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  For my wife, Dorothy




  





  




  

    

      

        

          

            Espied the god with gloomy soul




              The prize that in the casket lay


          




          Who came with silent tread and stole




          

              The jewel that was ours away.


          




          (Lilian Cooper, 1904–1981)
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  Part One




  





  

    

      

        CHAPTER ONE



      


    


  




  

    

      It is not impossible to become bored in the presence of a mistress




      (Stendhal)


    


  




  THE RED-SEAL Brut Imperial Moët & Chandon stood empty on the top of the bedside table to her left; empty like the

  champagne glass next to it, and like the champagne glass on the table at the other side of the bed. Everything seemed empty. Beside her, supine and still, hands behind his head, lay a lean,

  light-boned man in his early forties, a few years older than herself. His eyes were closed, and remained closed as she folded back her own side of the floral-patterned duvet, rose quickly, put her

  feet into fur-lined slippers, drew a pink silk dressing gown around a figure in which breasts, stomach, thighs, were all a little over-ripe perhaps – and stepped over to peer through the

  closed curtains.




  Had she consulted her Oxford University Pocket Diary, she would have noticed that the sun was due to set at 16.50 that early Wednesday evening in late October. The hour had gone back the

  previous weekend, and the nights, as they said, were pulling in fast. She had always found difficulty with the goings back and forth of the clock – until she had heard that simple little

  jingle on Radio Oxford: Spring Forward/Fall Back. That had pleased her. But already darkness had fallen outside, well before its time; and the rain still battered and rattled against the

  window-panes. The tarmac below was a glistening black, with a pool of orange light reflected from the street lamp opposite.




  When she was in her junior school, the class had been asked one afternoon to paint a scene on the Thames, and all the boys and girls had painted the river blue. Except her. And that was when the

  teacher had stopped the lesson (in midstream, as it were) and asserted that young Sheila was the only one of them who had the natural eye of an artist. Why? Because the Thames might well be grey or

  white or brown or green or yellow – anything, in fact, except those little rectangles of Oxford blue and Cambridge blue and cobalt and ultramarine into which all the wetted brushes were

  dipping. So, would all of them please start again, and try to paint the colours they saw, and forget the postcards, forget the atlases? All of them, that is, except Sheila; for Sheila had painted

  the water black.




  And below her now the street was glistening black . . .




  Yes.




  Everything seemed black.




  Sheila hugged the thin dressing gown around her and knew that he was awake; watching her; thinking of his wife, probably – or of some other woman. Why didn’t she just tell him to get

  out of her bed and out of her life? Was the truth that she needed him more than he needed her? It had not always been so.




  It was so very hard to say, but she said it: ‘We were happy together till recently, weren’t we?’




  ‘What?’ The tongue tapped the teeth sharply at the final ‘t’.




  She turned now to look at him lying there, the moustache linking with the neatly trimmed Vandyke beard in a darkling circle around his mouth – a mouth she sometimes saw as too small, and

  too prim, and, yes, too bloody conceited!




  ‘I must go!’ Abruptly he sat up, swung his legs to the floor, and reached for his shirt.




  ‘We can see each other tomorrow?’ she asked softly.




  ‘Difficult not to, won’t it?’ He spoke with the clipped precision of an antique pedagogue, each of the five ‘t’s articulated with pedantic completion. With an

  occasional lisp, too.




  ‘I meant – afterwards.’




  ‘Afterwards? Impossible! Impothible! Tomorrow evening we must give our full attention to our American clients, must we not? Motht important occasion, as you know. Lucky if we all

  get away before ten, wouldn’t you say? And then—’




  ‘And then you must go home, of course.’




  ‘Of course! And you know perfectly well why I must go home. Whatever your faults, you’re not a fool!’




  Sheila nodded bleakly. ‘You could come here before we start.’




  ‘No!’




  ‘Wouldn’t do much harm to have a drink, would it? Fortify ourselves for—’




  ‘No!’




  ‘I see.’




  ‘And it’s healthy for the liver and kindred organs to leave the stuff alone for a while, uh? Couple of days a week? Could you manage that, Sheila?’




  He had dressed quickly, his slim fingers now fixing the maroon bow-tie into its usual decadent droop. For her part, she had nothing further to say; nothing she could say. She turned once again

  towards the window, soon to feel his hand on the back of her shoulders as he planted a perfunctory kiss at the nape of her neck. Then the door downstairs slammed. Miserably she watched the top of

  the black umbrella as it moved along the road. Then she turned off the bedside lamp, picked up the champagne bottle, and made her way down the stairs.




  She needed a drink.




  Dr Theodore Kemp strode along swiftly through the heavy rain towards his own house, only a few minutes’ walk away. He had already decided that there would be little, if

  any, furtherance of his affair with the readily devourable divorcée he had just left. She was becoming a liability. He realised it might well have been his fault that she now seemed to

  require a double gin before starting her daily duties; that she took him so very seriously; that she was demanding more and more of his time; that she was prepared to take ever greater risks about

  their meetings. Well, he wasn’t. He would miss the voluptuous lady, naturally; but she was getting a little too well-padded in some of the wrong places.




  Double chin . . . double gin . . .




  He’d been looking for some semblance of love – with none of the problems of commitment; and with Sheila Williams he had thought for a few months that he had found it. But it was not

  to be: he, Theodore Kemp, had decided that! And there were other women – and one especially, her tail flicking sinuously in the goldfish bowl.




  Passing through the communal door to the flats on Water Eaton Road, whither (following the accident) he and Marion had moved two years earlier, he shook the drenched umbrella out behind him,

  then wiped his sodden shoes meticulously on the doormat. Had he ruined them? he wondered.




  





  

    

      

        CHAPTER TWO



      


    


  




  

    

      For the better cure of vice they think it necessary to study it, and the only efficient study is through practice




      (Samuel Butler)


    


  




  MUCH LATER THAT same evening, with the iron grids now being slotted in from bar-top to ceiling, John Ashenden sat alone in the University Arms Hotel at

  Cambridge and considered the morrow. The weather forecast was decidedly brighter, with no repetition of the deluge which earlier that day had set the whole of southern and eastern England awash

  (including, as we have seen, the city of Oxford).




  ‘Anything else before we close, sir?’




  Ashenden usually drank cask-conditioned beer. But he knew that the quickest way to view the world in a rosier light was to drink whisky; and he now ordered another large Glenfiddich, asking that

  this further Touch of the Malt be added to the account of the Historic Cities of England Tour.




  It would help all round if the weather were set fairer; certainly help in mitigating the moans amongst his present group of Americans:




  

    

      

        

          – too little sunshine




          – too much food




          – too much litter




          – too early reveilles




          – too much walking around (especially that!)


        


      


    


  




  Not that they were a particularly complaining lot (except for that one woman, of course). In fact, by Ashenden’s reckoning, they rated a degree or two above average. Twenty-seven of them.

  Almost all from the West Coast, predominantly from California; mostly in the 65–75 age-bracket; rich, virtually without exception; and fairly typical of the abcde brigade –

  alcohol, bridge, cigarettes, detective-fiction, ecology. In the first days of the tour he had hoped that ‘culture’ might compete for the ‘c’ spot, since after joining the

  ranks of the non-smokers he was becoming sickened at seeing some of them lighting up between courses at mealtimes. But it was not to be.




  The downpour over Cambridge that day had forced the cancellation of trips to Grantchester and the American War Cemetery at Madingley; and the change of programme had proved deeply unpopular

  – especially with the ladies. Yes, and with Ashenden himself, too. He had duly elected himself their temporary cicerone, pointing neck-achingly to the glories of the late-Gothic fan-vaulting

  in King’s; and then, already weary-footed, shuffling round the Fitzwilliam Museum to seek out a few of the ever-popular Pre-Raphaelite paintings.




  ‘They have a far better collection in the Ashmolean, Mr Ashenden. Or so I’ve read. William Holman Hunt, and – and Mill-ais.’




  ‘You’ll be able to judge for yourself tomorrow, won’t you?’ Ashenden had replied lightly, suspecting that the doom-laden lady had forgotten (never known, perhaps) the

  Christian names of a painter she’d pronounced to rhyme with ‘delay’.




  It had irked Ashenden that the Cambridge coach company would have to be paid in full for the non-outings that day. It had irked him even more that he had been obliged to forgo the whole of the

  afternoon in order to enlighten and entertain his ageing charges. He was (he knew it) a reasonably competent courier and guide. Yet in recent years he had found himself unable to cope properly

  without a few regular breaks from his round-the-clock responsibilities; and it had become his policy to keep his afternoons completely free whenever possible, though he had never fully explained

  the reasons for this to anyone . . .




  In November 1974 he had gone to Cambridge to take the entrance examination in Modern Languages. His A-level results had engendered not unreasonable optimism in his comprehensive school, and he

  had stayed on for a seventh term to try his luck. His father, as young John knew, would have been the proudest man in the county had his son succeeded in persuading the examiners of his linguistic

  competence. But the son had not succeeded, and the letter had dropped on to the doormat on Christmas Eve:






    

      From the Senior Tutor, Christ’s College, Cambridge




      Dear Mr Ashenden,                                     21.12.74




      After giving full and sympathetic consideration to your application, we regret that we are unable to offer you a place at this college. We can understand the disappointment

      you will feel, but you are no doubt aware how fiercely competition for places


    


  





  There had been a huge plus from that brief time in Cambridge, though. He had stayed for two nights, in the Second Court at Christ’s, in the same set of rooms as a fellow examinee from

  Trowbridge: a lanky, extraordinarily widely-read lad, who apart from seeking a scholarship in Classics was anxious to convert the University (or was it the Universe?) to the self-evident truths of

  his own brand of neo-Marxism. John had understood very little of it all, really; but he had become aware, suddenly, of a world of scholarship, intelligence, imaginative enthusiasm, sensitivity

  – above all of sensitivity – that he had never known before in his comprehensive school at Leicester.




  On their last afternoon together, Jimmy Bowden, the Trotskyite from Trowbridge, had taken him to see a double-bill from the golden age of the French cinema, and that afternoon he fell in love

  with a sultry, husky-voiced whore as she crossed her silk-clad legs and sipped her absinthe in some seedy bistro. It was all something to do with ‘the synthesis of style and sexuality’,

  as Jimmy had sought to explain, talking into the early hours . . . and then rising at six the following morning to stand outside Marks & Spencer to try to sell the Socialist

  Worker.




  A few days after being notified of his own rejection, Ashenden had received a postcard from Jimmy – a black and white photograph of Marx’s tomb in High-gate Cemetery:




  

    

      The idiots have given me a major schol – in spite of that Greek prose of mine! Trust you’ve had your own good news. I enjoyed meeting you and look forward to our

      first term together – Jimmy.


    


  




  He had never replied to Jimmy. And it was only by chance, seven years later, that during one of his Oxford tours he’d met a man who had known Jimmy Bowden . . .




  After gaining his pre-ordained First in both parts of the Classical Tripos, Jimmy had been awarded a Junior Research Fellowship at Oxford to study early Etruscan epigraphy;

  and then, three years later, he had died of Hodgkin’s disease. He had been an orphan (as events revealed) and been buried in Oxford’s Holywell Cemetery, amongst many dead, but once

  pre-eminent, dons – only some twenty feet or so, as Ashenden learned, from the grave of Walter Pater. Yet though Jimmy had died, some small part of his legacy lived on – for John

  Ashenden had for many years subscribed to several specialist film magazines, printed in the UK and on the Continent, for cinema buffs such as he himself had soon become. Exactly where and when the

  degeneration had set in (if, indeed, ‘degeneration’ it were) John Ashenden could not be all that sure.




  Born in 1956, John had not grown up amidst the sexually repressive mores of his own father’s generation. And once he started to work (immediately after school), started to travel, he had

  experienced little sense of guilt in satisfying his sexual curiosities by occasional visits to sauna clubs, sex cinemas, or explicit stage shows. But gradually such experiences began to nourish

  rather than to satisfy his needs; and he was becoming an inveterate voyeur. Quite often, at earlier times, he had been informed by his more experienced colleagues in the travel business (themselves

  totally immune, it appeared, from any corrupting influences) that the trouble with pornography was its being so boring. But was it?




  From his first introduction, the squalid nature of his incipient vice had been borne upon him – groping his way like a blind man down a darkened aisle of a sleazy cinema, the Cockney voice

  still sounding in his ears: ‘It’s the real fing ’ere, sir, innit? No messin’ about – nuffin like that – just straight inta fings!’ And it disturbed him

  that he could find himself so excited by such crude scenes of fornication. But he fortified his self-esteem with the fact that almost all the cinemas he attended were fairly full, probably of

  people just as well adjusted as himself. Very soon, too, he began to understand something of that ‘synthesis’ that Jimmy had tried to explain to him – the synthesis of style and

  sexuality. For there were people who understood such things, with meetings held in private dwellings, the High Priest intoning the glorious introit: ‘Is everybody known?’ That

  Ashenden had been forced to miss such a meeting of initiates that afternoon in Cambridge had been disappointing. Very disappointing, indeed.




  But the next stop was Oxford . . .




  





  

    

      

        CHAPTER THREE



      


    


  




  

    

      ‘O come along, Mole, do!’ replied the Rat cheerfully, still plodding along.




      ‘Please stop, Ratty!’ pleaded the poor Mole, in anguish of heart. ‘You don’t understand! It’s my home, my old home! I’ve just come across the

      smell of it, and it’s close by here, really quite close. And I must go to it’




      (Kenneth Grahame, The Wind in the Willows)


    


  




  ‘ARKSFORD? THIS IS Arksford?’




  Seated on the nearside front seat of the luxury coach, John Ashenden glanced across at the diminutive septuagenarian from California: ‘Yes, Mrs Roscoe, this is Oxford.’ He spoke

  rather wearily, yet wholly without resentment. Hitherto little on the Historic Cities of England Tour (London–Cambridge–Oxford–Stratford–Bath–Winchester) had appeared

  unequivocally satisfactory to the well-read, eager, humourless (insufferable!) Mrs Roscoe; and yet as he looked out of his own side-window Ashenden could sympathise with that lady’s

  disappointment. The eastern stretch of the A40 could hardly afford the most pleasing approach to the old University City; and as the coach slowly moved, one car-length at a time, towards the

  Headington roundabout, a litter-strewn patch of ill-kempt grass beside a gaudily striped petrol station lent little enchantment to the scene.




  The tour party – eighteen women, nine men (three registered husband-and-wife combinations) – sat back in their seats as the coach drove past the sign for ‘City Centre’

  and accelerated for a few miles along the featureless northern section of the Ring Road, heading for the Banbury Road roundabout.




  For some reason Mrs Laura Stratton was ill-at-ease. She re-crossed her legs and now massaged her left foot with her right hand. As agreed, it would be Eddie who would sign the forms and the

  Visitors’ Book, and then identify the luggage and tip the porter – while she would be lying in a hot herbal bath and resting her weary body, her weary feet . . .




  ‘Gee, I feel so awful, Ed!’




  ‘Relax, honey. Everything’s gonna be OK.’ But his voice was so quiet that even Laura had difficulty in picking up his words. At sixty-six, four years younger than his

  wife, Eddie Stratton laid his hand briefly on the nylon-clad left foot, the joints of the toes disfigured by years of cruel arthritis, the toenails still painted a brightly defiant crimson.




  ‘I’ll be fine, Ed – just once I get in that bairth.’ Again Laura switched legs and massaged her other foot again – a foot which like its partner had until recently

  commanded the careful ministrations of the most expensive chiropodist in Pasadena.




  ‘Yeah!’ And perhaps someone else on the coach apart from his wife might have noticed Eddie Stratton’s faint smile as he nodded his agreement.




  The coach had now turned down into the Banbury Road, and Ashenden was soon into his well-rehearsed commentary: ‘. . . and note on each side of the road the cheerful orange-brick houses,

  built in the last two decades of the nineteenth century when the dons in the University – there, look! – see the date? – 1887 . . .’




  Immediately behind Ashenden sat a man in his early seventies, a retired civil engineer from Los Angeles, who now looked out of his window at the string of shops and offices in Summertown: banks,

  building societies, fruiterers, hairdressers, housing agents, newsagents, wine shops – it could almost have been back home, really. But then it was back home, decided Howard

  Brown.




  Beside him, Shirley Brown was the second wife who had seen a smile upon a husband’s lips – a smile this time of wistful satisfaction; and suddenly she felt a sharp regret.




  ‘Howard?’ she whispered. ‘Howard! I am glad – you know I am – glad we booked the tour. Really I am!’ She laid her right arm along his long

  thigh and squeezed it gently. ‘And I’m sorry I was such’ (pianissimo) ‘such an ungrateful bitch last night.’




  ‘Forget it, Shirl – forget it!’




  But Howard Brown found himself wishing that for a little while at least his wife would perpetuate her sullen ill-humour. In such a mood (not infrequent) she presented him with the leeway he

  needed for the (not infrequent) infidelities of thought and deed which he could never have entertained had she exhibited a quarter of the affection he had known when they’d agreed to marry.

  But that was in 1947 – forty-three years ago – before she’d ever dreamed of checking his automobile mileage, or scrutinising the postmarks on his private mail, or sniffing

  suspiciously at him after his coming home from the office . . .




  ‘. . . and here’ (Ashenden was in full and rather splendid spate) ‘we see the Ruskin influence on domestic architecture during that period. You see – there! – on

  the left, look! – the neo-Gothic, mock-Venetian features . . . And here, on the left again, this is Norham Gardens, with the famous University Parks lying immediately behind. There! You see

  the iron gates? The Parks are one of the greatest open spaces in Oxford – still, even now, liable to be closed to the public at the whim of the University authorities – unless, of

  course, you get to know how to sneak in without being noticed by the keepers at the main entrance.’




  ‘And to sneak out again, surely, Mr Ashenden?’




  For once, one of Mrs Roscoe’s inevitable interruptions was both pertinent and good-humoured, and her fellow passengers laughed their light-hearted approval.




  Howard Brown, however, had been quite unaware of the exchange. He was craning his neck to look across at the Keeper’s Lodge; and as he did so, like Mole, he sensed and smelled his old home

  territory, and inside him something long dormant woke into sudden life. He felt his eyes welling up with nostalgic tears, before fiercely blowing his nose and looking obliquely at his wife once

  more, gratified to observe that her lips had once again settled into their accustomed crab-crumpet discontent. She suspected nothing, he was virtually certain of that.




  As the coach drew into St Giles’, the sky was an open blue, and the sunlight gleamed on the cinnamon-coloured stone along the broad tree-lined avenue. ‘Here we are, in St

  Giles’.’ (Ashenden slipped into overdrive now.) ‘You can see the plane trees on either side of us, ablaze with the beautifully golden tints of autumn – and, on the left

  here, St John’s College – and Balliol just beyond. And here in front of us, the famous Martyrs’ Memorial, modelled on the Eleanor Crosses of Edward the First, and designed by

  Gilbert Scott to honour the great Protestant martyrs – Cranmer and Latimer and, er . . .’




  ‘Nicholas Ridley,’ supplied Mrs Roscoe, as the coach turned right at the traffic lights and almost immediately pulled in on the left of Beaumont Street beneath the tall neo-Gothic

  façade of the Randolph Hotel.




  ‘At last!’ cried Laura Stratton, with what might have been the relief of a prisoner learning of a late reprieve.




  In retrospect, it would have seemed an odd coincidence (though not an important one) that the middle-aged man housed in a nondescript block of flats at the top of the Banbury

  Road had been looking out from his second-floor double-glazed windows as the long luxury coach carrying Ashenden’s group had passed by that late afternoon. Inside, a recently renewed needle

  glided through the well-worn grooves of the Furtwängler recording of Götterdämmerung; but the man’s mind was more closely concentrated with an almost physical hurt on

  the greasy wrappings discarded by the previous night’s fish-and-chip brigade as they’d walked homeward from the Chicken Barbecue in Summertown.




  





  

    

      

        CHAPTER FOUR



      


    


  




  

    

      ‘The cockroach Blattella germanica,’ it was observed darkly in 1926, ‘was at one time recorded as present in the Randolph Hotel

      kitchen’




      (Jan Morris, Oxford)


    


  




  ROY, CONCIERGE OF the five-star Randolph Hotel, a cheerful, florid-faced man of sixty, had been on duty since midday, and had,

  as always, been fully apprised by the Reception Manager of the scheduled afternoon arrivals – especially, of course, of the biggish bus-load of American tourists at 4.30 p.m. Roy, who had

  started with the hotel as a page-boy in 1945 – forty-five years since – quite liked the Americans. Not that he’d ever wished to fly over there for a holiday or anything drastic

  like that; but they were a nice lot, usually, the Yanks; friendly, communicative, generous. And although an incorrigibly biased patriot himself, he had recently begun to query the

  automatic superiority of his own countrymen, particularly that night the previous month when he’d returned on a Euro-Ferry after an abortive 0–0 draw between England and Holland.




  It was five minutes before schedule that from his cubby-hole immediately inside the main entrance he saw the patrician coach pull slowly in beside the white canopy, flanked by a pair of elegant

  lamp-posts, at the front of Oxford’s premier hotel. And a few seconds later he was standing at the top of the steps outside, in his yellow-piped blue uniform, beaming semi-beatifically, and

  ready to greet the new arrivals with an appropriate degree of that ‘warmth’ attested to on several separate pages of the hotel’s technicolour brochure. As he stood there, the

  flags – Union Jack, EEC, USA – fluttered lightly above him in the afternoon breeze. He enjoyed his work – always had; in fact seldom referred to it as ‘work’ at all.

  Seldom, too, did anything much go wrong in an establishment so happily and so predictably well-ordered as The Randolph. Seldom indeed.




  But once in a while?




  Yes, once in a while.




  Phil Aldrich, a small, mournful-visaged dolichocephalic senior citizen (from California, too) moved from his habitual and lonely seat on the back row of the coach and came to

  sit next to Mrs Roscoe; his hearing was not quite what it had been and he wanted to know what was going on. The Deputy Manager had appeared on the coach itself to welcome them all and to announce

  that tea – or coffee, if preferred – was immediately available in the St John’s Suite on the first floor; that all bedrooms were now ready for occupancy and that every hotel

  facility from telephone to trouser-press was at his guests’ disposal forthwith; that even as he spoke their baggage was being unloaded, counted, checked, and portered to the appropriate

  rooms. It would save a good deal of time, the Deputy Manager concluded, if everyone would fill in now, on the coach, the Guest Registration Cards.




  With appreciative nods observable on each side of the gangway, Ashenden duly distributed the Welcome Trusthouse Forte forms, already completed for the sections dealing with Company, Next

  Destination, Settlement of Account, Arrival, Departure, and Nationality. Only remaining for the tourists to fill in were the four sections headed Home Address, Telephone, Passport Number, and

  Signature.




  Phil expressed an unqualified approval: ‘Gee! That’s what I’d say was pretty darned efficient, Janet.’




  For once Mrs Roscoe was unable to identify any obvious flaw in the procedures, and, instead, appeared to concentrate her thoughts upon the perils of the unpredictable future.




  ‘I do hope the people here realise the great difference between Vegetarian and Vegan—’




  ‘Janet! This is one of the finest hotels in the UK—’




  But Ashenden’s voice now cut across their conversation:




  ‘So! If we can all . . . St John’s Suite, St John’s – that’s on the first floor, just up the main staircase – tea or coffee – right away. I

  know some of you will just want to settle in and have a wash and . . . So if you take your forms to Reception – that’s straight ahead of you as you go through the main doors here

  – and just sign the documentation forms there and get your keys . . . The lift, the guest-lift, is just to your right, in the corridor . . .’




  ‘Get a move on!’ hissed Laura under her breath.




  ‘. . . I shall be calling round to your rooms later, just to make sure everything’s . . .’




  Ashenden knew what he was doing. Experience had taught him that the first hour or so in any new hotel was always the most vital, since some small problem, dealt with promptly, could make the

  difference between a contented life and an anxious existence. Blessedly, Ashenden was seldom, if ever, confronted with such positive complaints as cockroaches, mice, or the disgusting habits of a

  room’s previous occupants. But a range of minor niggles was not unfamiliar, even in the best regulated of establishments: no soap in the bathroom; only two tubs of cream beside the

  self-service kettle; no instructions on how to operate the knobless TV; no sign – still no sign – of the luggage . . .




  Eddie Stratton had managed to squeeze into second spot in the queue for keys, and Laura had grabbed their own key, 310, from his hand before he’d finished the documentation.




  ‘I’m straight up, Ed, to draw me a bairth – I can’t wait.’




  ‘Yeah, but leave the door, honey – there’s only the one key, OK? I’ll have a cup of tea in the Saynt Jarn Suite.’




  ‘Sure. I’ll leave the door.’




  She was gone.




  As Laura hobbled away towards the guest-lift, Eddie turned round and looked directly into the eyes of Mrs Shirley Brown. For a few seconds there seemed to be no communication between the two of

  them; but then, after glancing briefly towards her husband, Shirley Brown nodded, almost imperceptibly, and her eyes smiled.




  





  

    

      

        CHAPTER FIVE



      


    


  




  

    

      All saints can do miracles, but few can keep a hotel




      (Mark Twain, Notebook)


    


  




  ‘AT LAST!’ MUTTERED Laura Stratton for the third (and final) time as she inserted her key and turned it

  clockwise (and correctly) in the lock.




  The room itself did not open immediately off the main corridor on level three; but a small plaque fixed beside double swing-doors (a FIRE EXIT sign above them) had

  pointed the way to Room 310. Once through these doors Laura had found herself in a further corridor, only four or five feet wide, which ran parallel to the main corridor, along which (after she had

  turned left) she walked the five yards or so to the bedroom door – on her right. Just beyond this door, the corridor turned at right angles and came to an almost immediate stop in the shape

  of another double-doored FIRE EXIT – doubtless, as Laura guessed (again correctly), leading down some back stairs to the ground floor. It did not occur to her that a

  person could stand in this narrow square of space, pressed tightly back behind the wall, and remain completely unobserved from the narrow corridor leading to her room.




  If anyone wished to remain thus unobserved . . .




  Laura extracted the key and carefully let the door close, or almost close, behind her, with the tongue of the lock holding it slightly ajar. The two large black-leather cases were on the floor

  immediately inside, and she looked around to find herself in a most pleasantly appointed room. A double bed stood immediately to her right, covered by a pale-green quilt, with a free-standing

  wardrobe beyond it; facing her were the three lancet windows of the outside wall, with curtains down to the carpeted floor; and in front of these windows, from right to left, a tea-maker, a TV, a

  low, mirrored dressing table, and a red-plush chair. Her swift glance around missed little, except for the rather fine reproduction of Vermeer’s View of Delft above the bed. Laura

  and her first husband had once seen the original of this in the Mauritshuis in The Hague, when the guide had mentioned that it was Marcel Proust’s favourite painting; but strangely enough she

  had found it disappointing, and in the very few minutes of life remaining to her she was to have no opportunity of revising that rather harsh judgement.




  She stepped to the window and looked across at the tetrastyle portico of Ionic columns, with the figure of Apollo, right arm raised and seated (a little precariously, as Laura judged) at the

  apex of the low-pitched pediment. Between the two central columns, a large Oxford-blue banner was suspended: Musaeum Ashmoleanum apud Oxonienses. Oh yes, Laura knew quite a lot about the

  Ashmolean Museum, and there appeared the flicker of a smile around her excessively lipsticked mouth as she let the curtain fall back and turned to the door on her left, half-open, which led to the

  champagne-tiled bathroom. Without for the moment entering, she pushed the door a little further open: WC to the right; bath immediately facing her, the shower-curtains half drawn across; and to the

  left a hand-basin with a series of heated rails beside it, fully laden with fluffy white towels.




  Laura had always slept on the left-hand side of any double bed, both as a young girl with her sister and then with both her husbands; and now she sat down, rather heavily, on the side of the bed

  immediately beside the main door, placed her white-leather handbag below the various switches for lights, radio, and TV, on the small table-top next to the bed – and removed her shoes.




  Finally removed her shoes.




  She fetched the kettle, filled it from the wash-basin in the bathroom, and switched on the current. Then, into the bathroom once more where she put the plug in the bath and turned on the hot

  tap. Returning to the main room again she picked up a DO NOT DISTURB sign, hung it over the outside door-knob, and returned to the bathroom to pour some pink Foaming Bubbly

  into the slowly filling bath.




  Beryl Reeves had noted the single arrival in Room 310. At 4.40 p.m. she had put in a final burst of corridor hovering and hoovering, and knew even from her very limited

  experience that before she went off duty at 5.00 there would be several queries from these Americans about the whereabouts of the (non-existent) ‘ice-machine’ and the (readily

  available) replenishments of coffee sachets. Beryl was from Manchester; and her honest, if slightly naïve attitude to life – even more so, her accent – had already

  endeared her to many of her charges on Level Three. All in all, she was proving a very good employee: punctual, conscientious, friendly, and (as Morse was later to discover) a most reliable

  witness.




  It had been exactly 4.45 that afternoon (and who could be more accurate than that?) when she had looked in at Room 310; noticed the sign hanging over the door-knob, wondering why the door itself

  was slightly ajar; peered momentarily into the room itself; but immediately retreated on seeing the steam emanating from the bathroom. Yes, she thought she would have probably noticed a

  white leather handbag if it had been somewhere just inside. No, she had not passed beyond the door and looked around the corner beside the Fire Exit. She had seen an American guest going

  into Room 308 shortly after this – a man; a friendly man, who’d said ‘Hi!’. Yes, of course she would recognise him. In fact she could tell them who he was straightaway: a Mr

  Howard Brown from California.




  Just before 6 p.m. the phone rang in the office of Chief Superintendent Strange at the Thames Valley Police HQ at Kidlington. The great man listened fairly patiently, if with

  less than obvious enthusiasm, to his colleague, Superintendent Bell from St Aldate’s in Oxford.




  ‘Well, it doesn’t sound particularly like Morse’s cup of tea, Bell, but if you’re really short . . . No, he’s trying to get a few days off, he tells me, says he

  never gets his full ration of furlough. Huh! If you take off the hours he spends in the pubs . . . what? Well, as I say, if you are short . . . Yes, all right. You know his home number? .

  . . Fine! Just tell him you’ve had a word with me. He’s usually happier if Lewis is with him, though . . . What? Lewis is already there? Good. Good! And as I say, just tell him

  that you’ve had a word with me. There’ll be no problems.’




  





  

    

      

        CHAPTER SIX



      


    


  




  

    

      There are worse occupations in this world than feeling a woman’s pulse




      (Laurence Sterne, A Sentimental Journey)


    


  




  ‘YOU HERE ALREADY, Lewis?’




  ‘Half an hour ago, sir. The Super called me. They’re short-staffed at St Aldate’s—’




  ‘Must be!’




  ‘I’ve already been upstairs.’




  ‘No problems?’




  ‘I’m – I’m not quite sure, sir.’




  ‘Well – “Lead on, Macduff!”’




  ‘That should be “Lay on Macduff!”, sir. So our English teacher—’




  ‘Thank you, Lewis.’




  ‘The lift’s just along here—’




  ‘Lift? We’re not climbing the Empire State Building!’




  ‘Quite a few stairs, sir,’ said Lewis quietly, suspecting (rightly) that his chief was going through one of his temporary get-a-little-fitter phases.




  ‘Look! Don’t you worry too much about me, Lewis. If by any chance things become a bit too strenuous in the ascent, I shall stop periodically and pant, all right?’




  Lewis nodded, happy as always (almost always) to be working with the curmudgeonly Morse once more.




  For a few seconds Morse stood outside Room 310, breathing heavily and looking down at the door-knob. He raised his eyebrows to Lewis.




  ‘No, sir – waste of time worrying. Four or five people been in.’




  ‘Who’s in there now?’ asked Morse quietly.




  ‘Only the quack – Doc Swain – he’s been the house-doctor here for a few years.’




  ‘Presumably the corpse as well, Lewis?’




  ‘The corpse as well, sir.’




  ‘Who else has been in?’




  ‘The Manager, Mr Gascoigne, and Mr Stratton – that’s the husband, sir. He was the one who found her – very shaken up, I’m afraid, he is. I asked Mr Gascoigne to

  take him to his office.’ Lewis pointed vaguely to one of the lower floors.




  ‘No one else?’




  ‘Me, of course.’




  Morse nodded, and almost smiled.




  Mrs Laura Stratton lay neatly supine on the nearer side of the double bed. She wore a full-length peach-coloured dressing robe, and (so far as Morse could see) little else. And she was dead.

  Morse glanced briefly at the face, swallowed once, and turned away.




  Dr Swain, a fresh-faced, youngish-looking man (early thirties?) was seated at the low dressing table, writing. He turned his head and almost immediately answered Morse’s unspoken

  question.




  ‘Heart attack. Massive coronary.’




  ‘Thank you, Dr – Swain, I think?’




  ‘And you are?’




  ‘I am Morse. Chief Inspector Morse.’




  Swain got to his feet and handed Morse a sheet of paper, headed ‘Oxfordshire Health Authority’, with an impressively qualified column of medical men printed top right, in which

  (second from bottom) Morse read ‘M. C. Swain, MA, MB, BCh, MRCP, MRCGP’.




  ‘Congratulations!’ said Morse.




  ‘Pardon?’




  ‘Sixteen, isn’t it? Sixteen letters after your name, and I haven’t got a single one after mine.’




  ‘Well, er – that’s how things go, isn’t it? I’ll be off now, if you don’t mind. You’ve got my report. BMA dinner we’ve got this

  evening.’




  Seldom was it that Morse took such an irrationally instant dislike to one of his fellow men; but there are always exceptions, and one of these was Dr M. C. Swain, MA, MB, BCh, MRCP, MRCGP.




  ‘I’m afraid no one leaves for the moment, Doctor. You know, I think, that we’ve got slightly more than a death here?’




  ‘I’m told something valuable’s been stolen. Yes, I know that. All I’m telling you is that the cause of death was a massive coronary. You can read it in

  that!’ Swain flung his forefinger Morse’s way, towards the sheet just handed over.




  ‘Do you think that was before – or after – this valuable something went missing?’




  ‘I – I don’t know.’




  ‘She died there – where she is now – on the bed?’




  ‘On the floor, actually.’




  Morse forced his features to the limits of credulity: ‘You mean you moved her, Dr Swain?’




  ‘Yes!’




  ‘Have you ever heard of murder in the furtherance of theft?’




  ‘Of course! But this wasn’t murder. It was a massive—’




  ‘Do you really think it necessary to tell me things three times, sir?’




  ‘I knew nothing about the theft. In fact I only learned about it five minutes ago – from the Manager.’




  ‘That’s true, sir,’ chipped in Lewis, greatly to Morse’s annoyance.




  ‘Yes, well, if the Doctor has a dinner to attend, Lewis – a BMA dinner! – who are we to detain him? It’s a pity about the evidence, of course. But I suppose we

  shall just have to try our best to find the man – or the woman – responsible for this, er, this massive coronary, brought on doubtless by the shock of finding some thief nicking her

  valuables. Good evening, Doctor. Make sure you enjoy your dinner!’ Morse turned to Lewis: ‘Tell Max to get over here straightaway, will you? Tell him it’s as urgent as they

  get.’




  ‘Look, Inspector—’ began Swain.




  But Morse was doing a reasonably convincing impression of a deaf man who has just turned off his hearing-aid, and now silently held the door of Room 310 open as the disconcerted doctor was

  ushered out.




  It was in the Manager’s office, on the first floor of The Randolph, that for the first time Morse himself was acquainted with the broad outlines of the story. Laura

  Stratton had taken her key up to her room soon after 4.30 p.m.; she had earlier been complaining of feeling awfully weary; had taken a bath – presumably after hanging a DO

  NOT DISTURB notice outside her door; had been discovered at 5.20 p.m. when her husband, Mr Eddie Stratton, had returned from a stroll around Broad Street with a fellow tourist, Mrs Shirley

  Brown. He had found the door to 310 shut, and after being unable to get any response from within had hurried down to Reception in some incipient panic before returning upstairs to find . . . That

  was all really; the rest was elaboration and emotional overlay. Except of course for the handbag. But who is the man, with his wife lying dead on the carpet, who thinks of looking around to see if

  her handbag has disappeared?




  Well, Mr Eddie Stratton, it seemed.




  And that for a most important reason.
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