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For God’s sake, let us sit upon the ground


And tell sad stories of the death of kings
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PROLOGUE


Kent, August 1938


When she heard the stair creak beneath her foot, Portia stopped and stood frozen. Her heartbeat quickened with excitement.


She didn’t want to be seen. She planned to slip out and then return to her room in time to appear for tea as though nothing had happened; as though she had been resting, which was what she had told the others she would be doing when she had left them in the drawing room after lunch.


But there was always the danger that he might be spying on her; keeping a watch on her movements. She knew that he didn’t trust her any longer. He suspected that she might be trying to take matters into her own hands.


‘What is this game you’re playing?’ He had come to her room the night before after the household had gone to bed. ‘Are you out of your mind?’ His face, which so seldom showed any feeling, had been stiff with rage. ‘Do you think you’re on the stage? Must you always be the . . . actress?’ He had spat the word out as though it left a bad taste in his mouth. ‘Leave this to me. Just do as you are told.’


She had tried to calm him, telling him not to worry. ‘They’re in a safe place,’ she had assured him. But she had resented the tone of his angry accusations and the evident scorn he felt for her. As if he wasn’t the one playing his own game! She still didn’t know what he was up to – what his scheme involved – only that she had a part in it and would be rewarded in due course.


Or so he had said. But she no more trusted him than she did any other man. And as it happened, his suspicions were justified. Unknown to him she had already put her own plan into action and he was helpless to stop it. The stage had been set; all that was required was for the curtain to go up.


She knew her lines – she had written them herself – and before leaving she had stood before the full-length mirror in her room taking in not only her appearance but also the expressions on her face as she rehearsed the scene she was about to play.


She had dressed with care, choosing a simple skirt and blouse, and covered her red hair with a silk scarf. Although the occasion hardly called for a display of jewellery, she had put on the pair of earrings she had been lent for the weekend and then, unable to resist the temptation, had slipped the pendant around her neck as well. Carved in the shape of the Buddha, it was made of jade and deep green in colour – the shade most valued by Chinese emperors, she had been told. She had already removed the paint she had put on her nails the night before – that had been purely for show, and to draw attention to her hands as she played with the pendant – and having examined her reflection in the mirror she went one step further, wiping the lipstick off her mouth. She meant to display a new image of herself, one about which there could be no mistake: that of a woman with a serious purpose, not a plaything to be used and then cast aside at will. As if by reflex she reached for the small leather handbag that was hanging by a strap from her shoulder. Searching for the clasp, she opened it and slipped her fingers inside. Yes . . . everything she needed was there.


Now, with the house as silent as a tomb around her, she resumed her descent of the stairs, reaching the empty hall below with its echoing paved floor and then crossing it on tiptoe, padding softly as a cat. Her goal was a long corridor that ran the length of the house and when she came to it she turned right and made for a door that gave onto the garden.


She had almost reached the end of the passage when a figure appeared from one of the doorways ahead of her and she slowed her pace, unsettled at being discovered. But it was only one of the maids, who stood aside, bobbing her head as Portia went by. The door was a few paces further on and as she opened it and slipped out into the blazing hot afternoon a wave of relief washed over her.


Although she didn’t want to admit it – even to herself – she was afraid of him. The men she had known in her life, and there were many – too many – had been mostly of a type and she had learned what to expect of them, which was little enough. But he was different – unreadable, unknowable – and she had sensed that his silent presence and cold, ever-watchful eye signalled a more dangerous and less predictable nature than any other she had encountered in the past.


The door she had come through gave onto a path that stretched the length of the garden. Walled on either side by high yew hedges whose topmost branches had been trained to meet overhead, it offered a shield against prying eyes – even those who might be watching from the bedroom windows above – and once she had entered the long, cool tunnel she was able to relax and focus her mind on the business ahead. She was already a good ten minutes late for her appointment (deliberately so – she would not be the one kept waiting) and when she came to a wooden gate in the high brick wall at the bottom of the garden and saw a party of a dozen or more people, both men and women, strolling along a path that crossed the expanse of common land beyond it, she paused and waited while they made their slow way towards the tree-covered knoll which was visible from the terrace of the house behind her and which she had been told bore the name of Holly Hill. She assumed that the casually dressed group were hop-pickers; the harvest was in full swing and driving down from London the day before she had seen the fields surrounding the village busy with pickers. But since today was Sunday she knew they wouldn’t be working and didn’t want the rendezvous to which she was heading disturbed by passers-by.


As soon as the last of the party had disappeared into the wood she went through the gate and made her way swiftly across the field on a path less trodden than the one they had used. The two paths met on the far side of the meadow just short of the wood and when Portia got there she glanced over her shoulder to make sure she was not being followed before continuing in the wake of the group whose voices she could hear in the distance ahead of her; plunging into the gloom of the wood whose deep shadow was in stark contrast to the bright sunshine she had just stepped out of.


She was treading unfamiliar ground. She had never been invited to the house where she was a guest before, so its surroundings were new to her. But she had been given directions easy enough to follow: some way into the wood, near the top of the slight rise she was ascending now, was the ruin of an old hermit’s hut. It was situated a little way off the path, but easy to spot. They were to meet there. As she neared the top of the knoll she began to scan the surrounding trees and presently caught sight of the stone structure. Overhung by a towering beech, it was without a roof; only the walls still stood.


She stopped to peer at it and as she did she heard the sound of movement behind her. It might have been no more than a twig breaking, but she stood still for long seconds peering into the shadowy depths of the wood, waiting until she was sure no one was there. Only when satisfied did she turn back to peer at the ruined hut again and almost at once caught sight of a figure moving about inside. One moment it appeared at the single window, the next it was standing in the doorway, barely visible in the deep shade cast by the branches overhead.


Poised to move forward now, she hesitated. Was she going too far? Had she overreached herself? She knew what he would say; it was why she had kept it a secret from him. Still she felt a tremor of doubt, and for a moment her nerve faltered.


Then anger came to her rescue, the deep rage that had been building inside her – for years it seemed. She had been used once too often; humiliated in a way she was no longer prepared to tolerate. It was time someone paid the price.


An actress, he had called her, and standing there motionless in the wood, she couldn’t help but picture herself as a character in a play, or perhaps a film: a woman of mystery, a woman with a secret. It was the sort of part she had always longed for, and while there were no cameras, no lights adjusted so as to catch her face half in shadow as she waited, she could still comfort herself with the knowledge that hers was the leading role in the drama that was about to unfold.


Her moment had arrived, the one she had dreamed of, and her only regret was that there was no one to record it, no director standing hidden in the shadows somewhere behind her ready to shout the magic word.


‘Action!’
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London, August 1949


‘I’m sorry to be the one to tell you, John, but it’s no go. Not on the available evidence. Cradock won’t go along with it, and I see his point.’


Sitting at ease in his shirt sleeves, with his tie loosened and his cuffs rolled up, Detective Chief Superintendent Chubb settled back in his chair with a sigh. A man whose drooping jowls and moist, dog-like eyes had earned him comparison with a bloodhound in his younger days together with the nickname Cheerful Charlie, the chief super’s naturally mournful expression was well suited to the role forced on him that morning as the bearer of bad news.


‘He even went so far as to refer to a can of worms, which is not like him at all.’ Chubb shook his head regretfully. ‘For one thing, there’s no proof as yet that these two pendants are one and the same, and even if they are that doesn’t necessarily mean that a mistake was made in the original investigation.’


‘How’s that, Charlie?’


Madden cocked an eye at him. Old colleagues in the distant past, they were sitting facing each other across a desk in the chief superintendent’s sun-filled office at Scotland Yard. For nearly a week now London had been sweltering in a heatwave and with August not even half done and no sign of a change in the weather, it seemed likely the capital would continue to suffer for a while yet.


‘Come on, John.’ Chubb looked discomfited. ‘You know as well as I do that there are nearly always loose ends in any inquiry; it’s rare that all of them are tied up. Just glancing through the file it seems to me there are any number of ways that pendant might have gone missing. For one thing someone else may have picked it up and simply pocketed it; for another it may still be lying around somewhere in the wood. We’ve only the word of this anonymous correspondent that the one he sent to Derry once belonged to Portia Blake.’


He awaited the other’s reaction. Madden was considering his response.


‘Well, I’ll pass on what you say to Angus,’ he said finally. ‘But he won’t like it.’


‘I’m sure he won’t.’ Chubb winced. The man they were speaking of, Angus Sinclair, formerly a chief inspector, now retired, had once been their superior, and while Chubb was willing to admit that he had learned all he knew under Sinclair’s stern tutelage he was also wont to claim, only half humorously, that the experience had left him scarred for life.


‘He’s very upset about this, Charlie.’ Although Madden, too, had suffered on occasion from the chief inspector’s acid tongue during his time as a detective with the Metropolitan Police, now long past, the two men had become friends during the years they had worked together and on retiring Sinclair had chosen to settle in the same Surrey village of Highfield where Madden and his wife lived. ‘He thinks there may have been a miscarriage of justice. As you’re aware, the man they arrested was eventually hanged. And we all know how Angus feels about capital punishment.’


Chubb grunted. ‘I never shared his views, mind. If you take a life, you deserve to swing. That’s my opinion.’


‘Yes, but what’s bothering Angus now is whether this man, Norris, was in fact guilty. Or was the wrong man sent to the gallows? He won’t rest easy until he’s satisfied on that point.’


The chief super’s sigh sounded a long-suffering note. Fanning his face with a sheet of paper taken from the file in front of him, he turned to the third person present at their meeting.


‘What’s your opinion, Inspector? You’ve read this.’


Billy Styles hesitated. A detective for close on a quarter of a century now, he owed his early opportunities not only to John Madden, under whom he had cut his teeth in a still-famous murder case, but also to Sinclair, the senior officer in charge of the investigation, who had overlooked his inexperience at the time and given him a chance to show his worth. He would have preferred to take their part, but like the chief super he had his misgivings.


‘I agree that initially we’d have to show that these two pendants are one and the same – at least as far as the AC is concerned.’ Assistant Commissioner, Crime, Eustace Cradock was their immediate superior and a man with whom Charlie Chubb had never enjoyed the easiest of relationships. ‘He won’t budge otherwise. But actually, after thinking it over, I feel there are one or two other questions that need answering.’


‘Do you?’ Chubb eyed the younger man in feigned astonishment. ‘This is the first I’ve heard of it.’


‘Well, for one thing, why did she go for a walk, this Portia Blake? There didn’t seem any good reason for it; not right after lunch in the heat of the afternoon. And why did she go alone?’


‘Why shouldn’t she?’


‘I just thought it strange, her being an actress and all, and a good-looking young woman, too.’ Billy scratched his head.


‘I must be slow, Inspector.’ Chubb’s gaze was stony. ‘You’ll have to explain that to me.’


‘I think what Billy’s saying is that it seemed out of character,’ Madden intervened. ‘I thought the same when Angus told me about the case: and so did he, apparently – at the time.’


‘Then why didn’t he do something about it?’ The chief super was losing patience.


Madden rubbed his chin.


‘The whole trouble with the investigation – and Angus is quite ready to acknowledge that now – is that it was resolved too quickly; too easily. This man Norris was arrested almost at once; all the evidence seemed to indicate he was guilty.’


‘It still does. And correct me if I’m wrong – but didn’t he confess to the murder?’


‘He did; although he later retracted his confession. But that was part of the problem, you see.’ Madden strove to clarify the issue. ‘Once the Kent police were persuaded they had their man, there seemed no need to continue with the inquiry and the investigation was wound up, leaving certain questions, as Billy says, unanswered.’


Clearly unhappy with what he was hearing, Chubb growled.


‘All right. Let’s say I accept that for the moment. What about this actress? What was so strange about her behaviour?’


‘Well, as Billy said, for a start it was a very hot day, yet she chose to go out shortly after two o’clock without telling anyone and when her hosts and the other guests were either resting or otherwise occupied in their rooms. If she hadn’t been spotted by a maid she would have slipped out without anyone noticing. It could be argued that was her intention.’


Madden frowned.


‘She was an attractive young woman with no shortage of admirers and one can’t help but wonder whether she wasn’t on her way to meet one of them. Why go out in the blazing heat of the afternoon otherwise? It might not have been so surprising if she had stayed in the garden. But she left it to walk across a field and into a wood, which was where her body was found.’


‘And just who might she have been going to meet?’ Chubb cocked an eye at Madden. ‘Has Angus any ideas about that?’


‘Not that I’m aware of. But if she was headed for a rendezvous it was most likely with a man.’


‘And you – or rather Angus – now think this imaginary bloke could be the real murderer?’


‘It’s possible.’


The chief super shook his head again. A rumble of discontent issued from his lips.


‘Possible maybe, but not good enough, John, and you know it. It’s guesswork. Don’t blame Cradock. For once I agree with him. We all know what will happen if he consents to reopen the case. All hell will break loose. It was bad enough the first time round, what with an actress getting herself topped and the Prince of Wales’s name being batted about like a ping-pong ball. We won’t want to go through all that again if we can help it.’


He peered at his listener.


‘Look, Styles here said you were planning to go down to Kent to have a word with Tom Derry and take a look at this pendant. Fine. I’ve no problem with that. In fact, if you learn anything interesting you might pass it on to us. But if you’re going to ask any more questions, for heaven’s sake be discreet. I don’t want this thing suddenly blowing up in my face; and neither does Cradock.’


He paused to lend weight to his words.


‘As for Angus, he’ll just have to swallow it. I’ll write him a letter explaining why we can’t take it any further; not as things stand.’ He cocked an eye at his visitor. ‘How is he generally – in good spirits?’


‘I wouldn’t say that.’ Madden prepared to get up. ‘His gout’s playing up again. I left him growling like a bear in his cave.’


‘Then like as not he’ll bite your head off when you give him the news.’ Chubb chuckled.


‘I shouldn’t be surprised.’ Madden rose to his feet. ‘Look, I understand your position, Charlie, and I’ll do my best to explain it to Angus. Thank you for giving me your time. Helen sends her regards and says she hopes you’ll pay us a visit again soon. I’m sure Angus would like to have a word with you as well.’


‘I’ll bet he would.’ Chubb rose to bid his visitor farewell. ‘So he can bite my head off too.’


‘I’m sorry it’s turned out this way, sir.’ Billy Styles walked with his old mentor down the corridor from Chubb’s office to the head of the stairs. ‘I’d like to have given you more support, but . . .’


‘But Mr Sinclair doesn’t have a strong case.’ Madden patted him on the arm. ‘Don’t worry, Billy. I knew I’d be batting on a tricky wicket. I told Angus I would try, but I didn’t really believe we could persuade either Charlie or Cradock to act. It’ll take more than that pendant to get them to reopen the inquiry.’


‘Mr Sinclair must know that.’ Billy was puzzled. ‘I just wonder why he’s stirring things up. I know he was in charge of the investigation, but only nominally, to judge by the file. It was almost all over by the time he got down there. The Canterbury police arrested the bloke the next day.’


‘Yes, only nominally, as you say, but he was still in charge.’ Madden paused at the head of the stairs leading down to the lobby. ‘And the man was hanged: that’s the point to remember. That’s why Mr Sinclair is so upset. If he thinks for a moment that they were wrong – that he played some part, no matter how small, in sending an innocent man to the gallows – it’ll go on tormenting him. He’s always hated capital punishment. He thinks it’s barbaric.’


Billy reflected.


‘I’m surprised he didn’t come up to London himself.’ He grinned. ‘Then Charlie would have had to face him. He wouldn’t have enjoyed that.’


‘Oh, he would have come. You can be sure of that. But he’s immobilized at the moment. As I told Charlie, it’s his gout. Helen has told him he’s not to budge from his cottage until his gout eases a little. Even then, I doubt he could manage a trip to London. He’s quite crippled at the moment.’


In her role as Highfield’s doctor, Madden’s wife had overseen the former chief inspector’s health ever since his retirement four years earlier.


‘Since I was coming up to town anyway I offered to have a word with Charlie in person. Mr Sinclair wrote to him a week ago. He’s still waiting for a reply. I’m sure he’ll get it in due course – but it won’t be the one he was hoping for. I’ll have to ring him this evening and give him the bad news.’


Madden started down the stairs, but paused when he caught the look in Billy’s eye.


‘I was just wondering.’ The younger man scratched his head. ‘Isn’t there something I could do? I’d like to help Mr Sinclair if I can.’


‘No, don’t do anything, Billy, not for the moment.’ Madden was quick to discourage him. ‘Charlie’s a good sort, but he won’t take kindly to having his orders ignored. And as it happens, it’s no inconvenience for me to slip down to Kent. I’ll be up in London all this week and probably next week too, but not fully occupied. I’m rather looking forward to seeing Tom Derry again. You remember him, don’t you?’


‘Of course.’ Billy grinned in happy recollection. ‘That was when we went down to Maidstone together.’


The visit he was recalling had occurred more than a score of years earlier when he had worked under Madden on an investigation into a series of brutal murders that had begun in Highfield but taken them far afield in search of the killer. Their travels had included a trip to Maidstone where the then local CID chief, Tom Derry, an old friend of Sinclair’s, had proved to be of particular help.


‘Derry was transferred to Canterbury in the Thirties, which is how he came to be involved in the Portia Blake murder. He’s retired now, but it was his letter to Mr Sinclair that got the ball rolling. I rang him yesterday and explained about Angus being laid up at the moment and that I was coming down in his place. Derry’s also worried that they may have arrested the wrong man.’


‘Well, if both of them feel the same way there may be something to it.’ Billy frowned.


‘Perhaps. I’ll know better when I’ve talked to him.’


Madden started down the stairs.


‘Before then, though, I’m going to have to ring Angus and give him the bad news.’


He glanced back over his shoulder.


‘Spare a thought for me, would you?’
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‘Yes, Angus. I see. No, really, I understand. Not at all, Angus – I was happy to be of help. Yes, of course I’ll give you a full report when I get back. By the way, are you feeling any better?’


Madden listened with the receiver pressed to his ear; and then, like Chubb earlier in the day, he winced.


‘I’m sorry to hear that. Helen did say it might take some time to wear off.’


Again he was silent as he listened to the voice at the other end of the line.


‘Quite so. It sounds most unpleasant. We’ll talk again very soon. Goodbye for now.’


As he replaced the receiver Madden looked up and saw that his daughter, Lucy, was standing at the bottom of the stairs listening. He hadn’t heard her come down from her bedroom upstairs. She was shaking her head.


‘Poor Angus.’


‘Yes, poor Angus.’ Madden scowled. ‘But he’s certainly making a meal of it.’


‘You’re being very hard-hearted,’ she observed piously.


‘Am I?’ Madden led the way into the sitting room. ‘According to your mother he’s the worst patient she’s ever had, and I can believe it. I thought he’d be pleased when I told him I was going down to Kent tomorrow. Not a bit of it. He said I should have been more insistent with Chubb, made him see reason.’


‘Poor Angus.’


‘Will you stop saying that?’ Madden caught her eye and she laughed. He stood back to take in her appearance. ‘What a lovely dress. Did you make it yourself?’


‘Sort of.’ Lucy turned slowly about so that he could appreciate the full effect of the tight-waisted, bouffant garment. Cut well below her knees in the so-called New Look – a fashion that like so many had come from Paris (and been much derided by killjoys when it first appeared as a waste of scarce material) – it swirled about her graceful figure in a shimmering blue wave. ‘It’s an old evening dress of Mummy’s which I cut down and made some alterations to. Can you remember her wearing it?’


‘Yes, now that you mention it.’ Madden’s gaze softened. ‘You’re really very good at this. Are you going to make a career of it?’


It was more than a year now since Lucy had come up to London with the idea of finding a job, and to her parents’ surprise had accepted a lowly position in the salon of a well-known dress designer (somewhat to the disappointment of her mother, who still nursed the hope that her unpredictable daughter might eventually realize she had a good mind and try for university).


‘But that’s what I’m doing, in a way.’ Lucy had sought to console her. ‘I’m studying, learning things. I’m a bit of a dogsbody at the moment, but that’ll change, you’ll see.’


‘Perhaps I’ll have a famous daughter one day.’ Madden mused agreeably on the thought. ‘We’ll all be invited to view the new Lucy Madden collection.’


‘You never know. It might happen.’ Lucy was busy checking her reflection in the mirror above the mantel. ‘I feel I’m abandoning you tonight,’ she said. ‘Are you sure you’ll be all right?’


‘I expect I’ll manage. I’ve got Alice to look after me.’


‘Dear Alice. She hardly knows what to do with herself now that Aunt Maud’s gone. She talks to me about her all the time.’


It was the recent death of Helen’s aunt – and Lucy’s great-aunt – Maud Collingwood that had brought Madden to London. Surviving well into her nineties, the old lady had passed away peacefully in her bed – as she had always sworn she would – two months earlier and when her will was read Helen and Madden found that she had left them her house in St John’s Wood.


‘It’s not that surprising, I suppose – I was her closest living relative – but what on earth are we going to do with it?’


For a while Helen and her husband had toyed with the idea of letting the house. But the problems of absentee landlordism had finally persuaded them to sell it.


‘We can use the money to buy a flat which Lucy can use,’ Helen had pointed out. ‘And it can be somewhere for Rob to stay as well when he’s in London.’ Their son, a naval officer, was presently serving on a cruiser in the Indian Ocean.


The decision having been made, Madden had set himself the task of finding an estate agent to handle the sale and of disposing of such furniture as they did not wish to keep while Lucy, who had been camping with friends in an overcrowded flat in Knightsbridge, had moved to St John’s Wood.


‘I’d rather not leave Alice in the house on her own,’ Helen had explained.


Aunt Maud’s long-time maid and companion, Alice Penny had made plans to spend her retirement with her sister and brother-in-law at Hastings, on the south coast, but her move had been delayed by the alterations that would have to be made to their home before they could take her in. In the interim, Helen had insisted that she remain in her late mistress’s house and Alice in turn had decided that she would continue to serve as cook and maid there for as long as the Maddens might need her.


Lucy, meanwhile, was busy in front of the mirror putting last-minute touches to her make-up.


‘Could you help me with my dress, Daddy? It’s those buttons at the back. They’re so hard to reach. I don’t know how Mummy used to manage. Did she have a maid to help?’


‘I should think so. People did in those days.’


Madden came up behind his daughter and began the painstaking job of fitting each small cloth-covered button into its appropriate slit. Glancing at the mirror he saw their faces – Lucy’s fresh glowing complexion and his own weathered visage where the lines around his eyes were deeply carved now and his dark hair streaked with grey. As always in summer, when his skin grew tanned, the scar on his forehead – a legacy of the months he had spent in the trenches during the First World War – showed white against the brown skin. She caught his eye in the mirror and smiled.


‘When you took me to dinner at Rules the other night we were spotted by a friend of mine, Polly Manners. She rang me next day wanting to know who my madly attractive escort was and did I know any other fascinating-looking older men like him I could introduce her to.’


‘Madly attractive!’ Madden spluttered. ‘What a ridiculous thing to say. And you’re much too young to be thinking about older men.’


‘Correct me if I’m wrong, but isn’t that what’s called a contradiction in terms?’


She kissed him on the cheek, and then stood back to examine her reflection in the mirror.


‘Don’t wait up for me. I won’t be back till late.’


‘Dancing till dawn again, are you?’


Madden regarded his lovely daughter wistfully. Lucy had inherited not only her mother’s looks but also so many of her mannerisms that there were times when he seemed to be seeing Helen in her youth reborn in the golden-haired girl before him.


Lucy shook her head. ‘You keep forgetting I’ve got a job. I have to get up in the morning. You’re confusing me with Mummy. It was she and Violet who used to dance the night away. Literally. Violet has told me all about it, how they would gather in Piccadilly at the end of a ball to have breakfast at one of those mobile kitchens. “Ah, the times your mother and I have seen the sun come up over Green Park.”’


One of Helen’s oldest friends, Lady Violet Tremayne was a fixture of Highfield life.


‘Of course, Mummy denies it furiously. She says Violet exaggerates everything. But I know which one of them I believe.’


Lucy put on her stole.


‘I wish I were staying in with you tonight. I’d much rather hear about this case of Angus’s and what happened at Scotland Yard today. You must promise to tell me all about it when you come back from Kent. I want to know what you find out – every last detail.’


To Madden’s surprise, when he had told his daughter about the mission Sinclair had entrusted him with she had reacted instantly to one of the names he had mentioned.


‘The Portia Blake murder! Of course I remember that. When I was at St Clare’s we used to smuggle copies of the News of the World into the dormitory and read it by torchlight under our sheets. She was an actress, wasn’t she? She looked lovely in her photographs. It was awful to think of her being strangled that way.’


In the course of her chequered scholastic career Lucy had spent some months at a boarding school in Dorset, one from which her parents had hurriedly removed her when it became apparent from letters sent by the headmistress that she was about to be expelled for persistent misbehaviour.


‘We always thought there was more to it than met the eye, the other girls and I. The trouble was the police made an arrest almost at once. It was over so quickly.’


At that moment the bell rang – it was the taxi she had telephoned for earlier – and Madden accompanied his daughter to the front door.


‘Oddly enough, that’s exactly what Angus says,’ he told her as she kissed him goodnight.
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‘If only she hadn’t been an actress.’ Tom Derry scowled at the word. ‘It was all Fleet Street needed to start licking its lips. We’d hardly had time to shift the poor woman’s body to the mortuary slab in Canterbury when more than a score of them descended on us from London – reporters, photographers . . . the lot. They pretty well laid siege to the house.’


He muttered to himself, as though the memory still had the power to rile him.


‘And, of course, it wasn’t only that. It was also because of where she was staying: her host, Sir Jack Jessup, was a big name. “Black Jack Jessup” – that’s what the newspapers used to call him. Actually he was christened with your name, John. But he was always known as Sir Jack, and preferred to be called that. He’d been quite a lad in his younger days, always in the public eye for one reason or another, and later on he became “one of the Prince of Wales’s set”, as the press liked to put it then. I don’t know how much truth there was in that, though Edward did come down here to stay a couple of times before he abdicated. But it meant the papers could put it all together – actress, Prince of Wales, murder! Well, I don’t have to draw a picture for you. It was meat and drink to them.’


He fell silent for a few moments as a flock of sheep materialized on the narrow lane in front of them and he was forced to steer a careful path between their woolly bodies.


‘That’s also why Angus was sent down from London. As soon as our chief constable heard about the murder – and that was within an hour or two – he was on the blower to the commissioner in London. He could see what lay ahead and wanted any brickbats that might be coming our way from the press or public spread around, with the Yard getting its fair share. At least that’s my opinion.


‘And the irony was she had never been much of an actress anyway, Miss Portia Blake. I looked into her background and found she’d only been in a handful of West End plays and one or two films, and always in walk-on parts, never as a lead or anything close to it. But the press boys weren’t going to let a little thing like that spoil their party.’ He snorted.


Madden glanced across at his companion for the day. Not surprisingly, the former Kent detective had aged with the years. Now quite bald, Derry had also shrunk, at least in Madden’s memory as he recalled the lanky individual he had first encountered in Maidstone all those years ago. Like Sinclair, he had retired from the force at the end of the war with the rank of superintendent. But he seemed as alert as ever and had greeted Madden warmly when he had arrived at his cottage on the outskirts of Canterbury earlier that morning.


‘I remember the day you came down from London as though it were yesterday,’ he had told him. ‘Whatever happened to that young cub you had with you?’


‘He prospered, I’m happy to say. Billy Styles is his name. He’s a detective-inspector at the Yard now and he sends his regards.’


Although Madden and his wife had visited Canterbury more than once to stay with a cousin of Helen’s who was married to a local solicitor, they had not done so since the end of the war, when the couple had moved away, and Madden had been shocked by what he’d seen as the taxi from the station had borne him through the city. Accustomed as he was to the sight of bombed-out buildings in London, where the snail’s pace of post-war reconstruction had left much of the city still in ruins, he had not expected to see damage on a similar scale in the much smaller confines of Canterbury.


‘The Germans used us as a target for any bombs they failed to drop on London,’ Derry explained to him later. ‘Canterbury was on their way home and they just unloaded whatever they were still carrying before they crossed the coast.’


Luckily the famous cathedral, like St Paul’s in London, had survived relatively unscathed, and Madden had turned to look at its imposing spire rising above the town as they set off for their destination.


‘You might be interested to see the spot where the murder took place,’ Derry had suggested. A widower now like Sinclair, he had provided his visitor with a cup of tea on his arrival and handed him a buff-coloured folder.


‘That’s a copy of the file the Canterbury police have in their records. They were kind enough to make one for me after I raised the issue with them. I put the letter I got in there. I expect you’d like to read it.’


Madden had removed the envelope from the folder and taken out the letter which was typed on cheap notepaper and addressed to ‘Chief Inspector Derry’.




I have reason to believe that the jade pendant accompanying this letter is the same one that disappeared from Miss Portia Blake’s body in August 1938.




It had started without ceremony.




Rather than tell you why I suspect this I will leave it to you to establish the truth of the allegation. It should not prove difficult. As you may have noticed there is a slight flaw in the stone. That should be sufficient to identify it.


Since the piece could not have been stolen by the man who was hanged for Miss Blake’s murder, the question arises: who else could have taken it?


And why?


I leave the rest to you.




The letter was unsigned.


‘Chief inspector?’ Madden had examined the piece of notepaper closely to see if it had a watermark. ‘Was that your rank then?’


Derry nodded. ‘Either the writer knows that or he got it from newspaper files.’


‘Could I have a look at the pendant?’ Madden had asked.


They had been sitting facing each other in armchairs in Derry’s small parlour and without replying the former superintendent had reached into his pocket and pulled out a velvet bag tied with a drawstring. Turning it upside down, he had leaned across and emptied the contents into his visitor’s hand. He had watched as Madden held the stone up to the light. Deep green in colour and suspended from a gold chain, it was carved in the shape of a seated Buddha.


‘Yes, I can see what your letter writer means about it being flawed. Mind you, it’s hardly visible. And it doesn’t spoil the look of it.’ Madden had pointed to a line hardly wider than a hair in the plump stomach and paler than the dark green around it. ‘How do you plan to check whether it’s the same pendant? Is there someone you can ask?’


‘Not really. Both Miss Blake’s parents died when she was still quite young and she was brought up by an older sister who lives in Ipswich. It was she who collected Portia’s things after she died. I spoke to her on the telephone, but she wasn’t able to help. She didn’t know anything about any pendant.’


Derry shrugged.


‘But there is one other possibility. Miss Blake had a flatmate called Audrey Cooper; another actress. I found her address and phone number in the file and rang her. Unfortunately, she was out of town, but I managed to get hold of some other woman – a flatmate, I gathered – who told me Miss Cooper was on tour in the provinces with a theatrical company. She’ll be back in London next week. I thought I’d wait until then to talk to her.’


‘But this pendant resembles the one Portia Blake had?’


‘Oh, yes. We were given a description of it. She was wearing it at dinner the night before she was murdered and the housemaid who saw her as she was leaving the house next day said she had it on. I can confirm it wasn’t among her effects when we searched her room later.’


Madden had studied the note again.


‘The wording’s strange, isn’t it?’ he remarked. ‘I have reason to believe . . . rather than tell you . . . the question arises . . . I leave the rest to you. If whoever wrote this had any information regarding the case, why not just come forward and say so? What did you make of it?’


Derry shrugged.


‘My first thought was that the writer was playing the fool with us. But although the tone is odd he – or she, though I get the impression the writer is a man – seems to know something; or wants us to believe that he does.’


‘But to what purpose, I wonder?’ Madden frowned. ‘It seems clear that the writer wants the case reopened. But if so, why not point a finger at someone? It’s far more likely the police would be interested if they were given a name.’


It was at that point that Derry had suggested they drive out to the village of Burnham, near to where the young woman had been killed.


‘You’ll understand what’s bothering Angus and me better when you’ve seen the actual murder site.’


Derry had assured his visitor their journey wouldn’t take long – the village was only a few miles from Canterbury – and soon after they left the outskirts of the city Madden found they were in the midst of open countryside, a gently rolling landscape which in other parts of England might have been covered with wheat or barley but here was planted with field after field of hops. He saw that the plants had turned from green to yellow, a sign that they were ready for harvesting.


‘This is the time of year, the same month in fact, when the Blake woman was murdered.’ Derry gestured at the land on either side of them. ‘The fields around here were full of hop pickers, just as they are now. Owen Norris, the man convicted of the murder, was one of them. He was an itinerant farm worker; he’d come here for the harvest, same as the others. At the time I thought it was a crime that was unpremeditated; that Norris had come on Miss Blake by chance.’


He glanced at Madden.


‘Now I’m not so sure.’


‘That’s where she left the garden.’


Madden followed the direction of Derry’s pointing finger and saw a green wooden gate set in a high brick wall overhung with trailing creepers.


‘You can’t see the house from here. We’ll have to wait until we get higher up into the wood.’


They had left the car in the village half a mile away and walked along a narrow road bounded by the same wall until they reached the field they were crossing now on a path that branched off from the road. Ahead of them was a wooded hillock which Derry had already identified as the spot where Portia Blake had met her end.


‘There’s another path that leads from the gate.’ Again Derry pointed. ‘It joins with this one further on and it’s the one she took. The strange thing is there were people around when she was killed, and quite nearby, too. If there was someone waiting up there in the wood to do her in – and that’s only speculation, mind – then he was certainly taking a chance.’


‘People?’ Madden glanced inquiringly at him.


‘Hop pickers. A party of them had walked here from the village. It was a Sunday, not a working day, and they had been having a drink at the pub and must have crossed this field at almost the same time as Portia Blake came out of that gate. They walked up through the wood and out the other side to where they were camping. Norris had also been at the pub, and drunk too much as usual, or so the landlord said. He’d wanted another drink at closing time but been sent on his way after an argument. He followed the same route as the others – the one we’ve just taken – but they were some way ahead by this time and he never caught up with them.’


Derry paused to lend significance to his last words.


‘Might he have seen Portia Blake entering the wood?’ Madden asked.


‘He might . . . though he said not.’ Derry shrugged. ‘Let’s go on, shall we?’


They continued, crossing the field and passing the point where the path Portia Blake had taken joined the one they were on, and then walking up the slope to the wooded knoll. When they came to the first of the trees Derry stopped and turned round. Madden followed suit.


‘There – now you can see it. That’s the house. It’s called Foxley Hall. It was bought by one of Jessup’s forebears in the last century from a family that dated back to the Conquest. Originally it was a Norman manor, one of the oldest in the country, but it was sacked and burned during the Civil War and then rebuilt in the Dutch style; or so my architecturally minded friends tell me.’


Madden shaded his eyes. It was after midday and the overhead sun was bright. It glinted on the many windows at the front of the house and brought a glow to the red brickwork which was topped by a line of triangular gables, all clearly visible now above the tall garden wall. They were high enough that he could also see the flagged terrace in front of the house and below it, descending in shallow steps, several other terraces decorated with lawns and flower beds, one of them containing a wide lily pond.


‘She went out by a side door – that’s where she was seen by the maid – and must have come down that yew alley you can see at the edge of the garden.’ Derry’s pointing finger had shifted. ‘She wouldn’t have been spotted walking down – the hedges form a tunnel – so it doesn’t look as though anyone in the house could have noticed her.’


‘Is the house empty now?’ Madden asked. He could see that the ground-floor windows were shuttered.


Derry nodded. ‘Sir Jack died here in ’thirty-nine, shortly after the war started. The lady he lived with moved out soon afterwards. He only had one child, a son named Richard – Sir Richard now – and he was away on active service for most of the war. When it was over he decided he didn’t want to live here and the house was let to tenants. Lately he’s decided to sell it and I’m told it’s going to be turned into a school. Apart from a caretaker, no one lives here now. You can see that the garden’s been allowed to go.’


Madden nodded. He had divined as much from the untrimmed hedges and empty borders.


‘The lady Sir Jack lived with, you say?’


‘A Mrs Castleton, she was, Adele Castleton.’ Derry smiled. ‘I wouldn’t say she was notorious exactly, but she’d certainly had her name in the papers often enough before she hooked up with Jessup. He was still married, but his wife wouldn’t give him a divorce. I believe he and Mrs Castleton had been together for some time, living as man and wife, but not legally hitched. I must say I thought her a damned attractive woman when I met her. Not young any more, but I could understand any man losing his head over her.’ He shook his head in rueful memory.


Madden had turned from studying the house to listen to him. ‘I’d be interested to know who was staying with them that weekend,’ he said. ‘Do you still have the names?’


Derry nodded. ‘They’re in the file. We interviewed them all briefly. Initially, we just wanted to know where they were when the murder took place. We were going to question them again, in detail, but when Norris was arrested – that was only two days after the murder – the investigation was wound up and we never got to do it. They weren’t a particularly interesting bunch. But one in particular did catch my eye: a Mr Stanley Wing. I don’t mind admitting I didn’t like the look of him. He was a business associate of Sir John’s, some kind of oriental; not pure Chinese; a half-breed I would say. He certainly had a touch of the chink about him. I don’t know if you’re aware of it, but the Jessup family fortune was made in Hong Kong.’


Madden nodded. ‘Jessup’s are one of the great trading companies out there – hongs they’re called. You were telling me about this man Wing . . . ?’


‘There’s not much to tell.’ Derry shrugged. ‘As it happened, I interviewed him myself. He said he had come down from London for the weekend at Sir Jack’s invitation and had brought Portia Blake with him. There was nothing to tie him to her murder, no obvious motive. But as I say, I had a feeling about him. He seemed to me the sort of man you wouldn’t put anything past.’


‘Were they together, he and Portia Blake – as a couple, I mean?’ Madden frowned.


‘I don’t believe so.’ Derry shook his head. ‘You can check it in the file, but my recollection is he simply said they were acquainted and that he had driven her down from London at Sir Jack’s invitation to spend the weekend.’


‘Where was he when she was murdered?’


‘In his room, resting, he said. So were most of the other guests. As I told you, we never got round to checking their alibis.’


‘What was it about him that you didn’t like? Was it something he said?’


Again Derry shook his head.


‘No, it was the man himself. He didn’t seem bothered by Miss Blake’s death. In fact, he didn’t show any emotion at all. He just stared at me with those black eyes of his.’


He clicked his tongue in irritation.


‘The trouble is, this all happened over ten years ago. The people who were in the house that weekend, staff and guests, are mostly scattered; and as you’ll see from the file, some of them are dead.


‘Here we are, then.’


Derry took off his hat and wiped his bald pate with a handkerchief. Their walk from the village along the road and across the sun-bruised meadow had been warm work.


‘This is the spot. She was found lying inside that ruin; so whoever murdered her – whether Norris or some other man – must have either killed her there or else dragged her body inside with the idea of hiding it. But it turned out to be visible from the path; it was spotted through the doorway by these young boys. They were the ones who raised the alarm.’


The former superintendent paused to give his companion time to take in the scene. Madden looked about him. Out of the bright sunlight now, they stood in the dark shadow cast by trees in full summer leaf. Hard beside them was an old stone wall, part of a ruined structure that had once been a small hut, though little remained of it apart from the walls and the uneven brick floor. They had followed the path through the wood until they had reached the crest of the knoll, at which point Derry had veered off it and Madden had spotted the ruin through the trees.


‘These lads – there were three of them – had come from the opposite direction; they were on their way to the village and one of them saw something lying just inside the doorway.’ Derry pointed to the dark recess. ‘He was curious enough to come over and have a look to see what it was. As I say, her body was lying inside the hut but close to the doorway. It must have been her face that he spotted; it was pale enough to show up in the dark.’


‘The killer was careless, then.’ Madden frowned. ‘If he’d taken the trouble to drag the body into a corner it probably wouldn’t have been found for hours, not until after a search for her had been made. That sounds more like the man you arrested, more like the act of a casual killer rather than someone who was lying in wait for her.’


‘True.’ Derry nodded. ‘But it could be that these boys forced the killer’s hand. They told us they had been chatting as they came up through the wood, and being young lads they were probably making a racket. The murderer, whoever he was, would have heard them and he may have decided to get moving while he still had a chance to escape unobserved.’


He put his hat back on and then paused to reflect.


‘Let’s look at this first from the point of view of Norris being the killer,’ he said. ‘Let me explain how we came to arrest him and charge him so quickly. We knew by calculating how long it would have taken him to walk from the pub that he would have been a few minutes behind Portia Blake when she began walking up the path into the wood. It’s possible he could have spotted her from the road and quickened his pace to catch up with her. We also know that Miss Blake got no further than this ruined house; if she had gone on, the boys coming up the hill from the fields on the other side would have seen her. So if Norris killed her it must mean he caught up with her at the top of the hill and probably dragged her off the path and into this hut. We believed that he meant to rape her and was probably trying to silence her by choking her, using her scarf to do it. But he’d overdone it, we reckoned, and killed her by mistake, after which there was nothing he could do but make himself scarce.’


He glanced at Madden, as if to gauge his reaction.


‘I expect Angus told you, but the reason we were able to arrest him so quickly – it was only two days after the murder – was because he tried to sell some earrings Miss Blake was wearing to a Canterbury jeweller. They were also made of jade, carved in the shape of dragons, but paler in colour than the pendant, and we knew they were missing from the body because the maid who had spotted her going out remembered she was wearing them. Norris was trying to sell the earrings to the jeweller together with the girl’s wristwatch, which was also missing. We’d already put out a description of the earrings and the jeweller simply got his assistant to call the police and kept Norris there long enough for them to turn up and arrest him.’


Madden pondered.


‘Am I right in thinking he denied the murder at first?’ he asked.


‘That’s correct.’ Derry nodded. ‘His story was that he’d spotted her body from the path just as the boys had and simply stolen the stuff off it; nothing more. Well, we didn’t believe him for a start, and even less so when we checked with Central Records at the Yard and discovered he’d done time for attempted rape. He’d been caught in the act of assaulting a young woman near Pontypridd, in Wales. There was no doubt about it, either; he’d torn off most of her clothes and was on top of her when her cries were heard by a couple of farm workers who came to her rescue. Norris was given eight years. He’d only been out for a few months when this happened. We reckoned he must have been ready to try again after all that time in stir. But as I say, he denied murdering her or trying to rape her. He would only cough to the theft at first. But after we’d interrogated him for a day or two he changed his mind and signed a confession.’


‘In other words, he cracked?’ Madden’s voice was sharp and Derry caught his eye.


‘I know what you’re thinking.’ He scowled. ‘We all know that people can be made to confess to things they didn’t do if they’re denied sleep and questioned without a break for long enough. But that didn’t happen with Norris.’ He looked hard at Madden. ‘I’m not saying we didn’t push him, but I made it clear to the team of detectives I had with me – and Angus can confirm this – that he wasn’t to be bullied and browbeaten into saying anything he didn’t mean.’


‘I accept that.’ Madden nodded. ‘But it does seem to me he changed his story rather suddenly.’


Derry shrugged.


‘The truth is right from the start he seemed ready to give in; half a dozen times he appeared to be on the point of confessing and that only made us more sure that we’d arrested the right man. I had the impression he didn’t want to go on with his denials; that he was tired of the struggle; that he wanted to end it. So when he agreed to sign a confession – this was two days after we’d arrested him – I wasn’t surprised. I’d been expecting it.’


‘But now you don’t feel the same way?’


‘I wouldn’t go that far; not yet.’ Derry grimaced. ‘I just wonder now if it wasn’t life he was sick of; his own, I mean; if he hadn’t had enough of it. His family had disowned him after the attempted rape conviction – I learned that later. They were Chapel – very religious. They didn’t want anything to do with him. None of them came to his trial at Maidstone.’


‘Yet he went back on his confession later.’


Derry nodded. ‘At the trial he did, but the judge wasn’t having it – he made that clear in his summing-up – and Norris seemed to accept it. I remember watching his face when the jury returned its verdict. He shut his eyes when he heard the foreman’s words. That was all. Then he seemed to sink back into himself. He didn’t speak again. He was hanged at Pentonville the following January. Angus and I were both there. It’s a nasty business, a hanging. Thank God neither of us has ever had to attend another.’


While he’d been talking Derry’s stoop had grown more pronounced and now he moved away from Madden and went to the single window aperture in the wall behind them. Brushing off the ledge he sat down.


‘I can’t stand for too long these days,’ he explained. ‘I need to take the weight off my old pins.’ He fanned his face with his hat.


‘Tell me about the pendant now.’ Madden frowned. ‘What part did it play in the investigation?’


‘Not much, as it turned out.’ Derry had given some thought to his answer. ‘But one thing I can tell you is that Norris didn’t take it. At first we assumed he had, along with the other stuff, but he was adamant; it was the one thing he stuck to. Quite simply, he didn’t know what we were talking about. We had to explain to him what it was – a green stone hanging around her neck. He swore he had never seen it and by the end I believed him. He’d confessed to everything else, after all, so why not that? His defence counsel raised the point during his trial. He said the fact that the pendant was missing suggested that someone else might have killed the girl. But the judge wasn’t buying it.’


‘What did you think had happened to it? At the time, I mean?’


‘That it must have been lost, torn off in the struggle she’d most likely had with him. She had a small handbag with her when she left the house; it was hanging from her shoulder by a strap. The maid who saw her told us that. We discovered it lying in a bush near the hut. It looked as though it had fallen or been thrown there. Norris said he couldn’t remember seeing it and we were inclined to believe him since there was a gold compact with an enamelled top inside it, a pretty thing that he certainly would have taken and tried to sell if he had seen it.’


‘Did he tell you they had fought?’


Derry shook his head. ‘The fact is he didn’t have much to say, not off his own bat. Once he’d confessed to the killing he seemed to think that was it and he needn’t say anything more. We had to keep prodding him. It was mostly a matter of question and answer. We would ask him, for instance, if he had grabbed her from behind and he would nod. Then we’d have to insist he say the word “yes” so that it could be written down for the interview. It was the same with most of the other details. Did he drag her to the hut, and so on? Each time we had to get him to agree it had been so.’


‘So in effect you wrote his confession for him?’


‘You could put it that way.’ Derry looked displeased.


‘Go on about the pendant, would you?’ Madden spoke after a moment.


‘Well, the area around the hut had been searched as a matter of course, but after it became clear that it was missing I widened the area considerably and made sure every inch of ground was gone over, but without result. So we still couldn’t explain for certain how the pendant had disappeared. But it wasn’t crucial to the inquiry. It was possible she had lost it somewhere else in the wood: perhaps she managed to break free from Norris and he had to chase her and it came off. We thought it might still be lying here somewhere, hidden by dead leaves.’


‘Charlie Chubb suggested that might be the explanation.’ Madden grunted. ‘For what it’s worth, he pointed out that it wasn’t uncommon for investigations to end with a few questions still unanswered.’


Derry nodded in agreement. ‘That was what we told ourselves – Angus and I. And it’s what’s bothering us now. Did we make a mistake in shrugging it off as just one of those things? If this turns out to be the same pendant’ – he tapped his jacket pocket – ‘then perhaps we did.’


Madden took off his jacket. He slung it over his shoulder. Derry had put his hat back on but was not yet ready to move from his seat on the window ledge. He sat there gnawing at his lip.


‘Let’s consider the alternative,’ Madden said. He stirred the dead leaves at his feet with the toe of his shoe. ‘Supposing it was someone else who murdered her – how could he have managed to do that, given there were so many people about? How is it nobody saw him?’


‘I’ve wondered that myself.’ Derry mopped his face. ‘You might even say the question has been occupying my mind to the exclusion of all others since I received that note.’


‘The suggestion has been made that Miss Blake might have gone out that afternoon to meet someone: that she had a rendezvous arranged in the wood or somewhere near it and that whoever she went to meet might be the person who murdered her.’


‘Angus and I discussed that possibility. We spoke on the phone a few days ago. If she was coming here to meet a man he could well have been waiting for her in this hut.’


Madden frowned. ‘If Norris was no more than a few minutes behind her, as you say, that wouldn’t have left much time for the murderer to act. He must already have had it in mind to kill her.’


‘That’s a fair assumption.’ Derry nodded.


‘And that would make him a very different kind of killer.’


The Kent detective shrugged.


Madden continued to stare at the ground; he was lost in thought.


‘The next question then is how did he escape?’ He looked up. ‘What route would he have taken?’


Derry rose from his seat and looked about him.


‘Well, he didn’t use the path, obviously, or he would have run into either Norris or those young boys who were coming from the opposite direction. He must have made his way through the wood, which would have meant crossing the path and going straight on until he hit the road, which is over there.’


He pointed over Madden’s shoulder.


‘But he could equally have taken the other direction, slipping out the back of this hut and going on until he came out of the trees into the fields, where he might well have been noticed by some of the hop pickers. On balance, I think he would have headed for the road. But where he went after that is anyone’s guess. He might have had a car handy; or he might have strolled into the village. Once he had put some distance between himself and Miss Blake’s body he would no longer have been an object of suspicion. Depending on how he was dressed, he could even have passed as just another picker.’
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