancing at his watch. ‘Nice to meet you, Mrs Francis.’


  ‘It’s Miss, actually.’


  ‘Sorry . . . Yes, I think I’ve got more or less all I need here, for the time being. Let’s see.’ He opened his notebook and flicked through the pages he had used. ‘Mrs Coalway? There are twenty-six of you, eh? All told. Seven couples and twelve children?’


  ‘No,’ said Norah Coalway. ‘Betty’s Dave was killed last year. Accident down the pit. Roof caved in.’


  ‘Can you check the names for me? The ones I may quote from.’ He held out his notebook to her. ‘I wouldn’t like to get them wrong.’


  ‘They can’t do anything to us if you print our names, can they?’


  ‘Don’t worry. They’d have a riot on their hands if they tried.’


  ‘We’re not criminals,’ Norah went on, clearly disturbed by the possibility that they were. She ran her forefinger under the scribbled words, breathing heavily. ‘Yes, that’s OK.’


  ‘What about the man I met over by the other gate?’ He jabbed a thumb behind him. ‘Smallish. Dark hair.’


  ‘Don’t know who you mean.’


  ‘Man with the fish—’


  ‘Only man you haven’t met is my Sid. But he’s got fair hair and I wouldn’t call him small, neither.’


  ‘Who actually commissioned you?’ Jill Francis interrupted.


  ‘Leonard Franks,’ Rowse said easily. Len was certainly a features editor at the Picture Post, and Rowse had once been introduced to him. Not that Len had found anything to say to him. ‘So long, then.’ He raised his hand in farewell, including all the group of squatters. ‘You’ve been very helpful. I may be back tomorrow for a few more questions, but if not, I wish you the best of luck. Maybe my piece will help.’


  He walked jauntily away and into the lane. No one said anything. Probably they were all staring after him. Everything had been going so well until that Francis woman came along. She might be suspicious, not that it would matter. Almost certainly, she wasn’t so much suspicious as annoyed with him for poaching on her turf.


  Nothing she could do about it. It was a free country, thank God, though these days even that seemed to be in doubt.


  Chapter Three
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  The bars at the Bathurst Arms did not open until six o’clock. As a resident, Rowse could have got a drink beforehand but he had never enjoyed drinking alone.


  When he returned from Farnock Camp, it was almost a quarter past five. He felt excited, as though riding a winning streak in poker. Timing is everything. One way or another, Farnock Camp was going to be a story: it was money in the bank. The only cloud on the horizon was the bill he would soon have to pay for the repair of the Triumph. He wondered if the garage would take credit. You wouldn’t get away with it in London, not with a stranger, but country bumpkins could be astonishingly naïve.


  Thinking about his accident had reminded him about the well-heeled Good Samaritan who had given him a lift: the man in the Humber, the man with the oddly familiar voice. Everyone needs a hobby, Rowse thought as he went downstairs with the Lydmouth Gazette tucked under his arm. Some men played cards, some played football, some played the field: he merely indulged his curiosity, a hobby which at least had the advantage of helping to earn his living. He reached the hall and peered into the lounge bar.


  ‘Can I help?’


  Startled, he spun round. The fat girl had appeared in the doorway of a room at the other end of the hall.


  ‘What’s your name?’ he said, more sharply than intended.


  ‘Jane, sir.’


  Plain Jane, he thought. ‘Tell me, what’s the biggest hotel in Lydmouth?’


  ‘The Bull.’


  ‘Is it far?’


  She shook her head. ‘Up the hill to the High Street, turn left and it’s on your right. Ten minutes’ walk at most.’


  ‘I might stretch my legs.’


  ‘Will you be wanting an evening meal, sir?’


  ‘No, I don’t think so.’ He put on his cap and examined himself in the hall mirror. ‘I’m not sure when I’ll be back.’


  ‘The bar at the Bull opens at five-thirty.’


  He glanced at the reflection of the girl’s fat round face in the mirror. For a moment he thought she had been mocking him. But her expression was perfectly serious. Probably hadn’t many more brain cells than one of those damned sheep.


  He said goodbye and sauntered outside. At first, as he walked up Lyd Street, he relished the contrast with the streets of London. Coming to this backwater was like travelling back ten or fifteen years in time. Even the people looked old-fashioned. Most of them, anyway – the Francis woman had been reasonably well turned out. She probably dabbled in journalism for a little pin-money. Ten to one her brother or her father was the editor of the local rag, or even its owner. The thought of such an unfair advantage gave him a sensation like the shadow of impending indigestion in the pit of his stomach. Unconsciously he began to walk faster.


  At the top of the hill, Rowse turned left into a broad, long street. He saw the façade of the Bull almost at once on the other side of the road. He hesitated outside a newsagent’s by the library. A placard said: GLOSTERS – CASUALTIES. The Empire Lion was right. This was already World War III in all but name.


  As he waited on the kerb for a bus to go by, he noticed a dirty, fair-haired man in a torn jacket leaning against the wall of the library. Bloody tramp, Rowse thought without particular animosity; why can’t he have himself a bath and find himself a job? Then a memory clicked up in his mind like a number in a cash register: it was the man he had seen on the bridge when he arrived at Lydmouth, the man the Humber’s driver had hooted at.


  Rowse crossed the road. The portico of the Bull Hotel reared above him. The place needed a coat of paint. He hesitated on the pavement for a moment, looking up and down the road. The hotel was on a corner. Instead of going inside, Rowse walked along the pavement and into the side road, Bull Lane. On his right, as he had hoped, was an archway leading to a yard at the back of the hotel. As he looked through the archway into the cobbled yard beyond, a tiny thrill of pleasure touched him, the reward of an intelligent guess that happened to be right. The green Humber was parked under a lean-to shelter on the left.


  ‘Help you, sir?’


  Rowse turned his head. An elderly man in a striped waistcoat was standing in the shadow of a fire escape which cut across the rear wall of the hotel.


  ‘I was looking for the bar. Can I get through this way?’


  The old man dropped a cigarette end to the ground and flattened it under his heel. ‘I’ll show you, sir.’ He led the way to a door beyond the fire escape, opened it and stood back to allow Rowse to pass through. ‘Turn left, and then it’s on your left beyond the dining room.’ The old man glanced up at the clock that ticked away over the reception counter in a case the colour of milk chocolate. ‘They’ll just have opened.’


  Rowse walked slowly along the corridor. On the right was a large lounge. He looked in – no one there except two elderly ladies stranded in armchairs beside the remains of a substantial tea. He heard footsteps on the stairs and turned, just in time to see the driver of the Humber walk quickly down the stairs and into the part of the hall which was beyond Rowse’s range of vision.


  ‘Good evening, sir.’


  ‘Evening, Quale. Can you tell me how to get to Church Street?’


  Rowse, out of sight round the corner, leant against the wall and listened.


  ‘Turn right out of here, sir, then just follow the High Street. It’s the next on your right after Woolworth’s.’


  ‘How far is it?’


  ‘Two or three hundred yards.’


  ‘Thank you.’


  The man’s footsteps clipped across the hall. The front door, the one to the portico, opened and closed. Rowse let a few seconds slip by. Then he sauntered back to the main hall. Quale was in the little half-glazed office behind the reception counter. He came out when he heard Rowse.


  ‘Everything all right, sir?’


  ‘I forgot my cigarettes. Back in a minute.’


  Rowse went outside. The Good Samaritan was already fifty yards ahead, striding down the High Street. Rowse followed, accelerating to lessen the distance between them. They passed Woolworth’s and a moment later the man turned right into Church Street. He walked down it, glancing at the houses on either side of the road. At last he seemed to reach his destination: he hesitated for a few seconds outside a cottage on the right, just before the road opened out into an irregular quadrilateral with a church in the middle.


  Instead of knocking on the door, however, the man with the familiar voice crossed the road and went into the churchyard. He was walking more slowly now, and when he reached the churchyard he wandered, apparently aimlessly, among the graves. Rowse sat down on a bench facing the church outside a row of almshouses. From this vantage point he could see much of the churchyard and also keep an eye on the house, which he now saw was called Church Cottage. He pulled his cap down over his face and pretended to read the newspaper. It was clear that his quarry couldn’t make up his mind about something. That was odd in itself, because everything else Rowse knew about him suggested that he was naturally decisive.


  After a couple of minutes, the man left the churchyard, crossed the road and went back to the cottage. This time he knocked on the door.


  To Rowse’s surprise, the door was opened by Jill Francis, the journalist he had met at Farnock Camp. He hastily raised the newspaper a little higher. He heard the murmur of voices but was too far away to distinguish any words. He risked a glance: the man from the Humber had his arms stretched out; it was as if he were asking the woman something. Jill Francis, on the other hand, had one hand on the door and the other on the jamb, forming a human barrier. But something the man said must have achieved the desired effect: she stood back, the man went into the house, and the door closed.


  Rowse considered waiting to see what happened. But time was getting on, and a stranger would stick out in a place like this. In any case, there was nothing to show that following this hunch would lead him anywhere.


  Nevertheless, as he walked back to the Bull, the incident lingered in his mind, a minor irritation. No doubt there was a simple explanation why a prosperous stranger should visit a local journalist while he was in Lydmouth. Perhaps the man was a civil servant or a soldier in mufti paying a discreet visit to Lydmouth to assess the state of local opinion about the squatters.


  Rowse went into the Bull by the front entrance. There was no one behind the reception counter, and the office was empty too. He glanced up the stairs, and then peered round the corner, down the corridor past the lounge to the bar. For the moment, he was alone. He went back to the counter, pulled the leather-bound hotel register towards him and turned it round. He skimmed through the book to the current page. The most recent entry was scrawled in a flowing handwriting which burst above and below the lines meant to contain it. Why the hell couldn’t people write legibly?


  London, yes – an address in Dolphin Square: that made sense; the man in the Humber was comfortably off. Alan? Patey? Pately?


  No, not Alan: Oliver. There were footsteps on the landing; someone was approaching the head of the stairs.


  The scrawled surname unfolded itself. Yateley. Oliver Yateley, by God. No wonder the voice had sounded familiar. But what on earth was he doing in this part of the world? And why was he visiting a reporter working for some tinpot local paper?


  The footsteps were on the stairs now. Rowse shut the register and slid it back to its original position. He walked quickly away from the counter – not towards the bar but back to the front door. He slipped into the High Street. The doors to the library were still open, and people were passing up and down the steps. He crossed the road, went into the reference library and asked for Who’s Who. Soon after he sat down with the fat red book, he noticed the fair-haired tramp, or whatever he was, coming into the reading room. Rowse forgot the tramp and skipped towards the end of the book.


  YATELEY, John Oliver: Born 1911, son of Frederick John Yateley of Leeds, and Mary, née Hutton . . .


  He worked his way through the entry, making notes. Grammar school, a succession of jobs in local government, articled to a firm of solicitors called Prater and Farlow, a Labour councillor, briefly, before the war intervened. Enlisted 1939; soon commissioned into an infantry regiment; DSO in North Africa; came out of the war with the rank of major. MP for a town near Leeds in 1945. Since then, a steady climb through the ranks of the party.


  Yateley had married Virginia Mary Prater, the daughter of a man who was almost certainly the senior partner in the solicitors’ practice, in 1937. They had two daughters and one son. There was an address in Yorkshire as well as the one in Dolphin Square. Yateley’s main home was probably the one in his constituency, with the London flat as a pied-à-terre for the House of Commons.


  Rowse jotted down the addresses and the telephone number – the flat was evidently ex-directory – in his notebook – and pushed the book aside. Yateley wasn’t any old backbencher. He was on the new Select Committee for Defence. He had the sort of presence that works well on radio – confidential, quietly authoritative, warm-voiced – and he was quick-witted, too. Rowse had heard him on the Brains Trust, demolishing an opponent’s argument with wit and efficiency.


  So that made it even more curious. What was a busy politician like Yateley doing over a hundred miles from London and several hundred miles from his constituency? For an instant Rowse considered trying to pump Quale, the old man at the hotel. But that would cost money, he suspected, and he was short enough as it was without laying out more on what would probably prove to be a wild-goose chase.


  He closed Who’s Who with a bang which jolted the tramp momentarily from his doze. Why would a man like Yateley want to visit Jill Francis? Why not telephone or write beforehand? It was clear that she hadn’t been expecting him.


  Two possibilities: they were having an affair or it was something to do with Farnock Camp. On present showing, nothing else would fit. Suppose it was Farnock Camp. Maybe Yateley was planning to ask a question in the House. Or maybe it was the national security issue which had brought him down here. Either way, there could be a story in it.


  Alternatively, suppose it was an affair. Jill Francis was an attractive woman, if you liked them ladylike and no longer as young as they had been. No doubt Yateley’s position gave him a certain allure. But if Yateley had a bit of skirt, you’d expect him to keep her in London, convenient for the House of Commons, not on the borders of England and Wales. And he would surely have known where to find her; he would not have had to ask Quale where Church Street was.


  It was time for that drink.


  Rowse left the library and lit a cigarette on the steps. His instincts told him that there was something unusual here. It wasn’t so much that Yateley was in Lydmouth, but that curious conversation that Rowse had seen but not heard on the doorstep of Church Cottage. What if there had been no words? What if he had witnessed a mime? What would their movements have been saying?


  Yateley had arrived without warning on Jill Francis’s doorstep. He had been asking to be allowed in. She had not wanted to allow him, but in the end had given way. It was all speculation, Rowse knew, but something was happening between them. And whatever it was, it was urgent.


  As he stood there, smoking, the possibilities danced tantalisingly through his mind. On the whole he would prefer an affair. Stories involving national security, however marginally, were always accompanied by the risk of heavy-handed intervention from the goons of Special Branch. Sex was much safer, and probably more lucrative. Rowse could think of several people who would pay handsomely for cast-iron evidence that Yateley was having an adulterous liaison. Yateley might be willing to pay even more handsomely to suppress the story. The second possibility need not exclude the first; it was all a matter of timing.


  Rowse had no sympathy for Yateley. Politicians lived their lives in public, and if they strayed from the path of righteousness and ended up in a bog, then they had only themselves to blame. Rowse particularly disliked Labour politicians because of their holier-than-thou attitudes and because he suspected that most of them were the next best thing to Communists. Looked at from that direction, it was almost one’s patriotic duty to sabotage the career of an up-and-coming Labour politician. And if one could earn a little money by doing so, well, why not?


  Timing, Rowse thought yet again: get the timing right, and who needs luck?


  He stared vacantly across the road at Bull Lane. What he needed now was more information about Yateley and Francis. There were people in London who would be able to tell him about Yateley. The trouble was, they would be curious about his reasons. His eyes focused on Bull Lane: on the opposite corner from the hotel was a telephone box, red as a guardsman’s tunic and as solid as the Bank of England. At that moment, an idea slipped into his mind fully formed. What had he got to lose? He investigated his trouser pocket and found a handful of change.


  The telephone box smelt of vinegar and old newspapers. He nearly changed his mind as he fed the money into the slot – trunk calls were so damned expensive – but his spirits lifted when he heard the voice reciting the number at the other end: not a child, thank God, and probably not a servant.


  ‘Good evening. May I speak to Mrs Yateley?’


  ‘Speaking.’


  ‘Mrs Virginia Yateley?’


  ‘Yes.’ There was more than a hint of impatience in the voice. ‘Who is this calling, please?’


  Rowse looked across the road at the fascia board above the newsagent’s: J. Jones and Son. ‘My name’s Jones, Mrs Yateley. James Jones. I’m a reporter. I’m trying to get in touch with your husband. I wonder if I might have a word with him.’


  ‘He’s not here, I’m afraid. He’s in London.’


  ‘No, he’s not, Mrs Yateley. He left the flat this morning. He was driving the Humber.’


  There was a sharp intake of breath at the other end of the line. ‘He’s sometimes called away unexpectedly. Party business, you understand. If you’d like to leave a message, Mr Jones –?’


  ‘He’s in trouble, isn’t he?’


  ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’ Mrs Yateley’s voice had a Home Counties coating but Yorkshire vowels were beginning to poke through. ‘Anyway, I thought . . .’


  ‘What did you think?’ Rowse asked.


  There was a silence at the other end of the line. Then Mrs Yateley began to cry.


  ‘Tell me,’ Rowse said gently. ‘Maybe I can help.’


  Chapter Four


  [image: image Missing]


  After his telephone call, Cameron Rowse decided that work should come before pleasure. He went back to the Bathurst Arms and typed up his notes on the two stories, the squatters at the camp and Oliver Yateley. With luck, the squatters should pay for his trip to Lydmouth and the repair to the motorbike. Oliver Yateley, on the other hand, could make him rich.


  His good humour was only slightly dented by the discovery that at present he had rather less money than he had thought. He would be able to pay his bill at the Bathurst Arms, but he doubted if he would have much left over for the motorbike. He strolled back up the hill, relishing the contrast between his leisurely progress and the way the adrenaline was flooding through his body. Timing is everything, and tonight his timing was perfect.


  Quale was dozing over the Gazette at reception.


  ‘Is Mr Yateley in?’


  Quale studied him for a moment and then said, ‘I believe he’s in the bar, sir.’


  ‘Thanks.’


  The Bull Hotel was livelier than it had been, or rather slightly less moribund. Rowse followed the now familiar corridor to the bar. Yateley was by himself at a corner table, with a large whisky in front of him. Rowse pulled out a chair and sat down opposite him.


  ‘What can I do for you now?’ Yateley demanded, the brusque tone overriding the politeness of the words.


  ‘My name’s Jones,’ Cameron Rowse said. ‘James Jones.’


  ‘And why are you sitting at my table, James Jones?’ Yateley’s eyes were bloodshot. ‘There are several very nice tables over there with no one sitting at them.’


  ‘Because I thought you might like to buy me a drink.’


  ‘You bloody did, did you? And what gave you that idea?’


  Five minutes later, Cameron Rowse was fifteen pounds richer and Yateley had left the bar. If only life were always this simple, Rowse thought, as he sipped a pint of mild and bitter. He was sitting in the chair that Yateley had occupied. Look at it any way you like, he was on to a winner with this one.


  He lit a cigarette and opened the Lydmouth Gazette. The front-page story concerned a local councillor who was arguing that a gateway, part of Lydmouth’s mediaeval defences, should not be restored on the grounds that World War III would soon make the expenditure unnecessary and irrelevant. Rowse applauded such realistic sentiments. He finished his drink and decided that, now he had lined his stomach with beer, he would try a large whisky.


  The door opened and a large man lumbered into the room. The barman reached for a pewter tankard, one of a row hanging over the counter.


  ‘Evening, Mr Wemyss-Brown.’


  ‘Evening, George.’ For a moment the newcomer watched the barman pouring his pint. Then he said abruptly, ‘I was wondering if I might find one of your guests here. Mr Yateley.’


  The barman’s eyes slid momentarily towards Rowse. ‘He was here a few minutes ago, sir. Not in his room?’


  Wemyss-Brown shook his head. ‘Quale says his key’s on the board.’


  ‘Probably gone out to dinner.’


  ‘Oh well – doesn’t matter.’ Wemyss-Brown took a long swallow of his beer, leaving a moustache of foam on his upper lip. ‘Did you hear the news about Farnock Camp?’


  The barman shook his head. Rowse stood up and wandered over to the bar with his empty glass.


  ‘There’s talk of evicting them before the end of the week,’ Wemyss-Brown went on.


  George drew the pump handle towards him. ‘Really?’


  ‘Bloody inhumane, if you ask me. Don’t you agree?’


  The barman nodded, as barmen do when customers ask their opinion.


  ‘Can’t say I do, actually.’ Rowse pushed his glass across the bar counter. ‘Same again.’


  Wemyss-Brown turned to face him. ‘I don’t think we’ve met, have we?’


  ‘I don’t think we have.’


  There was a pause. Then Wemyss-Brown said, ‘You can’t just turf them out. There are kiddies there. Where are they going to go?’


  ‘That’s their affair.’ Rowse paid for his drink. ‘The point is, we’re going to be at war in six months. Maybe sooner. Any fool can see that. The army are going to need that camp. Otherwise they’ll be nothing to stop the Russkies dropping atom bombs on us right, left and centre. Then there’ll be millions of people who haven’t got homes. And that won’t be the worst of their problems, either.’


  Wemyss-Brown shook his head. ‘There’s every chance we can keep this business localised in Korea – as long as there aren’t too many people going around rattling sabres.’


  ‘If you ask me,’ Rowse said, getting into his stride, ‘we should get in first. After all, we’ve got the A bomb too, and now the Yanks have the H Bomb.’


  ‘We can’t go dropping bombs on every Communist in sight.’


  ‘Best thing to do with them, in my opinion. Bang, bang, you’re dead.’


  ‘Rubbish.’ Wemyss-Brown lit a cigarette with a silver lighter. ‘Most Communists are just ordinary, decent people, just like us. The only thing that dropping bombs on them will achieve is make them drop bombs on us. When I was in Spain—’


  ‘Oh,’ Rowse interrupted, ‘you were in Spain, eh? In the Civil War?’


  ‘As it happens, yes.’


  Rowse shrugged. ‘No prizes for guessing which side you were on.’


  ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


  ‘Whatever you want it to.’


  Rowse strolled back to his table in the corner. In terms of his alcoholic intake, he had reached the point where he enjoyed a good argument. Not that these provincials were capable of intellectual discussion, even the ones with hyphenated surnames. Still, it was fun to stir things up, safe in the knowledge that in all probability he would never return to Lydmouth.
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