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AUTHOR’S NOTE

The title comes from poem xvi in A Shropshire Lad by A. E. Housman. All chapter epigraphs are taken, with permission, from the Lydmouth Gazette.


THE PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS

JILL FRANCIS – a journalist on the Lydmouth Gazette

RICHARD THORNHILL – Detective Inspector

EDITH THORNHILL – his wife; DAVID and ELIZABETH their children

BRIAN KIRBY – Detective Sergeant

P.C. PORTER – Lydmouth Division, Uniform Branch

CHARLOTTE WEMYSS-BROWN – owner of the Lydmouth Gazette

MARY SUTTON – detective novelist; wife of the vicar of St John’s

FRINTON – manager of the Bull Hotel

MR QUALE – factotum at the Bull Hotel

JOAN DAVIES – a chambermaid at the Bull Hotel

MR and MRS WEALD – guests at the Bull Hotel

LAWRENCE JORDAN – an actor

BERNARD SANDLEIGH – Headmaster of Ashbridge School

VERA SANDLEIGH – his wife

DOROTHY, JUNE and PETER SANDLEIGH – their children

WALTON – a sixth former at Ashbridge School

HUBERT PAXFORD – the groundsman at Ashbridge School

NEVILLE ROCKFIELD – a master at Ashbridge School

KATHLEEN ROCKFIELD – his wife

MERVYN CARRICK – a master at Ashbridge School

LES CARRICK – his brother; of Moat Farm

DILYS CARRICK – wife of Les Carrick

UMBERTO NERINI – a farm labourer

FRED SWAYNE – Police Sergeant, of Ashbridge

MEG SWAYNE – his aunt; landlady of the Beaufort Arms, Ashbridge


ONE

The Hanging Tree of Ashbridge

County Historical Curiosities No 8


The oak, now a hollow ruin of its former self, is believed to be at least four hundred years old. It acquired its sinister sobriquet because at one time the corpses of executed malefactors were hanged in chains from its boughs as a dreadful example to those who might be tempted to stray from the law of the land.

This practice was known locally as ‘keeping sheep by moonlight’, an expression which may have been confined to parts of the Anglo-Welsh Marches. The Oxford Dictionary of Proverbs cites only one other example – a footnote in A. E. Housman’s A Shropshire Lad.

The Lydmouth Gazette, 6th January
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Richard Thornhill first saw the crocuses on a dark February evening. He was in his little office at police headquarters, packing up to go home and wondering what he would find when he got there. It was bitterly cold despite the fact that the gas fire was on and the window was shut.

He heard a tap on the door and Sergeant Fowles marched in with the bowl of crocuses.

‘They’re for you, sir.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘A gentleman left it downstairs. Said you won it.’

Thornhill stared at Fowles, who as usual looked grave and preoccupied, as if playing a pivotal role in the great drama of life – a drama which, but for his efforts, might at any moment tip over into tragedy. A memory stirred. Victor Youlgreave, one of the churchwardens, had buttonholed Thornhill in the library a few weeks earlier and persuaded him to buy five raffle tickets for a draw in aid of the Repairs Appeal at St John’s.

‘Sixth prize.’ Fowles set down the bowl on Thornhill’s desk, adjusted it so that it was centrally placed between the corners of the blotter, and backed away. ‘There’ll be a full list of winners in the Gazette. Congratulations, sir.’

The door closed behind the sergeant. Thornhill put on his hat and overcoat and turned off the gas fire. He returned to the desk and stared down at the glazed bowl, which had been painted a shade of white that reminded him of the tiling in public urinals. The crocuses were dark green stakes tipped with purple. They made him think of funerals.

Best take them home for Edith, who liked such things. She might see them as a peace offering. Not that he and Edith were at war, of course. There was no need for olive branches.

He scooped up his briefcase in one hand and lifted the bowl with the other. By the door, he hesitated, realising he would need a third hand to open it. The hesitation was fatal. As he turned to put down the bowl, the phone on his desk began to ring. Again he hesitated, swinging as so often between duty and inclination. As so often, the former won. Too often? He put down the bowl and picked up the handset.

‘Call for you, sir.’ It was the clerk on the switchboard. ‘Wasn’t sure if you’d gone.’

‘I was just leaving. Can’t Sergeant Kirby take it?’

‘The caller asked for you personally, sir. Very insistent, she was.’

She? ‘Who is it?’

‘Mrs Wemyss-Brown.’

Disappointment touched him. Wrong she. Wrong damn everything. ‘And did she say what she wants?’

‘I did ask.’ The clerk’s voice was defensive. ‘She said her business was with you.’

The clerk sounded plaintive as well as defensive – typical reactions in those who had dealings with Charlotte Wemyss-Brown. Thornhill was tempted to send a message to the effect that he would telephone her in the morning if Sergeant Kirby could not help. But by doing so he would expose the unfortunate clerk to the rough side of Mrs Wemyss-Brown’s tongue. He would also run the risk of offending the lady himself. One thing he had learnt since coming to Lydmouth was that one didn’t offend Mrs Wemyss-Brown without good reason.

A moment later she was on the line. ‘Inspector Thornhill! Good afternoon!’

He moved the earpiece away from his ear. ‘Good evening, Mrs Wemyss-Brown. What can we—’

‘The lavatories, Inspector. This simply can’t go on. What do you propose to do?’

‘I’m sorry, I don’t follow you.’

‘Surely you have the matter in hand? I had a long discussion about it with your desk sergeant only last week. Not more than ten days ago.’

‘Ah. That must be it. No doubt Uniform Branch are dealing with it.’

‘Nonsense.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘It’s not something for a bobby on a bicycle, Inspector. This is a criminal matter. Criminal damage, certainly. As for the other charges, well, we must leave that to the experts. Harassment? Indecency? There must be something appropriate. But that’s a mere detail. The point is, this must stop.’

While she was speaking, Thornhill put down his briefcase and sat down, still in his hat and coat, behind his desk. He drew a notepad towards him.

‘Perhaps you’d like to explain?’

‘Again?’ She inserted a brief silence, heavy with implicit criticism. ‘You may not be aware that I am Chairman of the Jubilee Park Committee.’ Another pause, short and sour. ‘You do know it?’

Thornhill agreed that he did. The park lay at the top of Victoria Road. As Mrs Wemyss-Brown almost certainly knew, the Thornhills’ house was at the lower end of the same road.

‘There are public conveniences at Jubilee Park,’ Mrs Wemyss-Brown went on, her voice slow and patient as if addressing a class of well-intentioned but backward infants. ‘For men and for women. They were built by the town council but we still own the land. The maintenance has sometimes been a bone of contention between us.’ She lowered her voice. ‘The cubicles in the men’s section of the convenience back onto the ladies’ cubicles. Someone has bored a hole in the partition wall.’

‘Easily blocked, I imagine.’ Thornhill’s stomach rumbled. He looked at his watch. It was a long time since lunch.

‘It has been blocked, Mr Thornhill, Inspector. It was done this morning. And afterwards the committee and I paid a visit of inspection. I happened to look upwards.’ Charlotte Wemyss-Brown paused once more, this time for dramatic effect. ‘I saw holes.’

‘In the ceiling?’

‘Just so. One over each cubicle. About half an inch in diameter.’

‘The block has a pitched roof, hasn’t it? But there can’t be much room for a loft, surely?’

‘The loft is no more than four or five foot high at the ridge. The hatch which gives access to it is above one of the cubicles.’

‘Would you need a ladder to get up there?’

‘A ladder would certainly make it much easier. But I think a reasonably agile man might manage without if he stood on the lavatory pan, pushed open the hatch and hauled himself up. I stood on the lavatory myself, you know, and I could touch the hatch with my fingertips.’

Thornhill’s first reaction was admiration for Mrs Wemyss-Brown’s practical intelligence. But admiration was rapidly overwhelmed by a vivid image of the scene in the ladies’ lavatory. Charlotte Wemyss-Brown was not a tall woman, but she was large in other directions. As he visualised her plump and sleekly corseted figure standing on tiptoe with arms aloft and fingertips outstretched, he thought of an elephant he had seen in a circus before the war – attired in a short, pink skirt and standing on its hind legs on a barrel.

‘Well?’ she prompted. ‘What do you propose to do?’

‘I shall need to discuss it first with my colleagues. In the meantime, if I were you I’d lock the lavatories.’

‘We already have. And at least two members of the public have complained.’

‘I’ll make sure someone examines them tomorrow.’ A job for a uniformed officer; a job sure to arouse hilarity.

‘If I don’t hear from you or another officer by midday tomorrow, I shall telephone you again. This is really quite disgusting, you know. A pervert preying on defenceless women. It would never have happened before the war. I just don’t know what this country’s coming to.’ Mrs Wemyss-Brown was suddenly brisk. ‘Give my regards to Mrs Thornhill. Good evening, Mr Thornhill.’

She put down the phone before he could reply, leaving him partly irritated and partly amused. Something would have to be done about the Peeping Tom, of course: Mrs Wemyss-Brown was right – it wasn’t a pleasant business. But it wasn’t a job for the CID, either, or not yet.

Once more his stomach rumbled. Thornhill picked up his briefcase and, balancing the crocuses on the crook of his arm, turned off the light and left the office. He clattered down the wide stairs to the reception area. He heard footsteps running along the landing above.

‘Message for you, sir.’

He looked up. His sergeant, Brian Kirby, was hanging over the banisters.

‘I’m trying to go home,’ Thornhill complained. ‘It’s not Mrs Wemyss-Brown again, is it? If it is, I’m gone.’

Kirby grinned down at him. ‘It’s Mr Frinton. You know? The new manager at the Bull. Wants you to step round and see him right away.’

‘Why?’

‘He’s got a VIP guest who’s having problems.’

‘Who? And what problems?’

‘Didn’t want to tell me.’ Kirby joined him on the stairs and added in a lower voice, ‘Mr Frinton’s in quite a state, sir. He wanted Mr Williamson, but he’s on sick leave of course.’ Kirby cleared his throat, stared at the flaking yellow paint of the ceiling and murmured, ‘You know Frinton’s on the square?’

Thornhill sighed. The prospect of supper receded still further. Superintendent Williamson was a mason, too, and Williamson would not be on sick leave for ever. Thornhill knew nothing else about Frinton, apart from a rumour that he was finding it difficult to drag the Bull Hotel into the second half of the twentieth century. ‘All right, Brian. I’ll look in before I go home.’

He left the bowl of crocuses in the care of Sergeant Fowles at the desk. When he opened the front door, the cold caught his throat. He tightened the knot of his scarf and fastened the top button of his overcoat with fingers that were suddenly clumsy. He walked cautiously down the steps and along the High Street towards the Bull Hotel. Dirty snow was piled up along the kerbs. One or two cars passed but the street was already empty of passers-by. Thornhill’s heels rang on the pavement. There had been no fresh snow during the day, thank God, but the pavement was icy in places and the northeast wind made it feel even colder than it really was. He glanced upwards, trying to see beyond the glow of the streetlamps to the sky above; he sensed rather than saw the thick cloud cover and wondered if there would be more snow tonight. It was February, but the long winter showed no sign of losing its hold.

He turned into the portico of the Bull and went through the double doors to the long hall beyond. Old Quale slid out from behind the reception counter, his eyes bright in his dry, lined face.

‘Mr Thornhill, sir. They’re waiting for you in Mr Frinton’s office. You know where it is?’

Thornhill nodded, unbuttoning his overcoat, grateful for the warmth of the hotel.

The old man sidled closer, bringing Thornhill within range of his distinctive aroma. ‘Who’d have thought it, eh?’ he muttered. ‘I know we get all sorts here, but this is something else.’

Again Thornhill nodded, preferring not to betray ignorance.

‘All very hush-hush,’ Quale went on. ‘But I don’t need to tell you that.’

Thornhill went upstairs and tapped on the door of the manager’s office. He heard voices within, a wordless mumble. A thin, middle-aged chambermaid scurried past him with her face averted and a small pile of bed linen in her hands. She stopped outside the door further along the landing. As she was unlocking it, the office door opened a few inches, and a large, porcine man slipped through the gap, shutting the door behind him.

‘You must be Thornhill. Good man.’ He took Thornhill by the elbow in a grip that was almost firm enough to be painful and steered him down the landing, away from both the chambermaid and the stairs. ‘I’d better put you in the picture. Something rather delicate has come up.’ He nodded towards the office. ‘I’ve got Lawrence Jordan in there, believe it or not.’

‘Who?’

Frinton stared at Thornhill, his eyes dull, bulging and brown. ‘The film star. Don’t you ever go to the flicks?’

‘Of course I know him. Know of him. It’s just—’

‘Precisely.’ The big face split into a broad, practised smile, revealing a set of sparkling dentures. ‘Not the sort of chap you expect to see in Lydmouth. Just turned up out of the blue this afternoon. The thing is, he’s travelling incognito – false name, the lot.’

‘Why?’

‘Apparently he is liable to get mobbed if the ladies find him unprotected. Extraordinary, eh? But it seems that someone has found him. He was in his room about an hour ago, lights out, forty winks before dinner. Half-awake, half-asleep. Then someone tried to get in. Room faces the back. Whoever it was must have been standing on the fire escape. Jordan opened his eyes – saw a face pressed against the glass. And then the intruder tried to lift the sash. So Jordan gives a yell, leaps up, still half-asleep, and runs for the door. By the time he got back with Quale and me there was nobody there.’

‘Do you think he might have dreamt it?’

‘That’s not the point, Inspector. It’s what Jordan believes that counts. And if he talks about it . . . Damn it, quite frankly it’s the sort of publicity we can do without. Especially at present. All rather tricky.’

Thornhill frowned. ‘It sounds as if you want me to calm him down.’

‘In a manner of speaking. Knew I could rely on you. Ray Williamson’s mentioned your name. You’d better come and meet Mr Jordan.’

‘When’s he leaving, sir?’

‘He’s not sure, unfortunately. He plans to visit friends in the area.’

Frinton led the way back to the office. A man was sitting very close to the fire, nursing a glass of whisky. He leapt to his feet as Thornhill and Frinton came in. Thornhill felt a slight shock as reality meshed with its celluloid image. Lawrence Jordan was taller than Thornhill had expected, a fair-haired man with fine, regular features. His vivid blue eyes could not keep still: they darted from Thornhill to Frinton, from Frinton to the door. He wore a new and beautifully cut sports jacket and twill trousers. A few drops of whisky had fallen on the trousers but he appeared not to have noticed. Frinton performed the introductions.

‘Sorry to be such a nuisance,’ Jordan said as he shook Thornhill’s hand.

Frinton unleashed his smile. ‘That’s what the police are here for, Mr Jordan. Now why don’t we go across to your room? Then you can show the Inspector exactly what happened, and where.’

‘I can’t stay there, you know. Out of the question.’

‘Don’t worry about that, sir,’ Frinton said. ‘They’re getting another room ready for you now. Unless you’d prefer to go elsewhere?’

Jordan shook his head. ‘No, I can’t face it.’

Frinton took them across the landing to a large bed-sitting room. Jordan had brought a large quantity of gleaming leather luggage in assorted sizes, a porter’s nightmare. Prominently stamped on each item were the initials LQJ. The bed had not been turned down but the coverlet was rumpled, as if someone had lain there, and the eiderdown had fallen on the floor. A gas fire was burning, and at the other end of the room a two-bar electric fire was on. Nevertheless Jordan shivered.

Frinton hovered in the doorway. ‘I’ll make sure they put a couple of hot-water bottles in your new bed when they make it, Mr Jordan. One or two other little jobs . . . I’ll leave you to it, eh?’ Then he was gone, closing the door behind him.

As if the manager’s departure were the signal he had been waiting for, Jordan began to speak in an urgent undertone: ‘I’d drawn the curtains but they didn’t meet at the bottom. There was a gap of about six inches.’

There was no gap now. Thornhill crossed the room to the window and pulled back one of the curtains. Immediately to his left a fire escape ran diagonally down the side of the building from the upper storeys. Below him was the hotel yard, fitfully illuminated by a handful of lights. Thornhill stared across slate roofs, ghostly in the streetlamps, towards the tower of St John’s Church.

‘This must seem very stupid to you, Inspector.’ Jordan had followed him across the room and was now standing unexpectedly close to him. He swallowed. ‘But it can be quite terrifying sometimes. Being famous, I mean. Everyone wants a part of you. Even if they have to tear you apart to get it. Literally.’ He turned away. ‘I’m sorry. You don’t want to hear my problems.’

‘When did you arrive, sir?’

‘About half-past three. I drove down from town.’

‘Who knew you were coming?’

‘No one. I didn’t know myself until yesterday evening. I live in Los Angeles now. I came back to England last week for a little holiday. See friends, you know, buy one or two things. I was staying at the Savoy, and yesterday town suddenly seemed awfully claustrophobic so I thought, why not just take the car and drive where the fancy took me? See some real country again. Drop in on a few friends.’

‘You have friends in Lydmouth, sir?’

‘In Ashbridge, actually. Up in the Forest. I thought I’d phone them tomorrow, once I’ve had time to grow accustomed to being here.’

‘Do you mean that even they don’t know you’re here?’

‘That’s right.’

‘You registered under another name, I understand?’

‘Yes – Markham; my mother’s name.’

A pretty pointless exercise that had been, Thornhill thought, with all the monogrammed luggage.

‘I wore glasses, too.’ Jordan fished out a pair of horn-rimmed glasses from his jacket pocket. ‘In any case, I rather assumed people would be less likely to recognise me outside London. Still, I suppose someone must have done.’

‘Have you been out of the hotel since you arrived?’

‘Only to buy a paper and some cigarettes. And I walked down to the river. Needed to stretch my legs.’

‘Plenty of time for someone to have seen you.’

Jordan pulled out a gold case and offered Thornhill a cigarette. ‘Ironic, really. I asked for a room at the back because I thought it would be quieter.’ He shivered and added in a voice that was half-amused, half-puzzled, ‘I’d forgotten how bloody uncomfortable provincial hotels can be in this country.’

‘Are you sure the intruder actually tried to raise the window?’

Jordan shrugged. ‘I was half-asleep. That’s what it sounded like to me. I saw the woman’s face against the glass. But it was just a blur. There was very little light.’

‘You’re sure it was a woman?’

‘It usually is.’ Jordan smiled ruefully, and Thornhill found himself wanting to smile back.

‘The other possibility is that it was a common-or-garden thief, sir.’

‘What do you advise?’

‘That depends, sir.’ Thornhill glanced at Jordan’s perfect face, wondering what it must be like to be so rich, so well known and so scared.

‘We could have a look at the fire escape and the outside of the window. There might be usable fingerprints. We even could send an officer round to keep an eye on you. The trouble is, all that would attract a good deal of attention.’

‘A gift for the newspapers.’

‘It’s up to you, of course.’

‘What’s the alternative?’

‘If you want to stay here, we could go over your new room together – make sure it’s secure. You would want to lock your door, of course. The chances are that whoever you saw won’t be back. You must have terrified them, leaping up like that. They can’t know that you didn’t see their face clearly.’

‘I hadn’t looked at it from that angle.’ Jordan tapped ash from his cigarette in the hearth and warmed his hands at the gas fire. ‘It’s a filthy night. I think I’ll take your advice and stay. I do appreciate all this, by the way – it must be a frightful bore. I expect I’m keeping you from something far more important.’

As if on cue, Thornhill’s stomach rumbled. He moved towards the door, hoping that his footsteps and perhaps a creaking floorboard would cover the sound. ‘That’s what we’re here for, sir.’

‘I don’t suppose you’d care for a drink before you go?’

‘I’d better not.’

‘Not on duty?’

Thornhill smiled but did not disabuse him.

There was a tap on the door. When Thornhill opened it, he found Quale’s face a few inches from his own. He wondered how long Quale had been listening.

‘Sorry to interrupt, sir, but Mr Frinton sent me up to move Mr—’ There was a short but pregnant pause, one of Quale’s specialities ‘—Markham’s luggage into his new room. Shall I do it now?’

Jordan had come up behind Thornhill. ‘Why not? No time like the present.’

Quale came into the room and picked up two of the cases, which were still fastened. His eyes were everywhere.

‘I’m sure you’re right, Inspector,’ Jordan murmured. ‘It’s easy to overreact.’

Quale ferried the luggage from Jordan’s old room to the new one at the front of the hotel. The sad-faced chambermaid had just finished making up the bed. She glanced at Thornhill in a way that made it clear to him that she knew what he did for a living.

Jordan went straight to the window and looked down at the street below. Thornhill joined him. There was a sheer drop to the pavement. There was also a streetlight within a few yards. Thornhill made a show of checking the locks on the window and the door. Meanwhile Quale distributed the luggage with courtly inefficiency around the room. Jordan tipped him, and Quale bowed himself out.

Soon afterwards, Jordan announced his intention of changing for dinner and going downstairs for a drink in the bar beforehand. Thornhill took this as a signal that he too could go. Jordan held out his hand and thanked him again.

Thornhill walked slowly down the curving stairs. A plump, dark-haired woman was going up as he was going down. She bowed and smiled, taking him for another guest. Thornhill felt reassured. The thought that almost everyone knew that he was a policeman made him uncomfortable, which was one of the problems associated with living in a town the size of Lydmouth.

Quale was back behind the reception counter. As Thornhill rounded the curve of the stairs, he heard the old man say, ‘Good evening, Miss Francis.’

For a brief but humiliating instant, Thornhill was tempted to retreat upstairs until she had gone.

‘Good evening, Quale,’ he heard Jill say. He couldn’t help thinking of her as Jill.

He continued down the stairs, clearing his throat. Quale glanced up and saw him.

‘They say we’ll have snow tonight, miss,’ he said.

Jill looked up. ‘Good evening,’ she said to Thornhill.

‘Good evening.’ He was close enough to smell her perfume now. He stared towards the door, knowing that at all costs it was important to avoid looking at her.

Quale leant across the counter. ‘Not going far tonight, I hope, sir?’

‘No. Goodnight.’ He managed to address the last word to the space between Quale and Jill Francis. He walked steadily towards the door, conscious that at least one pair of eyes would be watching him.

‘Take care on the ice, sir,’ Quale called after him.

It was not until Thornhill was outside, striding along the pavement with his hat pulled low and his hands deep in the pockets of his overcoat, that he wondered what Jill was doing at the Bull on a night like this. He put on speed, hurrying towards police headquarters. He was afraid that if he lingered he might be tempted to turn round. 
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After leaving the Bull Thornhill collected the crocuses and the Austin from police headquarters. He put the flowers on the front passenger seat of the car and drove up to the High Street.

He was glad he had gone to the Bull. A storm in a teacup, of course, but the wasted time was a small price to pay for keeping Frinton, Jordan and Williamson happy. Life was too short, and Lydmouth too small, to make enemies unnecessarily. And he had seen Jill Francis.

As he was thinking of her, a boy appeared from nowhere and ran across the zebra crossing outside Butters, the men’s outfitters. Thornhill braked sharply. The car went into a skid – not a serious one, either for the car or the boy, but the temporary loss of control made Thornhill’s stomach lurch. Hard braking made the bowl of crocuses tumble onto its side. Fragments of moist earth spilled over the leather. Thornhill swore under his breath. It was as if providence had decided to rap him over the knuckles for thinking of Jill.

It was almost eight-thirty when he reached home. He parked outside the house and cleared up the mess in the car as best he could in the near-darkness; the courtesy light was almost worse than having no light at all. When he let himself into the house, he discovered that he had got earth stains on his new gloves, which were pale grey leather. Nor had the crocuses been improved by their adventure.

The children were still not in bed. He guessed they were with Edith in the kitchen, the warmest room – in fact the only warm room – in the house, because the hot-water boiler threw out constant heat. Elizabeth was crying fretfully, the sort of tears for which the only answer is sleep. As Thornhill was hanging up his overcoat, the kitchen door opened and his son launched himself down the hall.

David was in his pyjamas and dressing-gown. He flung himself at Thornhill. ‘I want you to do the story, not Mummy.’

‘We’ll see,’ said Thornhill, automatically avoiding commitment. ‘Anyway, haven’t you already had it?’

‘Elizabeth fell over in the playground today,’ David said as they went into the kitchen. ‘It bleeded and bleeded. She had to have a plaster.’

Elizabeth was sitting on Edith’s lap in the Windsor chair by the boiler. Her wails intensified: grief turned to rage, directed at her brother. ‘I wanted to tell Daddy. It’s not fair. I hate you.’

David began to dance round the table singing ‘I don’t care’ over and over again, in a voice designed to annoy his little sister even further. Thornhill put down the bowl on the table and bent and kissed the two fair heads, Edith’s and Elizabeth’s.

‘Where did you get those?’ Edith asked, looking at the crocuses, her forehead wrinkling.

‘I won them in a raffle. Something to do with the church. I thought you might like them.’

‘We’ve already got a bowl of crocuses. In the sitting room – haven’t you noticed? Anyway, that one looks rather a mess.’

‘David, do be quiet,’ Thornhill shouted. He turned back to Edith. ‘It tipped over.’

‘You’re very late.’

‘I’m sorry. Something came up just at the last moment.’

Edith rocked Elizabeth to and fro, and the child’s crying began to diminish in volume and intensity. ‘Sylvia rang. Mother’s not well.’

‘I’m sorry.’ Thornhill said again. He had never liked Sylvia, who was Edith’s elder sister; their widowed mother lived with her and her husband. ‘What is it now?’

‘Bronchitis. They’re afraid it may turn to pneumonia.’

Thornhill doubted it. His mother-in-law’s principal interest in life was the state of her own health; but despite numerous crises it never seemed seriously to worsen.

‘I think I’d better go and see her on Sunday,’ Edith went on. ‘Could you come?’

‘All being well.’ He tried not to sound as unenthusiastic as he felt.

‘As long as something else doesn’t come up at the last moment.’ She sniffed. ‘Usually you phone if you’re going to be late.’

‘I’m sorry.’ Thornhill said for the third time. He knew that she would be upset and angry if he told her the truth – that he had simply forgotten – so he changed the subject. ‘But as a result I met someone rather interesting.’

‘Someone we know?’

‘Know of. He’s quite a celebrity, actually.’

‘Who?’

‘Lawrence Jordan.’

For a moment, surprise wiped all expression from her face. ‘The Lawrence Jordan?’

‘He’s staying at the Bull.’

‘I thought he lived in America now. What’s he doing in Lydmouth of all places?’

‘Visiting friends in the area, I gather.’

‘Who is?’ David demanded, sensing competition.

‘None of your business, David Thornhill. It’s long past your bedtime.’

Sometimes Thornhill thought that Edith kept the children up late only in order to avoid having to talk to him. Not tonight, though – Lawrence Jordan had seen to that. She ruthlessly ignored their pleas for another drink, a story, a piece of bread. She brushed their teeth, listened to an abbreviated version of their prayers and packed them off to bed. Afterwards she made Welsh rarebit for Thornhill. While he ate it, she questioned him minutely about what had happened.

‘I’m not surprised,’ she said when she heard about Jordan’s intruder. ‘There was a piece in the paper about the New York première of Broken Night. He was almost mobbed by a crowd of women when he came out.’

‘That was New York.’

‘But Lawrence Jordan’s Lawrence Jordan wherever he is. When Broken Night was on at the Rex, there wasn’t a dry eye in the place. Do you remember we saw him in The Dark Sea? It was during the war, before we were even married. Do you remember? Even you liked that. But what’s he really like?’

‘I must admit, he seemed very pleasant.’

‘You should have taken him up on the drink,’ Edith said, her voice almost angry.

Thornhill lined up his knife and fork neatly on the plate and reached for an apple. ‘I was already late. I didn’t want to be even later.’

‘Do you think you might see him again?’

‘I hope not.’

‘I need to go shopping tomorrow,’ Edith murmured, as if to herself, ‘I wonder . . .’

‘You won’t tell anyone? He’s trying to remain incognito.’

Edith looked at him. He had the disconcerting impression that she looked through him and saw someone else beyond. ‘I won’t mention it. But if that man Quale knows that Jordan’s here, then he’s not going to be incognito for very long. They say he’s always feeding stories to the Gazette.’

Thornhill stared back at Edith. He too saw someone else. He should have made that connection an hour earlier as he was leaving the Bull Hotel. He had been distracted by his own stupidity, by the antics of his own feelings. Any fool should have realised why Jill Francis had come to the Bull. After all, she was the chief reporter on the Lydmouth Gazette.

3

It had been surprisingly easy. Lawrence Jordan did most of the work himself. The glasses had heavy frames which changed the shape of his face. Nevertheless he was instantly recognisable to those who were expecting him and probably to many who were not. That profile was unmistakable.

When he came into the bar, he hesitated in the doorway, his gaze panning round the room. He lingered for an instant on an attractive, well-fleshed woman. She was in her forties, with black hair, probably dyed, and was having a drink with a man whose inattentiveness suggested that he was her husband.

The restless eyes moved on. Most of the other people in the bar were middle-aged men, sitting in twos and threes, studiously avoiding eye contact with anyone they did not know.

Then Jordan saw Jill. She was sitting by herself at a table in the corner. One of the barmen had just brought her a dry Martini. He looked away almost instantly but she sensed that she had caught his interest.

She watched surreptitiously as he settled himself at a table not far from hers and ordered whisky and soda. Despite those ridiculous glasses, he looked almost unbelievably dashing in a dinner jacket. She was glad he had come at last. While she was waiting, she had been thinking about Richard Thornhill and wishing he had not seen her talking to Quale in the hall. It made her feel morally – well, not exactly shabby – merely a little threadbare in places. Not that what she was doing was in any way wrong, of course. She was employing a perfectly legitimate tactic in the course of earning her living.

There was a wariness about Jordan, she thought, a sense that he half-wanted recognition and half-feared it. He had already attracted the attention of the plump woman, who was darting glances at him over the rim of her glass, secure in the knowledge that her husband was deeply involved in the Lydmouth Gazette.

Jordan’s technique was practised but unsubtle. Jill had just found herself a cigarette and was looking for her matches. He sprang up with a lighter and lit the cigarette with a flourish. In doing so he contrived to jog her drink, spilling a little of it onto the table.

‘I’m so sorry.’ The famous voice made her think of golden honey dripping from a spoon. ‘Stupid of me. Look, you must let me get you another.’

‘It’s perfectly all right. I—’

‘I insist.’

It was too late. The barman clearly knew the identity of this guest and was prepared to cooperate with an enthusiasm which verged on the indecent. He was already weaving his way among the tables towards them, ignoring the signalling hand of the plump woman’s husband. Either he expected a Hollywood-size tip or pandering to the whims of the famous was its own reward.

‘Always was terribly clumsy.’ Jordan leant on the back of a chair, as graceful as a black cat with a white bib.

‘A cloth, sir?’ said the barman, rising magnificently to the occasion. ‘Another dry Martini for madam?’

When the barman brought the drink, his assistant, a swarthy youth with a forest of black hair on the backs of his hands, followed behind and unobtrusively drew out a chair at Jill’s table for Jordan.

Meanwhile Jordan was talking to Jill, describing an example of his clumsiness as a child, asking whether Lydmouth Castle, a picture of which hung in the hall outside the bar, was open to the public. The performance was seamless: at no point was there an opportunity for Jill to intervene and make it clear, without crass rudeness, that she did not want to share her table with this man. Not that she would have done, of course, even if the opportunity had presented itself.

When the tip-off from Quale had arrived, her first reaction had been to think that the old man must have made a mistake. People like Lawrence Jordan, however British they sounded, didn’t belong in this country any more, let alone in Lydmouth. They inhabited a fairytale world on the other side of the silver screen, a place of excess where virtues and vices grew to huge and often twisted shapes. You no more expected to meet one of them in the flesh than you expected to meet a unicorn.

Jordan talked easily about safe, neutral topics – the weather, the political news, a Christopher Fry play he had recently seen in London. At some point he moved smoothly from the general to the particular, and began delicately to investigate Jill. She knew that he would have already noticed the absence of a wedding ring; he was the sort of man who automatically looks at the third finger of a woman’s left hand. Soon she was forced to concede that she lived alone in Lydmouth, and that she was a journalist on the Gazette. She saw the alarm in his eyes. Frankness was her best policy.

‘Someone telephoned and said you were here.’

‘Well, I’m damned.’ Jordan leant back in his chair, tapping a cigarette against his cigarette case. ‘And I thought I was striking up an acquaintance with you.’ He smiled at her, and she felt his charm like heat from a stove. ‘Serves me right, doesn’t it? I’m trying to avoid publicity, actually.’

Jill doubted it. She said, ‘We needn’t print anything until you’ve left.’

He removed his glasses and stared at her, squinting through the smoke. ‘It’s not just me, you see. I wouldn’t want to have my friends embarrassed. It’s their privacy I’m thinking about.’

‘If you did agree to be interviewed, the content would be up to you.’

‘You’d let me see it before you print it? And make changes, if I wanted to?’

Jill nodded. It was a concession she was reluctant to make but with luck it would be worth it.

‘Then why don’t we talk over dinner?’ he suggested.

Jill thought of the tin of tomato soup waiting for her at home. ‘That would be lovely.’
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Despite the new manager’s attempts to improve matters, dining at the Bull was not one of the great gastronomic pleasures of life. The food still tended to be unimaginative and overcooked.

Like much of the food and many of the diners, the big dining room had seen better days – though not recently; Jill suspected that the decor was fundamentally unchanged since the 1890s. Service was generally slow and inefficient unless Forbin, the head waiter, decided to take a fancy to you, in which case the service was a little faster and much more obsequious.

Jill watched with some amusement as Jordan turned the charm on Forbin, who had evidently been forewarned by Quale and was all too ready to be charmed. The two men explored the dustier recesses of the wine list. Forbin allowed himself to be coaxed into producing a bottle of prewar claret, a Pauillac from Château Croizet-Bages. During the meal Jordan kept refilling Jill’s glass. She wondered if he were trying to make her tipsy: if so, he had almost succeeded.

He did most of the talking at first. Jill hardly needed to ask the questions. In its way it was a skilled performance: he managed to create the illusion that he had never talked so fluently and amusingly to anyone before, never told these anecdotes, never made these charmingly self-deprecatory admissions. Jill scribbled hieroglyphics on her shorthand pad. Jordan was doing her a good turn, she knew. He had no need to talk to a journalist on a provincial paper. Yet for her, this interview meant money in the bank. It wouldn’t be difficult to sell an interview with Lawrence Jordan. He belonged in Hollywood, London and the South of France. The very fact that he was in Lydmouth would give the material a fresh slant and make it saleable. And this was a time when the extra money would come in very useful.

Jordan had grown up in Surrey. His father, now deceased, he described vaguely as a businessman. Jordan had gone to a minor public school, where, by his own account, he had a completely undistinguished career apart from his performances in the school dramatic society. He left school in 1936 and wheedled his way into a repertory company.

‘If you can survive that as an actor, you can survive anything. It’s one way to discover if you really have a vocation as an actor.’

With a skill born of good timing and much practice, he told stories of poky little theatres in soot-stained northern towns, of sparsely attended matinées, where the audience either dozed or jeered. Actors dried up in mid-speech, curtains refused to fall, lights failed, landladies exacted draconian penalties for using the bathroom at proscribed times, and the company was riven by titanic feuds triggered by a missing pot of face-cream or the position of a name in the programme.

‘Under-rehearsed, underfed and underpaid – still, we were young. I wouldn’t have missed it for worlds.’

Jordan’s real break had come with the war. He had been given a small part in a propaganda film about fighter pilots. His career steadily gathered momentum. Towards the end of the war he had a starring role in The Dark Sea.

‘It changed my life, to be honest. I was enormously lucky.’

‘I remember when I saw it,’ Jill said. ‘Just after D-Day. The audience started cheering at the end.’

It had been one of those films that catch perfectly the mood of the moment. Jordan had played a young naval lieutenant who was in love with an American girl. A subplot involved spies and a submarine flotilla. The film’s success in America led to Jordan moving to Hollywood, where he had been ever since. In films like The Oldest Friend and Broken Night he had played peacetime equivalents of his wartime roles – the sensitive English gentleman, brave, courteous and usually doomed to love not wisely but too well.

Jordan was reluctant to talk about his own romantic history, which was reputed to be varied and colourful. Though he had never married, his name had been linked to those of several actresses and he had figured in one prominent Hollywood divorce case.

When the subject loomed, Jordan adroitly turned the interview on its head and began asking questions about Jill. He soon established that she was not a native of Lydmouth, and that she had worked for many years in London. Part of his charm, Jill decided, was his ability to give the impression that he was genuinely interested in other people’s lives. He whistled silently when she told him the name of the magazine where she used to work.

‘I thought I knew your name. You used to do those gossip pieces about Westminster, didn’t you? What brought you down to this part of the world?’

As he spoke, he offered Jill a cigarette. She accepted, aware that she was smoking too much at present, but also aware that she needed a few seconds to frame her reply. ‘I felt like a change, I suppose. The Wemyss-Browns – they own the Gazette – they’re old friends. They offered me a job. In many ways a good provincial paper is much more fun, too. The work’s more varied.’

‘All of human life, eh?’ He smiled at her, expertly creating that seductive illusion of intimacy. ‘Obviously you’re a free spirit.’ He spoke lightly, but it was easy for Jill to take the words as a compliment – just, she suspected, as he had intended.

They took their coffee into the lounge. Jordan’s entry into the room caused a flurry of excitement among the other guests. After one cup, he suggested that they adjourn upstairs, where he had a bottle of exceptionally fine brandy.

‘I think I should go home now,’ Jill said. ‘I have to be up early in the morning.’

‘When will you write up the interview?’

‘In the afternoon, if I have time.’

‘Why not telephone me tomorrow afternoon? I’d like to know how you’re getting on. You can leave a message if I’m out.’

His words said one thing, his face said another. I want to see you again. Soon.

‘I’ll just fetch my coat, and I’ll see you home.’

‘There’s no need. It’s only a few yards.’

‘I insist.’

She smiled at him. ‘So do I.’ Walking in the darkness with Lawrence Jordan would be fraught with danger and she wasn’t sure she could prevent herself from asking him in.

‘But I’d like to.’ He sounded like a spoilt child deprived of an expected and well-deserved treat.

‘This isn’t London,’ Jill said firmly. ‘And I wouldn’t dream of dragging you out on a night like this just to walk round the corner and back.’

Jordan gave way in the end, leaving Jill with an agreeable sense of power. He was not used to women refusing him. Under the benignly lascivious eyes of Quale, he saw her out of the hotel.

‘You will phone, won’t you? Promise?’

‘I promise,’ Jill said, feeling like a character in one of Jordan’s films. ‘Goodnight, Mr Jordan.’ She held out her hand. ‘And thank you for dinner.’

‘My friends call me Larry. I wish you would.’ He retained his grip on her hand, forcing her to linger with him, forcing her to answer.

‘Very well.’ She tried to keep her voice light and amused. ‘Goodnight, Larry.’

‘Goodnight, Jill.’

As he spoke he fractionally lowered the pitch of his voice. A deliciously enjoyable shiver ran down her spine. Her body was treacherous.

At last she pulled her hand away and broke away from him. She turned right, facing into the wind, and her eyes began to water. It was a relief when she heard the door close behind her. Safe now, safe from the perfect profile, the strange blue eyes and the charm like an offensive weapon.

Cold and vindictive, the wind tried to blow off her hat, to pull apart the collar of her coat, to thrust chilly fingers round her neck. She staggered across the mouth of Bull Lane and continued down the High Street. She was glad there was no one to see her. She suspected that the wine and the weather combined to make her look undignified. At least it wasn’t snowing yet. She tried not to think of the warmth of the hotel – and the warmth of the man – behind her. There was something terribly demoralising about sexual attraction. We are all animals. No wonder Cupid was blind. She blocked Larry Jordan from her thoughts and in the space he had occupied she suddenly saw the face of another man, Richard Thornhill. She told herself not to be so tiresome. Too much wine.

It was then that she heard the footsteps. At first they were regular – six or seven paces; then they faltered and almost immediately stopped. There was nothing odd in hearing footsteps. There was no reason why someone else should not be out late in the evening. But the way the footsteps had faltered and then stopped created an impression of stealth.

Jill glanced back over her shoulder. The street behind her was empty. The streetlights stood like two files of soldiers on either side of a roadway sparkling with frost. Nothing moved.

Someone had turned into Bull Lane? Stopped to light a cigarette? Gone into the public lavatory or the Bull?

She walked on. Just before she turned left into Church Street, she thought she heard the footsteps again. She quickened her pace as she rounded the corner. It was darker here. A car passed slowly down the High Street. As the sound of its engine died away, the footsteps became audible once more: they were moving more quickly than before, out of sight somewhere in the High Street.

A moment later Jill reached the freshly painted door of Church Cottage. She opened her handbag and tried to find her key. Usually she enjoyed this moment, for the experience of having her own front door which she could shut against the world was still sufficiently novel. But now she found herself muttering, ‘Where’s the bloody key?’ At last her gloved fingers closed around it.

The footsteps were louder now. In a moment they would reach the corner of Church Street. Jill was tempted to run on down the street to the vicarage next door and knock up the Suttons. But they might already be in bed. Besides, she would feel such a fool: I heard footsteps, I was scared. For heaven’s sake, I’m a grown woman.

The key turned in the lock. Jill twisted the door handle and almost fell into her own hall. Immediately she closed the door, shot home both the bolts and turned the key on the inside. She switched on the light and the hall and stairs came to life. She stood there for a moment, leaning against the door and listening for sounds of movement outside and inside her house.

The house was chilly and it smelt of polish and new paint. Jill went into the low kitchen at the back, filled the kettle, lit the gas and put the kettle on to boil. She felt calmer now, able to laugh at her fears. What with one thing and another, it had been an unsettling evening. But now she was safe at home, and safe with her own company.

A noise at the window made her start. She snatched the bread knife from the draining board and glanced across the room. A quivering shape about the size of a rugby ball was visible on the other side of the glass, its form blurring into the darkness behind. For a moment, Jill was convinced that a masked man was kneeling in her garden, his head on a level with the windowsill. Then she realised the truth: it was Alice.

Jill unbolted the back door and the cat sneaked through the gap. While the Suttons were having Church Cottage repaired and redecorated for Jill, Alice had lived at the vicarage. Jill had moved into the cottage ten days earlier and had been secretly piqued by Alice’s failure to recognise this was now her home.

The way to Alice’s heart lay through her stomach. Jill went into the larder and filled the cat’s bowl with scraps from the butcher. Alice followed her and wreathed her soft, elegant body around Jill’s ankles, depositing cat hairs on Jill’s stockings.

She left Alice in the kitchen, gobbling what was almost certainly her second supper of the evening. In the hall Jill was struck once again by the cool silence of the rest of the house. For an instant she glimpsed the terrifying possibility that there might be someone waiting for her upstairs. She pushed it out of sight.

Humming to herself, to show that she was not frightened and to fill some of the silence with a sound, she went upstairs to take off her hat. The cottage had two bedrooms, both at the front of the house and each with a dormer window looking across the road to the churchyard. Jill went into the larger of the two rooms, switched on the light and opened her wardrobe door. As she took off her hat, she glimpsed herself in the long mirror on the inside of the door. Pale cheeks, pink nose, an unsmiling mouth. Do I really look like that? What did Larry Jordan think of me? Even saying the name ‘Larry’ made her feel a little breathless.

She turned away from the mirror, unwilling to see what it might show her. Her eye was caught by the black rectangle of the window. Suddenly she felt vulnerable, her privacy exposed. She skirted the end of the bed and began to draw the curtains. It was not entirely dark – there was a streetlamp on the corner by the almshouses over the road. But the churchyard was large and full of shadows, including deeper, thicker ones which were not really shadows but yew trees. To her right reared up the black mass of St John’s. As far as she could see, the street was empty.

Jill was actually drawing the curtains when it happened. There were two yews near the east end of the church, pools of darkness. A shadow detached itself from the further tree and crossed a few yards that separated it from the nearer one.

With a jerk, she tugged the curtains closed, pulling them so violently that there was a ripping sound as stitches gave way. She went quickly out of the room, turning off both the bedroom light and the landing light. She took a deep breath and opened the door of the other bedroom.
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