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The Train Now Standing at Platform One





HE FELT QUITE pleased with himself. Difficult to tell for certain, of course; but yes, quite pleased with himself really. As accurately as it could his mind retraced the stages of the day’s events: the questions of the interviewing committee – wise and foolish; and his own answers – carefully considered and, he knew, well phrased. Two or three exchanges had been particularly satisfactory and, as he stood there waiting, a half-smile played across his firm, good-humoured lips. One he could recall almost verbatim.


‘You don’t think you may perhaps be a bit young for the job?’


‘Well, yes. It will be a big job and I’m sure that there will be times – that is if you should appoint me – when I should need the experience and advice of older and wiser heads.’ (Several of the older and wiser heads were nodding sagely.) ‘But if my age is against me, there isn’t much I can do about it, I’m afraid. I can only say that it’s a fault I shall gradually grow out of.’


It wasn’t even original. One of his former colleagues had recounted it to him and claimed it for his own. But it was a good story: and judging from the quietly controlled mirth and the muted murmurs of appreciation, apparently none of the thirteen members of the selection committee had heard it before.


Mm.


Again the quiet smile played about his mouth. He looked at his watch. 7.30 p.m. Almost certainly he would be able to catch the 8.35 from Oxford, reaching London at 9.42; then over to Waterloo; and home by midnight perhaps. He’d be a bit lucky if he managed it, but who cared? It was probably those two double whiskies that were giving him such a glowing sense of elation, of expectancy, of being temporarily so much in tune with the music of the spheres. He would be offered the job, he felt – that was the long and the short of it.


February now. Six months’ notice, and he counted off the months on his fingers: March, April, May, June, July, August. That would be all right: plenty of time.


His eyes swept leisurely along the rather superior detached houses that lined the opposite side of the road. Four bedrooms; biggish gardens. He would buy one of those prefabricated greenhouses, and grow tomatoes or cucumbers, like Diocletian . . . or was it Hercule Poirot?


He stepped back into the wooden shelter and out of the raw wind. It had begun to drizzle again. Cars swished intermittently by, and the surface of the road gleamed under the orange streetlights . . . Not quite so good, though, when they had asked him about his short time in the army.


You didn’t get a commission, did you?’


‘No.’


‘Why not, do you think?’


‘I don’t think that I was good enough. Not at the time. You need special qualities for that sort of thing.’ (He was getting lost: waffle on, keep talking.) ‘And I was er . . . well I just hadn’t got them. There were some extremely able men joining the army at that time – far more confident and competent than me.’ Leave it there. Modest.


An ex-colonel and an ex-major nodded appreciatively. Two more votes, likely as not.


It was always the same at these interviews. One had to be as honest as possible, but in a dishonest kind of way. Most of his army friends had been ex-public schoolboys, buoyed up with self-confidence, and with matching accents. Second lieutenants, lieutenants, captains. They had claimed their natural birthright and they had been duly honoured in their season. Envy had nagged at him vaguely over the years. He, too, had been a public schoolboy . . .


Buses didn’t seem very frequent, and he wondered if he would make the 8.35 after all. He looked out along the well-lit street, before retreating once more into the bus shelter, its wooden walls predictably covered with scrawls and scorings of varying degrees of indecency. Kilroy, inevitably, had visited this shrine in the course of his infinite peregrinations, and several local tarts proclaimed to prospective clients their nymphomaniac inclinations. Enid loved Gary and Dave loved Monica. Variant readings concerning Oxford United betrayed the impassioned frustrations of the local football fans: eulogy and urination. All Fascists should go home immediately and freedom should be granted forthwith to Angola, Chile and Northern Ireland. A window had been smashed and slivers of glass sparkled sporadically amid the orange peel, crisp packets and Cola tins. Litter! How it appalled him. He was far more angered by obscene litter than by obscene literature. He would pass some swingeing litter laws if they ever made him the supremo. Even in this job he could do something about it. Well, if he got it . . .


Come on, bus. 7.45. Perhaps he should stay in Oxford for the night? It wouldn’t matter. If freedom should be granted to Angola and the rest, why not to him? It had been a long time since he had spent so long away from home. But he was losing nothing – gaining in fact; for the expenses were extremely generous. The whole thing must have cost the Local Authority a real packet. Six of them short-listed – one from Inverness! Not that he would get the job, surely. Quite a strange experience, though, meeting people like that. One couldn’t get too friendly. Like the contestants in a beauty competition. Smile and scratch their eyes out.


Another memory glided slowly back across his mind. ‘If you were appointed, what do you think would be your biggest headache?’


‘The caretaker, I shouldn’t wonder.’


He had been amazed at the uproariously delighted reception given to this innocent remark, and only afterwards had he discovered that the current holder of the sinecure was an ogre of quite stupendous obstinacy – an extraordinarily ill-dispositioned man, secretly and profoundly feared by all.


Yes, he would get the job. And his first tactical triumph would be the ceremonial firing of the wicked caretaker, with the unanimous approbation of governors, staff and pupils alike. And then the litter. And then . . .


‘Waitin’ for a bus?’


He hadn’t seen her come in from the far side of the shelter. Below her plastic hat tiny droplets of drizzle winked from the carefully plucked eyebrows. He nodded. ‘Don’t seem very frequent, do they?’ She walked towards him. Nice-looking girl. Nice lips. Difficult to say how old she was. Eighteen? Even younger, perhaps.


‘There’s one due about now.’


‘That’s good news.’


‘Not a very nice night.’


‘No.’ It seemed a dismissive reply, and feeling a desire to keep the conversation going, he wondered what to say. He might just as well stand and talk as stand and be silent. His companion was clearly thinking along similar lines and showed herself the slicker practitioner.


‘Goin’ to Oxford?’


‘Yes. I’m hoping to catch the 8.35 train to London.’


‘You’ll be all right.’


She unfastened her gleaming plastic mac and shook the raindrops to the floor. Her legs were thin, angular almost, but well proportioned; and the gentlest, mildest of erotic notions fluttered into his mind. It was the whisky.


‘You live in London?’


‘No, thank goodness. I live down in Surrey.’


‘You goin’ all that way tonight?’


Was he? ‘It’s not far really, once you’ve got across London.’ She lapsed into silence. ‘What about you? You going to Oxford?’


‘Yeah. Nothing to do ’ere.’


She must be young, surely. Their eyes met and held momentarily. She had a lovely mouth. Just a brief encounter, though, in a bus shelter, and pleasant – just a fraction more pleasant than it should have been. Yet that was all. He smiled at her, openly and guilelessly. ‘I suppose there’s plenty to do in the big wicked city of Oxford?’


She looked at him slyly. ‘Depends what you want, don’t it?’ Before he could ascertain exactly what she wanted or what extramural delights the old university city could still provide, a red double-decker curved into the lay-by, its near front wheel splattering specks of dirty-brown water across his carefully polished black shoes. The automatic doors rattled noisily open, and he stepped aside for the girl to climb in first. She turned at the handrail that led to the upper deck.


‘Comin’ upstairs?’


The bus was empty, and when she sat down on the back seat and blinked at him invitingly, he had little option or inclination to do otherwise than to sit beside her. ‘Got any cigarettes?’


‘No, I’m sorry. I don’t smoke.’


Was she just a common slut? She almost acted like one. He must look a real city gent to her: immaculate dark suit, new white shirt, a Cambridge tie, well-cut heavy overcoat, and a leather brief-case. She would probably expect a few expensive drinks in a plush fourstar lounge. Well, if she did, she was in for a big disappointment. Just a few miles on the top of a Number 2 bus. And yet he felt a subdued, magnetic attraction towards her. She took off her transparent plastic hat and shook out her long dark-brown hair. Soft, and newly washed.


A weary-footed conductor slowly mounted the circular staircase and stood before them.


‘Two to Oxford, please.’


‘Whereabouts?’ The man sounded surly. 


‘Er, I’m going to the station . . .’


She said it for him. ‘Two to the station, please.’ The conductor wound the tickets mechanically, and disappeared dejectedly below.


It was completely unexpected, and he was taken by surprise. She put her arm through his, and squeezed his elbow gently against her soft body. ‘I ’spect he thinks we’re just off to the pictures.’ She giggled happily. ‘Anyway, thanks for buying the ticket.’ She turned towards him and gently kissed his cheek with her soft, dry lips.


‘You didn’t tell me you were going to the station.’


‘I’m not really.’


‘Where are you going then?’


She moved a little closer. ‘Dunno.’


For a frightening moment the thought flashed across his mind that she might be simple-minded. But no. He felt quite sure that for the present time at least she had an infinitely saner appreciation of what was going on than he. Yet he was almost glad when they reached the railway station. 8.17. Just over a quarter of an hour before the train was due.


They alighted and momentarily stood together in silence beneath the Tickets: Buffet sign. The drizzle persisted.


‘Like a drink?’ He said it lightly.


‘Wouldn’t mind a Coke.’


He felt surprised. If she was on the look-out for a man, it seemed an odd request. Most women of her type would surely go for gin or vodka or something with a bigger kick than Coke. Who was she? What did she want?


‘You sure?’


‘Yes thanks. I don’t go drinkin’ much.’


They walked into the buffet, where he ordered a double whisky for himself, and for her a Coke and a packet of twenty Benson & Hedges. ‘Here we are.’


She seemed genuinely grateful. She quickly lit herself a cigarette and quietly sipped her drink. The time ticked on, the minute hand of the railway clock dropping inexorably to the half hour. ‘Well, I’d better get on to the platform.’ He hesitated a moment, and then reached beneath the seat for his brief-case. He turned towards her and once again their eyes met. ‘I enjoyed meeting you. Perhaps we’ll meet again one day.’ He stood up, and looked down at her. She seemed more attractive to him each time he looked at her.


She said: ‘I wish we could be naughty together, don’t you?’


God, yes. Of course he did. He was breathing quickly and suddenly the back of his mouth was very dry. The loudspeaker announced that the 8.35 shortly arriving at Platform One was for Reading and Paddington only; passengers for . . . But he wasn’t listening. All he had to do was to admit how nice it would have been, smile a sweet smile and walk through the buffet door, only some three or four yards away, and out on to Platform One. That was all. And again and again in later months and years he was bitterly to reproach himself for not having done precisely that.


‘But where could we go?’ He said it almost involuntarily. The pass at Thermopylae was abandoned and the Persian army was already streaming through.
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Beauty’s ensign yet


Is crimson in thy lips and in thy cheeks, 


And death’s pale flag is not advanced there.


  Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet, Act V





THREE AND A half years later two men were seated together in an office.


‘You’ve got the files. Quite a lot of stuff to go on there.’


‘But he didn’t get very far, did he?’ Morse sounded cynical about the whole proposition.


‘Perhaps there wasn’t very far to go.’


‘You mean she just hopped it and – that was that.’


‘Perhaps.’


‘But what do you want me to do? Ainley couldn’t find her, could he?’


Chief Superintendent Strange made no immediate answer. He looked past Morse to the neatly docketed rows of red and green box-files packed tightly along the shelves.


‘No,’ he said finally. ‘No, he didn’t find her.’


‘And he was on the case right from the start.’


‘Right from the start,’ repeated Strange.


‘And he got nowhere.’ Strange said nothing. ‘He wasn’t a fool, was he?’ persisted Morse. What the hell did it matter anyway? A girl leaves home and she’s never seen again. So what? Hundreds of girls leave home. Most of them write back to their parents before long – at least as soon as the glamour rubs off and the money has trickled away. Some of them don’t come home. Agreed. Some of them never do; and for the lonely waiters the nagging heartache returns with the coming of each new day. No. A few of them never come home . . . Never.


Strange interrupted his gloomy thoughts. ‘You’ll take it on?’


‘Look, if Ainley . . .’


‘No. You look!’ snapped Strange. ‘Ainley was a bloody sight better policeman than you’ll ever be. In fact I’m asking you to take on this case precisely because you’re not a very good policeman. You’re too airy-fairy. You’re too . . . I don’t know.’


But Morse knew what he meant. In a way he ought to have been pleased. Perhaps he was pleased. But two years ago. Two whole years! ‘The case is cold now, sir – you must know that. People forget. Some people need to forget. Two years is a long time.’


‘Two years, three months and two days,’ corrected Strange. Morse rested his chin on his left hand and rubbed the index finger slowly along the side of his nose. His grey eyes stared through the open window and on to the concrete surface of the enclosed yard. Small tufts of grass were sprouting here and there. Amazing. Grass growing through concrete. How on earth? Good place to hide a body – under concrete. All you’d need to do . . . ‘She’s dead,’ said Morse abruptly.


Strange looked up at him. ‘What on earth makes you say that?’


‘I don’t know. But if you don’t find a girl after all that time – well, I should guess she’s dead. It’s hard enough hiding a dead body, but it’s a hell of a sight harder hiding a living one. I mean, a living one gets up and walks around and meets other people, doesn’t it? No. My guess is she’s dead.’


‘That’s what Ainley thought.’


‘And you agreed with him?’


Strange hesitated a moment, then nodded. ‘Yes, I agreed with him.’


‘He was really treating this as a murder inquiry, then?’


‘Not officially, no. He was treating it for what it was – a missing-person inquiry.’


‘And unofficially?’


Again Strange hesitated. ‘Ainley came to see me about this case several times. He was, let’s say, uneasy about it. There were certain aspects of it that made him very . . . very worried.’


Surreptitiously Morse looked at his watch. Ten past five. He had a ticket for the visiting English National Opera performance of Die Walküre starting at half-past six at the New Theatre.


‘It’s ten past five,’ said Strange, and Morse felt like a young schoolboy caught yawning as the teacher was talking to him . . . School. Yes, Valerie Taylor had been a schoolgirl – he’d read about the case. Seventeen and a bit. Good looker, by all accounts. Eyes on the big city, like as not. Excitement, sex, drugs, prostitution, crime, and then the gutter. And finally remorse. We all felt remorse in the end. And then? For the first time since he had been sitting in Strange’s office Morse felt his brain becoming engaged. What had happened to Valerie Taylor?


He heard Strange speaking again, as if in answer to his thoughts.


‘At the end Ainley was beginning to get the feeling that she’d never left Kidlington at all.’


Morse looked up sharply. ‘Now I wonder why he should think that?’ He spoke the words slowly, and he felt his nerve-endings tingling. It was the old familiar sensation. For a while he even forgot Die Walküre.


‘As I told you, Ainley was worried about the case.’


‘You know why?’


‘You’ve got the files.’


Murder? That was more up Morse’s alley. When Strange had first introduced the matter he thought he was being invited to undertake one of those thankless, inconclusive, interminable, needle-in-a-haystack searches: panders, pimps and prostitutes, shady rackets and shady racketeers, grimy streets and one-night cheap hotels in London, Liverpool, Birmingham. Ugh! Procedure. Check. Recheck. Blank. Start again. Ad infinitum. But now he began to brighten visibly. And, anyway, Strange would have his way in the end, whatever happened. Just a minute, though. Why now? Why Friday, 12 September – two years, three months and two days (wasn’t it?), after Valerie Taylor had left home to return to afternoon school? He frowned. ‘Something’s turned up, I suppose.’


Strange nodded. ‘Yes.’


That was better news. Watch out you miserable sinner, whoever you are, who did poor Valerie in! He’d ask for Sergeant Lewis again. He liked Lewis.


‘And I’m sure,’ continued Strange, ‘that you’re the right man for the job.’


‘Nice of you to say so.’


Strange stood up. ‘You didn’t seem all that pleased a few minutes ago.’


‘To tell you the truth, sir, I thought you were going to give me one of those miserable missing-person cases.’


‘And that’s exactly what I am going to do.’ Strange’s voice had acquired a sudden hard authority. ‘And I’m not asking you to do it – I’m telling you.’


‘But you said . . .’


‘You said. I didn’t. Ainley was wrong. He was wrong because Valerie Taylor is very much alive.’ He walked over to a filing cabinet, unlocked it, took out a small rectangular sheet of cheap writing paper, clipped to an equally cheap brown envelope, and handed both to Morse. ‘You can touch it all right – no fingerprints. She’s written home at last.’


Morse looked down miserably at the three short lines of drab, uncultured scrawl:




Dear Mum and Dad,


Just to let you know I’m alright so don’t worry. Sorry I’ve not written before, but I’m alright. Love Valerie.’





There was no address on the letter.


Morse slipped the envelope from the clip. It was postmarked Tuesday, 2 September, London, EC4.
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We’ll get excited with Ring seat (10). 


Clue from a Ximenes crossword puzzle





ON THE LEFT-HAND side sat a man of vast proportions, who had come in with only a couple of minutes to spare. He had wheezed his way slowly along Row J like a very heavy vehicle negotiating a very narrow bridge, mumbling a series of breathless ‘thank yous’ as each of the seated patrons blocking his progress arose and pressed hard back against the tilted seats. When he had finally deposited his bulk in the seat next to Morse, the sweat stood out on his massive brow, and he panted awhile like a stranded whale.


On the other side sat a demure, bespectacled young lady in a long purple dress, holding a bulky opera score upon her knee. Morse had nodded a polite ‘good evening’ when he took his seat, but only momentarily had the lips creased before reassuming their wonted, thin frigidity. Mona Lisa with the guts ache, thought Morse. He had been in more exhilarating company.


But there was the magnificent opera to relish once again. He thought of the supremely beautiful love duet in Act 1, and he hoped that this evening’s Siegmund would be able to cope adequately with that noble tenor passage – one of the most beautiful (and demanding) in all grand opera. The conductor strode along the orchestra pit, mounted the rostrum, and suavely received the plaudits of the audience. The lights were dimmed, and Morse settled back in his seat with delicious anticipation. The coughing gradually sputtered to a halt and the conductor raised his baton. Die Walküre was under way.


After only two minutes, Morse was conscious of some distracting movement on his right, and a quick glance revealed that the bespectacled Mona Lisa had extricated a torch from somewhere about her person and was playing the light laterally along the orchestrated score. The pages crinkled and crackled as she turned them, and for some reason the winking of the flashlight reminded Morse of a revolving lighthouse. Forget it. She would probably pack it up as soon as the curtain went up. Still, it was a little annoying. And it was hot in the New Theatre. He wondered if he should take his jacket off, and almost immediately became aware that one other member of the audience had already come to a firm decision on the same point. The mountain on his left began to quiver, and very soon Morse was a helpless observer as the fat man set about removing his jacket, which he effected with infinitely more difficulty than an ageing Houdini would have experienced in escaping from a straitjacket. Amid mounting shushes and clicking of tongues the fat man finally brought his monumental toils to a successful climax and rose ponderously to remove the offending garment from beneath him. The seat twanged noisily against the back rest, was restored to its horizontal position, and groaned heavily as it sank once more beneath the mighty load. More shushes, more clickings – and finally a blissful suspension of hostilities in Row J, disturbed only for Morse’s sensitive soul by the lighthouse flashings of the Lady with the Lamp. Wagnerites were a funny lot!


Morse closed his eyes and the well-known chords at last engulfed him. Exquisite . . .


For a second Morse thought that the dig in his left rib betokened a vital communication, but the gigantic frame beside him was merely fighting to free his handkerchief from the vast recesses of his trouser pocket. In the ensuing struggle the flap of Morse’s own jacket managed to get itself entrapped, and his feeble efforts to free himself from the entanglement were greeted by a bleak and barren glare from Florence Nightingale.


By the end of Act 1, Morse’s morale was at a low ebb. Siegmund had clearly developed a croaking throat, Sieglinde was sweating profusely, and a young philistine immediately behind him was regularly rustling a packet of sweets. During the first interval he retreated to the bar, ordered a whisky, and another. The bell sounded for the start of Act 2, and he ordered a third. And the young girl who had been seated behind Morse’s shoulders during Act 1 had a gloriously unimpeded view of Act 2; and of Act 3, by which time her second bag of Maltesers had joined the first in a crumpled heap upon the floor.


The truth was that Morse could never have surrendered himself quite freely to unadulterated enjoyment that night, however propitious the circumstances might have been. At every other minute his mind was reverting to his earlier interview with Strange – and then to Ainley. Above all to Chief Inspector Ainley. He had not known him at all well, really. Quiet sort of fellow. Friendly enough, without ever being a friend. A loner. Not, as Morse remembered him, a particularly interesting man at all. Restrained, cautious, legalistic. Married, but no family. And now he would never have a family, for Ainley was dead. According to the eye-witness it was largely his own fault – pulling out to overtake and failing to notice the fast-closing Jaguar looming in the outside lane of the M40 by High Wycombe. Miraculously no one else was badly hurt. Only Ainley, and Ainley had been killed. It wasn’t like Ainley, that. He must have been thinking of something else . . . He had gone to London in his own car and in his own free time, just eleven days ago. It was frightening really – the way other people went on living. Great shock – oh yes – but there were no particular friends to mourn too bitterly. Except his wife . . . Morse had met her only once, at a police concert the previous year. Quite young, much younger than he was; pretty enough, but nothing to set the heart a-beating. Irene, or something like that? Eileen? Irene, he thought.


His whisky was finished and he looked around for the barmaid. No one. He was the only soul there, and the linen wiping-towels were draped across the beer pumps. There was little point in staying.


He walked down the stairs and out into the warm dusking street. A huge notice in red and black capitals covered the whole of the wall outside the theatre: ENGLISH NATIONAL OPERA Mon. 1 Sept – Sat. 13 Sept. He felt a slight quiver of excitement along his spine. Monday the first of September. That was the day Dick Ainley had died. And the letter? Posted on Tuesday, the second of September. Could it be? He mustn’t jump to conclusions though. But why the hell not? There was no eleventh commandment against jumping to conclusions, and so he jumped. Ainley had gone to London that Monday and something must have happened there. Had he perhaps found Valerie Taylor at last? It began to look a possibility. The very next day she had written home – after being away for more than two years. Yet there was something wrong. The Taylor case had been shelved, not closed, of course; but Ainley was working on something else, on that bomb business, in fact. So why? So why? Hold it a minute. Ainley had gone to London on his day off. Had he . . .?


Morse walked back into the foyer, to be informed by a uniformed flunkey that the house was sold out and that the performance was half-way through anyway. Morse thanked him and stepped into the telephone kiosk by the door.


‘I’m sorry, sir. That’s for patrons only.’ The flunkey was right behind him.


‘I am a bloody patron,’ said Morse. He took from his pocket the stub for Row J 26, stuck it under the flunkey’s nose and ostentatiously and noisily closed the kiosk door behind him. A large telephone directory was stuck awkwardly in the metal pigeon-hole, and Morse opened it at the As. Addeley . . . Allen . . . back a bit . . . Ainley. Only one Ainley, and in next year’s directory even he would be gone. R. Ainley, 2 Wytham Close, Wolvercote.


Would she be in? It was already a quarter to nine. Irene or Eileen or whatever she was would probably be staying with friends. Mother or sister, most likely. Should he try? But what was he dithering about? He knew he would go anyway. He noted the address and walked briskly out past the flunkey.


‘Goodnight, sir.’


As Morse walked to his car, parked in nearby St Giles’, he regretted his childish sneer of dismissal to this friendly valediction. The flunkey was only doing his job. Just as I am, said Morse to himself, as he drove without enthusiasm due north out of Oxford towards the village of Wolvercote.
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A man is little use when his wife’s a widow.


Scottish proverb





AT THE WOODSTOCK roundabout, on the northern ring-road perimeter of Oxford, Morse took the sharp left fork, and leaving the motel on his right drove over the railway bridge (where as a boy he had so often stood in wonder as the steam locomotives sped thunderously by) and down the hill into Wolvercote.


The small village consisted of little more than the square stone-built houses that lined its main street, and was familiar to Morse only because each of its two public houses boasted beer drawn straight from the wood. Without being too doctrinaire about what he was prepared to drink, Morse preferred a flat pint to the fizzy keg most breweries, misguidedly in his view, were now producing; and he seldom passed through the village without enjoying a jug of ale at the King Charles. He parked the Lancia in the yard, exchanged a few pleasantries with the landlady over his beer, and asked for Wytham Close.


He soon found it, a crescented cul-de-sac no more than a hundred yards back along the road on the right-hand side, containing ten three-storey terraced residences (pompously styled ‘town houses’), set back from the adopted road, with steep concreted drives leading up to the built-in garages. Two street lamps threw a pale phosphorescence over the open-plan, well-tended grass, and a light shone from behind the orange curtains in the middle-storey window of No 2. The bell sounded harsh in the quiet of the darkened close.


A lower light was switched on in the entrance hall and a vaguely-lineated shadow loomed through the frosted glass of the front door.


‘Yes?’


‘I hope I’m not disturbing you,’ began Morse. 


‘Oh. Hullo, Inspector.’


‘I thought . . .’


‘Won’t you come in?’


Morse’s decision to refuse the offer of a drink was made with such obvious reluctance that he was speedily prevailed upon to reverse it; and sitting behind a glass of gin and tonic he did his best to say all the right things. On the whole, he thought, he was succeeding.


Mrs Ainley was small, almost petite, with light-brown hair and delicate features. She looked well enough, although the darkness beneath her eyes bore witness to the recent tragedy.


‘Will you stay on here?’


‘Oh, I think so. I like it here.’


Indeed, Morse knew full well how attractive the situation was. He had almost bought a similar house here a year ago, and he remembered the view from the rear windows over the green expanse of Port Meadow across to the cluster of stately spires and the dignified dome of the Radcliffe Camera. Like an Ackerman print, only alive and real, just two or three miles away.


‘Another drink?’


‘I’d better not,’ said Morse, looking appealingly towards his hostess.


‘Sure?’


‘Well, perhaps a small one.’


He took the plunge. ‘Irene, isn’t it?’


‘Eileen.’


It was a bad moment. ‘You’re getting over it, Eileen?’ He spoke the words in a kindly way.


‘I think so.’ She looked down sadly, and picked some non-existent object from the olive-green carpet. ‘He was hardly marked, you know. You wouldn’t really have thought . . .’ Tears were brimming, and Morse let them brim. She was quickly over it. ‘I don’t even know why Richard went to London. Monday was his day off, you know.’ She blew her nose noisily, and Morse felt more at ease.


‘Did he often go away like that?’


‘Quite often, yes. He always seemed to be busy.’ She began to look vulnerable again and Morse trod his way carefully. It had to be done.


‘Do you think when he went to London he was, er . . .’


‘I don’t know what he went for. He never told me much about his work. He always said he had enough of it at the office without talking about it again at home.’


‘But he was worried about his work, wasn’t he?’ said Morse quietly.


‘Yes. He always was a worrier, especially . . .’


‘Especially?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘You mean he was more worried – recently?’


She nodded. ‘I think I know what was worrying him. It was that Taylor girl.’


‘Why do you say that?’


‘I heard him talking on the phone to the headmaster.’ She made the admission guiltily as if she really had no business to know of it.


‘When was that?’


‘About a fortnight, three weeks ago.’


‘But the school’s on holiday, isn’t it?’


‘He went to the headmaster’s house.’


Morse began to wonder what else she knew. ‘Was that on one of his days off . . .?’


She nodded slowly and then looked up at Morse. ‘You seem very interested.’


Morse sighed. ‘I ought to have told you straight away. I’m taking over the Taylor case.’


‘So Richard found something after all.’ She sounded almost frightened.


‘I don’t know,’ said Morse.


‘And . . . and that’s why you came, I suppose.’ Morse said nothing. Eileen Ainley got up from her chair and walked briskly over to a bureau beside the window. ‘Most of his things have gone, but you might as well take this. He had it in the car with him.’ She handed to Morse a Letts desk diary, black, about six inches by four. ‘And there’s a letter for the accountant at the station. Perhaps you could take it for me?’


‘Of course.’ Morse felt very hurt. But he often felt hurt – it was nothing new.


Eileen left the room to fetch the envelope and Morse quickly opened the diary and found Monday, 1 September. There was one entry, written in neatly-formed, minuscule letters: 42 Southampton Terrace. That was all. The blood tingled, and with a flash of utter certitude Morse knew that he hardly needed to look up the postal district of 42 Southampton Terrace. He would check it, naturally; he would look it up immediately he got home. But without the slightest shadow of doubt he knew it already. It would be EC4.


He was back in his North Oxford bachelor home by a quarter to eleven, and finally discovered the street map of London, tucked neatly away behind The Collected Works of Swinburne and Extracts from Victorian Pornography. (He must put that book somewhere less conspicuous.) Impatiently he consulted the alphabetical index and frowned as he found Southampton Terrace. His frown deepened as he traced the given coordinates and studied the grid square. Southampton Terrace was one of the many side-streets off the Upper Richmond Road, south of the river, beyond Putney Bridge. The postal district was SW12. He suddenly decided he had done enough for one day.


He left the map and the diary on top of the bookshelf, made himself a cup of instant coffee and selected from his precious Wagner shelf the Solti recording of Die Walküre. No fat man, no thin-lipped woman, no raucous tenor, no sweaty soprano distracted his mind as Siegmund and Sieglinde poured forth their souls in an ecstasy of recognition. The coffee remained untouched and gradually grew cold.


But even before the first side was played through, a fanciful notion was forming in his restless brain. There was surely a very simple reason for Ainley’s visit to London. He should have thought of it before. Day off; busy, preoccupied, uncommunicative. He’d bet that was it! 42 Southampton Terrace. Well, well! Old Ainley had been seeing another woman, perhaps.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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As far as I could see there was no connection between them beyond the tenuous nexus of succession.


Peter Champkin





IN DIFFERENT PARTS of the country on the Monday following Morse’s interview with Strange, four fairly normal people were going about their disparate business. What each was doing was, in its own way, ordinary enough – in some cases ordinary to the point of tediousness. Each of them, with varied degrees of intimacy, knew the others, although one or two of them were hardly worthy of any intimate acquaintanceship. They shared one common bond, however, which in the ensuing weeks would inexorably draw each of them towards the centre of a criminal investigation. For each of them had known, again with varied degrees of intimacy, the girl called Valerie Taylor.


Mr Baines had been second master in Kidlington’s Roger Bacon Comprehensive School since its opening three years previously. Before that time he had also been second master, in the very same buildings, although then they had housed a secondary modern school, now incorporated into the upper part of a three-tier comprehensive system – a system which in their wisdom or unwisdom (Baines wasn’t sure) the Oxfordshire Education Committee had adopted as its answer to the problems besetting the educational world in general and the children of Kidlington in particular. The pupils would be returning the following day, Tuesday, 16 September, after a break of six and a half weeks, for much of which time, whilst some of his colleagues had motored off to Continental resorts, Baines had been wrestling with the overwhelmingly complex problems of the timetable. Such a task traditionally falls upon the second master, and in the past Baines had welcomed it. There was a certain intellectual challenge in dovetailing the myriad options and combinations of the curriculum to match the inclinations and capacities of the staff available; and, at the same time (for Baines), a vicarious sense of power. Sadly, Baines had begun to think of himself as a good loser, a best man but never the groom. He was now fifty-five, unmarried, a mathematician. He had applied for many headships over the years and on two occasions had been the runner-up. His last application had been made three and a half years ago, for the headship of his present school, and he thought he’d had a fairly good chance; but even then, deep down, he knew that he was getting past it. Not that he had been much impressed by the man they appointed, Phillipson. Not at the time, anyway. Only thirty-four, full of new ideas. Keen on changing everything – as if change inevitably meant a change for the better. But over the last year or so he had learned to respect Phillipson a good deal more. Especially after that glorious showdown with the odious caretaker.


Baines was sitting in the small office which served as a joint HQ for himself and for Mrs Webb, the headmaster’s secretary – a decent old soul who like himself had served in the old secondary modern school. It was mid-morning and he had just put the finishing touches to the staff dinner-duty roster. Everyone was neatly fitted in, except the headmaster, of course. And himself. He had to pick up his perks from somewhere. He walked across the cluttered office clutching the handwritten sheet.


‘Three copies, my old sugar.’


‘Immediately, I suppose,’ said Mrs Webb good-naturedly, picking up another sealed envelope and looking at the addressee before deftly slitting it along the top with a paperknife.


‘What about a cup of coffee?’ suggested Baines. 


‘What about your roster?’


‘OK. I’ll make the coffee.’


‘No you won’t.’ She got up from her seat, picked up the kettle, and walked out to the adjacent cloakroom. Baines looked ruefully at the pile of letters. The usual sort of thing, no doubt. Parents, builders, meetings, insurance, examinations. He would have been dealing with all that if . . . He poked haphazardly among the remaining letters, and suddenly a flicker of interest showed in his shrewd eyes. The letter was lying face down and on the sealed flap he read the legend ‘Thames Valley Police’. He picked it up and turned it over. It was addressed to the headmaster with the words PRIVATE AND CONFIDENTIAL typed across the top in bold red capitals.


‘What are you doing going through my mail?’ Mrs Webb plugged in the kettle and with mock annoyance snatched the letter from him.


‘See that?’ asked Baines.


Mrs Webb looked down at the letter. ‘None of our business, is it?’


‘Do you think he’s been fiddling his tax returns?’ Baines chuckled deeply.


‘Don’t be silly.’


‘Shall we open it?’


‘We shall not,’ said Mrs Webb.


Baines returned to his cramped desk and started on the prefects’ roster. Phillipson would have to appoint half a dozen new prefects this term. Or, to be more precise, he would ask Baines to give him a list of possible names. In some ways the head wasn’t such a bad chap.


Phillipson himself came in just after eleven. ‘Morning, Baines. Morning, Mrs Webb.’ He sounded far too cheerful. Had he forgotten that school was starting tomorrow?


‘Morning, headmaster.’ Baines always called him ‘headmaster’; the rest of the staff called him ‘sir’. It was only a little thing, but it was something.


Phillipson walked across to his study door and paused by his secretary’s desk. ‘Anything important, Mrs Webb?’


‘I don’t think so, sir. There’s this, though.’ She handed him the letter marked ‘Private and Confidential’, and Phillipson, with a slightly puzzled frown upon his face, entered his study and closed the door behind him.


In the newly-appointed county of Gwynedd, in a small semi-detached house on the outskirts of Caernarfon, another schoolmaster was acutely conscious that school restarted on the morrow. They had returned home only the previous day from a travesty of a holiday in Scotland – rain, two punctures, a lost Barclaycard and more rain – and there was a host of things to be done. The lawn, for a start. Benefiting (where he had suffered) from a series of torrential downpours, it had sprouted to alarming proportions during their absence, and was in urgent need of an instant crop. At 9.30 a.m. he discovered that the extension for the electric mower was not functioning, and he sat himself down on the back doorstep with a heavy heart and a small screwdriver.


Life seldom seemed to run particularly smoothly for David Acum, until two years ago assistant French master at the Roger Bacon Comprehensive School in Kidlington, and now, still an assistant French master, at the City of Caernarfon School.


He could find no fault with the fittings at either end of the extension wire, and finally went inside again. No sign of life. He walked to the bottom of the stairs and yelled, his voice betraying ill-temper and exasperation, ‘Hey! Don’t you think it’s about time you got out of that bloody bed?’


He left it at that and, back in the kitchen, sat down cheerlessly at the table where half an hour earlier he had made his own breakfast, and dutifully taken a tray of tea and toast upstairs. Ineffectually he tinkered once more with one of the wretched plugs. She joined him ten minutes later, dressing-gowned and beslippered.


‘What’s eating you?’


‘Christ! Can’t you see? I suppose you buggered this up the last time you hoovered – not that I can remember when that was!’


She ignored the insult and took the extension from him. He watched her as she tossed her long blonde hair from her face and deftly unscrewed and examined the troublous plugs. Younger than he was – a good deal younger, it seemed – he found her enormously attractive still. He wondered, as he often wondered, whether he had made the right decision, and once more he told himself he had.


The fault was discovered and corrected, and David felt better.


‘Cup of coffee, darling?’ All sweetness and light.


‘Not just yet. I’ve got to get cracking.’ He looked out at the overgrown lawn and swore softly as faintly dotted lines of slanting drizzle formed upon the window pane.


A middle-aged woman, blowzy, unkempt, her hair in cylindrical curlers, materialized from a side door on the ground floor; her quarry was bounding clumsily down the stairs.


‘I want to speak to yer.’


‘Not now, sweetheart. Not now. I’m late.’


‘If yer can’t wait now yer needn’t come back. Yer things’ll be in the street.’


‘Now just a minute, sweetheart.’ He came close to her, leaned his head to one side and laid a hand on each of her shoulders. ‘What’s the trouble? You know I wouldn’t do anything to upset you.’ He smiled pleasantly enough and there was something approaching an engaging frankness in his dark eyes. But she knew him better.


‘Yer’ve got a woman in yer room, ’aven’t yer?’


‘Now there’s no need for you to get jealous, you know that.’


She found him repulsive now, and regretted those early days. ‘Get ’er out and keep ’er out – there’s to be no more women ’ere.’ She slapped his hands from her shoulders.


‘She’ll be going, she’ll be going – don’t worry. She’s only a young chick. Nowhere to kip down – you know how it is.’


‘Now!’


‘Don’t be daft. I’m late already, and I’ll lose the job if I ain’t careful. Be reasonable.’


‘Yer’ll lose yer bed an’ all if yer don’t do as I tell yer.’


The youth took a dirty five-pound note from his hip pocket. ‘I suppose that’ll satisfy you for a day or two, you old bitch.’


The woman took the money, but continued to watch him. ‘It’s got to stop.’


‘Yeah. Yeah.’


‘How long’s she been ’ere?’


‘A day or two.’


‘Fortnight, nearer, yer bleedin’ liar.’


The youth slammed the door after him, ran down to the bottom of the road, and turned right into the Upper Richmond Road.


Even by his own modest standards, Mr George Taylor had not made much of a success of his life. Five years previously, an unskilled manual worker, he had accepted ‘voluntary redundancy’ money after the shake-up that followed the reorganization of the Cowley Steel plant, had then worked for almost a year driving a bulldozer on the M40 construction programme and spent the next year doing little but casual jobs, and drinking rather too much and gambling rather too much. And then that terrible row and, as a result of it, his present employment. Each morning at 7.15 he drove his rusting, green Morris Oxford from his Kidlington council house into the city of Oxford, down past Aristotle Lane into Walton Street, and over the concreted track that led through the open fields, between the canal and the railway line, where lay the main city rubbish dump. Each morning of the working week for the past three years – including the day when Valerie had disappeared – he had made the same journey, with his lunchtime sandwiches and his working overalls beside him on the passenger seat.


Mr Taylor was an inarticulate man, utterly unable to rationalize into words his favourable attitude towards his present job. It would have been difficult for anyone. The foul detritus of the city was all around him, rotten food and potato peelings, old mattresses, piles of sheer filth, rats and always (from somewhere) the scavenger gulls. And yet he liked it.


At lunchtime on Monday the fifteenth, he was sitting with his permanent colleague on the site, a man with a miry face ingrained with dirt, in the wooden hut which formed the only semi-hygienic haven in this wilderness of waste. They were eating their sandwiches and swilling down the thick bread with a dirty brown brew of ugly-looking tea. Whilst his companion mused over the racing columns of the Sun, George Taylor sat silent, a weary expression on his stolid face. The letter had brought the whole thing back to the forefront of his mind and he was thinking again of Valerie. Had he been right to persuade the wife to take it to the police? He didn’t know. They would soon be round again; in fact he was surprised they hadn’t been round already. It would upset the wife again – and she’d been nothing but a bag of nerves from the beginning. Funny that the letter had come just after Inspector Ainley was killed. Clever man, Ainley. He’d been round to see them only three weeks ago. Not official, like, but he was the sort of bloke who never let anything go. Like a dog with a bone.


Valerie . . . He’d thought a lot of Valerie.


A corporation vehicle lumbered to a halt outside the hut, and George Taylor poked his head through the door. ‘On the top side, Jack. Shan’t be a minute.’ He pointed vaguely away to the far corner of the tip, swallowed the last few mouthfuls of his tea and prepared for the afternoon’s work.


At the far edge of the tip the hydraulic piston whirred into life and the back of the lorry tilted slowly down and its contents were deposited upon the sea of stinking refuse.


For Morse, this same Monday was the first day of a frustrating week. Another series of incendiary devices had been set off over the weekend in clubs and cinemas, and the whole of the top brass, including himself, had been summoned into urgent conclave. It was imperative that all available police personnel should be mobilized. All known suspects from Irish republicans to international anarchists were to be visited and questioned. The Chief Constable wanted quick results.


On Friday morning a series of arrests was made in a dawn swoop, and later that day eight persons were charged with conspiracy to cause explosions in public places. Morse’s own contribution to the successful outcome of the week’s inquiries had been virtually nil.
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