

[image: images]






Thank you for downloading this Scribner eBook.





Join our mailing list and get updates on new releases, deals, bonus content and other great books from Scribner and Simon & Schuster.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP








or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com







[image: images]




To Katherine Harris Grimes


wherever you are,


send Bygraves





The Beginning
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1.



AT THE MANOR HOUSE (I)


He was there again today. End of lane.


Knee-deep in leaves, just by that stand of ash.


The same Burberry, furled umbrella, gun


Mirroring light. I have seen him reflected in


Shop windows, over my shoulder—commonplace,


Anonymous on park benches or under


Lampposts at the ends of passageways.


He never leaves, except for a meal or a wash.


After forty years, I have almost ceased to wonder:


Who is supplying the cash?


At first I thought (who wouldn’t?) it was the folks


Wanting me out of the way. I lay in bed


Sweating it out at night with the fangs and cloaks


They called just shadows. No one ever comes clean


About murder or sex. They can leave you there for dead,


Tied up in an attic, or down in some ravine.


“Mum, someone’s trying to kill me.” “Don’t be absurd,


Dear,” she’d say, washing the blood from the basin.


“If we can’t have a butler, how could we ever afford


To hire an assassin?”


And his turning up was not mere accident


In family snaps of hatchet-faced old hats,


All looking ghastly gray and prison-bent;


Nor there, in tiers of black-robed graduates,


Does he seem out of place, funereally


Indistinguishable from the rest.


He joined our summer outings by the sea,


The unidentified and unknown guest;


Wedding days, church socials, birthdays—he


Attended all, unasked.


I have seen him through the windows of stopped trains


In village stations, hamlets, market towns,


Cathedral cities, ends of country lanes


Like this one, where the autumn’s rolling down


The hillside, and it won’t be very long


Before the leaves are stacked up window-level.


Has something in his master plan gone wrong?


Or is the whole idea wearing thin?


Has death become, for both of us, less novel?


And should I ask him in?


But, no. It has to end with the police,


Getting the neighbors out of bed to make


Inquiries: Had she many enemies?


Ever run foul of the law? What was she last seen wearing?


They will stand in the rain with torches, they will rake


Over the gravel, measure a footprint, scrape


Blood from the sill, file a nail paring


In a paper cup. End up dragging the lake.


It will be so deadly boring.


But I won’t be there to see.


Neither will he.





2.



AT THE C.I.D.


I


“Send Bygraves!” barked the Chief Inspector.


The walls went ghostlier white, the chairs


Jumped. And from the portrait the eyes of the Queen


Stared.


The Superintendent paled. “Bygraves?


Man, are you daft? You know his reputation!


Scares witnesses. Hides evidence. Plants clues.”


“That’s as may be. But no one else can solve


This queer affair in Little Puddley, Surrey.


The lady at the manor found a body—”


“What’s queer in that? We’re always finding bodies.


Bygraves finds bodies no one knew were missing.


Last year: that spot of bother on Blackheath—


Bygraves kept finding bodies where no bodies


Had been reported!”


“Still, he got his man!


Some lunatic, some Bedlamite escaped . . .


I think. Well, that’s who Bygraves said it was.


Damn all! I can’t keep tabs on all of London!


But this body in Little Puddley’s different:


No one knows who it is. It comes and goes


Like old shells that the sea keeps tossing up


And dragging back . . . ”


The Superintendent yelled:


“I’m not in the mood, old boy, for metaphysics,


Or poetry. We deal in facts, man, facts!
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You’re round the twist; you need your summer hols.


A week in Bournemouth, Brighton, somewhere. Now,


Get down to Little Puddley straightaway—”


“Not I!” The C.I. yelled. “Send Bygraves! Dolt!


Find Bygraves!”


Sergeant Dolt, who had been sleeping


Hard by the door, snapped to attention. “Bygraves?


I’d get ’im sir, yes . . . only, wot’s ’e look like?”


“What does he look like? What do you mean, you nit?”


“Now now, sir, there’s no need to be abusive.”


Dolt clattered up from his chair. “I never seen ’im.


’Ave you, then?”


“Sergeant, Bygraves has been round here


Longer than you or me.” The Chief Inspector


Reddened, wondered too what did he look like?


“Oh dash it all! Give me the phone! Bygraves!”


He shouted down the blower. Drat the man!


“Bygraves: I know you’re there.” No answer. “Bygraves!


I’m ordering you straight to Little Puddley


In Surrey.” Silence. “Someone’s found a body.


Bygraves?” Click. The hum of disconnection.



II


Looking towards Greenwich,


Towards that great confluence of sky and river,


Thames and Tower,


On misty mornings when Westminster rises


In this pearl-gray hour;


Had you been strolling on the Embankment then,


You would not have looked up towards Scotland Yard,


Its windows silvering in the sun,


And thought: Murder is abroad.


No, you would not have known


The blind man coming towards you in these waves


Of Londoners, his white stick tapping


The ground like a divining rod, is looking


Over his shoulder at you.


Was it Bygraves?
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LODGINGS


These are Bygraves’ rooms.


Do not touch a thing.


Stuff out of his pockets—


Notebook, change, key ring.


Careful. If he comes


Back and finds us at it . . .


Do not think about it.


Do not touch a thing.


Notice how the floor


Tilts. And notice there


Where the wallpaper


Seems to conceal a door.


Set that table straight;


Leave those chairs around it.


Fool! That paperweight—


Put it where you found it.


See your face dissolving


In his wardrobe mirror,


Like a face in water;


See its surface moving.


Do not touch the glass!


Do not be alarmed.


I have heard that others


Have escaped unharmed.


Stay back from those windows!


Wipe that knob you touched!


Cling to walls and shadows.


Fool! Put out that match!


What? You thought you heard


A key turn in the lock?


Quiet. Not a word.


Quick. Out the back.
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4.



THE REGULARS AT THE BELL AND ANCHOR, LITTLE PUDDLEY, SURREY


We’re a decent lot. We cause no trouble.


(That spot of bother with the poisoned dogs


At Smythe-Montcrieff’s? We’d nothing to do with that!)


You standing, Sergeant? Ah, thank you, I’ll have a Double


Diamond. Jameson on the side. That fog’s


Thick as pea soup ihnit? I’ll tell you flat:


We don’t much like the Yard nosing about


In Little Puddley. Keep ourselves to ourselves,
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