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  The author thanks the Society of Authors, as the literary representative of the Estate of A. E. Housman, for permission to quote from A. E. Housman’s Last Poems, XIX.


  Around the huddling homesteads,


  The leafless timber roars,


  And the dead call the dying


  And finger at the doors.


  A. E. Housman, Last Poems, xix


  THE PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS


  DR BAYSWATER – of Grove House


  DEPUTY CHIEF CONSTABLE VINCENT J. DRAKE


  JILL FRANCIS – of the Lydmouth Gazette


  MR & MRS FREDERICK – of London


  GENEVIEVE FUGGLE – of Whistler’s Lane


  IVOR FUGGLE – editor of the Evening Post; husband of Genevieve


  MR GRAY – of Gray’s Garage


  AMY GWYN-THOMAS – of the Lydmouth Gazette


  BRIAN KIRBY – Detective Sergeant


  DR ROGER LEDDON


  HOWARD MORK – of the Lydmouth Gazette


  MR and MISS MYNOTT


  PC PETER PORTER


  RONALD PROUT – of Prout’s Toys and Novelties


  DOREEN RODLEY – of Viney Cottage, Whistler’s Lane


  JOE RODLEY – her husband


  EDITH THORNHILL


  DETECTIVE CHIEF INSPECTOR RICHARD THORNHILL – her husband; DAVID, ELIZABETH and SUSIE, their children


  CHARLOTTE WEMYSS-BROWN – of Troy House; owner of the Gazette


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


  A NOTE ON THE TRANSCRIPTIONS


  The twelve diary entries were written on loose sheets of writing paper and placed, apparently at random, in an envelope found at the residence of the accused. Six entries are undated but their probable places in the sequence have been inferred from internal evidence. Square brackets indicate these conjectural dates.


  There is also a thirteenth entry, believed to have been written at an earlier period.


  No other relevant documentary material was found at the scene.


  [Wednesday, 30 November]


  I saw a ghost today. It was very foggy, I know, but I’m sure I wasn’t mistaken. He was coming through the door of Butter’s, and he looked like a ghost because of the fog. But he really was a ghost from a time that’s dead and gone.


  I couldn’t move. He crossed the road and went into the Gardenia Café. Around me, everything trembled, as though the fog had stopped things being solid and made them wispy and shaky and unreal. I think the fog has got into me, too, into my mind.


  Was it a sign, seeing him there? Perhaps she’s calling me. There’s more than one way of calling. Something dreadful is going to happen. I must find out, and there’s only one way to do that.


  But it’s dangerous.


  Chapter One


  The past is a foreign country, thought Jill Francis: and I want an exit visa.


  She drove over New Bridge and slowed for the level-crossing before the station. The car juddered across the railway tracks and began to crawl up the long hill towards the crossroads at the top of the town. The buildings she passed had the unsettling familiarity of the half-remembered, of a dream landscape revisited.


  Behind her, a driver hooted his horn. No point in dawdling. She put her foot down hard on the accelerator and the Morris Minor jerked forward. At the crossroads she turned left into the High Street. So here she was, against her better judgement, back in Lydmouth, at least for the time being: so the sooner she became used to it the better.


  The town was smaller and drabber than she remembered. It was only mid-afternoon but thanks to the fog the streets were wrapped in a moist grey twilight. The lights were on in the shops. People hurried along the pavements, anxious to be home. A thickset man in overalls and flat cap was standing on the pavement outside the Gardenia Café. He stared blankly at Jill’s jaunty green car and spat in the road.


  Nothing personal, Jill told herself; he probably wasn’t even aware he was staring at me. Still, it seemed an unhappy omen. She turned left at the war memorial and followed a broad avenue lined with leafless trees and sturdy Victorian villas. The road came to a T-junction where a gap in the trees and the houses gave her a glimpse of the grey river below. She turned left and a moment later was pulling up outside Troy House.


  A curtain twitched in the big bay window of the drawing-room. The front door opened and Charlotte came down the steps, a little unsteadily, hand on the balustrade. Like everyone and everything else, she had become less substantial in the fog and smaller than she was in memory. She had lost weight since September.


  ‘Jill, dear. How lovely to see you – and so early, too. I wasn’t expecting you for at least another hour.’ There was an unmistakable note of complaint in Charlotte’s voice. ‘You must be exhausted. Come and sit down.’


  Jill followed Charlotte inside.


  ‘Dr Leddon is here,’ said Charlotte brightly. ‘Have you met him?’


  ‘No, I haven’t.’


  ‘He’s up with Philip now.’ Charlotte lowered her voice. ‘Fortunately Philip likes him. It makes things so much easier. He always had his doubts about old Bayswater. But Dr Leddon is thoroughly modern and very nice to deal with, too.’


  The hall smelled musty, as though it had not been properly aired for some time. The dark oak chest near the front door was cloudy with lack of polishing. The Wemyss-Browns’ housekeeper had retired a couple of years before and Charlotte had not been able to find a replacement for love or money.


  She led Jill into the kitchen, which was at the back of the house, overlooking the service yard. The room was much warmer than the hall. A kettle steamed on the hotplate of the Aga. Jill took off her coat – Charlotte had forgotten to take it in the hall – and laid it across one of the chairs. While Charlotte made the tea, Jill sat down and took cigarettes from a handbag.


  ‘You really should cut down,’ Charlotte said over her shoulder, though without her usual conviction. ‘Everyone says they’re frightfully bad for you.’


  ‘They always say that about something pleasant,’ Jill said. ‘And then six months later it changes, and something that was meant to be good for you has now become bad for you, and vice versa.’


  ‘That’s one thing this ghastly business has done for Philip,’ Charlotte said, pursuing a line of her own. ‘He hasn’t had a cigarette since it happened. I was really getting quite worried about him. He’s not meant to drink either, but I sometimes allow him a little glass of claret as a treat.’


  Jill closed her eyes momentarily, for the idea of Philip not smoking and hardly drinking was akin to the idea of a fish not swimming. ‘How is he?’


  Charlotte shrugged and turned away, her body hunched over the teapot into which she was spooning tea. ‘Getting better, of course, but it’s a slow process. His legs are frightfully swollen and he gets breathless very easily. Dr Leddon is very concerned that he shouldn’t get worried or excited.’ She glanced at Jill. ‘Which is why it’s such a blessing that you are here.’


  There were footsteps in the hall and the kitchen door opened.


  ‘Oh – hello, Doctor,’ said Charlotte in a voice that was suddenly uncertain. ‘How is he today?’


  ‘Not too bad.’ Leddon was at least half a head taller than Jill and perhaps a year or two younger. ‘Very sleepy but quite comfortable.’


  ‘They say rest is the best medicine, don’t they?’


  ‘They do indeed.’ Leddon glanced at Jill. He was dark, with vivid blue eyes and the sort of eyelashes that many women would pay good money for.


  Charlotte said, stumbling a little over the words: ‘Jill, this is Dr Leddon, who’s taken over Dr Bayswater’s practice. And this is an old friend of ours – Jill Francis.’


  The doctor held out a hand. ‘Roger Leddon.’ There was a minute hesitation, a practised glance at Jill’s left hand. ‘How do you do, Miss Francis?’


  ‘Jill’s going to look after the Gazette while Philip’s convalescing,’ Charlotte said. ‘Now what about some tea?’


  ‘Not for me, thank you. I must get on.’ Leddon was still looking at Jill. ‘So you’re a journalist?’


  ‘Yes – I used to work on the Gazette but I moved to London a few years ago.’


  ‘You and Dr Leddon are going to be neighbours,’ Charlotte said.


  ‘Really?’ Leddon smiled at Jill. ‘You’ve taken that second-floor flat at Raglan Court?’


  ‘For the time being.’


  ‘That’s what I told myself when I moved in last year,’ Leddon said. He turned to Charlotte. ‘I must be off but I’ll look in tomorrow. No – don’t worry – I know the way. I’ll see myself out. Nice to meet you, Miss Francis.’


  The two women listened to his footsteps receding down the hallway. Neither of them spoke until the heavy front door had closed behind him.


  ‘Charming, isn’t he?’ Charlotte said in a voice not much more than a whisper, in case Leddon were gifted with supernatural hearing. ‘I know he’s young but he’s a very good doctor. Poor Bayswater is becoming so cranky. He should have retired years ago.’ She turned away to pour their tea.


  ‘Is he still in Lydmouth?’ Jill asked.


  ‘Dr Bayswater? Yes – still at Grove House, too. That’s rather a bone of contention, actually. They say that—’ Charlotte broke off and cocked her head. ‘Did you hear something?’


  ‘No – what?’


  ‘I . . . I thought I heard Philip calling.’ She put Jill’s cup down on the table and a few drops of tea slopped into the saucer; she didn’t notice. ‘Silly of me – he’s got a little bell that he uses when he needs me. But sometimes—’


  ‘Old houses are full of noises,’ Jill said. ‘And they’re always louder when one’s by oneself in a room.’


  ‘Yes,’ Charlotte said. ‘Aren’t they?’


  She joined Jill at the table, absent-mindedly took one of Jill’s cigarettes, and then apologised, having realised what she had done. They sat smoking in silence for a moment.


  ‘It’s not going to be easy, you know,’ Charlotte said. ‘The advertising revenue’s down for the third successive month.’


  ‘It’s a difficult time.’


  ‘We’ve got the wretched Post yapping like a pack of jackals at our heels. And since Cubbitt went, we haven’t been able to find a replacement as deputy editor.’ Charlotte expelled a great plume of smoke. ‘Spineless! There’s no other word for it.’


  ‘Who or what?’


  ‘Cubbitt, of course.’


  ‘You can’t blame him,’ Jill said. ‘He had another job to go to, didn’t he, and that fight he got into must have left a nasty taste.’


  ‘Pooh, another job? Do you know who owns the Rosington Observer?’


  ‘No – but at a guess you’re going to tell me it’s the same people that own the Post.’


  ‘Precisely.’ Charlotte was breathing heavily. ‘They’re quite ruthless. They were always unpleasant to deal with, but things are ten times worse since they promoted Ivor Fuggle.’


  ‘I know,’ Jill said gently. ‘You told me.’


  ‘I even wondered about that fight: Cubbitt never actually saw his attacker.’


  ‘You’re not saying it was Fuggle trying to frighten off the competition?’


  ‘That was the effect it had,’ Charlotte said. ‘I know it couldn’t have been Fuggle himself, he must be nearly sixty, if he’s a day, and he’s not exactly fighting fit, but I wouldn’t put it past him to bribe someone else to do his dirty work for him. Amy Gwyn-Thomas thinks we should have a word with the police.’


  ‘Don’t,’ Jill said. ‘Imagine what Fuggle would do if he caught the merest whisper of it.’


  ‘I suppose so. But Amy does have a point, and I was thinking if I gave Richard Thornhill just a little hint, mentioning no names, of course, and—’


  Jill ground out her cigarette in the ashtray. ‘I wouldn’t, Charlotte, really I wouldn’t.’


  ‘Perhaps you’re right. Or perhaps you could say something to him. You two used to be quite pally at one time, didn’t you?’


  ‘Not pally enough for that,’ Jill said, congratulating herself on how cool she felt and how casual she sounded.


  ‘He’s doing rather well, by the way.’


  ‘I’m so glad.’


  ‘And have you heard? He and Edith have another child.’ Charlotte looked up, and Jill avoided meeting her eyes. ‘A little girl – she’s called Susie.’


  ‘How nice.’ Jill plunged from one uncomfortable subject to another. ‘So Amy’s still at the Gazette?’


  ‘Yes indeed. She’s been a tower of strength since Philip was taken poorly. I don’t know what I’d have done without her. She’ll soon remind you what’s what in the office.’


  Jill smiled mechanically. At one time Amy had been jealous of the place she assumed that Jill held in Philip’s affections. She opened her handbag and put cigarettes and lighter inside. ‘I suppose I should go to the flat now. I’d like to unload the car before it gets absolutely dark. Shall I look in on Philip before I leave?’


  ‘Better not, dear. Dr Leddon says it’s very important that he should rest in the afternoon. If he’s dozing, I wouldn’t like to wake him.’


  ‘No, of course not.’


  ‘Now where did I put the letter from the landlord?’ Charlotte wondered. ‘In my bureau? And you’ll need the keys for the office. You collect the keys for the flat at Raglan Court: Mr and Mrs Merton in Flat Three – they’re meant to look after things for the landlord.’


  She eventually found the letter on the dresser and the keys for the office in Philip’s study. On the front doorstep, Jill hesitated and then kissed her on the cheek. For a moment Charlotte clung to her. When she reached the car, Jill looked back at the house and saw Charlotte still standing in the doorway, with her hand resting on her cheek where Jill had kissed her.


  Jill had been at Troy House no more than half an hour, but during that time afternoon seemed to have surrendered to evening. The fog was thicker, and the headlights of passing cars made it seem denser still. She drove back down to the war memorial and turned left into Broad Street. The grimy neo-Gothic façade of Grove House reared up on the corner of Whistler’s Lane. A moment later, Jill turned left into Albert Road. Raglan Court was at the upper end of the road, a small block of modem flats backing on to Jubilee Park.


  She drove round to the car park at the rear of the block. For the next twenty minutes, she lugged her belongings up to the cold little flat on the second floor. The trouble with owning expensive leather suitcases, Jill thought, was that when you had to carry them yourself, they became a liability rather than an asset. It was a pity Dr Leddon wasn’t about.


  Most of her belongings were now in store in London; two trunks were due to be delivered by carrier in a few days; the rest of her life was here, piled in a mound of suitcases and boxes in the middle of the living-room. Still in her fur coat, still wearing hat and gloves, Jill postponed unpacking and prowled through her new home. The furniture came with the flat. She would need to find a comfortable armchair to sit and read in. She laughed aloud, her breath visible in the chilly air of the living-room.


  So this was what she had achieved in life: a cramped, rented flat without even a decent chair in it. She glanced at the box that contained the bottles. But half-past four in the afternoon was not the time for a glass of brandy, however warming it would be. Instead she lit a cigarette and wandered into the bedroom.


  Without turning on the light, she stood smoking by the window. The glow from a lamp-post cast a puddle of murky light on the moist tarmac. From here she had a view of the main gates of Jubilee Park, a prospect which had aroused the estate agent’s enthusiasm, if not hers. At right angles to the gates was the cemetery.


  As she watched, a sturdy little woman ploughed her way through the puddle of light, towing a very small dog. The animal stopped, forcing the woman to stop too, and pointed his head towards the entrance to the cemetery. He barked shrilly, the sound clearly audible even though the windows were shut. The woman dragged the dog, a tiny terrier, under the archway and into the darkness of the park beyond.


  Jill remained where she was. Just inside the cemetery, a match flared. For an instant, in the orange glow of flame, she saw a man’s face, so briefly and indistinctly that it was devoid of individuality. The flame vanished. The darkness returned.


  With a shiver, Jill pulled the curtains across the window. Richard Thornhill, she thought, though the face hadn’t been his, and though in the years she had known him he had never smoked a cigarette: Richard, you bastard.


  Chapter Two


  Detective Chief Inspector Richard Thornhill hit the wall and bounced.


  ‘Sorry, sir,’ said PC Porter. ‘Oh – sorry – I didn’t mean—’


  ‘It’s all right,’ Thornhill said, straightening his jacket. ‘No bones broken.’ He looked up at Porter’s red, fat face looming several inches above his own. ‘How are you getting on at Mynott’s? Settled in all right?’


  ‘Yes, sir. It’s very nice. Miss Mynott’s ever so kind.’ Porter hesitated, and the muscles of his face worked convulsively. ‘The only trouble is, sir, waking up.’


  ‘Waking up?’


  ‘When I’m on earlies,’ Porter explained. ‘Mam used to wake me.’


  ‘I see.’


  Peter Porter had lived with his mother all his life. Six weeks earlier, her death had turned him adrift in a terrifying world without landmarks. It was Thornhill who had found him a room above Mynott’s electrical shop in Broad Street.


  ‘Let’s see,’ Thornhill said, dimly suspecting that as far as Porter was concerned he now occupied a quasi-parental role. ‘You’re on the second floor, aren’t you, overlooking the road?’


  ‘Yes, sir.’


  ‘You could try the piece-of-string trick.’


  ‘The what?’


  ‘It’s something I used to do when I was a probationer,’ Thornhill explained. ‘I had trouble getting up as well. So when I was on early turn, I tied a piece of string to my toe and put the other end out of the window. Then one of the night men would pull the string at five o’clock.’


  ‘I’ve got a ball of string,’ Porter said with a touch of pride.


  ‘Well, there you are. It’s one thing to sleep through an alarm clock but you certainly wake up when someone tries to pull your big toe off.’


  ‘Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.’


  Thornhill nodded and opened the door of the CID office. For three years he had run the Central Office for Serious Crimes, and for three years he had lobbied for a separate office for the men under his command. But they were still sharing the long, first-floor room with Lydmouth’s Divisional CID. Sergeant Kirby was sitting at his desk by the window, studying the advertisements in the Gazette. An instant later, he had transferred his attention to the open file beside the newspaper.


  ‘I’m just going in to see Mr Drake,’ Thornhill said. ‘Have we got anything more?’


  Kirby shook his head, an action which made his increasingly prominent jowls wobble. Three years of marriage had fleshed him out, but had left the inner man somehow sharper and harder than before.


  ‘It’s all down to the beat officers, if you ask me, sir,’ Kirby said. ‘Haven’t had a whisper from the snouts, though they know we’re interested. We’ve just got to hope one of our blue woolly suits gets lucky one night.’


  ‘I’d like to think we’d do better than rely on luck, Brian,’ Thornhill said.


  He was tempted to add that they might have better results if detective sergeants spent less time studying advertisements for televisions in the local newspaper. But there were several constables within earshot and it never paid to bawl out a man in front of his inferiors. He nodded and left the room.


  The office of the Deputy Chief Constable was farther down the corridor. Thornhill found Drake sipping china tea and ploughing his way through a week’s worth of divisional reports.


  ‘Sit down,’ he said. ‘I won’t be a moment. Have a look at that editorial in the Post while you’re waiting.’


  Thornhill picked up the newspaper and turned to the editorial. Ivor Fuggle was still hammering at the law-and-order theme. We are unsafe on our own streets, in our own homes. The innocent walk in fear, the guilty go unpunished. What on earth are we paying our police for? And so on, for five paragraphs of self-righteous and self-serving invective.


  On the opposite page there was a picture of Fuggle himself at the Rotary Club’s Christmas bazaar: The Post’s editor Mr Ivor Fuggle and his wife Genevieve share a joke with Lady Ruispidge. Fuggle was beaming at the camera, but his wife looked as gloomy as sin and Lady Ruispidge appeared to be talking to someone else, just out of the shot.


  ‘Pernicious nonsense,’ Drake said, closing the last file and picking up his teacup. ‘Cheap, rabble-rousing gutter journalism. I’ve put men behind bars for less than that.’


  Thornhill could well believe it. Drake had served as a District Superintendent of Police in India before Partition, and he held a number of robustly unfashionable views which he took care not to express in public.


  ‘He’s got a point, though, sir. This has been going on for nine or ten weeks now.’


  Drake shook his head. ‘The press should work with the authorities, not against them. Fuggle’s playing a damned dangerous game.’


  ‘In one way it’s nothing to do with us.’


  ‘Eh?’


  ‘That’s my wife’s theory.’ Thornhill grinned. ‘Which means that it’s the official Mothers’ Union view: the Post wants to gobble up the Gazette, and now’s its chance. So Fuggle’s going all out to improve circulation. Increased circulation means increased advertising, and that means increased revenue. And if the Gazette goes to the wall, then the Post scoops the pool.’


  ‘Nasty business. I pity that poor woman.’


  ‘Who, sir?’


  ‘The woman who’s coming to hold the fort at the Gazette. She used to work there before – I met her once or twice. Quite a looker, in her way.’


  Thornhill felt ice cold. He said: ‘You mean Miss Francis?’


  ‘That’s the one. You must have had dealings with her. Is she any good?’


  ‘She seemed very competent, sir,’ Thornhill heard himself saying in a prim little voice. He hesitated, aware that this was less than just. ‘She’s more than capable of giving Ivor Fuggle a run for his money.’


  Drake grunted. ‘Let’s hope you’re right. Any new developments I should know about?’


  ‘I’m afraid not, sir.’


  ‘You’ve got Kirby handling it still?’


  ‘Yes, sir. I had a word with him just now – he’s not overoptimistic. He doesn’t feel this is a case where CID can do much that’s useful.’


  ‘That’s not his decision, Thornhill.’


  ‘No, sir.’


  Drake narrowed his eyes as though squinting at the sun. ‘I’m not sure Sergeant Kirby is giving us his best at present.’


  Old loyalties made Thornhill say, ‘It’s a difficult case, sir. Low-level. Shapeless. We can’t even be sure whether it’s one case or several. But I’ll make quite sure that we do what we can.’


  Drake looked at him for a moment and nodded. ‘Filthy evening,’ he said. ‘The fog’s getting worse. I think I’ll call it a day.’


  Fifteen minutes later, Thornhill reached the car park at the back of Police Headquarters just in time to see the tail-lights of Drake’s Armstrong Siddeley disappearing. He climbed into his own car, a box-like Standard Ten Companion, recently bought and not yet paid for. He drove home to Victoria Road. Afterwards he remembered nothing of the drive.


  In the conscious part of his mind he was either thinking of Jill Francis or trying with increasing desperation to think of someone or something – anything – else. When these tactics failed, he told himself sternly that he wasn’t thinking of a real Jill Francis any more. Longing and unhappiness had combined with faulty memory to make her someone completely different, his own creation. Had she in fact ever been real? Had she always been an expression of his needs, for a time conveniently clothed in flesh and bone and living in Lydmouth? This attempt at metaphysics left him feeling even more depressed than he had been before.


  He pulled up outside the house. Clutching his briefcase, he walked quickly up the path to the front door. He was aware of a knocking on the window to his left and waved at his younger daughter, whose golden head was just visible above the level of the sill and who was standing, waiting and watching for him, between the curtains and the window of the sitting-room. As he pushed his key into the door, he heard her shrieking, ‘It’s Daddy! It’s Daddy!’


  He hung up his hat and coat, left his briefcase in the dining-room and went into the sitting-room. Susie flung herself at his legs with a squeal of triumph and grasped him round the knees with such force that he almost fell over. He disengaged himself gently, bent down and kissed the top of her head. Elizabeth, his elder daughter, who was nine going on nineteen, was cutting out pictures of clothes from a copy of Woman and Home for pasting in her scrapbook. She acknowledged his arrival with a wave but did not look up. Edith was knitting by the fire, with a Radio Times open on her lap. For an instant Thornhill saw his wife afresh, which perhaps had something to do with his recent bout of metaphysical speculation: and he knew that he should count himself fortunate.


  ‘Oh, good,’ she said with a smile. ‘We’re glad you’re home in good time, aren’t we? We wanted to discuss something with you.’


  Thornhill sat down in the armchair on the other side of the fire and helped Susie clamber on to his lap. Elizabeth looked up from her scrapbook and he recognised the determination on her face because he had often seen the same expression on Edith’s.


  ‘The girls and I have been putting our heads together,’ Edith went on. ‘We think it’s time we got a television set. It could be a sort of a family Christmas present.’


  ‘Please, Daddy,’ Elizabeth said. ‘Please.’


  ‘Please,’ echoed Susie, bouncing up and down on his lap. ‘Please, please, please, please, please.’


  Feeling ambushed, Thornhill said, ‘I thought we’d talked about that a few months ago, and decided we didn’t really need one.’


  ‘That was then,’ Edith pointed out. ‘But things are changing so fast.’


  Elizabeth said, ‘The Queen’s going to broadcast her Christmas message on television, Daddy. So it’s patriotic to buy one.’


  ‘Pleasey, pleasey, teasey, weasey, please.’


  ‘Isn’t it just as patriotic to listen to it on the radio?’ Thornhill said, wincing and writhing as Susie’s latest bounce caught him at a sensitive point.


  ‘No, it’s much more patriotic if you can see her as well. It shows you really care.’


  ‘That’s enough, Elizabeth,’ Edith said with casual authority. ‘Daddy and I will talk about it later.’


  ‘But everyone’s got one now.’


  ‘I said, that’s enough.’


  Thursday, 1 December


  Everything was unreal. It was still very foggy, too, and that made it worse. At one point I started to wonder if HE was unreal as well. In which case either he was a ghost or he was there in my mind, and I projected him outside the Gardenia.


  But I knew I wouldn’t be able to sleep if I didn’t get some fresh air. I told myself that there was no real risk. Even if he was in Lydmouth, even if he was still here, he couldn’t be expecting to see me. Why should he? And at night, and with my face concealed with a scarf and hat, I was quite safe.


  But it wasn’t him that turned out to be the problem. I got as far as the High Street when I heard the sound of breaking glass.


  Then I heard someone running. The next thing I knew there were flames flickering on the other side of the road in a building beside the Gazette. You could see the glass was broken in one of the windows because of the flames flickering and roaring behind it. The fire was growing all the time, and the flames danced. It got bigger and bigger and made a noise like the wind.


  I couldn’t think what to do. Someone could be sleeping in there. Someone could die. That’s what I thought. Except it wasn’t like thought, it was more of a jumble. More feelings than words. I ran down the road to the phone box. I put a handkerchief over the receiver as they do in films, and dialled 999. I’ve never dialled 999 before. And when someone answered, I just said, ‘Fire at the Gazette,’ twice, and slammed the phone down.


  I went home as quickly as possible. I heard the bells of the fire engine.


  Chapter Three


  The ringing of the phone snatched Jill Francis out of a dream she was glad to leave. She pushed aside the covers and rolled out of bed. As she staggered across the floor, she stubbed her toes against the unforgiving leg of the bed. She swore, both at the pain and at the tendrils of the dream, whose content had now evaporated, though she did remember her own unhappiness and the fact that it had featured Richard Thornhill.


  The telephone rang on. It was intensely cold, and still dark outside. She flicked on the lights as she went into the living-room. The phone squatted like a black toad on the little sideboard. Next to it was the brandy bottle, the level of the liquid a little lower than it should have been. According to the electric clock on the mantelpiece it was only a quarter to seven. She seized the receiver.


  ‘Jill? This is Charlotte.’


  ‘What’s wrong? Is it Philip?’


  ‘No, thank God. Nothing like that. Look, I’m sorry to ring so early but I thought I’d better let you know as soon as possible in case you went into the Gazette at the crack of dawn.’


  ‘What’s happened?’


  Charlotte was not to be deflected from her own way of telling the story. ‘The first I knew was when the police phoned at half-past two. There’s been a fire at the printing works.’


  Jill sat down in the nearest armchair. She extended her leg and managed to turn on the electric fire with her foot. She was wearing only a nightdress and she began to shiver, though not solely from the cold.


  ‘It was in the storeroom next to the road. Luckily the Fire Brigade got there before it had time to spread.’ Charlotte’s voice wobbled. ‘There’s a certain amount of smoke damage, I gather, but it could be much worse.’


  ‘The storeroom?’ Jill said, trying to visualise the ramshackle sheds and converted stabling that straggled round the yard beside the Gazette’s editorial offices. ‘That’s on the left of the gates, isn’t it? It seems an odd place for a fire to start in the middle of the night.’


  ‘Yes – well, that’s just it. I gather there’s some doubt about how it actually did start.’


  ‘What are you saying? It was arson?’


  ‘The officer I spoke to was very cagey, but I understand at this stage they’re keeping an open mind. There’s . . . there’s something else. The reason the Fire Brigade got there so soon was that they had a 999 call. The caller didn’t leave a name. Truly a Good Samaritan.’


  ‘Unless it was the arsonist himself,’ Jill said.


  Charlotte wished her luck and rang off. Jill washed, dressed and forced herself to drink a cup of tea and nibble some toast. Afterwards she stood by the window, smoking the first cigarette of the day. The sky was beginning to lighten.


  An arson attack at the Gazette? And not so long after her predecessor, poor Mr Cubbitt, was beaten up? Coming back to Lydmouth had been a decision forced on her by circumstances. She hadn’t expected to enjoy it. But she hadn’t expected to feel afraid, either.


  It was a little after eight by the time Jill parked the car in the Gazette’s yard. She spent the first ten minutes looking at the storeroom with the foreman of the printing works. They stood in the doorway because a fire officer and a youthful police constable were inside. Most of the damage was due to smoke and the attentions of the Fire Brigade, rather than to the fire itself – it was fortunate that the Good Samaritan had raised the alarm so promptly.


  ‘Some bugger started it, Miss Francis,’ the foreman muttered. ‘It weren’t an accident.’


  ‘Are you sure?’ Jill asked.


  The fire officer looked round. ‘The window smashed and the fire went like a rocket.’ He waved a gloved hand at the floor beside a filing cabinet. ‘See that? A broken bottle.’


  ‘That’s worrying.’


  She assessed what needed to be done: a good deal of paper would need to be replaced; a window would need mending; and the whole room would have to be redecorated. She hoped the insurance was up to date. She would also have to think about increasing the security of the site as a whole.


  Jill went next door into the office. She had expected to be the first there, because the staff did not usually arrive until between 8.30 and nine. To her surprise, she found Amy Gwyn-Thomas industriously collating expenses claims at her desk outside the editor’s room. Amy was a tall, angular woman with a long, thin nose which looked as though someone had given it a tweak to one side while it was still in the malleable stage of its development. But she was dressed more smartly than Jill remembered, and wore much more make-up.


  ‘Miss Francis!’ Amy stood up, a flush spreading like a stain beneath the powder on her cheeks. ‘How lovely to see you after all this time.’


  It was an unmistakable olive branch. As the two women shook hands, asked after each other’s health, discussed the fire and the weather, Jill noticed on Amy’s desk a framed photograph of a middle-aged man with large eyes, a thin moustache and a spotted bow tie. She glanced at Amy’s hands: no sign of a wedding or engagement ring.


  ‘I was so glad when Mrs Wemyss-Brown said it was you,’ Amy confided.


  ‘Better the devil you know?’


  Amy appeared not to hear. ‘It’s not been easy these last few months, Miss Francis, I don’t mind telling you. And when Mr Wemyss-Brown was took ill, and Mr Cubbitt took over, it just went from bad to worse. He could do a lovely obituary, I’ll say that for him, but he wasn’t very good at running things. Funny, isn’t it – some men are and some men aren’t. I did what I could to keep things straight, but I couldn’t make the decisions, could I? It just wasn’t my place.’


  ‘I’m sure you did everything you could. Mrs Wemyss-Brown was saying to me only yesterday how marvellous you’ve been. And Mr Wemyss-Brown, too.’ Jill bent the truth a little in the interests of morale. ‘He said they couldn’t possibly have managed without you.’


  Amy grew a little pinker than before. ‘One does what one can, of course. But not everyone pulls their weight, do they, and it’s no use pretending that they do.’ She lowered her voice. ‘And it’s been such a difficult time, because of the Post.’


  ‘We shall have to see what we can do about that.’


  ‘Will you be here long?’


  ‘I’m just here as a stopgap,’ Jill said. ‘We hope Mr Wemyss-Brown will soon be back in harness.’


  ‘So you’ll be going back to London?’


  ‘Yes – probably.’


  ‘We all thought you were settled up there for life on that magazine,’ Amy said.


  ‘Nothing lasts for ever. There was a change of ownership, and the new people had someone else lined up for features editor.’ Jill did not add that she and the major shareholder had met over a dinner table in Belgravia and found that their opinions on almost every subject you cared to name were diametrically opposed.


  The building around them was beginning to come to life. Doors closed, footsteps mounted the stairs, fragments of conversation drifted along the landing.


  ‘They’re not a bad lot,’ Amy said suddenly. ‘They can all do their jobs. I was talking about it with my . . . my friend.’ Here her eyes drifted towards the photograph of the man in the bow tie. ‘He said they just need a leader. And that is what Mr Wemyss-Brown was so good at doing – leading, I mean.’


  ‘I know.’


  A short but not uncomfortable silence followed. Amy was entirely right, Jill thought: despite the fact that Philip Wemyss-Brown liked liquid lunches and long afternoons on the golf course, he had been a good leader. He talked to people; he made them feel wanted; he told them what they had to do, and then he congratulated them when they had done it. All of which would have made him a hard act to follow, even temporarily, even in the best of times. And these were not the best of times, except, possibly, for Amy Gwyn-Thomas. For years, Amy had nursed a hopeless passion for Philip Wemyss-Brown. Now it seemed she had found another object for her affection, and her temperament had improved dramatically because of it.


  There was a tap on the half-open door, and a thin youth sidled into the room. His cadaverous cheeks sheltered a complex network of craters and spots. His dark hair, worn rather long, was slicked back with grease into a duck’s tail. The shoulders of his jacket showed unmistakable signs of padding and even more obvious signs of dandruff. His trousers clung to his skinny legs and the toes of his shoes tapered sharply to a point.


  Good God, thought Jill, the Teddy boys have come to Lydmouth.


  ‘This is Howard,’ Amy said. ‘Howard Mork. Howard helps in the post room, don’t you, Howard?’ She spoke loudly and rather slowly. ‘And this is Miss Francis. She’ll be taking over as editor for the time being, while Mr Wemyss-Brown is convalescing.’


  Howard stared at his shoes. Jill asked him whether he’d worked there long and was rewarded with a mumble that could probably be translated as ‘four months’. Amy put him out of his misery by sending him off to collect the day’s post.


  ‘Very shy,’ she mouthed to Jill when he had left the room. ‘But such a nice boy. His father is the manager of Butter’s. His mother died rather unexpectedly – it was all rather tragic.’ Suddenly brisk, she opened her desk diary and raised her voice to its normal level. ‘Would you like me to run through your appointments now or later, Miss Francis?’


  ‘Later, I think. Unless there’s anything urgent.’


  ‘It’s Thursday, so there’s the press briefing at Police Headquarters.’


  ‘That’s a regular thing now, is it?’


  ‘Yes, Mr Drake’s idea, I understand. Sometimes they’re more a matter of form than anything else, but not recently.’


  ‘Oh?’


  ‘There’s been a lot of petty crime in the last few weeks. Worse than petty, in some cases – look at poor Mr Cubbitt, he had to have four stitches and he lost a tooth.’ She coloured, glancing at the photograph. ‘My friend – Mr Prout – has been another victim, though nothing like as bad. I’m afraid the Post has been quick to make capital out of it.’


  ‘I’ll go,’ Jill said. ‘It’ll be a good opportunity to meet people again.’ But there would never be a good opportunity to meet Richard Thornhill. If she had her way she would never see him again. She went on: ‘I’ll have to talk to the police about last night, in any case.’


  ‘I’ve put the fire on in your room,’ Amy said smugly.


  ‘I think I’ll go round the office first. The sooner people know what I look like the better.’


  Jill made her way methodically through the building, from the reporters’ room with its long central table, where she had worked when she first came to the Gazette, to the printing works; from the accountant’s lair in the attic to the cellar which contained the only complete back file of the Lydmouth Gazette in existence. She talked to advertising clerks and printers, to reporters and cleaning ladies.


  She spent a quarter of an hour with Jamie Marr, the advertising manager, going through the figures for the last twelve months. The first quarter held up to expectations. Thereafter a decline began, at first gradual, but, since September, increasingly rapid.


  ‘It’s a combination of things, if you ask me,’ Marr said. ‘The main thing is, since Fuggle took over at the Post, he’s slashed their rates. He can’t have done it off his own bat – it must be part of a wider strategy. They’re practically paying people to advertise with them. And there’s no denying it, since Mr Wemyss-Brown was took poorly, things have got much worse. A lot of our advertisers felt they had a personal relationship with him – the old established, family businesses, like Butter’s and Mynott’s. But with him not around, it’s much easier for Fuggle to poach them.’


  ‘He must be losing money over this too.’


  ‘Of course he is,’ Marr said. ‘But he’s not worried, not in the short term.’


  ‘Because the Post is now part of the Champion Group?’


  ‘Yes – they must have fifty or sixty provincial newspapers, and other interests as well. They can afford to make a loss for a few months in order to turn a profit later. But most people in Lydmouth can’t. We’re all feeling the pinch. There’s even talk of lay-offs at Broadbent’s.’


  Broadbent and Jones was a large engineering company on the outskirts of town, one of Lydmouth’s largest employers. When Jill had last been in Lydmouth it was widely assumed that a job at Broadbent’s was a job for life, as secure as a job with the railways or the Post Office or the Council.


  ‘I don’t want to talk out of turn about Mr Cubbitt,’ Marr continued, ‘but he didn’t get the same coverage that Mr Wemyss-Brown did. And Fuggle’s damned good at his job, there’s no denying that. So our circulation’s been declining.’


  ‘Which makes us even less attractive to advertisers?’


  Marr shrugged. ‘It’s a downward spiral, and everyone knows it, I’m afraid.’


  ‘What goes down,’ Jill said, ‘must come up. If you try hard enough. And that’s what I’m going to do until Mr Wemyss-Brown is well enough to do it for himself.’


  Jill was uneasily aware that rousing words were not going to solve the problem. She arranged to meet Marr again on Friday morning and discuss tactics. In the meantime, she asked Amy for coffee and biscuits to be sent to the reporters’ room. She talked to her colleagues as a group and individually. It was not a subtle way of trying to raise morale, but it was better than none at all.


  At 11.30, she borrowed Philip’s umbrella, the fabric green with age, and walked through the rain up the High Street to Police Headquarters. This occupied what had once been a large Victorian house; car parks and ancillary buildings sprawled through the grounds. A few great trees – a cedar of Lebanon, a copper beech and a pair of limes – reared up among the Nissen huts and tarmac, ungainly reminders of the garden which had once been there.


  She did not recognise the man on the desk, but when she introduced herself she was waved into the Conference Room on the ground floor. She opened the door and hesitated. The room was tall and high ceilinged, dominated by an elderly mahogany dining-table and a nicotine-stained portrait of a Victorian Chief Constable. It was full of smoke and the sound of voices. One by one the voices died away and for a moment the only sound was the rumble of traffic in the road outside.


  ‘Well, well,’ said Ivor Fuggle. ‘Look who it is, gentlemen. It’s our famous lady reporter from London.’


  ‘Good morning, gentlemen,’ Jill said, welcoming the sustaining spurt of anger. ‘No, don’t get up. I’m sure you need to conserve your energy.’


  Most of the men were strangers to her, but there was a murmur of greeting from the two or three whom she had met before. There were only four vacant chairs – the three at the head of the table, beneath the portrait of the Chief Constable, and one on the corner beside them, the chair next to Ivor Fuggle’s. Jill walked round the room to it, sniffing the familiar smell of wet dog and old tobacco that characterised the working journalist in winter. She put her handbag on the table and hesitated a moment – long enough for Ivor Fuggle to look up, pantomime surprise, draw back the empty chair and wave his hand in a courtly gesture.


  ‘Thank you so much,’ Jill said, sitting down.


  Fuggle grinned at her. He was a portly man in his late fifties whose gleaming white false teeth were the cleanest thing about him. ‘According to my English master, Dr Johnson said that he who is tired of London is tired of life.’ His voice sounded as dirty engine oil would sound if dirty engine oil could talk. ‘I hope that’s not true in your case.’


  ‘No, Mr Fuggle, it’s not. Would you mind moving your chair just a few inches away from mine, and then I can get my legs under the table. Thank you so much.’


  The door opened, and the moment Jill had been dreading was suddenly upon her. Detective Chief Inspector Richard Thornhill came into the room. For a split second he looked at her. The years had treated him well – better, in all probability, than they had treated her. She knew at once that he had been expecting her.


  A uniformed sergeant and a secretary followed him into the room. He walked round the table, choosing the route that enabled him to avoid passing behind Jill’s chair. Then he was standing a few feet away from her beneath the portrait of that long-dead Chief Constable.


  ‘Good morning, gentlemen,’ he said. ‘And good morning to you, Miss Francis.’


  You bastard, Jill thought, you bastard. Why did I waste my time on you for so many years?


  Chapter Four


  The weekly press briefing had been Mr Drake’s innovation, his way of keeping his finger on the pulse of what was happening in the town. The DCC knew the power of the press and he wanted to harness it. Often the briefings were near-formalities – on the one hand almost social occasions and, on the other, ritual opportunities for the police and press to grumble to each other. They were usually chaired by an inspector or chief inspector.


  Today Thornhill wished he were anywhere else but here. He had often wondered how he would feel if he met Jill again. If you saw someone in your mind every day for more than three years, you grew accustomed to your version of her presence. As time passed, you modified her, you talked to her, you expanded her history – and sometimes, as Thornhill knew, you let her invade your dreams. Now, confronted by a dark unsmiling woman with a notebook in hand and a raincoat draped like a cape over her shoulders, he was forced to face a real person endowed with all the inconveniences of independent existence.


  For an instant Jill caught his eye and he saw, or thought he did, a wave of dislike wash across her face. In the same moment he realised that he had miscalculated badly. He had hoped that what he felt for her would be analogous to measles – that once you had had one attack you would no longer be susceptible to infection. But now he discovered that malaria would make a better analogy for his condition: he suffered from a disease that could return at any time, possibly with renewed force, whenever circumstances were favourable to it. A jolt of misery ran through him like dark electricity.


  Routine was a blessing. Sergeant Lumb took the seat to his right, and Miss Arkwright, the stenographer, the seat to his left. Thornhill cleared his throat but the words wouldn’t come. He tried again, and this time they flowed in a way that seemed normal enough, though he himself had no way of knowing because he wasn’t really listening. There had been an outbreak of poaching in the Mitchelbrook area. The Clearland estate had been particularly badly hit. Police had arrested and charged three men that week, two from London, in connection with the offences. On Tuesday afternoon, there had been a burglary in a house in Broadwell Crescent, and the police would be glad to hear from anyone who might have seen or heard anything suspicious in that area on the afternoon in question.


  And so on. At last Thornhill paused and asked for questions. Fuggle raised a hand with a smoking cigarette.


  ‘This is all very well, Chief Inspector, but I’m sure you realise that it’s not what we really want to hear. What are you doing about the man who beat up poor Johnny Cubbitt? What about the fire at the Gazette last night? And what about the Pisser?’


  ‘I beg your pardon?’ said Jill.


  ‘Granted, I’m sure,’ Fuggle said. ‘Well, Chief Inspector?’


  ‘It’s true that there have been several outbreaks of rowdy behaviour in the town over the last few weeks, particularly on Friday and Saturday evenings. It’s also true that these have been accompanied by isolated bursts of vandalism. However, we—’


  ‘The Pisser,’ Fuggle interrupted.


  ‘Yes indeed, Mr Fuggle. The Pisser.’ Thornhill could bear it no longer. He turned towards Jill and addressed her directly. ‘We have had several cases of somebody urinating through letter boxes, Miss Francis. It doesn’t seem to be a random outbreak, in that all the targets are connected with the Baptist Chapel.’


  ‘First there was Mr Prout of Prout’s Toys and Novelties. He’s the organist,’ Fuggle put in. ‘Then we had the chapel itself. Great big puddle waiting for the worshippers on Sunday morning. I mean, it’s not nice, is it? Next weekend, it was the turn of Mr Smethwick, the minister himself. He’s got little kiddies, you know, and Mrs Smethwick isn’t in the best of health. Then Mynott’s – the old chap acts as Prout’s deputy. And then last weekend it was back to Mr Prout himself.’


  ‘Thank you, Mr Fuggle. As Sergeant Lumb explained to you last week, we’re increasing the numbers of uniformed constables on the beat, especially at closing time on Fridays and Saturdays. We have every hope of an early arrest.’


  Fuggle made a noise that sounded like pfui!


  ‘Our investigation into the attack on Mr Cubbitt is continuing. It was a savage and, as far as we know, entirely unprovoked attack. Unfortunately it was dark and he was taken unawares so he was unable to describe his attacker.’


  ‘Have you got a suspect?’ Fuggle demanded. ‘Have you even got an investigation?’


  ‘We are following several lines of enquiry, sir, and the press will be the first to know when we have any news.’


  ‘Business as usual, in other words.’ Fuggle sighed in a way that made his lips vibrate. He made a show of writing in his notebook. ‘Police are baffled,’ he murmured. Then, looking up, he went on: ‘And what about this latest thing, the fire at the Gazette?’ He leaned towards Jill, and leered at her. ‘I’m sure this little lady would like to hear what you think about that.’


  ‘Luckily the Fire Brigade was alerted before the fire had time to take hold,’ Thornhill said stiffly.


  ‘Who by?’ asked Fuggle.


  ‘The caller rang from a nearby phone box and did not choose to leave their name.’


  ‘And what’s this a little bird told me?’ Fuggle asked the ceiling, as though the little bird were cruising in circles over the table in case it needed to repeat its information. ‘That the fire didn’t start by accident? Could it be arson?’


  ‘It’s too early to speculate, Mr Fuggle. The investigation is still in its early stages.’


  Fuggle lowered his eyes and looked directly at Thornhill. ‘I see. But I’m told that someone chucked a Molotov cocktail through the window. If that isn’t arson, I don’t know what is.’


  Chapter Five


  At the end of his shift, Peter Porter returned home. Except it was not home, and never could be: it was Mynott’s (‘Television and Electrical Services For All Your Needs’) on Broad Street, between the southern end of the High Street and the junction with Chepstow Road.


  As a lodger, he had a key to the side entrance, but he went into the shop because he wanted to ask Miss Mynott about his laundry. Since the death of his mother, PC Porter had found himself in a strange new world where shirts had to be ironed, stains removed from tunics and socks washed and darned.


  Old Mr Mynott was in the showroom at the front of the shop, waving his arms about and showing a lady the controls of one of the television sets on display. Porter saw Miss Mynott in the workshop behind the counter talking to a broad-shouldered man he didn’t recognise. He walked down the shop, trying to minimise the clumping of his boots on the linoleum. The customer turned as he approached, and he recognised the lady.


  ‘Hello, Porter,’ said Mrs Thornhill. ‘How are you?’


  ‘Fine, thanks, Mrs Thornhill.’ He didn’t know Mrs Thronhill well, but he had often met her when he acted as her husband’s driver.


  ‘I was very sorry to hear about your mother.’


  Porter felt his eyes filling with shameful tears. ‘Yes,’ he said, because he could think of nothing else to say.


  ‘And Mr Thornhill tells me you’re lodging here.’


  ‘Yes,’ Porter said, glancing wildly from the remote and bony face of Mr Mynott to the slight figure of his daughter in the workshop. ‘It’s . . . it’s very nice.’


  ‘That’s good. Well, I mustn’t keep you.’


  She smiled at him and turned back to Mr Mynott. Porter walked on, stumbling into a large walnut-veneered cabinet housing a television set. Mr Mynott tutted behind him.


  Miss Mynott came out of the workshop. She was in her twenties, a slim girl with close-cropped yellow hair; she was said to be more interested in televisions than men. ‘The sheets came back from the laundry, Peter,’ she said. ‘I’ve left them in your room. I left a note of what’s owing on top of them. Were you late again this morning?’


  ‘Yes – a little. But I won’t be tomorrow.’


  ‘New alarm clock?’


  ‘No. I’m going to hang a piece of string out of my window and tie one end to my big toe. And the chap who’s on nights is going to give the other end a tug as he’s on his way back to the station.’


  Miss Mynott burst out laughing. ‘I hope he doesn’t tug too hard. Is there any news, by the way?’


  He blinked. ‘About what?’


  ‘You know.’ She lowered her voice to a whisper. ‘The Pisser.’


  He took a step backward as though she had threatened to hit him. It wasn’t nice, hearing a lady say that word. ‘No, miss. But we’re working on it.’


  As they were speaking, the strange man had come out of the workshop. His face reminded Porter of an American film star’s whose name he could not recall. He wore a brown cotton work coat over his clothes, as did Miss Mynott, and was carrying a valve in one hand.


  ‘You haven’t met Mr Frederick, have you, Peter?’ Miss Mynott said. ‘Not with you being on earlies. He’s down from London for a couple of nights, and we’ve put him in the room next to yours.’


  Mr Frederick extended a hand. He was shorter than Porter, with fair hair beginning to recede from the temples. ‘A police officer, eh?’ he said, running his eyes over Porter’s uniform. ‘So we’ll sleep safe at night?’


  ‘Not entirely,’ Miss Mynott said, with a significant glance at the letter slot in the door of the showroom.


  Porter blushed.


  ‘Excuse me’ – Frederick turned back to Miss Mynott – ‘I wouldn’t use these Miskin valves, if I were you. We never do. They have a tendency to overheat.’


  Porter’s cheeks burned in sympathy.


  Chapter Six


  Outside the window, the black rain fell, kicking up the sheets of water on the road like a hail of bullets. There were footsteps on the stairs and in the hall. The lights snapped on in the room behind her. Jill turned.


  ‘Draw the curtains, would you?’ Charlotte said. ‘These dark winter afternoons are so depressing.’


  Jill pulled the heavy curtains across the bay window of the drawing-room. As she did so, she noted that the paint on the window frame was flaking.


  ‘Philip’s ready for you now,’ Charlotte said.


  ‘Are you sure I won’t tire him out?’


  ‘Dr Leddon said that short visits from old friends would be fine, but do try not to upset him. Any sort of strain could—’ She broke off and twisted her engagement ring around her finger. ‘I haven’t told him about the fire. He didn’t hear the phone ringing in the night so he knows nothing about it. Have the police said anything yet?’


  ‘Not officially. But they’re obviously treating it as arson.’


  ‘How did Fuggle know so much?’


  ‘He must have heard something. I’m sure he has his sources, just like Philip does.’


  ‘Philip wouldn’t use information like that.’


  ‘Fuggle’s clever. If we’re not careful he’s going to come out of all this as the people’s friend.’


  ‘Do you think he’s responsible?’


  Jill picked up her handbag. ‘For the arson? It seems unreal, that a man one knows could do something like that. On the other hand I wouldn’t put it past him.’


  ‘I wonder if we could have a word with someone,’ Charlotte suggested, uncharacteristically hesitant.


  ‘With the police? Without any evidence whatsoever?’


  Charlotte sat down suddenly on the sofa. ‘Jill, we need to talk. About the Gazette, about lots of things. There are decisions to be made . . .’


  Jill sat down beside her. If Charlotte had been another woman, she would have taken her hand. ‘You need a holiday.’


  ‘That’s out of the question,’ snapped Charlotte. ‘But we can’t talk here, not properly. I’m always half listening for the bell, you know, and anyway Philip’s expecting you. What about tomorrow? I could come down to the Gazette at about midday.’


  ‘Why don’t we go out for lunch instead? My treat. No, don’t say anything. I’ll come and collect you in the car at about twelve o’clock, and we’ll go somewhere outside Lydmouth.’


  ‘All right. Thank you.’


  The capitulation was so sudden that it took Jill by surprise. She had thought of Charlotte and Philip for years as the epitome of security, permanence and comfort: often dull and obstinate, sometimes small-minded, but always safe. Now they were showing themselves to be as vulnerable and uncertain as anyone else. It gave Jill a queer sensation of panic, as a child feels when he first discovers that his parents are frail and mortal.


  Charlotte heaved herself to her feet. ‘We mustn’t keep Philip waiting. It’s funny’ – and here her voice took on a querulous note – ‘he knows you’ve been here since yesterday, and he’s becoming quite agitated about not seeing you. But please don’t excite him. Don’t let him talk about work.’


  Jill promised to do her best. She and Charlotte went up the wide stairs to the first-floor landing. Troy House had been built for Charlotte’s grandparents. Everything was a little taller or wider or larger than was necessary, as if to suggest that the residents themselves were more than life size.


  The biggest of the bedrooms was at the front of the house, directly over the drawing-room. Philip lay in the double bed, propped up on pillows. He looked unexpectedly small, dwarfed by his surroundings. This was the room Charlotte had shared with him. Now it was Philip’s alone. The dressing-table had been swept clear of Charlotte’s silver and crystal, and held a selection of medicines.


  Jill bent over and kissed Philip’s forehead. His skin was warm, soft and sweet smelling, like a newly bathed baby’s.


  He gave her a crooked smile. ‘You’re looking well. Why don’t you sit down – pull up that chair.’


  ‘Jill can’t stay long,’ Charlotte said. ‘Just a short visit.’


  He ignored her. He was still looking at Jill. ‘It’s good of you to come down. I can’t think of anyone I’d rather have at the Gazette.’


  ‘It won’t be for long, I’m sure.’


  His eyelids fluttered. ‘You must have given up a lot.’


  ‘Not really. To put it bluntly, I got the sack from Berkeley’s. They didn’t call it that, of course, but that’s what it was. It was inevitable under the new ownership. So you’re helping me out as much as the other way round.’


  ‘Nonsense,’ he said, and smiled.


  Downstairs the telephone began to ring.


  Charlotte clicked her tongue on the roof of her mouth.


  ‘Go on, Charlie,’ Philip said. ‘Answer it.’


  She glanced at him anxiously and left the room. The telephone rang on. Neither Philip nor Jill spoke. Charlotte’s feet clattered down the stairs. The bell stopped.


  ‘Fuggle’s fighting dirty, Jill,’ Philip said.


  ‘You shouldn’t be talking about this.’


  ‘I want to. I’ve got to. It’s true, isn’t it?’


  ‘Probably.’ She leant forward and took his hand, which had been plucking idly and yet obsessively at the coverlet. ‘He doesn’t know any other way to fight.’


  ‘I don’t think Charlotte realises how bad it is. There’s only room for one local daily in this area now. The Champion Group is backing Fuggle to the hilt. So it’s between us and them. And the one who wins is going to do very well out of it.’


  ‘The Post is not going to win,’ Jill said.


  Philip’s fingers tightened round hers. ‘I’ve been a bit slack these last few years. Let things slide a bit perhaps. Between ourselves, Charlotte’s income isn’t what it was. This damned supertax. So I worry about what would happen if—’


  ‘Don’t worry,’ Jill interrupted. ‘Worrying’s not going to help. Just concentrate on getting well. In the meantime I’ll keep an eye on Fuggle. Then, when you’re better, you can sort him out.’


  Philip’s eyelids fluttered. ‘Funny bugger. Did you know he’s married now?’


  ‘I thought he was the eternal bachelor.’


  ‘Everyone did. Used to live with his mother, you know, ghastly woman, probably Ivan the Terrible’s first cousin. But she died a couple of years ago and it sent him off the rails. He was very odd for a time.’ He was speaking more slowly now, and his articulation was becoming slurred. ‘Then, blow me down, he got married. Not a local woman. I’ve met her once or twice – rather frumpy, no conversation, keeps herself to herself.’
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