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To my brother, Bill



· I ·

Night at the Angel Steps


     


1

SHE came out of the fog, her face painted half-white, half-black, walking down Grape Lane. It was early January and the sea-roke drove in from the east, turning the cobbled street into a smoky tunnel that curved down to the water. The bay was open to the full force of gales, and the scythelike curve of Grape Lane acted as a conduit for the winds from the sea. Far off the fog siren known as the Whitby Bull gave its four mournful blasts.

The wind billowed her black cape, which settled again round her ankles in an eddying wave. She wore a white satin shirt and white satin trousers stuffed into high-heeled black boots. The click of the heels on the wet stones was the only sound except for the dry gah-gah of the gulls. One strutted on a ledge above her, pecking at the windows. To avoid the wind she clung to the fronts of the tiny houses. She looked up alleyways that seemed to end in cul-de-sacs, but from which steps like hidden springs curled down to other passages. The narrow street came right up to the cottage doors and black iron bootscrapers. She stopped for a moment beneath the dim streetlamp when someone passed her on the other side of the lane. But in this fog, no one was recognizable. She could see the pub at the end of the lane by the breakwater, its windows glowing mistily like opals in the dark.

When she came to the iron gates of the Angel steps, she stopped. The wide stair was on her left and connected Grape Lane and Scroop Street above with Our Lady of the Veil, the church at the top of the village. She unlatched the gates and walked up, a long walk to a small landing where a bench served as a resting place. Someone was sitting there.

The woman in black and white took a step back and down, startled. She opened her mouth to speak. The figure had risen, two arms coming out suddenly as if jerked by strings — out, up and down. Struck again and again, the woman finally fell like a puppet and was kept from rolling down the steps only because the other one grabbed at her cape. Her body lay collapsed, sprawling, head down the steps. The other person turned and stepped over her, almost casually, and walked down the Angel steps back to Grape Lane, keeping close to the wall so as not to step in the blood.

It was Twelfth Night.

2

“Certain kinds of people have always got away with murder!” Adrian Rees slammed his glass on the bar. He had been extolling the virtues of Russian literature and Raskolnikov.

No one in the Old Fox Deceiv’d was especially interested.

Adrian tapped his empty glass with his finger. “Another, Kitty me love.”

“Don’t ‘Kitty-me-love’ me, and you’ll not be gettin’ another until I see your money.” Kitty Meechem wiped the counter where he’d banged the mug, sending his neighbor’s beer over the sides of his glass like sea spray. “Drunk as a lord.”

“Drunk is it? Ah, Kitty me gurhl . . . ” His tone was wheedling as he reached out a hand towards Kitty’s light brown locks, a hand she slapped away. “You’d not even stand one of your own countrymen?”

“Har! And yer no more Irish than me ginger cat.”

The cat in question was curled up on a scrap of rug before the blazing hearth. It was always there, like a plaster ornament. Adrian wondered when it was ever up and around enough to get the cuts and scratches it sported. “Looks lazy enough to be Irish,” said Adrian.

“Would you listen to the man? Him who spends his days dabbin’ and daubin’ and paintin’ women without a stitch on.” That comment earned a few sniggers up and down the line at the bar. “That cat does more an honest day’s work than many I know.”

Adrian leaned across the counter and stage-whispered: “Kitty, I’ll tell all Rackmoor you posed for me in the nude!”

Titters to the left, giggles to the right from Billy Sims and Corky Fishpool. Imperturbable and rocklike, Kitty merely kept swabbing down the bar. “I’ll have none a yer darty paintings and none a yer darty mouth. But” — she knifed the foam from a couple of glasses of dark beer — “only yer darty money. Or will I be seein’ any this night a tall a tall?”

Adrian looked hopefully from Billy to Corky, both of whom immediately struck up fresh conversations with those beside them. No buyers. Not for his paintings, either, which was why he had no money.

“You should be worrying about the state of your souls, not your purses!”

Corky Fishpool looked at him and picked his teeth. Adrian returned to the tale of Raskolnikov: “He came back to the conniving old woman again and again to pawn his few belongings . . . tight she was.” (And here he leveled a glance at Kitty Meechem, who ignored him.) “Then one day he crept up the stairs . . . ” Adrian’s fingers walked slowly towards Billy Sims’s glass, which was quickly pulled out of reach. “And when he got inside and her back was turned—VROOM! He let her have it.” He noticed he had drawn a few more listeners, coming up to stand behind him. But no one offered to buy. Not even Homer could get a drink out of this lot.

“What’d t’fool do that fer, it’s daft, fer a bit a money as ‘e got.” This came from Corky’s cousin, Ben Fishpool, a humorless, literal man, a beefy fisherman with a face like a slab off the cliffside, and a dragon tattooed on his forearm. He kept his own pewter mug hanging above the bar. He drank by holding it finger in handle, thumb on rim, as if making sure no one would wrest it away.

“Because he wanted to understand the nature of guilt, something you swillers of ale would not appreciate.” Adrian reached for a pickled egg in a bowl and Kitty slapped his hand away.

“Summat daft, ‘e be,” mumbled Ben, not satisfied with that explanation.

“Guilt, redemption, sin! That’s what it’s all about.” Adrian twirled round and addressed the room at large. The air was almost fruity with the pungent smoke of many tobaccos. Smoke hung suspended over the tables as if the sea-fret had crept in, penetrated the walls, slid under the door and across the sills. Adrian thought it should have been a grand place to talk about guilt and sin; the expressions of those still hanging on till closing time seemed fairly to dote on life’s being a trial. Any burst of laughter was soon quelled, as if the offender had caught himself having a giggle in a graveyard.

“Raskolnikov wanted to show that certain kinds of people could do murder and not suffer for it.” No one seemed to be listening.

“And don’t you go wheedlin’ money out a Bertie,” said Kitty, as if she hadn’t heard a word about sin, guilt nor Raskolnikov. “I seen you do that only this last week. Shameful, it is.” She flicked the bar-towel in his direction. “A grown man gettin’ beer money from a wee bairn, a pore, pore, motherless lad.”

Adrian hooted. “Bertie? A ‘pore, pore motherless lad’? Christ, he charges more interest than the banks. I think Arnold keeps the books.” Even behind those thick glasses, the kid had eyes like rivets. He’d have a confession out of Raskolnikov inside of two minutes.

“And you needn’t go sayin’ nasty things about Arnold, neither. I’ve seen Arnold walk down wee paths along these cliffs, no wider’n a wee snake. While you can’t even walk a straight line up to the High.”

“Ha ha ha,” said Adrian, unable to outtalk Kitty, as usual, or think of a witty reply. His eye fell on Percy Blythe’s glass of bitter. Percy Blythe’s sharp little eyes screwed up and he put his two hands quickly over the glass. Then he went back to his reading.

“Philistines! You none of you understand sin and guilt!” “That and fifty pence’ll buy you a pint,” said Kitty. “TIME, GENTLEMEN, PLEASE!”

•  •  •

The door slapped shut behind him and Adrian buckled up the oilskin over his blue guernsey and pulled his knitted cap down over his ears. January in Rackmoor was hell.

The Old Fox Deceiv’d was so near the water that waves once washed its outer walls. At one time, high waves had swept the bow of a ship straight through it. Finally, a seawall had been erected. The front of the pub faced the little cove where tiny boats slapped about in the water. From the north toward Whitby came the mournful dirge of the Whitby Bull.

Four narrow streets converged here: Lead Street, the High, Grape Lane and Winkle Alley. The High was the only one of them wide enough for a car, if any intrepid driver felt like daring the incredible angle of descent from the top of the village. It was on the High that Adrian lived, near the other end where the street dog-legged before continuing its gravity-defying ascent. He decided to walk along Grape Lane, though; it was not quite so steep and there were fewer booby traps of broken cobbles. Behind him as he walked he could still hear the regulars in the Fox hanging on until the quarter-hour closing. Philistines.

He heard her before he saw her.

Just as he was passing the Angel steps, he heard the tiny hammer-taps of the high heels. She came out of the fog on the other side of Grape Lane, walking towards the Angel steps and the sea. The wind whipped her black cape round her white trousers. Adrian thought he was proof against any odd sight in Rackmoor, yet he shrank back a bit against the cold stone of a cottage. For the barest moment she stopped in the arc of one of the few lamps and he took her in.

When Adrian wanted to remember something—the scattered pattern of colored leaves; the lay of the moonlight; the fold of velvet across an arm—he didn’t have to look twice. The shutter of his eye snapped it, fixed it in his memory, filed it for future reference. He had always thought that he would make one hell of a police witness.

In those few seconds beneath the lamp she was painted in his memory: the black cape, white satin shirt and pants, black boots, black cap on her head. But it was the face that was memorable. As if a line had been drawn absolutely evenly down the bridge of her nose, the left side was painted white, the right side black. And a small, black mask completed the weird, checkerboard look.

She walked on quickly toward the Angel steps and the sea, the high heels drumming back into the fog. He stood staring into nothing for a few seconds.

Then he remembered it was Twelfth Night.

3

“Shall I be Mother?”

Bertie Makepiece held the stoneware teapot aloft. It was very late to be up making tea, but with no school tomorrow, Bertie felt he could indulge himself; he’d been peckish ever since their evening meal. He was wearing an apron much too large so he had secured it with the tie running round his chest and under his arms. Now he stood with teapot poised over cup and waited patiently for Arnold’s answer.

None was forthcoming from the occupant of the other chair. One might have felt, though, looking into Arnold’s earnest eyes, that his failure to respond was not because he was a dog, but because, No, he really didn’t want to be Mother.

Arnold was a Staffordshire terrier the color of a Yorkshire pudding or a fine, dry sherry. The unnervingly steady look of his dark eyes might have made one think he was not a dog at all, but someone doing an impersonation, zipped up in a dog suit. He was a quiet dog; seldom did he bark. It was as if he had decided one couldn’t make it through life on mouth alone. The other village dogs followed him, but respectfully, at a distance. Arnold was a dog’s dog. Whenever he snuffled along walks and through alleyways, he always gave the impression of being onto something big.

“Did you hear something, Arnold?”

Arnold had nearly finished the milk in his bowl — laced with a bit of tea — and sat up, ears pricked.

Bertie slid off his chair and padded over to the window. Their cottage on Scroop Street was wedged between two others: one belonged to some summer people and the other to old Mrs. Fishpool who put out scraps for Arnold which he took up the alley and buried in the dustbin.

The Makepiece cottage was near the Angel steps. The hardier parishoners trudged up them every Sunday to Our Lady. Looking out and down, Bertie could see nothing through the fog except the ghostly outlines of peaked roofs and chimney pots below.

There was a tapping above him on the window of his bedroom. Bertie jumped. A herring gull, maybe, or a fulmar: ag-ag-aror, it seemed to be chuckling, as if it had a joke on the village. They were always doing that, waking him in the morning sometimes, coming like visitors to knock at the door. Gulls and terns — bloody old birds acted like they owned the place.

Arnold was standing behind him, waiting to go out. “Well, hop it, then, Arnold.” Bertie opened the door and Arnold slipped through like a shadow. Bertie called after him, “Mind you’re back soon.”

The dog stopped and looked back at Bertie; probably, he understood. Bertie stood there awhile, looking out at the moving mist. What he had heard had sounded like a scream. The birds were always screaming.

One scream sounded pretty much like another in Rackmoor.

4

It was the Wakeman who found her.

Billy Sims had continued his evening revels with Corky Fishpool long after the closing of the Fox, visiting first one crony, then another in Lead Street and Winkle Alley. It was a night of celebration, after all.

Now, with his tricornered hat and fawn tunic on backwards, he decided to gain his own small cottage in Psalter’s Lane, beside Our Lady, by walking up the Angel steps, although he knew they were unlit and unsafe in the winter darkness. With his horn tucked under his arm, he weaved upwards.

His foot struck something. Something unyielding and yet soft, not stone. He had no torch, but he did have matches. He struck one.

The match spurted up and he saw the upside-down and blood-covered face, the limbs going off in impossible directions, making the black-and-white figure look like a huge doll.

Billy Sims nearly took a dive down the steps. When he remembered that it was Twelfth Night, and that this was but some mummer who had strayed from a party, it only served to turn the nightmare real.

5

Detective Inspector Ian Harkins of the Pitlochary C.I.D. was furious. The first really meaty case to come his way and the Chief Constable wanted to throw it to somebody from C.I. in London. Over my dead body, thought Harkins, grinning a little at his own gallows humor. Harkins had the face to go with it, sunken-eyed and skeletal.

His knuckles whitened on the telephone. “I see no reason for calling London. I’m not even there yet and you’re talking about Scotland Yard. Kindly give me a chance.” There was a certain acidity in his kindly.

Superintendent Bates reluctantly allowed him twenty-four hours. It sounded like the kind of case that might turn up complications; Leeds would not be happy.

Harkins finished dressing. For Ian Harkins, this was not a matter of dragging on unmatched socks and unpressed suit. He did it in front of a cheval mirror. He had a tailor in Jermyn Street and a rich aunt in Belgravia who doted on him, although she questioned his strange predilection for the frozen North and talked about his work as if it were a sometime hobby which had suddenly become addictive.

It wasn’t a hobby; Harkins was an excellent policeman. His mind was shrewd, incisive, uncluttered by sentiment.

Harkins adjusted the belt on a camel’s-hair coat, specially lined against the Yorkshire winter, and drew on gloves of a leather so fine they nearly melted on his hands. It was true he was an excellent policeman, but he was damned if he’d go about looking like one.

But a C.I.D. man is not supposed to waste time in dalliance over his clothes. To make up for it he hopped into his Lotus Elan, drove it up to ninety, and almost hoped some idiot patrolman would try to stop him on the fifteen miles of icy road to Rackmoor and the coast.

    •  •  •

    “Been bashed about pretty smartly, hasn’t she?”

Detective Constable Derek Smithies grimaced. The description seemed much more appropriate to a rugby game than a bloody murder.

Ian Harkins got up from where he had been kneeling and adjusted the coat round his shoulders. His emaciated face made him look ten years older than he was. To make up for the skeletal look—cheekbones as prominent as small wings—he wore a long, full mustache. He had removed his beautiful, butter-leather gloves to examine the body. He drew them on again like a surgeon.

From the station in Pitlochary, a town five times the size of Rackmoor, but still with only a small police force, Inspector Harkins had called in half-a-dozen men, including a local doctor and the constable scratching down notes behind him. The Scene of Crimes man had already been and gone. A fingerprint expert was yet to come, a man who had the reputation for being able to lift stuff off the wings of flies. The pathologist got up, grunted, wiped his hands.

“Well?” said Harkins, shoving a thin, hand-rolled Cuban cigar back in his mouth.

The doctor shrugged. “I don’t know. It looks like somebody took a pitchfork to her.”

Harkins looked at him. “A rather unwieldy weapon, man. Try again.”

The doctor matched Harkins’s own ascerbic tone. “Vampire bats.”

“Funny.”

“Ice pick, awl, God knows. She looks like a sieve. But the ice pick’s out because it looks like whatever it was had more than one prong. I can tell better when I have the body back at the morgue.”

Harkins crouched down again. “The face . . . Shine that torch over here, will you?” he called to one of the men combing over the steps. There were three or four torches in use, up and down the steps like giant fireflies. One swiveled over to shine on the woman’s face. “Under the blood it looks like makeup, greasepaint of some sort. Black one side, white the other. Weird.” Harkins rose, dusted his trousers by slapping his gloves against them. “Time?” he snapped.

Elaborately, the doctor took out his turnip watch and said, “Precisely one fifty-nine.”

Harkins threw down his cigar, ground it under his heel. “You know goddamned well what I mean.”

The doctor clicked his bag shut. “I don’t work for you, remember. I’d say she’d been at least two hours gone, maybe three. I’m just a country doctor; you called me. So be civil.”

As if civility were a term only in the lexicon of country doctors, Harkins turned to Constable Smithies: “I want blocks put up at both ends of these steps with notices to keep clear. And get those people out of here.” Down on Grape Lane, ghostly faces were still appearing and disappearing as they had done ever since Harkins and then the other police cars had showed up. More and more villagers were tumbling out of bed to see what all the ruckus was. Harkins managed to ask the next simple question in the most withering of tones: “Her name was Temple, you said?”

Smithies tried to make himself small, difficult for such a big man. “Yes, sir. They tell me she was staying at the Fox Deceiv’d, the pub down by the seawall.”

“Stranger to town?”

“I suppose so.”

“You suppose so. Well, what’s a stranger doing in that weird get-up? Does Rackmoor often get such visitors?” Smithies might have been personally responsible for the turning up of the woman in black and white.

“It’s a costume, sir . . . ”

“You don’t say so.” Harkins lit another cigar.

“ . . . because of Twelfth Night. There was a costume party up at Old House. She must have been going to it. Or coming back.”

“Where the hell’s Old House?”

Smithies pointed up the Angel steps, jabbing his finger as if to make it pass the church. “If you’re from these parts, you must know it, sir. That’s the Old Fox Deceiv’d Manor House.”

“I thought you just said that was the name of the pub.”

“It is, sir. Only the pub half belongs to the Colonel, and he named it after the house. So we just call one Old House and the other the Fox to keep them straight. Kitty’s place used to be the Cod and Lobster, see. But the Colonel, Colonel Crael, he’s that crazy over fox hunting—”

“I don’t care if it used to be called my Aunt Fanny, what’s — wait a minute. Are you talking about Sir Titus Crael? That Colonel Crael?”

“That’s him, sir.”

“You mean she” — he pointed to the place where the body was in the process of being carried down the steps in a rubber sheet — “she was a guest of his?”

“I guess so, sir.”

Under his breath, Harkins muttered something, looking down at the chalked-off place as if he wished he could get her back here again.

Inspector Harkins had little respect for his superiors, whether in Pitlochary, Leeds, or London. He certainly had no respect for his inferiors, assuming they were down there because that’s where they deserved to be.

But one thing he did respect: privilege. The Craels had as much as anyone in Yorkshire.

And now he was at war with himself: on the one hand he’d simply like to dump the body back where he’d found it and give London the headache.

But on the other, he was Ian Harkins.



· II ·

Morning in York


     

MELROSE Plant rested his paper on his knee and turned over the hourglass.

“Where’d you get that contraption?” Lady Agatha Ardry was separated from her nephew by a splotch of Axminster carpet and a tiered cake-plate. She had been sitting for the last hour like a baby whale on the Queen Anne couch, shoving in fairy cakes and brandy snaps and calling it her “elevenses.”

Fairy cakes at eleven in the morning? Melrose shuddered, but answered her question. “In an antique shop near the Shambles.” He pushed his gold-rimmed glasses back on his elegant nose and returned to his newspaper.

“Well?” She held her teacup with little finger extended. It was, he noted, somewhere around her third or fourth cup.

“Well, what?” He turned the page, looking for a crossword puzzle to break the tedium.

“Why have you been sitting there turning it over every minute?”

Melrose Plant looked at her over the rims of his spectacles. “It’s an hourglass, dear Agatha. Were I to turn it over every minute it would defeat its purpose.”

“Don’t be cryptic. Aren’t you having any of this lovely tea Teddy had done for us?”

“Teddy will never notice I didn’t eat.” Teddy. Any woman who permitted herself to be called Teddy deserved Agatha for a fortnight’s visit. He wondered what the Teddy stood for: Theodore, from the look of her. She was a very large woman with red hair like a burning bush. This morning she was out doing the shops.

“You still haven’t answered my question about the hourglass. Why did you turn it over? There’s a perfectly good clock on the mantel.” She squinted her eyes at it. “Wonder how much Teddy gave for it? Looks Italian.”

She’d have the entire room appraised and priced inside of ten minutes, thought Melrose. “It used to be that pews had curtains, and parsons kept hourglasses on the pulpits. If there were to be further oratory from that quarter, the parson would turn over the hourglass. If one were bored by all of the sermonizing, one could draw the curtain. It is my understanding that Lord Byron, while visiting some friends in Yorkshire, attended church with them and immediately drew the curtain.”

Agatha chewed this over, both literally and figuratively, while she ate a fairy cake with awful blue-y icing. After one of her infrequent silences, she said, “Melrose, do you remember that strange Uncle Davidson? The one on your dear mother’s side of the family? Lady Marjorie’s?”

“I remember the name of my mother, certainly. As to this uncle, what of him?”

“He was quite mad, everyone knew that. He talked very strangely, and I sometimes wonder . . . ” She was stripping another fairy cake of its little paper coverlet. “It’s just that you say and do the oddest things. Now here you are thinking of going off to some rubbishy little fishing village by the sea—”

“Fishing villages generally are.” He remembered she had called it a “quaint little fishing village” before she discovered the invitation to visit did not include her.

She shuddered. “The North Sea, and in dead winter! Now, if it were Scarborough in summer, wouldn’t that be jolly?”

Decidedly unjolly, thought Melrose. Scarborough in summer would be boardwalks and bathers and Agatha sticking to him like a barnacle. Melrose yawned and turned another page of the York Mail. “Well, there it is, then.”

“I still do not understand why you are even thinking of going.”

“Because I have been invited, dear Aunt. Which is why one ordinarily goes places.” Of course, the arrow fell wide: Agatha had invited herself to Teddy’s when she found Melrose was motoring to Yorkshire. Well, he thought he could hardly refuse to take her as far as York; it was straight on his way. Nor did he truly mind the stopover, for York was a wonderful place. There was the Minster with its golden pulpitum; the crooked Shambles with its closely tilting shops and cottages. And he had even discovered a nice little tucked-away men’s club yesterday where he could relax in a cracked leather armchair until rigor mortis set in. This morning he had taken a walk part way round the walls. Beautiful old York—

“ . . . only a baronet.”

Melrose roused himself from his reflections on the walls and the gates of the city. “What?”

“This Sir Titus Crael. He’s only a baronet. Whereas you —”

“Whereas I am only a commoner. There are lots of us. We are popping up all over Britain. I heard, though it might be mere rumor, we have London surrounded and have already captured the whole of Cornwall. Though we might give it back.” He snapped his newspaper.

“Oh, do stop being silly, Melrose. You know exactly what I mean. No one will let you off with being just plain Melrose Plant. Instead of the Earl of Caverness, I mean. And twelfth Viscount Ardry, and grandson of—”

She was gearing up like a monkey-grinder and would be cranking out the whole lot of titles, tunelessly, if he didn’t interrupt: “I am afraid they will have to let me off, since I have let myself off. Funny how the old world keeps turning without my title.”

“I still don’t see why you pretended to give it up. You’re not political. Your father might have been, but you’re not. You’re not running for anything.”

Only the door, thought Melrose. She would keep on about it, but he had no intention of telling her. He leaned back and stared at the ceiling, thinking of his father, whom he had very much loved and admired. Except for all of that hunting tomfoolery. It was the hunting, he supposed which had made him such a friend of Titus Crael, whom Melrose hadn’t seen in thirty years. His only memory of Sir Titus was of that day Melrose had gone cubbing, and of a tall, imposing figure standing next to him, the dead fox in his hands. They were going through that ghastly initiation, the ritual of blooding. Melrose found his ten-year-old face being wiped with the blood of the fox.

Where had it been? He could not remember. Somewhere in the Shires? Rutland, maybe? Or even up here on the Yorkshire moors. He could only remember drops of blood on the snow. Hunting had never appealed to him after that. . . .

“Quite a decent old house this,” said Agatha, interrupting his reverie once again. “Bring a lot on today’s market, I should think. That’s an Adam ceiling.”

Melrose had been studying its delicate pastels and white moldings. “A copy.” Ceilings were his métier. He knew each ceiling in his own home, Ardry End, inch by inch. It came from staring up at them when his aunt was over to tea.

“The plates are Crown Derby. And that table’s a very nice Sheraton,” said Agatha.

Melrose watched her small eyes travel the length and breadth of the room, raking in Staffordshire figures, papiermâché, cameo glass — the cash-register of her mind adding it all up. In her previous incarnation she had probably been an auctioneer.

“And did you see the size of that ring Teddy was wearing this morning? What sort of stone do you suppose it was?”

Melrose turned back to the front page of his paper. “A gallstone.”

“You really do hate it, don’t you, Melrose, when someone has more than you.” She looked at the cake-plate. “Let’s have that butler in; there aren’t any more brandy snaps.” She plucked at the bellpull. Then she settled back, fluffing up the cushions. “I’d no idea Teddy’d done so well by her marriage. I believe her things are quite as fine as the ones at Ardry End.”

“You mean by the late Mr. Harries-Stubbs’s death.”

“How cold-blooded of you, Melrose. But, then, I might expect you to take that line about marriage.”

He refused to engage in any discussion of marriage. He was beginning to despair of ever finding that elusive She with whom to share himself and Ardry End. It was Ardry End, of course, that Agatha worried over. She liked to probe, was always dragging old names, old memories of women he had known like dead bodies across his path to see if she could trip him up, make him disclose some secret amour to which she was not privy and which might cut her out, as his only relative, of Ardry End — its real Adam ceilings, its early Georgian, its Meissen and Baccarat. What had ever given her the impression she had a right to this inheritance, Melrose couldn’t imagine. And, although she was over sixty and Melrose only forty-one, it did not seem to occur to her he’d outlast her. Wishful thinking, no doubt.

“Is Vivian Rivington ever coming back from Italy, I wonder?”

It was another of her sidesaddle questions.

But Melrose did not answer because his eye was riveted on an item on the front page of the York Mail.

There was murder in Rackmoor.

According to the account, a body of a woman clad in some sort of mummer’s costume had been found sprawled in a backwater street. Yorkshire constabulary sure to make an arrest soon. (Meaning they had no idea what was going on.) Murdered woman supposedly a relative of Sir Titus Crael, M.P. and M.F.H. — one of Yorkshire’s wealthiest and most influential citizens.

A relation of Sir Titus — now Melrose found himself in a real quandary. To be barging in at this bleak hour of the Craels’ lives, invited or not . . . perhaps he should just pack up and go back to Northants and send his apologies. . . . Northants, Agatha, and general malaise. There was no malaise in Rackmoor, he bet, at the moment.

There was blood on the snow. . . .

“What’s the matter with you, Melrose? You’re sitting there all white as death.”

Fortunately, he was saved from comment by the entrance of Miles, the Harries-Stubbs butler, to whom Agatha said, “I’d like some more tea and one or two of those brandy snaps. But do ask Cook to see the cream’s fresher. Just tell her to whip up some more.”

Miles looked at her out of bulletproof eyes. Agatha always managed to depopularize herself with servants very quickly.

“Yes, madam,” was his stony answer. In warmer tones, he addressed Melrose: “And you, my lord. Is there anything you’d be requiring?”

“The telephone,” said Melrose. “I mean — would you mind ringing up this number for me and seeing if this party is there?” He tore a leaf from his memorandum book and handed it to the butler.

“Certainly, my lord.”

“Who are you calling, Melrose?”

“ ‘Spirits from the vasty deep,’ ” he said, trying to shove the newspaper down between the arm and cushion of the chair. If she knew a murder had been done in the very place to which he was going, she’d be right beside him, tramping along and stamping out whatever poor clues there were. Agatha fancied herself a mystery writer. She had never got over what she called “her solution” to those murders in their own village.

The butler swanned into the room. “I’ve got —” (quick look at Agatha) “— your party on the line.”

“Thank you. I’ll just take it in the other room.” Butlers were amazing. Melrose thought of his own butler, Ruthven. They could read minds even where there were no minds to read. He looked at Agatha and left the room.

    •  •  •

    Yes, certainly, Sir Titus was still wanting Melrose to come, perhaps more now than ever. Police all over the house, all over Rackmoor. There was even talk about calling in Scotland Yard. Titus Crael laughed, but without much conviction. The way they were questioning Julian, you’d have thought he was, well, a suspect.

“Look, dear boy,” said Titus Crael. “You might be some help, you know. I’m a bit worried.”

“About what, Sir Titus?”

“I don’t know, to tell the truth. It’s all very confusing. She was — well, we’ll talk when you get here.”

Melrose tried to remember Julian Crael, but couldn’t. He didn’t think they had ever met, not even as children. But he agreed to come as planned and to be of what help he could.

    •  •  •

    “Who were you talking to?” asked Agatha when he returned.

“Sir Titus Crael. Fixing up when I’d arrive. I make it about a two-hour trip.” When the butler reappeared to apportion out tea and confections and lethal looks for Agatha, Melrose said, “Would you toss my things into my bag, Miles? I’ll be leaving shortly.” Miles nodded and left.

“Do you mean to say you’re leaving now?” The brandy snap was poised aloft, like a small plane. Melrose nodded. “All across the North York Moors in winter!”

“That ‘bourn from whom no traveller returns.’ ” Not a bad idea, perhaps.

She stared at him. “About your Uncle Davidson, now, I remember . . . ”

Melrose Plant turned over the hourglass.



· III ·

Afternoon in Islington


     


1

DETECTIVE Chief Inspector Richard Jury was awakened from a dream of tiny men attempting to pin him to the ground, Gulliver-wise, by the rude ringing of his telephone. Sleepily, he tested his arms for ropes, and finding them disengaged, lifted the receiver.

Oiled with sarcasm, the voice of Superintendent Racer slipped over the wire: “It’s gone one and you’re still getting your beauty sleep, Jury? The WPC’s will go wild. Have mercy, man.”

Jury yawned. It was no use reminding his Chief Superintendent that Jury had had next to no sleep in the last forty-eight hours. And it didn’t need Freud to put a name to the Lilliputian men who had pinioned him in his dream, either. “You wanted something, sir?”

“No, Jury, I didn’t really want anything,” said Racer with elaborate calm. “I called for a bit of a natter. Jury, you’re in the frame, damnit!”

Jury knew that he was on call. But he was third down; there were at least two men ahead of him. He heaved himself up in his bed and rubbed his hair astringently, trying to wake up his scalp and hoping to get through to his brain in the process. “Wasn’t Roper ahead of me?”

“He’s unavailable!” snapped Racer.

That was impossible, thought Jury; Roper was on twelve-hour call, at least. Had Racer even tried to get ahold of him?

“The Yorkshire police called in. They want someone up there. Pronto.”

Jury’s heart sank. Yorkshire. “Are you sure — ?”

“ . . . village called Rackmoor.” Jury heard papers rattling as Racer cut him off. “Fishing village on the North Sea.” Racer said this with evident delight.

Jury shut his eyes. Last year at this time it had been Northamptonshire. That was wintry enough. He had nothing against Yorkshire in spring, Yorkshire in summer, Yorkshire in autumn. But not January. Was he to be driven farther and farther north by Racer, like a team of huskies? He looked out of his bedroom window and saw flakes of snow. Just a few, scattering like leftovers from another winter. Closing his eyes again, he saw the Yorkshire moors — the great, level, vast expanses covered with smooth crusts of snow. He saw (or rather, heard) himself walking— crunch, crunch, crunch — across the moors. And then he brought his mind’s eye back like a camera’s lens and saw himself dark and tiny in all that whiteness and tracks like birdprints. He smiled. Jury was obsessively fond of unbroken expanses of snow. He liked to muck it about.

The receiver squawked; his eyes snapped open. He must have dozed off. “Yes, sir?”

“I said, get down to the office. Make it snappy. There’s been a murder up there and they want us. Wiggins can fill you in.”

“When did it happen?”

“Two days ago. Nights, that is.”

Jury groaned. “That means they’ve moved the body. That means—”

“Stop whining, Jury. A policeman’s life is full of grief.”

    •  •  •

    A half-hour later, Richard Jury stepped out into what might possibly be a day of weak sunshine. He checked the row of metal mailboxes just outside the front door, found only circulars in his, stuffed them back in the box, and went down the stone steps. The little park across the street was delicately awash in pale sunshine, its pallid greens and dull golds like a faded canvas.

Once at the gate, he remembered he had a small gift for Mrs. Wasserman and retraced his steps, going back up the short walk and then down the four steps which led to her basement apartment. He knocked, but tentatively, not wanting to frighten her. Silence within, as she was probably debating whether to answer. A curtain to his left flicked back, and through the double iron grilling of the window he saw her eye and nose. Mrs. Wasserman was far advanced in paranoia. Islington for her was the Warsaw Ghetto. He waved. The curtain dropped. The chain clanged back and the door opened. Her ample bosom and broad smile appeared.

“Mr. Jury!”

“Hello, Mrs. Wasserman. I brought you something.” Jury handed over a small package from the pocket of his Burberry.

Her face was alight as she opened it and then held up the whistle.

“It’s a police whistle,” said Jury. “I thought maybe you might feel a little safer about going to market or Camden Passage with that round your neck. One blow on that and you’d have every bobby for a mile running down Islington High Street to your side.” Hell of an exaggeration, but he knew she’d never have occasion to use it. It was an old one he’d found in an antique shop near the Passage.

Jury had often watched Mrs. Wasserman from his window, as she went up the walk dressed in her black coat and flat black hat and flowered shopping bag. She’d stop inside the gate, look both ways. Outside the gate, both ways again. Down the pavement, look to the sides and behind. . . .

Over the years she’d asked him a few times — very meekly — to accompany her to the High Street or the Angel. To alleviate her embarrassment, he would say he was going that way anyway, and on the odd days when he wasn’t at New Scotland Yard, his life was so loosely structured that he might as well have been going her way as not. He looked at her now as she took tentative pipes at the whistle, childishly pleased. He towered over her, the short, rather corpulent woman, her black hair in a bun drawn back as tight as a satin cap. The navy blue dress was pinned with a filigree brooch. He wondered what her youth had been like before the war. She must have been very, very pretty once.

That’s what he had in common with her — the war. Both his own father and mother had gone in it. His father at Dunkirk, and his mother in the last blitz of London. When he was seven years old, their home had collapsed around the two of them like a house of cards. In the darkness he had searched for her through the night until he had seen her under the charred remains of beams and bricks, seen her arm, her hand lying against the rubble, thrown out from underneath as it might have been thrown out from under a dark coverlet in her sleep. For seven years after that he had been handed round from aunts to cousins and back again until he had, at fourteen, simply lit out on his own.

He could never glimpse a woman’s hand after that, an arm lying against the dark cloth of a chair or the wood of a dining table — just the hand and arm, not the face, not the body — without that piercing numbness, as if his mind had been cauterized. This image, which should have been in the ordinary way of events absolutely hideous, was instead endowed with what he supposed Yeats must have meant by “a terrible beauty.” That porcelain hand against the blackness of a smoking London building appeared in his dreams like a lantern in the dark, a light in the forest.

“Inspector Jury,” said Mrs. Wasserman, bringing him back from that burning building, “I can’t thank you enough. It’s so nice of you.” She clutched his arm as if it were a spar from a sinking ship. “My brother, Rudy. You know, the one I write to, the one who lives in Prague. Do they let them have their mail, do you think, uncensored?” Jury shook his head; he didn’t know. “Ah, who knows? But I tell him not to worry about me. So much he worries. I tell him there’s a policeman who lives here. No, not just a policeman. A true Englishman. God bless you.”

He tried to smile but could only swallow hard, looking back and off at the sun-painted park. “Thank you, Mrs. Wasserman.” He did smile then and raised his hand to his head in a brief salute.

Walking through Camden Passage towards the Angel, he felt almost lightheaded. She had saved some part of his day. Jury, despite his twenty years with Scotland Yard and seeing, as he had, the dregs of humanity, had never been reduced to mere cynicism.

A true Englishman.

To Jury, it was still the ultimate compliment.

2

“It’s on the coast. Fishing village — or was once — near Whitby. More of a tourist place now, in summer, at least.” Detective Sergeant Alfred Wiggins took out a small tablecloth of a handkerchief and blew his nose. Then he tossed his head back and applied drops with a tiny dropper, sniffing hugely after each application. Wiggins had managed to turn hypochondria into an art or even a sport.

“Still got that cold, Sergeant?” The question was so rhetorical even Wiggins didn’t bother to answer. “Can’t the Yorkshire people handle this murder? They’re no fools.”

“Tha sah is na jus the murrer.”

Jury had, over the years, learned to interpret Sergeant Wiggins’s secret language of the sick room. He so often had a cloth to his face or a lozenge in his mouth his messages were runic. “What do you mean, ‘not just the murder’?”

Wiggins stoppered up the little bottle and tilted his head forward to hurry the draining process. “There’s complications, they say. The victim, name of Gemma Temple, according to someone in Rackmoor, was actually somebody else.”

Jury wondered how he could scale the warts off that message to see if some pointer would emerge. “Do you think you could explain that?”

“Yes, sir. What they meant was, there’s some question about who the woman actually is. She’d been in Rackmoor only four days, staying at a pub. Said her name was Gemma Temple. But according to this family named Crael, she was really some relation of theirs. Incognito, something like that.” Wiggins flipped through his notes. “Dillys March. That was the name the Craels gave her. Did a moonlight flit, oh, fifteen years ago. And then just resurfaced. And got herself murdered.”

“They aren’t sure who she is?” asked Jury. Wiggins shook his head. “Well, but surely this Temple woman can be traced—”

“The Yorkshire police know she came from London, sir. Kentish Town was her last address. I don’t know much more than that.”

“The body?”

“In the mortuary in Pitlochary. That’s about twenty miles from Rackmoor.”

“And everything cleaned up and dusted. Probably hoovered the spot.”

Wiggins’s laugh was more of a giggle.

“Why the hell do I always seem to get these cases cold? Suspects?”

Wiggins shook his head. “Nothing much said there, except some crazy painter-type was mouthing off about murder in the pub on the same night. Saying something about Rasputin.”

Jury looked up from his cup of tea. “Rasputin? What’s he got to do with it?”

“Some Russian or other. Talked about superior types doing murder.”

Jury thought a moment. “Raskolnikov?”

“They all sound alike, those Russians.”

Jury checked his watch. “Have you got us a train?”

“Yes, sir. Not till five from Victoria, I’m afraid. We’ll be met in York.”



· IV ·

Rackmoor Fog


     


1

THE car heater of the little Ford Escort thunked despairingly, blasting out heat on the floor but nowhere else, so that Jury’s feet were hot and his nose cold.

The North York Moors stretched endlessly to the right and left, white and frozen. Far off, the horizon loomed in near-translucent shades of gray. They had passed some dry walls, but mostly the land was unenclosed and uncultivated waste. No roads nor railways, no farms, no hedges, no walls nor steadings. The moors stretched away like another country.

For sixty miles they had driven straight as a shot from York, stopping at Pitlochary to give Jury a chance to see the body of the murdered woman and to talk to the doctor who had performed the autopsy. Jury and Wiggins had managed a few hours of sleep, and now it was early morning, the earliest morning Jury thought he had ever seen.

They were now crossing Fylingdales Moor where the geodesic domes of the U.S. Navy’s early warning system rose incongruously in the distance. Coming towards the car, straggling along the side of the road, were a half-dozen moorjocks, the black-faced sheep of the moors. Thick rolls of curly wool scaled with frost, all supported by spindly black legs. They had long, black, and (Jury thought) sad faces. As the car passed the sheep, Jury wound down the window. The last in line had stopped to scratch itself against an ancient cross and looked curiously after the car.

Jury thought of the body of the young woman he had just seen lying on a slab in the Pitlochary morgue room and wished himself out there in the vast indifference of Nature.

“My God, sir, close that window, will you?” This plaintive wail came from Wiggins, who was doing the driving.

Jury rolled up the window and settled back and stared out at the desolate, forsaken landscape, the untrammeled expanses of snow, and he sighed.

•  •  •

Rackmoor lay in the hollowed-out cleft of the rocks, the North Sea beyond and the moors behind. It looked secretive, almost guilty.

They were forced to pull into a parking lot strategically placed at the top of the village. A hundred yards down Rackmoor’s plunging High Street, an articulated lorry had got itself wedged, its cab stuck round the crazy jackknife turn, its trailer up the narrow street.

Jury looked down at the sea and the red-tiled roofs huddled in uneven tiers along the cliffside. Out on the gray horizon a ship hovered, stuck in the morning. The village was smoky with fog and morning fires, monochromatic except for the dull red-brown of the rooftops. Jury felt, as he had on the moors, as if he were caught up in some loop of time, going nowhere.

“Well, I guess there’s nothing for it but to walk,” said Wiggins, sniffing unhappily at the sea air. There must be better climates than this, his nose seemed to say.

As they passed the Bell, a pub on their left, they could hear the shouts of the driver, who was leaning out of the cab, yelling at a clutch of villagers. Jury wondered what faith in the laws of gravity had ever got the lorry even a short way down the High Street in the first place. Squeezing between the cab and a fishmonger’s — he had come out, white-aproned, to find himself cheek to jowl with the lorry — they rounded this heart-stopping turn and went right. The road leveled off for the length of a block of shops: newsagent’s with stiles of postcards which not many tourists would be buying in January; greengrocer’s where an iron-haired woman was setting out swedes and giving Jury and Wiggins a businesslike stare; a little building on the right where a gray brindled cat slept in the window — the Rackmoor Gallery. And next, a small shop showing frocks as plain and brown as the cobbles underfoot.

A second and (Jury was sure) essential carpark had been formed from a plateau on their right. The next turn left was another steep drop. At the end of it Jury could just glimpse the sea like a picture placed at the end of a green tunnel in a sort of trompe l’oeil effect. Off to left and right were little courts and tiny alleys. One narrow lane called Bridge Walk had a few steps leading up; a small stream ran beside them. Pavements were staircases; rooftops looked down over other rooftops.

At the end of the High Street was a cove; this morning the waves were breaking far out, and though there was no sunlight, the sunless glare of the sea cast its own light upon rocks and standing pools. Small craft— cobles and other fishing boats — were beached at the land’s edge and painted in startling colors: sapphire blue, aquamarine. Breakwaters made part of a seawall.

The sign of the Old Fox Deceiv’d swung from iron, whipped by a sharp wind. It showed a fox looking a bit battered from too many chases, but now lolling by bushes in the filtered sunlight, eating grapes. Peering out on the poor unfortunate creature from bushes and trees were hounds, probably a whole pack of them.

Jury and Wiggins walked around the cove and up to the pub. Parked in front of it was one of the nattiest little sports cars Jury had ever seen. A Lotus Elan.

Wiggins let out a low whistle. “Look at that, would you? Set me back a year’s salary, that one would.”

“Wonder how it got round the artic?” said Jury. “Probably sprouted wings.”

    •  •  •

    Mrs. Meechem — “Kitty,” she said to Jury, looking wonderingly up at him, either at his height, his smile, his identity card, or all three — led them back to a small dining room to the rear of the pub, separated from the saloon bar by a beamed doorway with a low lintel. Jury had to stoop to get under it.

A slim, youngish man rose from the table. He had to be the owner of the Lotus. And considering he was here, he had also to be Detective Inspector Harkins of the Pitlochary C.I.D. There was, sitting beside him, a short, rotund little fellow who looked as if he wanted to sink out of sight.

“I’m Harkins.” He shook Jury’s hand, having carefully removed a pearl-gray glove. “Good of you to come lend a hand, and so quickly.”

That, thought Jury, was a lie. Harkins did not look at all as if he thought it were good. One could hardly blame the provincial police if they were angry at having their authority usurped. But it was still a problem.

Harkins introduced the other man as Billy Sims. “He’s Wakeman here.”
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