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Anything for a Quiet Life
The four-door family saloon slowed as it reached the crest of the downs. Jonas Pickett pulled it into a lay-by and got out. Claire climbed out too, and they stood for a moment looking down at the township of Shackleton-on-Sea.
“You can see all the town from here,” said Jonas. “The new housing estate, and what they call the industrial zone – though there doesn’t seem to be a lot of industry in it yet – they’re both a bit farther back. We’ll see them when we get round the next corner.”
“It’s rather snug,” said Claire. “Squeezed in between those two arms of the cliff. Like a cuckoo in a nest that’s too small for it. It looks as though a really fierce storm would bring the sea rolling in and wash it all away.”
“About six hundred years ago it did just that. The old town’s under the sea. They’ll tell you they sometimes hear the church bell ringing down under the waves. It’s a sign that something terrible’s going to happen.”
“It’s a lovely little town,” said Claire. “I don’t believe that anything terrible ever happens in it.”
“I hope not,” said Jonas. “I’ve come here for peace and quiet, not excitement.”
“In that case,” said Claire, evidently not for the first time, “I can’t see why you didn’t simply retire here. What was the point of opening an office?”
Jonas said, “Sam would never have forgiven me if I’d retired.”
“Sabrina wouldn’t have been happy about it either,” agreed Claire.
They got back into the car and drove on down the twisting road, between hedges of dusty thorn and elderberry. A final turn took them out, past the church, through a maze of tiny streets, and on to the Esplanade, where the sea sparkled in the June sunlight.
Shackleton was not a fashionable resort, like its neighbours Brighton and Hove, but it was clearly quite a prosperous place. A marketing centre, Jonas guessed, for the agricultural hinterland. A lot of small hotels and decent-looking boarding houses. A bit of light industry in the background. There would be two different populations: the visitors who crowded the beaches and the pier in the summer months; and the local residents who lived on the money they brought, and resented the noise they made.
At the far end of the Esplanade, where the Shackle stream runs out to sea, Jonas turned back again into the town. The High Street was full of cars and shoppers and dogs, and he saw that stalls were already being set up in the central square for the next day’s market. A turn to the left took them into a quieter street, parallel with the High Street. It was a mixture of shops and houses. One house, rather bigger than the others, was set back behind a small paved courtyard, with an alley running down beside it. It was a Georgian building with bow windows, three white steps up to the front door and a dolphin bell pull.
“Don’t tell me,” said Claire. “I guess it was the old doctor’s house. It’s got that unmistakable look.”
“You’re quite right,” said Jonas, “and now it’s the new lawyer’s house. Sam has got the plate up already, I see.”
It was a brass plate, worn with much polishing.
Jonas Pickett, Solicitor and Commissioner for Oaths
“Are you going to live here?”
“I’ve got the top two floors. Sam’s got the basement. The office is the bit in between.”
“A bachelor establishment,” said Claire thoughtfully. “What about Sabrina and me?”
“She’s got rooms for both of you with the vicar.”
“That sounds all right. All we need now is a few clients.”
During the first month there were no clients but a lot of callers. Men who came to put the finishing touches to Jonas’s flat and men with filing cabinets and desks to complete the fitting out of the office. One whole morning was occupied with the installation of an impressive safe. Travellers called hoping to sell them office accessories. They were mostly sent away empty-handed by Sam Conybeare. They did not stop to argue. Sam was a mountain of a man who had once performed remarkable feats of strength and daring in a circus. Jonas had rescued him from his wife, who was nagging him to death, and he had devoted himself to Jonas’s welfare ever since.
People dropped in to pass the time of day. Thirty years of legal practice in the south of England had given Jonas a wide circle of acquaintances. Among the first to arrive was Major Appleby, the headmaster of St Oswald’s, one of the three preparatory schools in the neighbourhood. He told Jonas, “There used to be eight when I started up here after the war. Times are getting harder every day. If I have to shut up shop you shall handle the sale.” Jonas thanked him and said he hoped it wouldn’t happen.
Their first professional visitor was not a client. He arrived on a Friday morning in the middle of July. He introduced himself to Claire, who examined his card which identified him as Christopher Clover, of Smardon and Clover, solicitors, whilst he examined Claire with approval. She was worth looking at.
She said, “Shall I tell Mr Pickett what it is you want to see him about?”
“Just a friendly visit. One professional man to another. If he’s busy I could come back.”
“I’ll find out,” said Claire, in the cool voice which matched her appearance.
Jonas said, “Of course. Show him in. Ask him if he’d like a cup of coffee.”
Mr Clover said he would just love a cup of coffee, and what a lovely old house it was, wasn’t it?
Jonas had brought down some of the furniture from his office in London. There were chairs upholstered in red leather. There was a huge roll-top desk occupying the space in front of the bow window. On the walls there were portraits, in oil, of severe-looking legal gentlemen. The general effect was undeniably impressive. It certainly impressed young Mr Clover.
He looked at the pile of dockets and papers on the desk and said, “Well, you seem to be busy. Perhaps I oughtn’t to be interrupting you.”
“Don’t be misled,” said Jonas. “These are hangovers from my previous practice up in London. The young gentlemen I bequeathed it to find there are some matters that they still need help with. I see from your card you’re in practice here yourself. That’s good. You can give me your professional view of Shackleton.”
“Well,” said Mr Clover, “it’s a nice place. Splendid climate, and friendly people. But legally, I should say it’s pretty tightly tied up.”
“I’m glad to hear it,” said Jonas. “I didn’t come here to work myself to death.”
Mr Clover looked at him doubtfully. He said, “Well, we’ve been here for two years, and I don’t mind telling you it was hard grafting at first.”
“Who’s the opposition?”
“Well, Porter and Merriman look after the nobs. I mean, people like Sir James Carway and Admiral Fairlie and old Mrs Summers. R. and L. Sykes handle most of the litigation. That’s the local bench and the County Court at Brighton. Bledisloes do the commercial and company work, such as it is.”
“I don’t suppose that I shall cross swords with any of them,” said Jonas. “My specialities are Bills of Exchange, Copyright and Patents. And Church property. Particularly Welsh Church property. A curiously complicated field since Disestablishment.” Thinking that he detected a look of relief in young Mr Clover’s eye, he added maliciously, “Of course, nowadays one must be prepared to tackle anything. My partner, Mrs Mountjoy, seems to revel in the run-of-the-mill stuff.”
After Christopher Clover had left, Claire put her head round the door and said, “I may have got a client for you.”
“What sort of client?” said Jonas cautiously.
“He’s a young man – not all that young really – youngish. I met him at the tennis club. When I first joined he was new too, so we arranged a few singles.”
“Very natural,” said Jonas.
Claire looked at him suspiciously, then she said, “He’s not the sort of man who talks a lot, but I gathered that he’s down here for the summer, living in a caravan. He was in that big caravan park beyond the golf course, out on the Portsmouth Road. But he had to get out two or three days ago. There was some trouble.”
“What sort of trouble?”
“The person who told me about it didn’t really know. But the police turned up, and there was a bit of an argument. When I next saw him at the club I said if he needed a lawyer he’d better come and see you.”
“Has he a name?”
“His name’s Rowe. Dick Rowe.”
“And did he say when he proposed to call?”
“I think,” said Claire, who was looking out of the window, “that that’s him coming now.”
“Then we had better admit him.”
He wrote on the pad in front of him, ‘Rowe’, ‘caravan’ and ‘Trouble?’.
At the moment when Claire opened the front door and ushered Mr Rowe into the reception room, the door on the far side opened also, and Mrs Mountjoy came out, followed by her bad-tempered rough-haired Scots terrier, Bruce. ‘Like owner, like dog,’ Jonas used to say, which was unfair to Sabrina. True, she favoured an untidy hairstyle, but she was more abrupt than bad-tempered.
Bruce growled at the newcomer, and then made a dart for his ankles. Instead of retreating, Mr Rowe bent down and scooped Bruce up with a firm hand under each of his forelegs. Bruce looked disapproving. This was not the reaction he had expected. Mr Rowe held him for a moment, moving the fingers of his left hand. Then he said, “Yes. I thought I noticed a slight stiffness. There’s a lump under his right foreleg.”
“Oh dear,” said Mrs Mountjoy. “You don’t mean—”
“Not serious. Not yet, anyway. But you ought to have it cut out. A vet would do it with a local anaesthetic.”
He put down Bruce, who scuttled back behind Mrs Mountjoy and glared at the newcomer through the tangles of his hair. Claire said, “Better come in, Dick, before he changes his mind.” She ushered Mr Rowe into Jonas’s room, and closed the door behind him.
“And who in the world is that?” said Mrs Mountjoy.
“That,” said Claire, “is our first client.”
The description which occurred to Jonas when he saw Rowe was ‘average’. He was of average height, of average build, and had a very average face. He saw what Claire had meant when she had first said ‘young’ and then corrected it to ‘youngish’. Rowe certainly gave a general impression of youth, but where a young man’s face is open, and lit with the joyful expectation of what life has to offer, this face was closed. It was more than closed. It was sealed.
“Sit down, please,” said Jonas. “My secretary tells me that you had some problem.”
“Problem?” said Rowe. He sounded surprised. “Not that I’m aware of. I just wanted to make a will.”
“That shouldn’t be too difficult.” Jonas ran over in his mind the details he needed. “First I’d better have your full names.”
“Richard Athelston Rowe.”
“And address.”
“Since my movements are uncertain, it had better be my London bank. The London and Home Counties Bank.”
“Right.” Jonas scribbled busily. “Executors?”
“The bank has agreed to act as my executor.”
“Splendid. Then the next thing is, who are to be the beneficiaries?”
“I wish to leave everything to Claire Easterbrook.”
Jonas had almost written this down before the impact of it struck him.
He said, “You mean, my secretary?”
“Yes.” And, as Jonas paused, “Is there some difficulty?”
“If you had wanted to bequeath your estate to me,” said Jonas with a smile, “there would have been considerable difficulty. Solicitors aren’t supposed to draw up wills in favour of themselves. But members of their staff? I suppose there’s no objection.”
“Good.”
Jonas still hesitated. Then he said, “You mustn’t think me impertinent, but I gather that you have only known Miss Easterbrook for a month. Are there not other people, members of your own family . . .?”
“I have no family.”
“None at all?”
“None at all. I am unmarried. My father and mother are dead. They were only-children. I have no brothers or sisters. I understood that if I died without a will my property would go to the state. That seemed to me to be one good reason” – a very slight smile twitched the corner of his mouth – “for making a will.”
The accent was puzzling. There was the faint suspicion of a brogue, allied to a broadening of the vowels which Jonas associated with educated Americans. He said, “You must excuse me for having been startled by your proposal. In the way you put it, it seems quite logical. Might I ask if Miss Easterbrook is aware of your intentions?”
“No. And I see no reason to inform her. Unless” – again that very slight smile – “my will should become effective. If that happens, of course, she’ll have to know.”
“Then it will take a little longer, because I shall have to type it myself. When it’s ready, where shall I get in touch with you?”
There was a slight pause before Rowe said, “As I mentioned just now, my future movements are a bit uncertain. Could I call on you to sign the will in three days’ time? Say Thursday morning, about midday?”
“That should be sufficient time even for an inexpert typist like myself,” said Jonas.
Later that day he discussed their client with his partner Sabrina Mountjoy, from whom he had no secrets.
“He’s certainly got his wits about him,” she said. “I mean, noticing that Bruce was limping, and diagnosing what was wrong with him. I saw the vet at lunchtime, and he’s going to operate this evening.”
“He struck me as a remarkable man altogether,” said Jonas. “A man with no family, no face, and a curious reluctance to disclose his present address. Although, as it happens, I think I know it.”
“How come?”
“When old Major Appleby, of St Oswald’s, came to see me last Thursday, he mentioned that a stranger had called on him and asked permission to park his caravan for a few weeks in the spinney at the far end of their football field. From his description I think it was Rowe. He liked him and was prepared to say ‘yes’ but was worried about local authority repercussions.”
“What did you tell him?”
“I said that out of sight was out of mind.”
“That doesn’t sound to me like legal advice.”
“I didn’t charge him for it,” said Jonas.
As Mrs Mountjoy was going she said, “I’ve just realised it. Of course, your new client doesn’t exist.”
“What on earth do you mean?”
“He’s a legal fiction. Don’t you remember? John Doe and Richard Roe.”
She departed, cackling. Jonas started to type.
That was on Monday.
On Tuesday night Jonas slept badly. This was something that happened about once a month. Jonas thought that it might be something to do with the weather. The first heavy storm since their arrival had swept up the Channel that afternoon, and it had been raining on and off ever since. After a few hours of dozing he was jerked back to wakefulness by the feeling that something was wrong.
The rain had stopped, the clouds had blown off, the stars were showing, and the night was very still. What he had heard had been a sharp crack, and it had come from somewhere below him. He looked at his watch. Half past two. He got up and sat for a moment on the edge of his bed, thinking. Then he pulled on a sweater, pushed his feet into a pair of old slippers and started downstairs.
His living quarters were on two floors, bedroom and bathroom above, dining room, kitchen and living room below. He went into the dining room, which was immediately above his own office. There was no repetition of the crack which had woken him, but he could hear a succession of much smaller noises which suggested that someone was moving about. He hesitated no longer. He had no great opinion of burglars – mostly they were cowardly people whose one idea, if disturbed, was to get away. There was a poker in the fireplace. Jonas picked it up and made his way down to the hall.
Definitely there was someone in his office. Now he could hear a desk drawer being opened and shut. The crack which had woken him must have been made when the intruder forced the front of the desk. He threw open the office door, and clicked down the switch.
No result. Bulb taken out? In the half-light through the bow window he could make out the figure of a man, who was behind the desk and had been using a torch, which was switched off as Jonas appeared. For a moment nothing happened. Then, to his relief, he heard steps coming up from the basement. Sam was joining the action.
Jonas said, “You’d better come quietly. There are two of us.”
The man was out from behind the desk by now. He advanced towards Jonas steadily and without speaking. As Jonas swung the poker, something hit him with a horrid force in the muscle of his right arm. He dropped the poker. A knee drove into the bottom of his stomach. As he went down, crowing for breath, the door at the back of the room opened and Sam appeared, outlined against the light from the passage behind. The intruder hurdled Jonas, reached the hall door three steps ahead of Sam, jerked it open and made for the front gate, where a car stood, parked without lights. At the gate he paused for a moment.
Jonas, who had crawled as far as the open front door, croaked out a warning. Whether Sam heard it, or would have heeded it if he had heard it, is an open question. In fact, at that moment he slipped on the wet flagstones and went down.
There was a soft but unpleasant sound as the gun went off. The bullet went over Sam, who was on his back, through the open door, over Jonas who was on his knees, and smacked into the barometer which hung at the end of the hall.
The next moment the intruder was in the car, which was already moving. By the time Sam had got to his feet and lumbered to the gate it was thirty yards away and going fast.
Jonas said, “Watch it, Sam. Don’t let him get another shot at you.” He had got some of his breath back. The car was disappearing round the far corner.
Sam said, “I wanted to see if I could get his number, but it’s covered with mud. Crafty sod.”
“We’d better telephone the police.”
The policeman who arrived on a bicycle ten minutes later was large and red-haired. He told them that his name was Roberts, and it was clear from his manner that he was out to be reassuring. Jonas did not want to be reassured. He wanted the intruder caught. Roberts said, sure and they were probably tough lads from Brighton. People did shoot other people in Brighton. Not in Shackleton. Had anything been taken?
An examination of the office showed that the contents of the desk had been disturbed. Drawers had been opened, and papers scattered.
“It’s quite mad,” said Jonas. “I don’t keep money in my desk. I keep it in the bank.”
“Maybe he was after looking for the key of the safe.”
“It’s possible. He’d have been out of luck. I keep it in my bedroom. Hello!”
“Is something missing, then?”
“The only thing that seems to be missing,” said Jonas as he sorted out the mess, “is three sheets of paper. They were my third effort at typing out a will.”
“That’s a curious thing to steal, sir. However, there doesn’t seem to be a lot we can do about it tonight. Why don’t you come along in the morning and have a word with the skipper?”
Jonas looked at the pleasant, not over-intelligent face of PC Roberts, and agreed that it might be well to have a word with the skipper.
Detective Superintendent Queen listened patiently to what Jonas told him. He said, “It’s true that we get a few tough characters in here from Brighton and Portsmouth from time to time.”
“But what possible interest could they have in the papers in a solicitor’s desk?”
“I believe Roberts suggested they might have been looking for the key of the safe.”
“Then why did they steal three pieces of paper?”
“Yes,” said Queen thoughtfully, “that does seem odd. I didn’t quite follow about that. Were they valuable at all?”
“Their only value was that they’d taken me an hour to type out. It was a will.”
“Very odd. For a local person?” Seeing the look on Jonas’s face he added, hastily, “I wasn’t wanting to know what was in the will, you understand. Just the name. I thought it might give us a lead.”
“I suppose there’s no harm in mentioning his name. It was a Mr Richard Rowe. And he’s not local. Just a visitor.”
As Jonas noted the reaction of Superintendent Queen to this he suddenly remembered Claire telling him that there had been trouble involving the police at the caravan site. He had not been clear, from what she had said, if the arrival of the police and Rowe’s departure had been connected.
Queen said, “Would you excuse me for a moment, sir,” and went out, closing the door behind him. It turned into a long moment. Jonas could hear the rumble of voices from a nearby room. He was beginning to get impatient when Queen reappeared. He said, “I wonder if you would mind coming along and having a word with the boss.”
The boss, he gathered, was Chief Superintendent Whaley, head of the uniformed branch at Shackleton. He had already heard a number of things about Whaley, not all of them complimentary. He was a big man, with a strong black moustache and a colour in his cheeks that might have indicated short temper or high blood pressure. Or both, Jonas reflected. However, he seemed genial enough and waved Jonas to a chair.
He said, “You’re new in Shackleton, Mr Pickett.”
“The very latest thing in lawyers.”
“We’re always glad to see a London man opening up down here. Shackleton’s an expanding place. There should be work for all.”
“I hope so,” said Jonas.
“We get a lot of co-operation from firms like Porter and Merriman and the Bledisloes.”
“I’m glad to hear it.” Jonas noted the omission of R. and L. Sykes. If they defended in the Police Court there could be understandable enmity there.
“It makes things easier all round. After all, you’re an officer of the court. I’m an officer of the law. We’re both on the same side.”
Jonas thought, he wants something, and is winding himself up to ask for it. Like a clock getting ready to strike.
“The fact is that I’m going to ask you a favour. Rowe came to see you. I gather you were making a will for him.”
“I can’t comment on that.”
“Of course not. Professional confidence. I understand that. I’m not in the least concerned with how Mr Rowe planned to dispose of his property. It’s only” – it came out with a sudden rush – “do you happen to know his present address?”
“I do,” said Jonas.
“Then could you—”
“I imagine there could be no harm in letting you have it.”
“Very kind of you.”
“It is, care of the London and Home Counties Bank.”
The colour in Whaley’s face deepened slowly. He said, “I think you realise, Mr Pickett, that that was not what I wanted. I meant his address in Shackleton.”
“I’m surprised at you, Superintendent. I couldn’t possibly disclose Mr Rowe’s whereabouts without his consent even if—” he paused fractionally, and then said, “even if, as you yourself pointed out, it was not a matter of professional confidence.”
There was a long pause. Then the Superintendent said, “Tell me, why did you change your mind?”
“Did I?”
“What you were going to say was, ‘I couldn’t tell you Mr Rowe’s address, even if I knew it.’ Then you stopped because it had occurred to you that this would not be true. From which I assume that perhaps you do know his address.”
“You add mind-reading to your other accomplishments?”
The Chief Superintendent ignored this. He said, “I can’t force you to let me have this information, but I have to warn you. It can prove to be a dangerous piece of knowledge.”
“And what he meant by that,” said Jonas to Claire later that morning, “I haven’t the least idea. If the police are after Rowe, knowledge of his whereabouts might be dangerous for him. But why should it be dangerous for me?”
“Search me,” said Claire. “If he wants to find out where Rowe’s hiding, why doesn’t he get his chaps to do something about it?”
“Such as what?”
“Follow him home from the tennis club.”
“I don’t know. There’s something about this that doesn’t add up. I think I’ll pay a call on Major Appleby.”
St. Oswald’s Preparatory School for Boys stood among trees in ten acres of smooth Southdown turf. He found the Major in one of the classrooms, correcting exam papers. He said, “You want a word with my caravanner? You’ll find him in the copse behind the rifle range. I warn you, you’ll have to look pretty hard. He’s tucked himself well away.”
Jonas walked through the patch of woodland behind the miniature range without seeing anything but trees and bushes, and had concluded that the headmaster had misdirected him, when, on his return journey, he noticed a small fold of netting among the bushes, between two trees. Looking closer, he saw that a section of camouflage net had been artfully interwoven with bracken at the bottom and small, leafy boughs at the top. Peering through it he could just make out the shape of the caravan.
A voice behind him said, “Can I help you?”
Rowe had come out from a tree behind which he must have been standing. When Jonas spun round, he said, “Well, if it isn’t Mr Pickett,” but there was not much more friendliness in his voice.
Jonas opened his briefcase, and said, “I’ve brought you your will. Perhaps you’d like to look it over. If it’s what you want we could get Major Appleby and his wife to witness your signature.”
Rowe held the will in his hand, without looking at it. He said, “Would you tell me how you knew I was here?”
“The Major’s an old friend. When he called in on me the other day he mentioned that he had been asked to accommodate a caravanner. I guessed from his description that it was you.”
“I see. I hope you didn’t pass on that inspired guess to anyone else.”
“That’s the second time today,” said Jonas, “that someone has suggested that I might pass on information about one of my clients to third parties. I’m getting a bit tired of it.”
Rowe looked at him steadily for a moment, and then said, “No. Naturally you wouldn’t. Stupid of me. Let’s go in and get this business done, shall we?”
The Major was in his study, with a young girl and an elderly spaniel. He said, “My wife’s out, but my daughter Penelope can act as the second witness. She’s over eighteen, and said to be of sound mind.”
Penelope smiled tolerantly, and said to Rowe, “I do believe Shandy is better already.” Hearing his name the spaniel thumped his tail on the floor. “It must have been what you said, one of those nasty corn spikes got between his toes.”
Rowe squatted down by the dog, and lifted the bandaged paw. The dog did not try to pull it away, but licked his hand.
“It’ll be all right now the poison’s out,” he said.
When the will had been signed and witnessed, Rowe said, “If you’d care to come back to my caravan we’ll settle up. Would you like a cup of tea, or is it too early for a drink?”
“Never too early for that,” said Jonas. The caravan was neat and well organised. Jonas said, “I can see you’re an old campaigner. You’ve done a lot of this.”
“A fair amount. Water?”
“Just a drop. What are your plans for the future?”
“A bit indefinite. Ice?”
“No, just water.”
The warning-off was clear. Don’t talk about the past. Don’t talk about the future. It rather limited possible subjects of conversation. In the end it was Rowe who broke the silence. He said, “I don’t know what your methods of bookkeeping are, but could I suggest that you enter this fee that I’m paying under some such heading as ‘Sundries’ or ‘Miscellaneous’?”
Jonas thought about it. He said, “Actually, we haven’t set up a lot of bookkeeping yet. You’re our first client. So I suppose it’ll be all right. Very well. You shall be a ‘Sundry’.”
“Excellent,” said Rowe. The faint smile which hardly seemed to penetrate the mask of his face appeared once more. “I think that Sundry is a very appropriate description of me at this precise moment. As I told you, I shall shortly be moving on. I’ll try to keep in touch with you. If you don’t hear from me after, say, six months, have a word with my bank manager. At the Westminster branch.”
Jonas promised to do this. He had come to St Oswald’s on foot, and as he walked back into the town he was thinking about his first client. Sabrina had called him a legal fiction. He was certainly an elusive character. All that he really knew about him was that he seemed to have a talent for dealing with dogs.
It was market day, and the streets of the old town were crowded with cheerful Sussex farmers, their wives, families and live and dead stock. When he reached the office Claire was getting ready to shut up shop.
She said, “We had another visitor this afternoon. A man.”
“You don’t think—”
“No. Definitely not the sort of man who would burgle the premises. Rather nice, I thought. Tubby and middle-aged. Might have been an army man. Name of Calder. He left his card. It’s on your desk. He said he might call back later, on the chance of finding you still here.”
“Client number two, perhaps,” said Jonas. “We’re looking up. Where’s Sam?”
“He’s gone down to the Post Office. There was a message about some registered packet that’s gone astray. I couldn’t quite understand what they were saying. Sam’s gone down to sort it out.”
When Claire had departed, Jonas sat for a moment staring at the card. It was not very informative. Middle-aged? Possibly a retired officer. There was the sound of a car drawing up, and footsteps on the flagstones of the courtyard. The newcomer came through into the hall, opened the door of Jonas’s room and came in without knocking.
He was neither tubby nor middle-aged. He was large and thick, and moved with the bouncing tread of an athlete. He said, “Don’t let’s have any trouble. You’re an old man. I could hurt you badly, and I’ll do it if I have to.”
Jonas started to say, “What on earth—” but got no further. The man came round the desk, caught the end of his tie in one hand and the knot in the other and started to throttle him. Jonas plucked at the man’s hands with his own. He might as well have tried to move a steel clamp. He was fighting for breath, and the room was swimming round him. He could see the man’s face in a mist. He thought he was smiling.
The pressure relaxed. The man said, “See what I mean? Now come along.” He picked up the circular ruler from Jonas’s desk. “If you make any trouble, I’ll crack both your kneecaps. You won’t walk for six months.”
He linked his left arm with Jonas’s right arm, and they walked out of the house together. Anyone seeing them would have thought they were very close friends.
They got into the car that was waiting outside. He and the big man sat together on the back seat. Jonas thought it looked like the car he had seen driving away the night before. He had recovered control of his voice, and said, as the car moved off, “I suppose it’s not the slightest use asking you what all this is about.”
“Well, now,” said the man. “I can’t see any reason not to tell you what our intentions are. It might be sensible, really. Save you from doing anything heroic, like. We’re not going to kill you. We’re not even going to hurt you, unless we have to. Turn left here, Danny.”
“Then what are you going to do?”
“We’re taking you off to a quiet place, to ask you a few questions. You give us the right answers, we keep you there long enough to check up that you’ve told us the truth. Then we let you go. Understood?”
Jonas understood perfectly. They would ask him where Rowe had hidden his caravan. And he would tell them. No doubt about that. Then one of them would go off to find out if he had told them the truth. If he had, they would let him go. Or would they? He rather doubted it. If they intended to let him go, would they have allowed him to see their faces, listen to them talk, note the number of their car? Jonas was surprised to find that he could weigh up the potentialities of the situation as if it was a legal problem which concerned one of his clients.
By now they had reached the area of small streets between the church and the market. When they swung round to the right, Jonas knew that they had taken the wrong turning. That road was a dead-end, running up to the churchyard wall. There were two women standing on the pavement talking.
The driver said, “We’ll have to go back.”
“No trouble,” said the big man genially. He dipped one hand into his pocket, took out a gun and pushed the muzzle into Jonas’s side so hard that it made him gasp. He said, “You do anything stupid, and I’ll pull the trigger. It won’t stop us from getting away, but you won’t have any stomach left. Think about it.”
Jonas said, “I’m not stupid.”
“Stay that way.”
The driver had got the car reversed. The two women watched the manoeuvre incuriously. They drove off slowly, turned out of the street, and headed down a road which, as Jonas knew, would bring them out near the marketplace.
Market day, too, thought Jonas. They’ll run into trouble there, for sure.
The trouble came as they turned the corner. It was a herd of bullocks, driven by a farmer with a red face. He had been in trouble already with the motorists, whose cars were blocking the end of the street. The bullocks were filtering through this barricade, using the pavement on both sides of the cars. One of the bullocks on the offside pavement had just avoided treading on a baby chair. The woman who owned it was telling the farmer, in pungent Sussex, what she thought of him and his bullocks. A sympathetic claque of bystanders were supporting her. One of the cars in the block ahead had started to move. The driver of Jonas’s car turned down the window and said to the farmer, “Shift those bloody cows over, can’t you?”
There was no hope of backing. A van and a car were already blocking the road behind him. But he had seen that, as the rearmost of the cars in front moved, he could squeeze past the other two by using the nearside pavement.
The farmer, attacked from a new point, swung round and told the driver what he could do to himself. The driver ignored him. He had already started to edge forward. The gap in front of him was widening.
A bullock swerved across his bow. He sounded a blast on his horn.
This was a bad mistake. A frisky Southdown bullock can take just so much and no more. It reared up on to its hind legs, performed a skittering dance, came down alongside the car, and pushed its head through the open window. The big man half-rose in his seat.
Jonas felt the pistol shift away. His left hand was already on the door catch. He tugged the door open and rolled out into the gutter.
By this time there was a crowd on both pavements. Two men helped Jonas to his feet. When he looked round, the car had gone, squeezing past the block in front.
“Well,” said one of the men. “That’s a nice way to treat you. They might have stopped to see if you’d hurt yourself.”
“I think they were in too much of a hurry to stop,” said Jonas. “Thank you. I’m quite all right now.”
A woman said, “Your trousers are going to need a bit of cleaning.”
Jonas wasn’t worried about his suit. He was glad that he still possessed a stomach. When he got back to the office he found Sam, angry at having been sent on a pointless errand. “There wasn’t no parcel,” he said, “and what have you been doing to yourself?”
“It’s a long story,” said Jonas. “I’ll tell you when I’ve had a bath and changed.”
As he was coming downstairs the front door bell rang. To Jonas’s relief Sam was there to answer it. He had had enough of strange callers.
The newcomer was middle-aged and tubby. He looked as if he might have been an army man. He said, “My name’s Calder. I left my card with your secretary. Do you think we could have a word?”
“Yes,” said Jonas. As they went into his office he breathed to Sam, “Stay handy.” He was past taking chances.
Mr Calder looked appreciatively round the room before settling himself down in the visitor’s chair. He said, “There was a nasty smash out on the Portsmouth Road just now. It’ll be on the evening news, I expect.”
Jonas stared at him.
“The car ran into a roadblock. Ran into it quite literally, I mean. Tried to crash through it. Silly thing to do. Went out of control, hit a telegraph pole and caught fire. Two men in it, both dead. I’m sorry about that.”
“If it’s the men I’m thinking about,” said Jonas, “I’m not in the least sorry they’re dead.”
“I suppose that’s understandable,” said Mr Calder. “But we were sorry about it. We’d have liked at least one of them more or less undamaged. We had some questions we wanted to ask him.”
Jonas was not sure whether his visitor’s matter-of-fact manner was comforting or alarming. He said, “I suppose we’re talking about the same car. The one I got out of.”
“Correct. Actually I’m not quite clear how you did get out of it. I gather there was a bit of a fracas.”
“A bullock put his head through the window.”
“Very disconcerting,” said Mr Calder, and started to laugh. He suddenly looked much more human. He said, “We owe you an explanation. If I tell you some of the background, you’ll realise what it was all about. Dick Rowe’s an Ulsterman, but his mother was American, and he lived for some time in the States. When his mother and father died he and his brother came back.”
“He said he hadn’t got a brother.”
“That’s right. His brother was shot by the IRA. That’s when Dick came to work for us. He posed as an American sympathiser. Helped with running arms and explosives. Got into their confidence. It was information from him that led to the arrest of the people responsible for the last two bomb explosions in London. Very dangerous job. Of course they got on to him in the end, and we had to pull him out.”
Jonas thought about his client. He said, “He did look a bit impassive. Was that plastic surgery?”
“That’s right. New face, new identity. We fixed him up with a job in the States. A partnership in a veterinary practice.”
“He’d be good at that,” said Jonas.
“The trouble is that arrangements like that take time. We have to work through our friends on the other side. Reciprocal assistance. Meanwhile we had to put Dick on ice. He was target number one for the opposition. We thought the best plan was to supply him with a caravan and let him spend the summer here. We chose Shackleton because it looked nice and peaceful.”
“That’s why I chose it,” said Jonas.
“On the off-chance that Dick might need help we alerted your senior policeman, Chief Superintendent Whaley, to the position. I needn’t tell you that he was meant to keep it totally under his hat. But he had to go and tell someone else. In strict confidence, of course. And someone else told someone else.”
“The only time I met our Chief Superintendent he didn’t strike me as a very discreet sort of person.”
“My own boss,” said Mr Calder dispassionately, “who is also Dick’s bank manager, has expressed the opinion that Whaley ought to be first skinned and then filleted. He not only talked. He tried to put a police guard on Dick. Thus pointing him out plainly to the opposition.”
“That was why he pulled out of the caravan park.”
“He not only pulled out. He sent for us. We’ve got quite a large team down here at this moment.”
“Large enough to organise a few roadblocks.”
“Oh, quite,” said Mr Calder with a smile. “I was glad you weren’t in the car when it happened. You’d been bothered enough already.”
This seemed to Jonas to be an understatement. He said, “I suppose when they burgled my office they were looking for information about Rowe. They thought there might be an address in his will. Which reminds me. I suppose Rowe isn’t his real name.”
“No. Do you think that might invalidate his will?”
“I suppose it might.”
“I could give you his real name.”
“No,” said Jonas firmly. “When he gets to America he can make a new will. And use an American lawyer. I wish him well, but I don’t want to know anything more about him.”
Claire opened the door, said, “Sorry. I didn’t know you had a visitor. But it was a bit urgent.”
“It’s all right,” said Mr Calder. “I’m just going.”
“What is it now?” said Jonas resignedly.
“We’ve got a new client. A Mrs Lovibond. She’s waiting outside. She wants to consult you about something.”
“Certainly.”
“The thing is, there may be a bit of trouble about this. She’s one of Chris Clover’s star clients.”
“Then why is she coming to me?”
“I gather she saw you roll out of a car, and felt sorry for you.”
2
Black Bob
The moon was throwing a cold clear light over the field. It was called the Top Field, because it was the northernmost of the seven which made up Maggs’s Farm, and stood a little higher than the other six. Under the hedge which bordered its upper end something was moving, slipping in and out of the shadows. It might have been an animal but, when it appeared for a moment in the full moonlight, it could be seen to be a boy.
Tommo was a young tearaway who lived with his mother in a farmhouse two miles up the road. She had long given up any attempt to control him, and her neighbours all prophesied that he would come to a bad end. What he was doing, at three o’clock on that particular morning, was setting snares for rabbits. They holed up under the bank among the roots of the thorn bushes and would start coming out at first light. Tommo reckoned to pick up three or four. Later in the day he would offer them for sale to their rightful owner, Farmer Maggs.
He was not the only occupant of the Top Field.
A dark cloud was drifting along the upper edge of the pasture; moving, stopping and moving on again. This was Black Bob, Farmer Maggs’s most valued possession. He was a splendid animal, not grossly overbred like some of the bulls which won rosettes at the Smithfield Show (‘Can’t hardly carry their own weight,’ said Maggs. ‘They have to wheel ‘em up to the cows on a trolley.’). Black Bob was one of the smaller, lighter, Southdown strain, but was still a formidable hunk of muscle and aggression, moving over the grass with the ponderous certainty of a Sherman tank.
Tommo watched him without fear. Black Bob would never charge into a thorn hedge, and if he did make any such move, Tommo could wriggle through the close-growing roots as easily as the rabbits he was trapping.
Black Bob knew that he was there, a trespasser in his private kingdom. But he knew that he was unassailable. He gave a brief snort to mark his feelings and moved off down the field.
Tommo had scooped out a little hole in the dust at the foot of the bank. He was a great deal more comfortable there than he would have been in the sordid heap of rags in his mother’s back kitchen. As soon as it was light he would see what luck his snares had brought him, and would move down with his catch towards the farmhouse. He liked to wait until Maggs had left on his morning round, when he could deal with Mrs Maggs, who was more generous and less suspicious than her husband.
On this particular morning he had not long to wait. He saw Maggs come out, not dressed for farm work, but wearing a dark suit and carrying a bulging leather case. Tommo was not to know it, but he was on his way to Shackleton, to call on his solicitor, Jonas Pickett. It was a visit which was to have consequences for all of them.
“Well, Mr Maggs,” said Jonas. “It’s not a simple question. Not by any means.”
The contents of the leather case were spread on his desk. Some of them were modern documents, neatly typed and bundled together with tape. Others were huge old-fashioned deeds, handwritten on parchment.
“When I bought the farm,” said Maggs, “the lawyer from Hoole, old Michelmore, he was the one who looked after our family business, but he’s dead now, he said, ‘No need to keep any deeds that’s more than thirty years old, you can use ’em for lampshades if you like.’ But Mrs Maggs, she wouldn’t hear of it.”
“I’m glad of that,” said Jonas. “I think it’s a crime to destroy old deeds.”
“That’s what Mr Westall said. He said, tear them up and you’re tearing up the history of the county. I let him have the old deeds to look at. Truth to say, he kept them so long I thought he’d forgotten all about ‘em, but when he came back, he was in a real taking, I can tell you.”
Jonas knew of Mr Westall, although he had never met him. He was one of two acknowledged local antiquarians. He had written a treatise on historic and prehistoric Shackleton. Jonas had borrowed it from the vicar, and found it a curious work, being partly based on genuine research among the local archives, and partly designed as an attack on the theories of his rival in this field, Professor Templeman from Sussex University.
“When he brought the deeds back he had a big book with him, some sort of local history.”
“Clayborne’s History of West Sussex,” suggested Jonas. “I’ve got a copy here.” He fetched down the fat red and gold book from the bookshelf.
“That’s the one,” said Maggs. “That’s the very book. He read me some things out of it, all about King Henry the Eighth it was. From what he told me, he wasn’t the sort of joker we learnt about at school.”
“Bluff King Hal? He was a lecher and a bully.”
“That’s right. And it wasn’t just his nine wives. I expect they got no more than they deserved. It was what he did to all those monasteries. Did you know there used to be one a few miles north of here? You’ll not see one stone standing on another now.”
Jonas had found the place in the book. He read out:
“‘In 1520 the Bernadine Cistercian Abbey of Fyneshade was visited by the King’s Commissioners. The Abbot, Robert Beaufrere, had been warned of their coming and before their arrival had caused all the ornaments to be removed from the chapel and the Abbey building and buried. They had been replaced by common artefacts of wood and iron.’”
“That’s right,” said Maggs. “That’s what he told me. The King had the abbot and his—what was he called?”
“His sacristan.”
“Right. He had the pair of them taken up to London and put in the Tower, and they tried to make them tell where all these treasures had been put. But no matter what they did to them, and they really worked them over, they couldn’t make them talk.”
“That’s right. They both died under torture rather than tell where the abbey treasure was hidden. The abbot was a strong man. There’s a lot about him here.” Jonas was turning the pages of Clayborne. “We don’t know much about the sacristan. All we’re told is that his name was Legrand.”
“Ah,” said Maggs. “But that was the point. That’s what old Westall was going on about. It’s what he’d found in my deeds. They don’t go right back to those times, of course, but it seems that one deed tells you what was in an earlier one. You’d understand about that, sir.”
“Recitals, yes. Go on.”
“Well, it seems the farm belonged since way back to a family called Lengard, and he made out that this was really the same as Legrand. It was just that people weren’t so fussy about spelling in those days.”
“It’s a possible variation,” said Jonas. He was beginning to see what Mr Westall was getting excited about. “And your farm’s not far from the site of the abbey.”
“Little more’n a mile across the fields.”
“And if the farmer, in 1520, was a relative of the sacristan, his farm would be the logical place for them to bury the abbey treasure. Yes, I see. It’s plausible. And Mr Westall wants to wander over your property with a metal detector and see if he can turn anything up?”
“That’s right, sir. First thing I thought was, why not? Won’t do no harm. He’d have to be a bit careful in the Top Field. I’ve kept Black Bob in there ever since he upset that picnic party. Well, you know about that.”
It had been the first occasion on which Maggs had consulted him. A family, with little knowledge of country ways, had thought they could share one of the lower fields with the bull. Luckily they had got out over the fence unhurt, and Black Bob had contented himself with trampling on a transistor and other belongings which they had scattered around, and had finished by sitting down on their picnic basket. They had wanted compensation. Jonas had told Maggs to ignore them. “They were trespassers. They’ve got no rights. They won’t sue you.”
This had proved to be an accurate prediction.
“Howsomever,” said Maggs, “my wife wasn’t so sure about this metal detector. She said, ‘You go and have a word with Mr Pickett. He was right about the picnickers. He’ll tell you what to do.’”
“Well,” said Jonas, “as I said, it’s not a simple question.” He referred to some notes which his partner, Sabrina Mountjoy, had made for him. He referred all difficult legal points to her and very rarely found her wrong. “Things are classed by the law as treasure trove, if they were obviously hidden with the object of recovering them later, if the owner can’t now be traced, and if they turn out to be gold or silver.”
“Not much doubt is there? This’d be treasure trove all right, or most of it.”
“Quite so. And that’s where the snag comes in. If they are treasure trove they belong to the finder. It’s only if they aren’t treasure trove that they belong to the owner of the land.”
Maggs said “Ah,” and then “Oh.” His mind was moving over the new possibilities. “So if they turned out to be diamonds or rubies or such, they wouldn’t be treasure trove, and I’d get them. But if, what’s more likely, they were gold and silver, old man Westall would collar the lot.”
“Right.”
“Then what I do is I tell Mr Westall, you keep off. And I get myself one of those metal detector things and look for the stuff myself.”
“How big is your farm?”
“Five hundred acres, just under.”
“You realise that it’ll take you about a year to cover it all properly.”
“I’m in no hurry,” said Mr Maggs.
But Mr Westall was in a hurry.
The following morning a telephone call was followed by the arrival of Jack Merriman, junior partner in the firm of Porter and Merriman. Jonas had played golf against him and had concluded that if his law was as erratic as his putting he could be a dangerous adviser.
Jonas said, “I don’t think you’ve met my partner, Mrs Mountjoy. I believe that you want to discuss the law of treasure trove, so I thought I’d have her in on it. She knows much more about it than I do.”
Merriman smiled politely and plunged straight into business. He said, “I gather you advised Maggs not to let Mr Westall have access to his farm.”
“I told Mr Maggs that if any searching was to be done it might be better for him to do it himself.”
“I expect you know that using a metal detector is quite a skilled job. Mr Westall has considerable experience in that field. He’d be much more likely to find the abbey treasures – always supposing they are there to be found.”
“And when he found them?” said Jonas drily.
“He would be quite willing to sign an agreement that any reward paid by the museum would go to Maggs.”
“Yes. I thought about that,” said Jonas. “But I gather there could be some difficulty in policing such an agreement.”
“Overton,” murmured Mrs Mountjoy.
“Quite so. I expect you remember the Overton Farms case. The finder handed over some of the items he had unearthed, but pocketed the really valuable ones.”
“I hope you’re not suggesting—” began Merriman.
“I’m not suggesting anything,” said Jonas. “I’m sure that Mr Westall’s interest is antiquarian and historical. I was simply pointing out that no paper agreement can ever be entirely watertight. My real point, however, was much simpler. The land belongs to Mr Maggs. If he doesn’t want Mr Westall on it, he’s entitled to say so.”
“I’m not sure about that,” said Merriman, in the manner of someone about to produce a trump card. “Basically all treasure trove belongs to the Crown. I take it you’d agree with that.”
“Agreed,” said Jonas cautiously. “The finder gets a reward from the museum equal to its value.”
“And if there is reason to believe that treasure can be found in a certain place, then every effort should be made to recover it.”
“That may be so.”
“And to prevent treasure being unearthed is regarded by the law as a ground for the prosecution of the owner of the land.”
Mrs Mountjoy bestirred herself. She was a large woman, and possessed a deep and authoritative voice. She said, “I take it, Mr Merriman, that you are referring to the offence known as Concealment of Treasure Trove.”
“Precisely.”
“It was abolished in 1968. See Section 32(i)(a) of the Theft Act of that year.”
“Oh?” said Mr Merriman rather blankly.
Another putt missed, thought Jonas. When Mr Merriman had taken himself off he said, “Good work, Sabrina. That finished him. I suppose you weren’t pulling his leg?”
“Certainly not. He would have known it himself if he’d kept up to date with his law.”
But Mr Westall was far from finished. He turned to the press. The editor of the South Down News had already published several learned articles from Mr Westall’s pen, some of them rather hard going for his readers. The one he received the following week was more to his taste. “Good stuff,” he said to his second-in-command. “Should start something.”
There is, apparently, a legal right to act the part of the dog in the manger. Although I cannot claim to have proved it conclusively, I have established a strong possibility that a number of priceless artefacts of gold and silver, probably adorned with precious and semi-precious stones, lie buried in a defined area north of the town of Shackleton. Yet the owner of the property has seen fit to refuse to allow even a simple preliminary examination which would confirm or refute this theory. Apparently the law supports him . . .
There followed several paragraphs dealing with the history of Fyneshade Abbey and comparing the stupidity of the law with the unselfish zeal of your true antiquarian. Jonas had just put down the newspaper when the telephone rang. It was Mr Maggs. He had read it, too.
“My wife says I ought to sue him for libel.”
“Don’t think of it,” said Jonas. “It’s probably what he wants. If no one takes any notice, it’s a damp squib.”
Someone did take notice. The next number of the South Down News contained a letter from Professor Templeman of Sussex University. It was written with a practised pen, dripping acid.
I was fascinated to read the effusion in your last week’s issue from our soi-disant antiquarian expert, Mr Westall. He spoke, with bated breath, of artefacts of gold and silver adorned, if we are to believe him, with precious stones! What Mr Westall appears to have overlooked is that Fyneshade Abbey was a Cistercian Foundation under the rule of St Bernard. As even schoolboys know, that rule permitted the use, as ornament, of nothing but iron. I fear the treasures must be dismissed as a figment of Mr Westall’s over-heated imagination. There is, however, another angle to it. King Henry the Eighth’s Commissioners, unlike Mr Westall, would not have been ignorant of such elementary facts. They would have realised that the riches of a prosperous, long-established community like Fyneshade would have been in the form either of currency or gold and silver in bar form . . .
“And that really will stir people up,” said the editor.
It certainly stirred Mr Westall, who rang up his solicitor.
“On the whole I should advise against an action for libel,” said young Mr Merriman regretfully. “Fair comment on a matter of public interest, and all that sort of thing.”
“It’s not fair comment,” said Mr Westall. “It’s outrageously unfair. However, if you say so—”
The ripples did not stop there. The national press began to show interest. Antique ornaments might not evoke great public concern. Bullion was another matter. Jonas had a word with the friendly Detective Superintendent Queen. He said, “I expect you saw what was in last week’s South Down News about the abbey treasure.”
“It’s in the Express and the Mirror this morning,” said Queen. He sounded unhappy.
“I imagine that every amateur treasure seeker in the country will be queuing up to have a look for it.”
“And a lot of not-so-amateur villains,” said the Inspector. “I’ve made arrangements to have a car doing regular patrols. That’s all right by day, but it’s a long perimeter to watch by night.”
“Treasure hunting by night wouldn’t be easy. It’s not a quick job.”
“Let’s hope we don’t have any trouble,” said Queen. “We’ve got enough on our plate already.”
Two days later, at ten o’clock in the morning, when Jonas had just settled down to deal with his post, Claire announced a visitor. It was Dr Makepeace. Jonas knew Dan Makepeace and liked him. He was coroner for the district, one of the new type, qualified in law as well as medicine. He said, “Since you’re acting for Mr Maggs, you won’t be surprised that I’m calling on you.”
“Delighted, certainly, surprised, too. I wasn’t aware that my client had been killed, or had killed anyone.”
“As a solicitor,” said Dr Makepeace, “you ought to know better than to say a thing like that. Do you suppose that coroners are only interested in dead bodies?”
“A slip of the tongue,” said Jonas. “I suppose it’s the treasure.”
“Certainly. Historically it’s the duty of the coroner to look after all the interests of the monarch. Buried treasure—”
“Of course. And stranded whales.”
“We don’t get many of them. But treasure, that’s something else altogether. It’ll be my duty to keep a close watch on how things develop.”
“You and the police. Excuse me.” His telephone had rung. He picked up the receiver and said, “I’m busy. I can’t deal with it now.” Then, with a change of tone, “Oh, I see. Yes. Yes, of course. As a matter of fact Dr Makepeace is with me. I’ll tell him.” He replaced the receiver slowly, and said, “That was your officer. You’d better put on your other hat. There’s a dead body in Maggs’s Top Field.”
“Dead by violence?”
“Yes,” said Jonas. He sounded upset. “It’s a clear case of murder, and the murderer is known. Black Bob caught an intruder in Maggs’s Top Field last night and—dealt with him. Rather thoroughly. Maggs would like me to be there to look after his interests. Your officer is on his way up there.”
“My car’s outside,” said Dr Makepeace. “We’ll go together.”
By the time they got there the police photographers had done their work and the body had been removed to one of Maggs’s barns and laid on a trestle table under a tarpaulin. The coroner’s officer, a stolid ex-policeman, indicated it to the coroner, but seemed disinclined to approach the table himself. When the coroner had lifted the tarpaulin, Jonas understood why, and went outside to regain control. A superficial glance at what was lying on the table suggested that Black Bob had stamped or jumped with sharp hooves several times on the body, and once at least on the face.
Dr Makepeace said, “We shall have to rely on the clothing for identification.”
Chief Superintendent Whaley, who was there with Superintendent Jack Queen, nodded his agreement. He, too, seemed unwilling to make any closer inspection. He said, “We’ve telephoned the pathologist from Portsmouth. As soon as he gives the word we’ll have—that—taken down to the mortuary. When we have his report, we may be able to get somewhere. And you – what’s your name? Tommo. Don’t go too far away. We’ll need a statement from you.”
Jonas saw that a boy was trying to efface himself in a corner of the barn. Maggs said, “My wife’ll look after him, Superintendent. He’ll be handier here than at his home. You can telephone us when you want him.”
“All right,” said Whaley. “I’m getting back to the station. And Jack, I think you’d better stay here for the time being.”
Queen nodded. He said, “Leave me two men. When this news gets about we’ll have a job keeping people out of the Top Field.”
“Keep them out of my farm altogether,” said Maggs. He sounded angry.
As the crowd started to disperse, Jonas said to Maggs, “If you’ve got Tommo’s story, I’d better hear it as soon as possible.”
“My wife got most of it from the boy before the police arrived. If that Superintendent frightens him he won’t get nothing out of him at all. He’ll just clam up. We’ll walk up to the field.”
When they got to the Top Field there was a policeman guarding the gate, but the field itself was empty.
“I moved Black Bob down to one of the barns,” said Maggs. “I daren’t let anyone else handle him. He’s in a wicked mood. Not that you can blame him, really, with his hide full of shotgun pellets.”
“He’d been shot?”
“Shot at. Young Tommo was under the top hedge. Sleeping out, he says. Rabiting I don’t doubt, though he won’t admit it. It must have been between three and four in the morning. Not starting to get light, but not too far off it, when he heard a car stopping in the road – a big car, by the sound of it. Maybe a van. He didn’t see it. He heard people getting out, and the door slamming, and about ten minutes later – and I can tell you he was surprised – he saw three men coming into the field.”
“You mean they’d got through that hedge?”
“And the wire fence. But there’s more to it than that. Come and have a look.”
They walked across.
When the local authorities had widened the road at this point, they had not only compensated Maggs handsomely for the land they had taken. They had built him a fence of stout diamond mesh along the new verge. This ran outside the old thorn hedge, itself a formidable barrier.
“Professional work,” said Jonas.
The intruders had cut a neat square in the fence, folding back the flap, and had then carved their way through the thick roots and branches of the old thorn hedge to make a sort of tunnel.
“They wouldn’t have done that in a hurry,” said Jonas.
“Have another look,” said Maggs.
When he got down on his knees at the opening of the tunnel he saw what Maggs meant. He said, “You mean they were reopening a tunnel that had been made before. I can see the old cuts now. All they had to do this time was to chop away stuff that had grown since they were here on the previous occasion. How long ago would you think?”
Maggs examined the cut ends and the new shoots. He said, “Thorn’s not a quick grower. Not like elder. I’d say two years, maybe less.”
“It looks as though they knew that all they had to do was cut the fence and do a little hedging.”
“They may have known about fences and hedges. They didn’t understand my black prince. They knew he was there, right enough. That’s why they brought a gun. They thought they could scare him. So when he moved over to have a look at them, they loosed off. I’d guess when the pellets hit him he just went mad. Tommo didn’t care much for talking about the next bit, but the end of it was one man badly hurt – a broken arm it sounded like – and another man helping him. They got away because Bob was attending to the third man who was lying on the ground.”
“And the others just left him there, and drove off?”
“That’s what Tommo says. He was scared blue. He slid off home, but his mum saw there was something wrong and got the story out of him and sent him back to tell us. We rang up the police.”
Jonas said, “As far as you’re concerned, of course, there’s nothing to worry about. They were trespassers, and worse than trespassers. They broke into your property, armed.”
“I thought I was probably in the clear,” said Maggs, but he sounded relieved. “It didn’t seem to me that they were ordinary treasure hunters. To start with, they didn’t have one of those metal detectors you were talking about.”
“You’re sure of that?”
“Certain sure. When Bob got at them, all they wanted to do was get clear. Anything they were carrying they dropped it. When I came up this morning I found a pick and a spade and—I don’t know what you’d call it—a long rod it was, measured off in feet and inches. The police, they took them all away.”
Jonas thought about it, and the more he thought, the odder did it seem. He said, “It looks as though they not only knew the treasure was there, but had been told where to dig, maybe by the people who cut the original hole in the hedge.”
“It certainly looks like it,” said Maggs.
“You clear off.” This was to a young man in a trench coat who had crawled through the gap in the hedge.
“Be a sport,” said the young man. “Give us a story for the South Down News. We’re ahead of the London boys for once.”
“I haven’t got no story for you,” said Maggs. “And if you don’t clear out, you’ll find yourself in trouble, I can tell you that.”
The policeman was already advancing across the field. As the young man backed reluctantly out of the tunnel, two more cars drew up on the road outside. One had a notice ‘Press’ on the windscreen. The other had a blue light on top.
“Dead heat,” said Jonas. “We’d better be getting back to the house before they start pestering Mrs Maggs.”
The editor of the South Down News said to his faithful staff of two, “It’s our story, and the way I’d like to run it is this. Do some research in the libraries. Portsmouth and Brighton will be best. They’ve got sections dealing with local history. And have a word with Mr Westall. He’ll be keen to help. I believe that the abbot, Robert Beaufrere, was a well-known man. I don’t mean that he was popular. Rather the contrary, from what I’ve been able to find out. But a strong man.”
“You think it’s his spirit still protecting the treasure? His curse will be on anyone who tries to disturb it? That sort of thing.”
“Lovely,” said the editor. “Work it up.”
“I don’t understand it,” said Whaley, “and I don’t like it.”
“It’s odd whichever way you look at it,” agreed Queen. “If these people had been normal treasure hunters they’d have brought the proper equipment with them. They didn’t need to, because I’d guess that someone had already used a detector and located the site. They knew they wouldn’t be allowed to lift the stuff, so they came back at night to dig it out.”
Whaley said, “It’s possible, but it’s got snags to it. If someone had already been over the ground with one of these detectors and had located the treasure, how did he keep clear of that bull when he was doing it?”
“Maybe it was that young Tommo. He seems to know how to dodge in and out.”
“He’s a slippery customer,” agreed Whaley. “But I don’t somehow see him as a treasure hunter, do you? And there’s another difficulty. If he was hunting for it, how’d he know it was in that field? There are half a dozen other fields in Maggs’s Farm. All that old Westall ever proved – if you can call it proof – was that it could have been in one of them.”
“There’s another odd thing, too,” said Queen. “The pathologist is still working on the body, what’s left of it. But we’ve got a preliminary report on the clothes. You saw it?”
Whaley nodded, “Nothing in the pockets. An expensive suit, but all tailor’s tabs cut out. No laundry marks.” The two men looked at each other. The same thought was in both their minds.
“They were professionals,” said Whaley, “and ten to one they came from London. As soon as we’ve got the prints we send them up to Central to see if they’re on record. Then, maybe we can see where we’re going. All we can do meanwhile is keep people off the farm and hope the thing dies down.”
“The press are bound to splash it.”
“Shackleton used to be a nice, quiet place,” said Whaley. “A bit of healthy noise in July and August with the summer visitors and the funfair on the Lammas, but nothing to get upset about. But ever since that solicitor fellow arrived from London it seems to have been one thing after another.”
“Jonas Pickett, you mean. You don’t think he’s behind this?”
The Chief Superintendent considered the possibility, and shook his head. He would like to have blamed Jonas, but could see no way of doing it.
“I don’t see how we can tie him into it,” he said regretfully.
The headline, in the largest type available to the printer of the South Down News, said: ‘black bob lives’.
Robert Beaufrere, the formidable Abbot of Fyneshade, the man who defied King Henry the Eighth and died in the Tower of London rather than give up the treasures of his abbey to that despoiler of the monasteries, was known throughout the countryside as Black Bob. Can it be a coincidence that when modern vandals threatened to lay hands on the silver and gold and precious stones, to preserve which he suffered on the rack, a modern Black Bob should step into his place and mete out justice to the robbers?
Inserted here were photographs of the bull in the ring at the Lewes Show, and an engraved portrait of Abbot Beaufrere. Both looked tough customers.
“Good stuff,” said the editor, “but have we any proof that the country people called the abbot Black Bob? It seems a bit disrespectful.”
“Not actually,” said his assistant, “but it will be very difficult for anyone to prove that they didn’t.”
Whaley read the article, but paid less attention to it than he might have done on account of a telephone call which he had just had from Scotland Yard. It came from a Chief Superintendent Morrissey, who was known to him by name as head of the London District Regional Crime Squads, which picked men who dealt with serious and violent crime in the Metropolitan area.
Morrissey said, “Those dabs you sent us off the man the bull trod on. They belong to a chap called Darkie Haines. He’s got a record as long as your arm. Everything from GBH downwards. A very dangerous character.”
“He met a more dangerous character that night,” said Whaley.
“Yes. I saw a copy of the pathologist’s report. Your animal did a thorough job. Pity he didn’t get a chance to stamp on the other two as well. Now this is only a guess. But Haines normally operates with Lefty Summers and Mick Gavigan. They’re both hangers-on of Catlin’s mob. And Lefty’s in hospital with a broken arm.”
Whaley said, “It seems to add up, doesn’t it?”
“It adds up,” said Morrissey. “I’m not sure if I like the answer or not, but I’ll send down my number two, Jock Anderson, to have a word with you. And the farmer. He could be useful if he’d agree to play along.”
“Before he’ll do anything,” said Whaley sourly, “he’ll want to talk to his solicitor.”
“Why not?” said Morrissey. “They’re not all crooks.”
“I’m not saying he’s a crook. A chap called Pickett. Used to practise up in London.”
“You mean old Jonas Pickett.”
“You know him?”
“We had one or two encounters in the line of business,” said Morrissey. “He always played straight down the fairway as far as I was concerned.”
“If your people know him,” said Whaley, “it may make things a bit easier.”
Jock Anderson turned out to be a young-looking, pleasant-mannered Scotsman.
He found Mr and Mrs Maggs having tea, and joined them at the table. After eating four of Mrs Maggs’s scones with South Down butter, jam and cream on them, he said, “I would imagine you’ve had a bit of contact with the press lately?”
“Contact! I’ll say I’ve had contact. It’s got so I can’t hardly poke my nose outside the farm but they’re yammering round asking for what they call a statement. Promising me money for it. One of ‘em, from a London paper he was, he got into the house through the scullery window. I gave him a statement with the thick end of my walking stick.”
“They’re a pest,” agreed Anderson. “But I wondered if there might be one of them you could talk to. Maybe the lad from the local paper. He wouldn’t be so uppity as the others.”
“Young Richards,” said Maggs thoughtfully. “He’s not so brash as the ones from London. I expect I could talk to him. But what’s the point of it? I haven’t got nothing new to tell him.”
“That’s just it,” said Anderson. “I could suggest something which he’d be glad to print. Let me explain what I’ve got in mind.”
“It seems daft to me,” said Maggs. He had driven down to talk to Jonas.
“Let me get this straight,” said Jonas. “He wants you to let it out to the local press – preferably accidental like – that you’re so fed up with all this fuss that you’ve decided that the only way to stop it is either to find the abbey treasure, or prove that it isn’t there.”
“Right.”
“And the way you’re going to do this is to tell Mr Westall that you’ve changed your mind. He and his friends can start prospecting right away.”
“Not right away. He was very particular about that. It’s Wednesday today. I was to let him start as early as he liked on Monday morning, and then go on until he’d covered the whole farm.”
“Not until Monday. I see.” A glimmering of what was in Jock Anderson’s devious mind was beginning to dawn on Jonas. He said, “I suppose that is one way of settling the matter. I’m told he’s an expert with this particular apparatus, and if he brings a party of fellow enthusiasts with him, they ought to be able to cover the area fairly quickly. Of course, we’d have to get him to sign up the sort of agreement he was talking about before he started.”
“It’s not that part of it I mind so much. It’s the other bit.”
“Let me guess,” said Jonas. “You’ve to let it be known that after, shall we say, Saturday night, the police will no longer be guarding the farm.”
“That’s right. And I hope it makes more sense to you than what it does to me. What he suggested was that I’d had an argument with the police about paying for their help. They’d wanted to charge me five pounds an hour for having a policeman on duty. And time and a half for the weekend. So I said, if that’s the way you feel, you can take ‘em away. I’m quite capable of looking after my own fields.”
“Plausible,” said Jonas, his admiration for Jock Anderson increasing. “And I take it you were to tell the reporter that this was strictly confidential, and not for general publication.”
“That’s right. But you know how it is. People get talking.”
“I know just how it is. I admit it seems an odd thing to do, but I’ve got a feeling that if you co-operate, it could be very helpful.”
“Helpful to who?”
“To you and the police.”
“Well,” said Maggs, with a grin which exposed some ill-cared-for teeth, “if you say so. You’ve always advised me right up to now. But I’d like you to be handy, just over the weekend, in case I need you in a hurry.”
“My dear Mr Maggs,” said Jonas, “I wouldn’t miss it for the world. I’ll be available in my office, or my flat, from Saturday morning onwards.”
Saturday passed peacefully. It was seven o’clock on Sunday evening when Jonas’s telephone rang. It was Mr Maggs. He sounded more excited than worried. He said, “Could you come along, Mr Pickett? I’m sure I don’t know what’s going to happen, but I’d like you to be here when it does happen.”
“I’ll drive right up,” said Jonas.
“Not right up. Arrangements are you leave your car in Joe English’s yard. That’s about half a mile down the byroad west of my place.”
“I know it,” said Jonas. “What then?”
“Then you walk. But not along the road. There’s a track that goes through the woods, and comes out near my house. Joe’ll show you.”
It was dusk by the time he reached Maggs’s place. The approach route had been carefully chosen. It ran for the most part through woodland and the lie of the land hid it from observation. Maggs had the door open and whisked him inside as soon as he arrived.
He and Mrs Maggs seemed to be alone in the house.
“I saw five cars in Joe’s yard,” said Jonas. “Where are the men?”
“They’ve moved off to take up their positions,” said Maggs. “All afternoon they’ve been coming in, quiet-like, by twos and threes. They’ve got searchlights with them. And rifles. They’re expecting trouble, no question.”
Mrs Maggs said, “I liked that young Scottie. Very well spoken, he was. You’ll take a bite of supper, Mr Pickett, I expect.”
“That would be splendid,” said Jonas. “I guess we’ve a long night ahead of us.”
“Better comfortable in front of a nice fire,” said Maggs, “than squatting in a damp ditch.”
It was two o’clock by the illuminated dial on Jock Anderson’s watch when the cars arrived. They stopped a long way short of the field, but he was listening for them, and he heard them. Then there was half an hour of silence. “Playing it cautiously,” he said to the Sergeant, who was in the ditch beside him. “Afraid there may be a trap, but think they can spring it.”
The Sergeant grunted. He suspected that he was catching a cold and was glad that the moment for action had arrived. “Pass the word to take up action posts, but no lights until I give the signal.”
There were five men, and they came across the field in a purposeful bunch; the two on the flanks were carrying shotguns. Two had spades, and one a measuring line. There was enough light for the watchers to see them at work. A line was laid down from one of the gate posts in the inner fence, and the digging started.
It was easy going, because it was clear that the earth at that particular spot had already been disturbed. After twenty minutes’ spadework a halt was called, and one of the men got into the shallow excavation and stooped to lift what was in it. A second man got in beside him to help. Six boxes had been unearthed and laid on the grass when the lights came on from two corners of the field.
“There are fifteen men here,” said Anderson. He had rejected the loudhailer. His voice was clear, and there was a flat undertone of menace in it. “We are armed, and if there is any trouble, our instructions are to shoot. Drop those guns.”
When he finished, there was a long moment of complete silence and immobility.
Anderson said, “In case you might be thinking of making a run for it, I should tell you that your cars have already been taken over.”
The man standing beside the excavation, who seemed to be the leader, said something. The shotguns were dropped and the police closed in.
Later, Anderson said to Maggs, who had come up in defiance of orders to the contrary, “I think we’d better leave things as they are until it’s light. We’ll need to take photographs of things as they’ve been left, and then maybe do a bit more digging.”
“It’s much too late to go to bed,” said Maggs. “So why don’t you come in and have a hot cup of tea, with maybe a drop of something in it?”
This seemed to everyone to be an excellent idea. Two men were left on guard, and the rest came down to the farmhouse, where the fire was revived, a kettle put on, and bottles produced.
“Do you think,” said Jonas, “that you could now tell us what it’s all about, and what’s been dug up? Not, I gather, the abbey treasure.”
“May be more valuable than that,” said Anderson. “I’m not too sure what the price of gold is today, but those six boxes are crammed with gold bars.”
Light began to dawn. Jonas said, “Of course. The Heathrow robbery.”
“Lifted from the bullion store fifteen months ago. We were sure it was the Catlins, but we couldn’t pin it to them, for there was no trace of the loot. We kept them under surveillance for months after the robbery. They were laughing. They knew they were safe. I’d surmise they came off the motorway, at the junction north of here, drove along until they saw a nice thick hedge, tunnelled through it, and buried the stuff. Lucky for them the bull was in the lower field at the time. Then all they had to do was wait until the heat was off. Only—”
“Only,” said Jonas, and the full humour of it was beginning to strike him, “suddenly they read in the papers that the place they’ve buried it is about to be given a going-over by a gang of amateur treasure seekers.”
“Aye. They had to get it out. That bull stopped them the first time. This time they’d got no option. They may have suspected it was a trap, and they came prepared for trouble.”
“So why didn’t they put up a fight?”
Anderson thought about it. He said, “That robbery was a brutal job. They crippled three of the security guards. One of them’s in hospital still. I expect they thought that if they started anything we’d shoot their legs off.”
“And would you have done?”
“That question,” said Anderson, in his dominie’s voice, “is what you might describe as academic.”
At first light they all made their way up to the Top Field. It was whilst the photographs were being taken that the treasure hunters arrived: a party of four men and two girls, equipped with metal detectors, and led by Mr Westall in person.
He looked with dismay at the open pit and the boxes beside it. He said, “I hope you’ve been very careful when removing whatever you’ve found. Old artefacts can so easily be damaged when handled by unskilled persons.”
Anderson said to Jonas, “I think you’d better explain it to him, sir.”
“I’ll try,” said Jonas.
It took ten minutes. Five of the treasure seekers listened to him. One of the girls had wandered off on her own. A police van had been run up on the path between the fields and the last of the bullion was being manhandled on to it when she gave them a hail. She said, “I’ve never used one of these things before, but it seems to be getting excited.”
Attention was switched from the open pit to the place where she was standing at the bottom of the field. The other girl said, “I expect you’re using it wrong.” Mr Westall walked over, used his own instrument, and said, “No, there’s definitely something here.”
He had taken pegs from his pocket and was marking out an oblong site. “Perhaps we could borrow those spades?”
The police seemed keener on helping than on giving up the spades, and the amateur treasure hunters soon became glad of professional assistance. If there was anything there it was buried deep.
From time to time Mr Westall encouraged them by announcing a strengthening of the signals. It was when they were fully four feet down and the lifting of the earth was becoming a real physical effort that they heard what they had all been waiting for. A spade struck on something that was neither earth nor stone.
Mr Westall jumped into the pit with a flurry of anxious advice. “Hands only, now,” he said. “No more spades. We must use hands.”
Slowly the object in the pit took shape. They could see that it was a box, perhaps six feet long and two feet wide, formed of stout oak planks bound with strips of iron. The wood had stood up to the passage of time better than the metal which was rusted and fragile.
“Two of you at each end. Lift it very gently. That’s it.”
The box was laid on the edge of the pit. Mr Westall looked at it proudly. He said, “Really, we shouldn’t try to open it here. It ought to be taken to a place where it can be dealt with properly.”
He realised, however, that the feeling of the meeting was against him.
“Well, then,” he said, “we might just look. But carefully. I beg of you.”
The edge of a spade was placed under one of the planks and the top lifted like a lid. Whatever it was inside was covered with several thicknesses of leather. As Mr Westall peeled them off, everyone leaned forward. The police photographers had their cameras focused. What lay in the box was a surprise to all of them.
It was an iron crucifix.
Staring down at it Jonas was aware he was looking at a miracle, created by a master-craftsman, a forgotten genius of the Middle Ages. The face of the man on the cross was in no way formalised. It was the face of a real person. Or of two persons in one: the divine compassion of the man who had suffered the agonies of crucifixion and had forgiven his tormentors; the strength of the man who had died on the rack rather than reveal where his greatest treasure was hidden.
3
Vivat Regina
Mrs Grandfield was standing at the window of her breakfast room. The sun was shining from the blue sky of a midsummer day. It was cheering the hearts of the holidaymakers who crowded into Shackleton-on-Sea during the summer months. They had been disappointed by the bad weather of the previous week; and had now hurried to the beach, the parents to doze in deckchairs, the children to build sandcastles or waste their money at the row of stalls which lined the Esplanade.
All these people were happy. Mrs Grandfield was not happy.
The pleasures of the crowd meant nothing to her. Her house, Old Priory Lodge, with its ten acres of garden, its paddock and its meadows, lay nearly a mile from the town on a little-used side road. From where she stood she had a bird’s-eye view of her domain. She could hear the puttering as their gardener-chauffeur, Clegg, drove his motor mower across their smooth lawn. She could see the well-stocked flowerbeds and the neat yew hedge at the foot of the lawn. To right and to left lay her property. Only over the hedge, where the side road moved away from the curve of the hill, was an acre of common land. On it, only too clearly visible, was the cause of her discontent.
Six gypsy caravans.
To someone less personally involved the sight might have seemed attractive. They were motor caravans, but their bodywork had been built in the old-fashioned gypsy style with windows and chimneys and, in two cases, an open balcony at the back. Some almost naked toddlers were playing a game which seemed to consist of climbing up and falling off the front steps of one of the larger caravans. In the background two older boys were tinkering with an ancient motor car.
“Probably stolen,” said Mrs Grandfield.
Charles Grandfield who had come into the room at that moment, said, “What’s that, Nora? Stolen? What’s been stolen?”
“I was remarking that the car those two gypsy oafs were dismantling had probably been stolen.”
“What makes you think that?”
“They’re all thieves and liars. A feckless, shiftless crew, they’ve got no right to be here.”
“It’s common land, my dear.”
“How do they know that? Mr Porter once told me that any unfenced land beside the highway belongs to the corporation. Since you’re chairman of the council, doesn’t that mean it belongs to you?”
“I’m not quite clear about that,” said Mr Grandfield. “But since it seems to worry you I’m going to find out. I’m seeing Porter this morning, and I’m going to have a word with the Chief Superintendent. There may be some local by-law they’re infringing.”
“I’m sure that Whaley will be helpful if he can. They’re like rats. Once you let them in they’re all over the place. Two of the older boys spend all their time on the beach handing out deckchairs to old ladies, who are probably afraid not to tip them. And the old creature who seems to run the gang has a booth on the front and pretends to tell fortunes.”
“The Queen of the Gypsies,” said Mr Grandfield with a slight smile. “Yes, I have heard about her.”
“In the old days she’d have been tried as a witch and burnt at the stake.”
“We can’t quite do that sort of thing now. But don’t worry, you may find that the law has a card or two up its sleeve.”
When he reached the police station he found that Chief Superintendent Whaley was away on leave, and he had to deal with Detective Superintendent Queen whom he found to be less immediately co-operative. He sympathised with Mr Grandfield’s feelings, but pointed out that until the gypsies broke the law they were hardly a police problem.
“Actually,” he said, “they seem to be quiet sort of folk. We haven’t had any complaints from people in the town.”
“What about those two boys, who wander about on the beach extracting money from people for handing out deckchairs – which are corporation property, anyway?”
“Oh – you mean Ben and Billy,” said Queen. “Do you know, when my wife took the kids down to the beach the other day she was so pleased with the new arrangement that she gave – Billy, I think it was; you can hardly tell them apart – five pence over and above the hire fee.”
“For what?”
“For fetching her deckchair from the store and setting it up where she wanted. And, I rather suspect, for smiling whilst he did it. The old arrangement was that you had to fetch it yourself from that old storekeeper, who looked as if every day was a wet Monday.”
“I reckon those two boys are potential dangers.”
“Well, we’ll keep an eye on them,” said Queen. “If they step out of line you can be sure we’ll clamp down. But in my view the gypsies are a lot less objectionable than that terrible funfair which turns up in August with a merry-go-round and steam whistles and makes the whole place almost unliveable in for a whole month. If you could use your influence on the council to get them refused a licence you really would be doing us a good turn. Some of the stallholders who come with them are very doubtful citizens.”
This was a skilful, and successful, effort to divert Mr Grandfield from his immediate grievance. He said, “I know what you mean, but it’s not an easy problem. The council’s split on it. Agreed the fair’s a nuisance, but it brings in a lot of trade, and that makes the commercial lobby on the council support it. However, I’ll think about it.”
A steam whistle a mile away was a lot less objectionable to Mr Grandfield than gypsy caravans a hundred yards from his dining room window.
Having reached an age when most solicitors would have been considering retirement Jonas Pickett liked to take things easily. His practice in Shackleton had grown considerably during the twelve months he had been there, but he found that he could usually deal with his mail by mid-morning. He then devoted half an hour to coffee and gossip with whichever members of his staff had time to spare. That morning it was his secretary, who seemed to be suffering from a suppressed joke.
She said, “You’ll never believe it, but Sam’s had his fortune told.”
Jonas said, “You mean Sam actually paid a visit to the Gypsy Queen?”
“Paid it, and paid for it. He’s a complete convert.”
“What did she tell him?”
“She read his past and his future in a milky glass globe. She said that she saw him, in his youth, performing prodigious feats of strength on different fairgrounds.”
“Since she has herself been following the same circuit for many years she’d be likely to know about that.”
“You mustn’t start to sow doubts in Sam’s mind. If you do, he won’t have faith in her predictions for his future.”
“Which were?”
“She said that he is going to be lucky in love.”
Jonas guffawed. “What an admirable prediction. It could mean anything. Good technique, though. Let’s persuade Sabrina to visit the gypsy’s lair.”
The fact that he referred to his partner by her first name was an indication that their conversation was informal. In the same way, Claire called Mr Pickett ‘Jonas’ when they were alone, but ‘Mr Pickett’ when third parties were present. By such conventions the decencies were preserved.
“If you think she’s a fraud,” said Claire, “you ought to visit her yourself. Then you could expose her.”
“There are several excellent reasons for my not doing so.”
Jonas ticked off the reasons on his fingers as though Claire was an opponent in court who had put forward a weak argument. “First, I don’t think she’s a fraud. I think she’s a very astute performer. Secondly, if you attempted to assert that the sort of vague predictions she makes rendered her subject to the law you’d have to prosecute all the so-called astrological experts who daily fill the less reputable organs of the press with their nonsense. Thirdly, and finally, I could not, myself, consider taking any action against her since she is my client.”
“If she’s your client, why don’t I know about it?” said Claire indignantly.
“Because it all happened when you were up in London at the end of May. She came to see me, because she wanted to be quite sure, before they moved their caravans on to this particular piece of ground, that they couldn’t be turned off it. I wish all my clients were as prudent. Most of them consult me after they’ve done something stupid.”
“And they can’t be?”
“Not as long as they behave themselves. Old Priory Lodge belonged to Colonel Croxton. It had been in his family for generations. Grandfield was his nephew, or some such relation. He got it because both Croxton’s sons were killed in the war. Just before he died the Colonel dedicated this little patch of land by the road to the corporation on condition that they made it available to travellers. I got a copy of the deed from the town clerk. It was drawn up by Croxton’s London solicitor, Marcus Apperly. Very competent man. Must be retired or dead by now.”
“Then I suppose he was just a bit older than you,” said Claire. This was unkind, but she was still ruffled by their earlier exchanges.
“A lot older,” said Jonas firmly. “He stipulated in the deed that the council should draw up regulations for the use of the site, which he would approve. Provided that campers and other people who used it obeyed the regulations they couldn’t be turned away. As a matter of fact, since the corporation set up that campsite near the sea, with piped water, electricity and all modern conveniences, I gather the Priory Lodge site has been very little used. Mostly by scouts and occasional hikers.”
Claire said, “I’ve never seen it mentioned in any of the publicity handouts. Is there a notice board or something drawing people’s attention to it?”
“I don’t think there is.”
“Then how did the Gypsy Queen know about it?”
“I expect she saw it in her magic globe,” said Jonas.
At about this time, Mr Grandfield was getting much the same advice from Mr Porter. Porter and Merriman were the oldest and most respected firm of lawyers in Shackleton and Cedric Porter, son of old Ambrose Porter, was now senior partner. He spoke with a massive authority which belied his comparative youth.
He said, “I have studied the terms and conditions laid down by Colonel Croxton in his deed of dedication. I will not conceal my view that he was ill-advised to leave these conditions as imprecise as they are. To take one point, they impose no actual time limit on the travellers camping there.”
“Good God,” said Mr Grandfield, “do you mean that those gyppos can put up there permanently?”
“I would suppose that after a period – a considerable period – it would be possible to commence an action to eject them on the grounds that the deed refers to ‘travellers’ and this would not be an apt description of people who had used the encampment for, say, six months.”
“Six months,” said Mr Grandfield, “for Christ’s sake. My wife will be a raving lunatic long before that. Is there nothing we can do?”
“If they break the regulations, or make themselves objectionable in some way, an order for their removal could be made.”
“But suppose they behave themselves. That old witch who calls herself the Queen. She’s seen a copy of the rules. She got them from Pickett.”
“From Jonas Pickett? Indeed.”
The way in which Mr Porter said this indicated his opinion of the latest addition to the legal firms in Shackleton.
“The others seem to regard her as their leader. If she tells them they’ve got to keep the rules, they’ll keep them.”
“There is another possibility. I do not imagine that these people are particularly wealthy. The offer of a suitable sum of money might induce them to move off somewhere else.”
“And come back again a month later and look for another payment.”
“Bribery is essentially deplorable and rarely successful,” agreed Mr Porter, “but I can think of no other solution at the moment.”
Mr Grandfield refrained from comment on this pronouncement. A further possibility had occurred to him, but it was not one he could discuss with his solicitor.
As he left the office he remembered that he had promised to buy his wife a dozen eggs, and he made his way along the crowded main street to the big supermarket which had recently opened up on the corner site. Since Mr Grandfield had only the one purchase to make he ignored the trolleys and made his way straight to the grocery counter, where he picked up two cardboard cartons, each containing, according to the label, six eggs, new laid, large size. One of the cartons seemed to be coming apart so he placed it very carefully on top of the other and turned to make his way back to the entrance.
As he did so two trolleys whizzed past him abreast of each other, one of them nearly running over his foot. He recognised the youths who were propelling them. One was Ben and the other was Billy. Both were grinning.
“Watch where you’re going,” he growled.
“Sorry, guvnor,” said Ben. “But it’s those outsize feet of yours.”
“If we’d known you was here,” said Billy, “we’d have had the floor cleared.”
An assistant walked up to see what was going on.
“I advise you,” said Mr Grandfield loudly, “to keep a close eye on this couple, and to check their purchases very carefully.”
Claire, who was shopping on the other side of the counter said, equally loudly, “And I should advise you to take no notice of such a slanderous and uncalled-for statement. As a senior councillor I should have thought you’d have known better.”
Mr Grandfield had been turning gradually redder. Now he lost his temper entirely. He said, the words frothing as they came out, “I suppose you’re angling for work. Well let me tell you that if you or your shyster employer choose to start proceedings against me for slander you may find you’ve bitten off more than you can chew.”
He turned on his heel and made for the door, forgetting, in his fury, that he had to pay for the eggs. The young lady on the pay desk shouted after him, “Excuse me.”
Mr Grandfield swung round, slipped on the polished floor and came down with a crash. The fragile egg box disintegrated.
“It was a splendid sight,” said Claire. “Eggs everywhere and people rushing up, some to help, but mostly to stare. It was like a bun fight in a Salvation Army hostel.”
On her return to the office she had found Jonas and Sabrina arguing about a Bill of Sale. They suspended the argument and listened with interest.
“He’s a silly little man,” said Mrs Mountjoy.
“He’s more than silly,” said Claire. “He’s vicious. Do you realise he actually accused Mr Pickett of being a shyster?”
“Did he, though?”
“In front of a dozen witnesses.”
“You could found an open and shut action for slander on that, Jonas.”
“No,” said Jonas firmly. “I’ve spent thirty-five years keeping my clients out of court. I don’t intend walking in there myself.”
“Billy and Ben weren’t helping matters. They both joined the scrum round the fallen hero, and managed to break the other box of eggs.”
“That wasn’t wise,” said Jonas. “And I hope the Queen tells them so. She’s a remarkable woman. You ought to go and see her, Sabrina.”
“I have,” said Mrs Mountjoy. “I was so impressed by Sam’s account that I went down first thing this morning. You have to get in early these days to get a session. There’s usually a queue.”
Claire said, “Most of them just come to look at the blackboard.”
“Blackboard?” said Jonas.
“She’s got one outside the booth. Every morning she chalks up a Message from the Stars for Today. Sometimes it’s just general stuff. Politics or the stock exchange or what the weather’s going to do. But she had a real scoop when she gave them the winner of the Derby. Everyone’s been following her tips since then.”
“She did that?”
“Well, more or less. Her message was: ‘You’ll need dark glasses to look at the Derby winner’. Which, you remember, turned out to be Sunshine. Good odds. Third favourite. Twelve to one.”
“I seem to remember,” said Jonas, “that the favourite was Searchlight and the second favourite was Arc Light.”
“You mustn’t be cynical about her,” said Mrs Mountjoy. “Some of these old women have got a real gift. Insight or foresight, I don’t know which. You ought to consult her yourself.”
“You haven’t told us yet what she predicted for you.”
“She didn’t actually predict anything, but we had a very interesting talk. She really is a remarkable person. In any classification of humanity I’d put her several classes ahead of Mrs Grandfield.”
“You mean she’s a lady?”
“That’s an old-fashioned description. But, yes, I think so. She’s got all the gypsy patter and slang, but occasionally, when she forgot to act, I thought there were signs of a good education somewhere in the background. Do you remember Matthew Arnold’s poem – the one about the scholar gypsy?”
“Vaguely,” said Jonas. “Was that the one about the student who got fed up with Oxford and decided to spend the rest of his life studying gypsy lore and living with them?”
“Right – and I shouldn’t be at all surprised if that isn’t what this old girl did. If she’s in her fifties now and really has been with them for twenty or thirty years she must have been quite young when she—I don’t know quite how to describe it—”
“Dropped out.”
“No. Dropouts are negative characters. She struck me as a thoroughly positive person. She told me about the other members of her little tribe. Three complete families. An older pair, with no children. A father and mother with a lot of kids, and a widow with the two boys, Ben and Billy.”
“Is the old girl related to them?”
“She was a bit uncommunicative about that. But there’s no doubt she’s the boss.”
“The Queen.”
“In view of certain recent developments,” said Mrs Mountjoy drily, “it might be more appropriate to describe her as the Prime Minister.”
The plan, which had been at the back of Mr Grandfield’s mind when he left Mr Porter’s office, was simple if old-fashioned. When you can’t buy someone off, scare them off. The humiliating scene in the supermarket had stiffened his purpose. And he had the right person for the job. Clegg, in the course of a varied career, had been, so far as anyone knew, a soldier in the Commandos and a chucker-out in a nightclub. He had also, quite possibly, had a number of less reputable jobs. Mr Grandfield had never enquired. Old Priory Lodge was an isolated property, and it suited him to have a man who could look after it and be responsible for its security. He and his wife liked to go to bed early. Clegg had a room on the ground floor at the back of the house and attended to the locking up.
When he got home Mr Grandfield explained to Clegg what he wanted.
“Throw a scare into them?” said Clegg. “Yes, I guess I could do that. They’re none of them much more than a shilling in the pound. I’ll walk down now.”
The only person visible in the gypsy encampment when Clegg got there was Billy. He was sitting on one step of the caravan he shared with Ben, reading a copy of the local newspaper. He looked up as Clegg approached, grinned, and said, “I see the price of eggs is going up.”
Clegg moved up until he was within easy reach of Ben, and said, “I’ve got a message for you and the rest of your crowd.”
“I’ll pass it on,” said Ben.
“It’s very simple: get out before you get into real trouble.”
“What sort of trouble might you have in mind?” said Ben.
“These caravans of yours. They’d make a nice bonfire, wouldn’t they? Suppose someone happened to be careless one night, with a tin of petrol and a match?”
“I’ve heard of that sort of thing happening,” said Ben. “Nasty dangerous stuff, petrol.”
“Next point,” said Clegg, moving in even closer. “I’ve got friends round here. Fishermen, some of them. Rough types. You know. They might feel that you lot needed a lesson.”
“A lesson in what? Manners?”
“This sort of lesson,” said Clegg. He swung with his right. It was a quick vicious blow, but it met only the air.
Ben had slipped off the steps on the far side. Now he moved out into the open. “Talk about lessons,” he said. “Someone ought to give you a lesson in boxing, Granpa. When you’re going to hit someone you don’t want to send them a postcard telling them you’re going to do it.”
Clegg lumbered out after him. He recognised that Ben was much lighter on his feet than he was, but he hadn’t half his weight or muscle. All he needed to do was to get his hands on him. The best tactics would be to provoke him. He said, “All right, my boy. Stop running away, let’s see if you can hit.”
Ben came dancing towards him. Clegg took a step back to give himself distance. It was a mistake. Billy had come up quietly behind him and was crouched on the ground. Clegg fell over him and landed flat on his back.
Before he could get up Billy had grabbed his hair, pulling his head back and Ben had landed on his stomach with a thump that drove all the breath out of him. He now had a knife in his right hand, and the point of it was resting on Clegg’s exposed throat.
“Well,” said Billy. “When does the lesson start?”
Clegg said nothing.
“Come along,” said Ben. “We haven’t got all day.”
“Let him up,” said the Queen.
Billy let go of Clegg’s hair and Ben removed himself. Clegg scrambled to his feet. He said, “It’s lucky you turned up, lady. If that boy had touched me with his knife he’d have been in bad trouble; as it is I could have him for assault.”
“Stop talking nonsense,” said the Queen. The tone of command was so compelling that Clegg, who had opened his mouth to speak, shut it again.
“You made a threat. I heard it. A threat of arson. That’s an indictable offence. I expect your master sent you to do it. Now get back to him and give him this message. If he wants trouble, he can have it. But we shan’t start it. You understand? All right. Off you go.”
Clegg felt that he must assert himself, but could think of nothing to do or say. He turned on his heel and stalked off.
Ben and Billy looked serious. Ben said, “What do you think he’s going to do now?”
“What a silly question,” said the Queen. “We can’t possibly tell what he’s going to do. On the other hand, we can make our own plans. I’ve had an idea.”
As she explained her idea Ben and Billy stopped looking serious and started to grin.
Billy said, “That’ll tickle him up.”
“Something has got to be done about it,” said Mr Grandfield. “I won’t tolerate it. I’m being made a public laughing stock.”
“I don’t quite understand,” said Mr Porter cautiously. “What blackboard are you talking about?”
“If you don’t know about it” – Mr Grandfield was starting to get cross – “you must be the only person in Shackleton who doesn’t. This person – this person, who calls herself the Gypsy Queen has got a blackboard outside her booth on the front. She chalks up some nonsense every day. The Voice of the Stars.”
“A lot of newspapers—” began Mr Porter.
“I know, I know. To start with it was harmless nonsense. It was an advertising stunt. It attracted customers. Now it’s not harmless at all. She’s using it to pillory me.”
“In what way?”
“When I heard about it I got my gardener to go down there. He copied down the last two or three. Apparently it’s been going on all week.”
“Have you got them there?”
Mr Grandfield produced some pieces of paper and Mr Porter studied the pronouncements from the stars. Each one started in the same way. ‘Big Chief Great Meadow he say’ followed by a short message. The first was ‘Pride Cometh Before Fall.’ The second: ‘Who Walketh Softly does not Trip.’ The third: ‘Egg on Face Causes Ridicule.’ Legal training enabled young Mr Porter to remain serious. He said, “The first two—er—texts appear to be generally accepted axioms. The third one, I confess, I don’t entirely understand.”
Mr Grandfield said, “They all relate to an unfortunate incident in one of the shops. I had bought some eggs, and tripped and fell as I was carrying them to the door.”
“I see.” Mr Porter re-studied the messages. “And you think they refer to you?”
“Of course they do. Big Meadow. Grand Field. It’s perfectly obvious. People were sniggering about it at the Rotary Club yesterday. It’s—it’s slanderous. You’ve got to stop it.”
“It’s a difficult problem. To start with, since the words are written, they would constitute a libel, not a slander. And it is true that the definition of libel is an untrue statement which causes hatred, ridicule or contempt.”
“Ridicule – exactly.”
“But which of these statements would you say was untrue?”
Mr Grandfield stared blankly at the paper. In the end he said, without attempting to conceal the fury in his voice, “Are you really telling me that there’s nothing I can do about this?”
“You could report it to the police, I suppose. But I hardly see what they could do.”
“Thank you – for nothing,” said Mr Grandfield and stormed out. In his hurry he left the papers behind him. As Mr Porter read them again he allowed himself a single cautious smile.
On Wednesday at nine o’clock in the morning, the station Sergeant came into Chief Superintendent Whaley’s office and said, “It’s Mr Grandfield, sir. Wants a word with you.”
Whaley groaned. He had been talked at by Mr Grandfield on the Monday and telephoned twice on the Tuesday. Personally he liked and approved of the chairman of the council, but his patience was being tried. He said, “I suppose it’s those damned gypsies.”
“I understand it’s something more serious this time, sir. There’s been a robbery.”
“A robbery.” Whaley felt more cheerful. This was something he could deal with.
“When and where?”
“Last night, sir. At Old Priory Lodge. Superintendent Queen has already gone out there to take charge.”
“Show Mr Grandfield in.”
Mr Grandfield said, “I knew something like this would happen.” Like the Chief Superintendent, he sounded almost glad that matters had been brought out into the open. “They’ve gone too far this time.”
“Have you any reason to suppose that it was the gypsies who did this?”
“Of course it was the gypsies. It was a grudge job. They took the only things I really minded losing. The Croxton silver. A tray, two salvers, a loving cup, two cream jugs, a set of forks and spoons. All marked with the Croxton cypher. There was a lot of other silver, but it hadn’t been touched. If it wasn’t done out of spite why should a thief take the marked silver, and leave the unmarked stuff?”
“That’s certainly odd,” said Whaley. “Very odd. Leave it with us.”
That afternoon he discussed it with Superintendent Queen.
“It was a simple job,” said Queen. “A pane of glass cut out of the dining room window, which opened on a catch. The silver was in an unlocked cupboard in the sideboard. People who keep valuable stuff like that really deserve to have it stolen.”
“I believe they had great confidence in that man of theirs. Clegg. Did he hear nothing?”
“He seems to have slept through it. Not that there would have been a great deal of noise.”
“No prints?”
“Only the ones you’d expect.”
Both men thought about it.
“It’s plain to see what’s in Mr Grandfield’s mind,” said Queen. “There’s no love lost between him and the gypsies. They were on the spot. They could have done it.”
Whaley said, “The only real indication that it was them and not a bunch of professionals from Brighton or Portsmouth is that they took the marked silver and left the unmarked. Professionals would never have done that.”
“There is one thing more. We’ve had a communication. Someone must have pushed it through the letterbox very early this morning. It was here when we arrived.”
The message was written in pencil in block capitals. It said: ‘the silver is at the back of the gypsy’s stall.’
“I suppose it means that stall she tells fortunes from.”
“I imagine so.” Queen said it without enthusiasm. In the course of his career he had received many anonymous letters. Most of them had led to nothing but trouble. He said, “Hardly enough to justify a search warrant.”
“I’m afraid you’re right,” said Whaley. “Yes, what do you want?”
It was the station Sergeant. He said, “I thought you ought to see this entry, sir.” He had the Station Incidents Book in his hand. “Constable Seddon put this in when he came off duty this morning.”
Whaley looked at the book. It was a volume in which officers recorded all matters, important or unimportant, which came to their attention during the course of their duty. It was an innocent-looking book, which had caught and convicted an uncommon number of criminals.
Whaley read the entry and said, “I’d better hear it from Seddon himself. He should be back at the station by now.”
Constable Seddon was a middle-aged man, running a little to fat, happy in his work and devoid of ambition. He said, “It was when I was patrolling the Marine Parade. The bit that runs along behind all those little shops and booths. It was pretty dark, but about halfway down, on the left, I thought I saw someone climbing over the railing. I shouted to him to stop, and he took to his heels.”
“Him? It was a man?”
“Yes, sir. I’m sure it was a man. But that’s about all I could see. I’m afraid” – Seddon smiled self-deprecatingly – “that he was a lot faster than I am. When I got to the end of the passage I could just see him pedalling off on his bicycle. Up the road. The one that goes past the golf club.”
“And past Old Priory Lodge,” said Whaley.
“That’s right, sir.”
After Seddon had gone, Whaley said, “If we’re going to act at all we’ll have to act quickly. If one of those boys lifted the silver and deposited it in the old girl’s back room you can bet it isn’t going to stay there long.”
Queen nodded agreement. He said, “We’ll need a warrant.”
Whaley considered the three magistrates who made up the Shackleton bench. Colonel Rattray was chairman. He was a bit of a stickler for forms and precedents. Mrs Crossman had recently been appointed and was an unknown quantity. He said, “Laurence Deickman’s our best bet. Apply to him. And if he gives you the warrant we’ll execute it at once.”
At six o’clock that evening two detectives called on the Queen. She had just dealt with her last customer and was locking away the black cloth and the white globe with its carved stand in a cupboard at the back of the room.
When they showed her the search warrant she stood quite still. Her eyes, a piercing blue in her sunbrowned face, were fixed more on the men than on the paper they held. When she said nothing they shifted uncomfortably. One of them said, “You understand, lady, just doing our duty.”
She said, “I understand perfectly. Of course you may search where you like. There’s only this cupboard in here. It’s unlocked. And nothing in the back room but two old tables and some empty cardboard boxes.”
The Croxton silver was in a sack, under a pile of cardboard boxes.
At about half past seven Sam Conybeare, answering the bell, discovered two distraught boys on the doorstep. He listened to them, blocking the door with his massive body. He said, “Mr Pickett’s in his flat upstairs. He’s changing to go out to dinner. He could see you tomorrow.”
“You don’t understand,” said Ben. “They’ve taken her away. They’re locking her up.”
Sam could feel the anguish in the boy’s voice. He said, at last, “All right. You can come up. One of you. The other stays here.”
Jonas listened to what Ben had to say, cancelled without much regret a dinner date with Ronald Sykes and walked round to the police station.
Queen seemed to be expecting him. He said, “Certainly you can see your client if you want. She’s made no statement of any sort. She’s been charged with receiving stolen goods and will appear in front of the magistrate tomorrow.”
“Are you opposing bail?”
“Normally, of course, we should. Receiving’s a serious offence. In this case we’ve decided not to. We don’t think she’ll run away, and if she does, she won’t get far.”
“And if she does,” said Jonas to himself, “it’ll be a convenient admission of guilt.” Aloud he said, “I shall certainly advise her not to do anything so stupid.”
He found the Queen in one of the cells below the police station. She was examining her bed critically. She said, “I’ve slept on harder places than this. I suppose I’ll manage. I’d welcome one more blanket.”
No extravagant denials of guilt. No protests. Jonas wondered how much it would take to disturb the serenity of this remarkable woman.
He said, “You’re charged with receiving stolen goods, knowing them to have been stolen. It’s the second bit that’s important. I take it you’ll plead not guilty.”
“I certainly had no idea the silver was there. Anyone could open the back door of my place. It has a lock of sorts but a child could fiddle it. I never worried. There was nothing in the place anyone would want to steal.”
“All right,” said Jonas. “I won’t bother you any more tonight. The police say they won’t oppose bail, so you can come and talk to me about it as soon as they let you out.”
But the talk they had on the following morning took them very little further. The Queen persisted in her placid denial that she knew anything about the silver. Jonas said, “We’ll fight this at the committal, and try to persuade the bench that there’s no case to answer. It’s their job to prove that you knew the stuff was there, not yours to prove you didn’t.”
“I’m sure you’ll do your best.”
“You realise that the strongest card in their hand would be if you ran away.”
“I’m too old to run,” said the Queen.
When she had gone Jonas summoned a council of war. He said, “I’m convinced the police have got some card up their sleeve. If they’d nothing to go on but guesswork they’d never have got a search warrant. Someone saw something that night. If we can find out and latch on to it, we might be able to cast enough doubt on the case to get it thrown out. I don’t know quite how we’re going to set about it.”
“I can tell you one thing,” said Sam, who had attached himself to the conference. “You’ll get a lot of help. Nobody likes the Grandfields, and the idea’s already beginning to get about that it was a put-up job. I met Clegg twenty years ago on the south coast circuit. No one trusted him and I think he’s got some form.”
“Proving that Clegg’s been to prison isn’t going to help the Queen. Clegg isn’t on trial. What we want is an independent witness. Search round, all of you, and see what you can rake up.”
Three weeks later, on the eve of the hearing, he was forced to admit to the Queen that he’d achieved nothing. He said, “I’ll do what I can for you in the Magistrate’s Court, but I’m afraid it’ll go up to the Crown Court. I’d better brief counsel for that.”
It was at this moment that Claire put her head round the door and said, “I apologise for interrupting, but there are two young men who say they must see you at once. They’re very pressing. I doubt if I can keep them out.”
“Then let them in,” said Jonas. He had a shrewd idea who they would be.
Ben and Billy marched in resolutely. They stood in front of Jonas’s desk like two boys in the headmaster’s study. They avoided the Queen’s eye.
Ben was the spokesman. He said, “We’ve decided to come clean. Billy and me. We took that silver. We dumped it at the back of her place, just to get it under cover. She’d no idea it was there. Next night we were going to take it on to Brighton and get rid of it.”
“How?” said Jonas.
Ben seemed disconcerted for a moment. Then he said, “We know people there who handle that sort of thing.”
“I see,” said Jonas. There was a fairly long silence, whilst the two boys fidgeted. Then he said, “All right, go along with my secretary, dictate a full statement to her, and sign it. I’ll see that it gets in front of the bench tomorrow. It’ll be the end of the case against your Queen. But it’ll be the start of a very serious matter for you. You understand me?”
Ben and Billy nodded.
When they had followed Claire out he said to the Queen, “Do you believe that?”
“Not a word of it.”
“If they go on with this, it’s going to mean bad trouble for them. You realise that?”
“What a pair!” said the Queen. She gave a throaty chuckle. “And they’re doing it for simple love of me. Tell me, Mr Pickett, if you found anyone who was prepared to do that for you, wouldn’t you consider that your life hadn’t been entirely wasted?”
Jonas said, “You might be right about that. But—”
“Of course, I shan’t let them do it.”
“How are you going to stop them?”
“I shall tell them I don’t need them. I’ve got a very good defence without them. If you’d got me clear away at the Magistrate’s Court I shouldn’t have used it. If I’d been sent on for trial at the Crown Court, I suppose I should have had to. Now I’m afraid we’ll have to use it at once.”
She spoke for ten minutes while the expression on Jonas’s face turned from surprise to incredulity and from incredulity to comprehension.
As soon as the Queen had departed Jonas summoned Sabrina. She was not a woman who smiled often, but when she understood what Jonas was saying there was an expression on her face which, in a younger woman, might have been described as a grin. She said, “By God, if only we can prove it.”
“There’s a time element in this,” said Jonas. “I don’t want to ask for an adjournment, but it only gives me one day to locate our witness and persuade him to give evidence. I shall have to start the search in London, and I’m going up at once. If I’m not back by the time court opens you’ll have to hold the fort. You can spend a bit of time cross-examining Mr Grandfield.”
“Yes, indeed,” said Sabrina.
“Now, Mr Grandfield,” said Mrs Mountjoy, “I’d like to ask you a few questions about the subject matter of this charge.”
“About the silver? I thought I’d described it fully. I could do it again if you like.”
“Not a description. I was interested, at the moment, in establishing your title to it.”
“I’m not sure that I understand.”
“The charge here is one of receiving stolen goods. The stealing is alleged to have been a theft of your property. I was therefore starting from the beginning, and establishing that it was your property that was taken.”
“Are you suggesting that I stole it?”
“I am not suggesting anything,” said Mrs Mountjoy, “and we should get on more quickly if you refrained from flippancy.”
Mr Grandfield looked at the bench to see if they were going to support him. The chairman said, “I think this line of questioning is legitimate, although I cannot, at the moment, see where it is going to take us.”
Mr Grandfield said, “Then I’ll answer the question. The silver is a collection known as the Croxton silver. I inherited it, some twenty-five years ago, from my uncle, Colonel Croxton.”
“When you say that you inherited it” – Mrs Mountjoy was studying a document – “is that strictly accurate? I have here a copy of Colonel Croxton’s will. It does not, in fact, mention you at all.”
The reporters looked interested, the magistrate looked up, and the frown on Mr Grandfield’s face deepened. He said, “Need we go into all this?”
“Now that the point has been raised,” said the chairman, “it might be as well to settle it.”
The audience was with him. They scented the possibility of a family scandal. It was known that the old Colonel had loathed his young nephew.
“Oh, very well,” said Mr Grandfield crossly. “There was no need to mention me by name in the will, because the property was entailed. It came to me as the nearest male descendant. That was after both the Colonel’s sons had been killed in Burma.”
“But the entail would only have covered real property, wouldn’t it? And I see that the personal effects – that would include the silver – were left specifically to his niece Clarissa.”
“Yes.”
“Then how did they come into your possession?”
“Clarissa had gone abroad a short time before the Colonel died. No one knew what had happened to her. After seven years I, and everyone else, assumed that she must have died abroad.”
“And the silver went to you as next of kin?” Mrs Mountjoy had dragged out her questions to the best of her ability, with one eye on her watch. A telephone call from London, received just before the court opened, had informed her that Jonas would be back by eleven o’clock – it was now nearly half past.
The chairman started to say, “That would surely—” but was interrupted by the arrival of Jonas, followed by a spry, white-haired old gentleman.
Jonas said, “I must apologise to the court for not being present at the commencement of these proceedings, but I had the most urgent business in London. If you have no objection I will continue the cross-examination of this witness myself.”
“That’s entirely up to you,” said the chairman. He was looking at the old gentleman, who had seated himself at the end of the solicitor’s bench. He had a feeling that he had met him before but was unable to place him. Mr Grandfield clearly knew him. He had not taken his eyes off him since he had come into court.
“In fact,” said Jonas, “I have only one more question to ask the witness. Mr Grandfield, do you, or do you not, recognise the lady in the dock?”
“Recognise—” said Mr Grandfield. “I—can’t—”
At this point his voice seemed to stick.
“Come along, Charles,” said the Queen briskly. “I know it’s nearly thirty years, but I haven’t changed all that much, surely?”
Mr Grandfield opened and shut his mouth, but still no sound came out.
The chairman said, with admirable self-restraint, “Do I understand, Mr Pickett, that you are in a position to prove the identity of the prisoner?”
“If I might call my witness.”
Mr Grandfield seemed thankful to leave the box. The white-haired old gentleman took his place, recited the oath with practised briskness, and said, “My name is Marcus Apperly. I was, until five years ago, the senior partner in the firm of Apperly and Hulbert. We acted for Colonel Croxton. I drew up his will and was well acquainted with his family, or with such of them as were left after the war. In particular his nephew Charles Grandfield, and his niece” – he shot a quick glance at the Queen who smiled encouragingly – “Clarissa Oldshaw.”
“And you recognise her?”
“Certainly. And even if I was not in a position to identify her, I have been shown papers which are, I think, quite conclusive. I’ll be happy to produce them to you, sir, in due course. I should like to add that, in addition to making his will, the Colonel asked me to draw up the deed by which he dedicated an acre of his land to travellers. He had already heard that his favourite niece had some romantic intention of joining the gypsies, and I think he hoped that, if she did so, some time, maybe long after his death, her caravan might come to rest on one of his fields.”
There was a long silence. No one seemed to know what to say next. In the end Jonas said, “I take it, sir, you would agree that if we can produce proper evidence of this, there is no question that the charge can stand.”
“I would entirely agree,” said the chairman, “that no one can be convicted of receiving stolen goods when they turn out to be their own property.”
Late that afternoon Jonas and Mrs Mountjoy sat in conference with Mr Apperly and the Queen, now to be known as Clarissa Oldshaw.
Mr Apperly said, “I’ve had a word with Grandfield’s solicitor, Cedric Porter. He’s a pompous young ass, but he fully appreciates the position his client is in. If they’d gone to the court for a formal presumption of Clarissa’s death we might have had to go back to get it reversed. As they didn’t, there’s no need. The furniture, the pictures and the silver will have to be handed over to Miss Oldshaw.”
“Not a lot of room for them in my caravan,” said Clarissa.
“I’ll be happy to arrange their sale. One of the pictures is a small, but unquestionable Stubbs and two of the equestrian pictures are Herrings. They are in fashion at the moment and will realise a lot of money. It should be quite sufficient to enable you to buy a house and be comfortably off for the rest of your life.”
Clarissa considered it. Extraordinary eyes, thought Jonas. An uncanny, piercing blue, like sword blades.
“All right,” she said. “Sell the lot. Except the loving cup. I’ll keep that. I’ll turn respectable and settle down in Eastbourne, among all the pussies.”
“It will be a change after your previous existence.”
“Don’t talk about it as though it was an ordeal, Marcus. I wouldn’t have missed it for the world. I’ve learned to speak Polski, Romany and Basque. And the people I’ve met – you’ve no idea. I’d write a book about them, only no one would believe it.”
“Maybe,” said Mr Apperly severely. “I still think it was imprudent. However, there’s one other point. I hear that Clegg has disappeared. Which is fair proof that what we thought was true. He did plant the silver in your place. Maybe the Grandfields put him up to it. Maybe they didn’t. But in any event you clearly have a case against them. They brought a criminal charge against you, which turns out to be unfounded, and had you taken into custody. I imagine they’d be glad to pay handsomely to have it settled out of court.”
“No,” said Clarissa. “No. It’s not worth bothering about.” She was staring out of the window. “They’ll both be dead inside the year.”
It was, in fact, almost exactly a year later that the Grandfields were killed in a crash on the Portsmouth motorway; a combination of a lorry with inefficient brakes and an icy road. When Miss Mountjoy showed the newspaper report to Jonas she said, “I warned you not to be cynical.”
4
The Reign of Terror
Jonas was sitting on a bench at the end of the pier watching the seagulls.
He was not, as he was fond of explaining to his friends, a retired solicitor. He was a retreating solicitor. Having made as much money as a bachelor of modest habits was likely to use in the rest of his lifetime, but not wishing to rust in idleness, he had abandoned a successful practice in north London and set up a modest office in Shackleton-on-Sea.
The trouble was that it was becoming too damn successful. He was beginning to turn away new clients. And human nature dictated that the more clients he turned away, the more flocked to consult him.
He had been firm on one point. On a lovely summer’s morning he was not going to kick his heels behind his elegant office desk. After some argument he had compromised with Claire, and had agreed to carry with him a horrid little gadget called a radio-pager.
Claire had devised a code.
One bleep meant come back before lunch, there are papers to sign. Two meant an unexpected client. Three was an emergency.
“And I mean a real emergency,” said Jonas. “Like the office burning down. Not that a mouse has appeared in the muniments room, or Sam has brained some over-persistent salesman.”
The second contingency was the more likely. Sam had a short-fused temper which he vented from time to time on everyone except Jonas, who now abandoned his inspection of the seagulls and examined the pier. It was a palatial structure, a bit out of scale with the rest of the town. All right at Brighton, thought Jonas. But they could have done with something a bit more modest in Shackleton. It had a concert hall for the pierrots who came each summer and an amusement arcade with a miniature roundabout for young children and a ghost train for children of all ages. Also rows of space age games and a few elderly slot machines which had fascinated Jonas when he discovered them.
Originally they had been operated by the insertion of a penny. Nowadays you had to buy a metal disc which cost you five pence. When this was inserted exciting things happened. Gravestones rose in churchyards, bats flitted round belfries and skeletons emerged from the cupboards in a haunted house. One of the most popular was the Reign of Terror. In this a guillotine descended on the neck of an aristocrat and old women waved knitting needles in ecstasy.
Worth all the space age games put together, thought Jonas.
The amusement arcade was open from two o’clock in the afternoon until nine o’clock in the evening, from May to October. A compromise to suit the permanent inhabitants of Shackleton, many of them elderly, who considered that the pier was a place for walking, fishing and thinking about life. They pointed out that they had to put up, in August, with Bailey’s Circus on the Lammas. Four weeks of pandemonium. Enough was enough.
Jonas agreed. He disliked disturbances of any sort, human or mechanical.
His radio-pager gave two bleeps.
He said, “Blast,” got up and started back through the crowd which was beginning to thicken. A squat man with a squint snapped a camera at him and said, “Fifty pence for a lovely picture to put on your mantelpiece.”
Jonas said, “Take that damn thing away.”
The man grinned. “No offence, Granpa. I thought the kids might like a picture of the old man.”
Jonas ignored this impertinence and pushed his way out into the street.
At the office he found two men, both of whom he knew. He had helped Farmer Maggs when there was trouble over his bull, Black Bob. With him was Mike Landless, proprietor of the South Wind Restaurant.
“I told Mike you looked after me all right,” said Maggs. “So when Mike had this bit of bother I thought I’d bring him along and inter-jooce him.”
“No introduction necessary,” said Jonas. “I’ve eaten a lot of good dinners cooked by Mr Landless.”
The South Wind was in the street behind his office.
“Nice of you to say so,” said Landless, who was a tubby middle-aged Londoner. “I hope we can keep it up. Perhaps I’d better explain. It’s not only me, there’s a lot of us in it, almost all the main restaurants and hotels in the town.”
Jonas had some idea of what was coming. He had heard the stories that were beginning to circulate.
Landless said, “It’s these people from FSP who’ve been going round.”
“Food Sales Promotion? Headquarters in Brighton?”
“That’s the crowd. Their reps have been calling on us. They know that most of us buy our supplies locally. I get a lot from Mr Maggs here. New potatoes and mushrooms and asparagus and raspberries and strawberries and such. The idea was, would I switch all my orders to World Wide Suppliers? I told him, thank you very much, but I was well suited. That was when he got a bit nasty.”
“Nasty?”
“Perhaps that’s the wrong word. But implying that I’d better think again. What he actually said was that it might be safer to deal with his clients, who were a large outfit, rather than relying on buying here and there from farmers who might let you down. He sort of underlined that word, safer. The way he said it, I thought he was repeating something that he’d been taught to say. In fact, I got the impression he wasn’t a hundred per cent happy about it himself.”
“I suppose you’d heard about what happened in Brighton last summer.”
They had both of them heard.
There had been the Fooderie and Hamburger Palace which had turned down the approach of FSP. The health authorities had made a lightning raid and discovered a swarm of black beetles in a food store which they swore had been kept as clean as a new pin. There had been Gino Ferrari’s Fish Restaurant on the front. Coming down to open up one morning Gino had found the dining room almost knee-deep in offal from the Fish Cleaning Station.
“A few dead rats for good measure,” said Landless. “It mightn’t have been so bad if they could have cleared it up, but someone seems to have taken a picture and sent it to the papers. I saw it myself. Nasty.”
“And what happened?”
“Seeing as how they had no further trouble I guess they took the hint and decided to buy everything from World Wide. They were fortunate in a way. Their customers were mostly day trippers and such who wouldn’t have heard the stories. They’ve survived. Same with the Fooderie. The Frenchman wasn’t so lucky.”
Jonas had heard about Monsieur Laurenceau. He had an upmarket French-style bistro and had built up an exclusive and faithful clientèle. Then had come that disastrous attack of food poisoning. Some of the victims had been very ill indeed. One old lady had nearly died.
“He couldn’t take it,” said Landless. “It was that old girl nearly croaking that finished him. He packed it up altogether.”
“So having got Brighton under control last summer I suppose they’re now extending the campaign.”
“Here and in Eastbourne.”
“Is there anything we can do?” said Maggs. “It’s hitting us all.”
“Not easy,” said Jonas. “What it comes closest to is demanding money with menaces. But they’re not asking for money, or not directly. And from what you tell me the menaces are fairly indirect, too. It seems to me that the real answer is to organise. If all the restaurants and all the hotels combined and said ‘No’, you’d hold them off.”
Maggs and Landless looked at each other. Maggs said, “Aneurin Williams,” and sighed.
Landless said, “That’s right,” but he said it without much enthusiasm.
Jonas knew about Aneurin Williams.
He was the proprietor of the Everdene Hotel, one of the largest in Shackleton. He was a Welshman and a reformer. He appeared to have a good deal of time to spare from running his hotel. He devoted it to crusading.
There had been the no-sport-on-Sundays crusade, which had been unpopular. The clean-up-the-cinemas crusade, which had had some support from the parents of young children and the keep-the-traffic-away-from-the-High-Street crusade which had been, as his critics pointed out, not entirely unselfish since the one-way system which he had proposed would have favoured his own hotel at the expense of his rivals. This had been stamped on by the police and had led to a clean-up-the police-force crusade.
“He’s not the man to take something like this lying down,” said Landless.
“Got busy already, has he?”
“We’ve had circulars from him, farmers and all. I brought one to show you.”
It was stirring stuff. Resist blackmail and intimidation. Englishmen won’t stand for bullying. Don’t listen to them, give them the toe of your boot.
At the foot there was an invitation (more a summons than an invitation, thought Jonas) to turn up for a mass meeting outside the Town Hall.
“This Saturday,” said Jonas. “I take it you’ll be going.”
“It should be quite a performance. You’ve got to hand it to him, he’s a rousing speaker.”
“All Welshmen have got the gift of the gab,” said Maggs.
Jonas thought he might go along himself. Aneurin Williams in full spate could be worth listening to. He said, “Okay. You’ve got your leader. Now all you have to do is stand behind him.”
Tea was a sociable gathering, normally held in Jonas’s room. Claire poured out. Sabrina came in from her room, protesting regularly that she had no time to waste. If there was any excitement in the offing, Sam came up from the basement to join in the fun. Jonas passed on to them what Maggs and Landless had told him.
“I’ve looked at the dates of the three incidents,” he said, “and I noticed that the trouble at the French restaurant was a fortnight before the others. I don’t know a lot about food poisoning, but it did seem to me that it would have been very difficult to get hold of the bacillus and introduce it into the food that Madame Laurenceau was cooking. I wondered whether FSP might have seen that the food poisoning was a good starting point for a campaign and built on it.”
“If that’s right,” said Sabrina, “isn’t it equally possible that the black beetles really were in the Fooderie store? I don’t trust these quick-service places.”
“The offal didn’t arrive of its own accord in that fish restaurant.”
“Might have been a crowd of boys who had a grudge against the proprietor.”
“No,” said Claire. “It’s a regular campaign. Those weren’t the only three incidents. The others weren’t quite so dramatic, that’s all. Customers getting up and shouting the odds about dirty plates, people refusing to eat what was put in front of them and throwing it on the floor. It doesn’t take much to give a restaurant a bad name.”
“It’s happening, all right,” agreed Sam. “And I know who’s doing it. Louie the Nose and his boys. Mostly they work on the racecourse. Did you hear about that jockey that doubled on them? Broke both his legs and dumped him in the stall with this horse. Then threw stones at the horse till he got really wild and finished the jock off. Crafty, you see. When they found the body they thought he must have gone into the stall and been attacked.”
“I don’t call it crafty,” said Claire. “I call it filthy.”
“Well, they’re not a nice crowd,” agreed Sam mildly.
“What I find it very difficult to believe,” said Sabrina, “is that a company like World Wide would employ these sort of tactics. They’re a huge international consortium. I believe the ultimate control is either German or American. Surely they’re much too big—”
“I thought about that,” said Jonas. “They are big and efficient. They operate on a regional basis. The lot that sells down here would be the South-Eastern Group. Now suppose this group had been doing rather badly in comparison with the other groups in this country. The local regional boss – I’ve met him and didn’t like him much – a man called Claude Schofield, he feels he’s for the chop unless he can organise a dramatic turn round. So he gets hold of the top man in FSP—”
“Carl Fredericks,” said Claire.
“A boyfriend of yours?” suggested Sabrina.
“Not on your nelly. He’s fifty and he’s got an expensive stomach and three chins. I think Jonas is right. And I’ll tell you why. Claude and Carl are golfing buddies. Suppose one day on the golf course Claude says to Carl: ‘Get your FSP reps busy selling my stuff and I’ll cut you in for a private commission. Say ten per cent on any increase in sales.’”
“You’re right about one thing,” said Jonas. “World Wide are the sort of big organisation who wouldn’t hesitate to sack a regional boss if his figures were bad.”
Claire said, “And that would be particularly unfortunate for Claude, as I heard – only a rumour, mind – that he’s been badly dipped lately at the races. If he couldn’t pay the bookies, he might find himself being trampled on by a racehorse.”
Jonas finished his tea. He said, “It’s an unpleasant business. I’m glad we’re not directly involved and I hope we shan’t be.”
On the following morning, which was a Friday, this hope was dashed with the arrival of Aneurin Williams. The first impression was a shock of white hair, bristling white eyebrows and a pair of light blue eyes. The next was an ensnaring Welsh tongue, the voice of an orator from the valleys. When Jonas understood what Mr Williams wanted him to do he said ‘No’ and went on saying it until he realised that he was making no impression on his visitor.
“It’s a simple thing. It just needs a man of your authority, Mr Pickett.”
“I don’t think—”
“None of the other lawyers in this town are of any use. Not the least use. It requires a man who speaks with authority.”
“I’m not sure—”
“All that is necessary is for you to explain the law to Chief Superintendent Whaley.”
“Suppose he doesn’t believe me?”
“He will believe the law, as expounded by you.”
“Just let me get this straight,” said Jonas. “The police have forbidden you to hold your meeting tomorrow.”
“They have purported so to do.”
“And you say they’ve no right to stop you.”
“It’s not I who say it. It’s the law. I have studied the decided cases. As, no doubt, you also will have done.”
“All right, I’ll have a word with my partner, who knows a lot more law than I do. If she supports you, I’ll speak to Whaley. Not that it’ll do a blind bit of good. The police have a lot of latitude in matters like this.”
With that, Aneurin Williams had to be content. He would have liked to have gone on talking, but Jonas was firm.
Sabrina, when consulted, said, “He’s right. In theory, that is. A public meeting can only be stopped by the authorities if they can show that there’s a likelihood of disorder resulting. The normal case is where one lot announce a meeting and their opponents promptly decide to hold a meeting in the next street.”
“Fascists and Communists.”
“That sort of thing. Of course there’s nothing like that here. But the police do have a pretty wide discretion and I can’t see the local bench opposing them.”
Jonas thought about the local bench and could only agree.
“I suppose I’d better have a word with Whaley. I warned Williams that it would do more harm than good. If I could have fixed it up quietly with Jack Queen, I might have got somewhere.”
Chief Superintendent Whaley was large, courageous, thick-skinned and obstinate. Like an articulate rhinoceros, said Claire, who had once danced with him at a tennis club social. His disapproval of Jonas dated back to the early days of Jonas’s arrival in Shackleton. He received him and listened to him with formidable politeness.
He said, “I know Claude Schofield. We get all our Christmas supplied from the World Wide stores in Brighton. I’ve often told him he ought to open a branch here.”
“I’m surprised he hasn’t,” agreed Jonas.
“This other man, Fredericks. I’ve never heard of him. Who is he?”
“Carl Fredericks runs Food Sales Promotion. It’s an advertising agency, with a lot of representatives who go round finding markets for their clients’ goods.”
“I see. And your idea is that Fredericks is getting a personal rake-off from Schofield and using some of it to pay for muscle to back up his salesmen.”
“It’s not my idea. It’s the idea of a number of hotel and restaurant owners who’ve had visits from these people.”
“And you say they’ve been threatened.”
“No,” said Jonas unhappily. “That’s just what they’re careful not to do. They simply drop hints. It’s what happened last year in Brighton that’s scaring people here.”
“Yes. I had a word with Chief Superintendent Maxted about that. There’s been some pressure-selling there, no doubt. He thinks it may have been exaggerated. In any event, Shackleton isn’t Brighton. We haven’t had any trouble here yet.”
“Not yet,” said Jonas. He could see that the rhinoceros was heading down a fixed track to a predetermined end and that no arguments were going to stop him.
“What we don’t want to do is to stir up trouble here before we’ve any cause to do so. That puts us in the wrong.”
“And you think that a public meeting to discuss the matter is going to cause trouble?”
“In the ordinary way, perhaps not. But we’ve had some experience of Mr Williams. You know him, I expect.”
“He’s elected himself as my client. That’s why I’m here.”
“I see.” Whaley looked at Jonas thoughtfully. “I’ve told him we can’t have the Saturday afternoon traffic in the High Street disrupted. It’s difficult enough to keep the traffic moving as it is. If he insists on holding the meeting in spite of my warning I shall get my men to disperse it. If Williams resists, they’ll have orders to bring him in. I hope they won’t have to arrest you, too, Mr Pickett.”
This was said without a smile.
“I hope so, too,” said Jonas. “I’ll go along now and tell my client what you’ve said. If this afternoon’s meeting is going to be cancelled, there isn’t a lot of time to do it.”
Jonas went straight round to the Everdene Hotel. As he went he was cursing Aneurin Williams and cursing him wholeheartedly. The last thing he wanted was a feud with the police. It did neither him nor his clients any good. He hoped, without much confidence, that the Welsh crusader would listen to reason.
He found a worried boy in the front desk at the hotel. The boy said, “Dad’s not here. He went out about half an hour ago.”
“Have you any idea where he went, or why?”
“He doesn’t tell me much. I think it was a telephone call he had. He said it was important.”
“Does he know that the police have put a stopper on his meeting?”
“Yes. He knew that. Whaley had been on to him earlier this morning. What he said, as he was going out, was that if everything went as he thought it would, there might be no need for a public meeting after all.”
Jonas thought about it. It didn’t make a great deal of sense. He said, “I’m going back to my office now. When your father turns up, ask him to give me a ring.”
The boy said, “You’re going to advise him to play along with the police – I hope.”
Jonas gathered that he didn’t approve of his father’s crusading. Jonas said, “I most certainly am.”
He waited patiently, first in his office and then in his flat, until past two o’clock, but the telephone remained silent. It meant missing his lunch, but this troubled him very little. He often ate nothing between breakfast and dinner.
At half past two he wandered down to the Town Hall. There were quite a few people collected round the steps, but Williams was not there and no one seemed to know what to do.
Hamlet without the Prince of Denmark, thought Jonas. Then Whaley appeared, pushing his way through the crowd. He climbed the steps. No need for a loudhailer. His booming voice carried quite clearly.
“I’ve told your organisers that if they persist in holding this meeting they will be breaking the law. There’s no objection to your meeting later, at a more suitable place. But not here and not now.”
Jonas wondered what would have happened if Williams had been there. As it was there was no real resistance. People started to drift away. Whaley came down and climbed back into the police car.
Shortly after two o’clock on that same afternoon Dr Abrahams, who was the police doctor, had passed through the pier turnstile accompanied by his sons, Pete and Jim. Pete was dancing with excitement. He said, “Hurry, hurry. We don’t want to miss the train.” They dragged their father through the crowd like two small tugs towing a liner.
“Plenty of time,” said the doctor. “The amusement arcade’s only just opened.”
In spite of Pete and Jim’s urging, when they arrived at the ghost train there was already a queue. There were two small girls in the charge of an old lady and a teenaged girl who was trying to control three small boys and a large dog. The rest were unaccompanied children.
The doctor and his sons got the last carriage to themselves. There was a toot, the lights went out and the train plunged into the tunnel.
Dr Abrahams observed the effects with interest. He thought they had been rather skilfully arranged. There were three set-pieces, each one accompanied by appropriate noises-off. The first was the graveyard. It was hung with skeletons which jiggled their arms and legs in time with the tolling of a bell. The children in the carriage ahead of them screamed in joyful unison.
Pete and Jim were silent, but entranced.
Next they arrived at the infernal zoo where there were animals with electric eyes, gaping jaws and a background of banshee howling. The last cavern was, in some ways, the most effective. It was the tomb. In a ghastly green light, to an accompaniment of moaning and sobbing, human heads were displayed projecting through holes in the backcloth: distorted, moronic and leering.
Dr Abrahams was interested to observe that the screaming of the children in the carriages ahead had now a more genuine ring. As their own carriage swung into the third cavern he ceased thinking about this. There was something much more urgent on his mind.
As soon as the train stopped he took out some loose change, gave it to Pete and Jim and said, “I’ve got something to do. Get along to the slot machines. I’ll join you there.”
His sons looked surprised, but scampered off.
The track of the ghost train was circular and operated in both directions so that departures and arrivals could be handled from the same point. The proprietor was getting ready to let in passengers for the return trip when Dr Abrahams stopped him.
He showed him his police card and said, “I’m sorry, but you’ll have to shut up shop. I’ll telephone the police if you insist, but there’s no time to waste.”
The effect of this pronouncement on Cyril Aylett was unexpected. There was none of the bluster and protest that Abrahams had anticipated. Instead, he seemed to shrink. It was as though most of the air had been let out of him. He opened his mouth, but no words came out.
“Quick,” said Abrahams. “Turn out all the comic effects and switch on some proper lighting. You can do that, can’t you?”
Aylett nodded. He pulled out a notice which said ‘Closed for Temporary Repairs’, led the way inside the turnstile, disregarding the protests of the waiting children, and turned two switches. Then he led the way into the tomb. The glaring overhead light had stripped it of all its mystery. Three of the projecting heads could now be seen as rubber masks. The fourth, though it was painted with the round eyes, white cheeks and fat red lips of a clown, was human.
Dr Abrahams ripped down the backcloth. Aneurin Williams had been lashed to the framework of metal girders with his head projecting through the screen. Abrahams said, “Knife. Or scissors. Don’t waste time.”
Aylett scuttled away. The doctor worked on the gag which had been fastened into Williams’s mouth. He had it out by the time Aylett came back with a knife. The doctor glanced at it, but made no move to take it. He was looking at the gag, a fat wad of cloth, with strings attached. It had been chewed into rags and was wet with blood and saliva.
Aylett said, “Oughtn’t we to get him down?”
“Too late,” said Abrahams. “He’s dead. Been dead some little time. Telephone the police. I’ll wait here.”
Chief Superintendent Whaley was not easily moved, but for all his stolidity he was shaken. He said, “Your idea, doctor, is that Williams choked himself trying to chew that gag out.”
“When a proper autopsy has been made,” said Dr Abrahams cautiously, “I think it will show that the actual cause of death was suffocation. Equally, it might have been shock. He wasn’t a young man.”
“Painting and powdering his face – I suppose they meant it as a joke.”
Dr Abrahams said, “A bad joke, that went wrong.” He, too, was upset.
“Do you think Aylett was in it?”
Dr Abrahams thought about it. As a professional man he disliked jumping to conclusions. He said, “The way he reacted when I spoke to him demonstrated that he knew there was something wrong. When he realised that Williams was dead—well, that was quite a different matter. He nearly passed out.”
“The ghost train is his outfit. There was a dead man in it. He can’t sidestep that. We’ll pull him in for questioning.”
“I wish you could have pulled him in right away to stop him talking. Too late now.”
Whaley grunted agreement. Like all policemen, publicity was something he heartily disliked.
“One thing did occur to me,” said Abrahams. “You remember that business at the fish restaurant in Brighton. The people who did it took a photograph and sent it to the press. If the object of this operation was to make Williams look a fool, mightn’t they have done the same thing here?”
“You think it’s the same people?”
“I’d think so, yes.”
“I’ll have a word with Maxted about it. He told me he thought the muscle behind the Brighton episodes came from the racecourse. Well, he can attend to that. I’m going to shake down Aylett. He’s the man in the middle.”
Jonas was saying much the same thing to Sabrina. He enjoyed discussing problems with her because she almost always took the opposite view to his and argued it tenaciously. He called her his favourite No-woman.
He said, “Aylett is the key to this.”
“I don’t follow that,” said Sabrina. “Didn’t the boy at the hotel tell you someone had telephoned his father to arrange a meeting?”
“Correct.”
“The idea being that some sort of compromise could be arranged. They’d lay off Shackleton if Williams abandoned his campaign.”
“Right again.”
“Well, Aylett couldn’t do anything like that. He wasn’t in a position to make such an offer.”
“I didn’t suggest it was Aylett who telephoned. Fredericks must have done that. On the other hand, the last thing he was going to do was come anywhere near Shackleton. I’ve no doubt he spent the morning parading round Brighton establishing a series of beautiful alibis for himself. No, no. He’d simply have warned Aylett that Louie’s boys were coming and that he was to hide them in the ghost train.”
“How would they get into the arcade? It’s locked until two o’clock.”
“No problem. There’s a back entrance, on a lower level of the pier where the public aren’t allowed to go. If they dressed as workmen and kept their eyes open, they’d slip in easily enough.”
“And what was Aylett supposed to do when Williams turned up?”
“I imagine he’d be hanging round just inside the public entrance to the arcade, out of sight as far as possible. When he saw Williams he’d open it up for him and say, ‘Step inside. Mr Fredericks is waiting for you.’”
“Why should he agree to do anything of the sort?”
“I could think of half a dozen reasons. Maybe he owed money. Or Fredericks had scared him by threatening to put the hard boys on to him. He didn’t strike me as a very robust character.”
“Aren’t you forgetting something?” said Sabrina. “The plan wasn’t to kill Williams. Just to make him look a fool. As soon as he’d been let out he’d put a finger on Louie’s men and they’d be up for criminal assault at least.”
“Not necessarily. Remember they were waiting for him inside the ghost train. It’s pretty dark and they’d probably have put on some sort of mask. All Williams could have said was that he was grabbed from behind and tied up. When they’d finished fixing him up, they could slip out the way they’d come in.”
“Or easier still,” said Sabrina, “wait till the amusement arcade opened and mix with the crowd.” She seemed to be thinking it through, testing it for weaknesses. In the end she said, “You may be right. It could have been done that way. If no one saw Aylett letting Williams in and everyone keeps their heads, the police are going to have the devil’s own job proving it.”
On Monday morning Landless arrived with copies of the local and national papers. He said, “They’re making a meal of it. Lucky they were stopped from publishing the photograph.”
“Then there was one?”
“There certainly was. It was sent to the South Coast Gazette and News. A friend on the editorial side showed it to me. Naturally they made a copy before they handed it back to the police. Just in case they might ever have a chance of using it, though I don’t see how they could.”
“Unpleasant, was it?”
“Not just unpleasant. It was—oh, comic and gruesome at the same time and horribly scary.”
“Then thank goodness it wasn’t published.” Jonas had been studying the papers. “The stories are bad enough by themselves.”
Landless said, “Someone’s got to stop this. What are the police doing?”
“I’m afraid I’m not in their confidence. I imagine they’re grilling Aylett.”
“That won’t get them very far. The people they ought to be grilling are Louie and his boys. Everyone knows it was them who did it.”
“Knowing isn’t proving.”
“Why don’t they circulate photographs of these thugs, post them up all over the place, with a notice asking anyone who saw them on or near the pier on Saturday to contact the police?”
“Awkward if it turned out that it wasn’t them.”
“It’s easy to make objections,” said Landless, who was getting angry. “But I can tell you one thing. If the people who did this aren’t stamped on, good and hard, and quickly, World Wide are going to have a lot of new customers in Shackleton.”
Jonas’s mind sometimes moved in a disorderly and illogical way. It was activated by stray thoughts, coincidences and impulses. The mention of photographs had summoned up a mental picture of a squat man with a squint.
When Landless had taken himself off, grumbling, Jonas turned to the classified pages in the local directory under the heading ‘Photography’. Some of the entries he was able to dismiss. They were high-class outfits which specialised in studio portraits for weddings and such.
He did not visualise the stout man as belonging to any of them.
In the end he narrowed down the possibilities to three. Instapics, Happy Snaps and Souvenir-pics. He thought he would visit them that evening. By nine o’clock the pier would be shutting down and the photographers would have returned to their shops, bringing the fruits of their day’s work with them. Instapics was the nearest. When Jonas went in he saw that he’d made one good guess. The squat man, a Mr Bugden, was behind the counter.
He said, “’Ullo, Mr Pickett. Don’t tell me. The grandchildren have been after you for that snap you wooden let me take.”
“Not exactly,” said Jonas. “What I want is information. And since I shall be taking up your time, I’m quite prepared to pay you for it.”
Mr Bugden looked at him shrewdly. He said, “Your enquiries wooden relate, by any chance, to the poor old sod they found in the ghost train?”
Jonas nodded.
“Then you can have any information I’ve got for free and welcome.”
“I’m very grateful,” said Jonas. “What I was going to ask about was what you might call the tricks of your trade. To start with, I don’t suppose you take a photograph every time you click your camera.”
“Not always, no. It’s a matter of experience. Fr’instance, people are more likely to buy a snap at the end of their holidays than at the start.”
“How do you know when it’s the end?”
“When the kids have got brown legs and Dad’s nose is peeling.”
Jonas laughed.
Mr Bugden said, “Soften as not a happy family like that will buy the snap. If they don’t, all right, usually it’s just thrown away. A few we do hang on to, such as if you get a shot of someone who’s got some publicity value, like it might be the mayor or the top policeman. If there was some story about them, maybe you could make a sale to the local paper.”
“And you keep those ones?”
“If they’re good pictures, yes.”
“Could you show me last Saturday’s lot?”
“Sure.” He went to a cupboard, selected an envelope and spilled the contents on to the counter. There was a group photograph of the pierrots and pierrettes, who were opening that week at the concert hall, one of a smiling man holding a fish with his wife admiring it (“Won the angling competition”) and a solemn one of a clergyman (“Reverend Tobias Harmer from St Michael’s, always threatening to close down the pier”).
He saw that they all had the date stamped on the back.
“Tell you something else about them. It’s not only the date. The sun being out – I can tell you what time of day they were taken. That sort of detail comes in useful sometimes. See that shadow. That’s the top of the concert hall roof. Just like a sundial. The pier runs north and south, right? So at one o’clock the shadow’s dead central. By four o’clock it’s moved off to the east side.”
“I see what you mean,” said Jonas. He examined the snapshots in front of him. “That man with the fish. The shadow hasn’t reached the middle point. Say half past eleven, or twelve?”
“Just about. And the rector was mid-afternoon, I remember. About three o’clock.”
“Then the sun was shining all day on Saturday?”
“Every blessed moment. Does it help?”
“It shortens the odds, very slightly,” said Jonas. “But it’s still a long shot. Could you give your opposite numbers in Happy Snaps and Souvenir-pics a ring and tell them to expect me?”
“Will do. Happy Snaps will be Major Piper. And don’t forget to call him Major. He likes it. Souvenir-pics is a Mrs French. They’ll both be glad to help when I tell them what you’re up to.” As Jonas was leaving he added, “I wooden say old Williams was a popular man, but we don’t like characters from Brighton throwing their weight around in Shackleton.”
Major Piper already had his Saturday snapshots out when Jonas arrived. He said, “I’m afraid they won’t be much help to whatever it is you’re after.”
There were several more of the pierrots’ troupe and one of a pudding-faced boy.
“Fell into the sea and was rescued by one of the fishermen. You’d have thought his parents would have wanted a snap, wouldn’t you?”
“If he was my son, Major,” said Jonas, “I think I’d keep him away from the camera for a year or so. Perhaps he’ll be easier on the eye when he’s a bit older.”
He thanked him and made for his last port of call.
The office of Souvenir-pics was at the far end of the town. His two visits had taken time. It was already dark and a fresh wind was blowing in off the sea. Jonas shivered and turned his collar up. His mind was full of faces. Faces with bloated lips and burst eyes. Faces that worked their jaws and tried to scream, but could make no sound.
There was a light in the shop and Mrs French opened the door to him herself. She said, “Mr Pickett? I’ve got something I think you might find interesting. When our man noticed Williams he remembered the public meeting and the fuss about it and followed him up to see if he could get a good picture. Which he did.”
“It’s beautifully clear.” Suddenly Jonas found it difficult to speak.
“I thought you might want some copies so I’ve had six made.”
“You’re an angel. Let me give you a piece of advice. First thing tomorrow take the original to your bank and ask them to put it in their strongest strongroom.”
“You think it’s that important?”
“It’s not just important,” said Jonas softly. “It’s dynamite.”
When Jonas sat down at his desk on Tuesday morning he reached out, twice, for the telephone and twice drew back his hand. He was aware of the views of Chief Superintendent Whaley. In the present case it was possible that those views were shared by his second-in-command. In the end he said, “Well, he can only snub me.” He grabbed the instrument. When he heard Queen’s voice at the other end he said, speaking fast, “Look, I wanted to ask you one question. I don’t imagine this is a good line to do it on. Could we meet somewhere?”
“A question about what?” Queen’s voice was cool.
“About that business on the pier.”
The silence that followed was so long that he thought the Superintendent might have gone off to have a word with Whaley. Apparently no, he had been thinking. He said, “I’ve got to be at the Everdene Hotel at twelve o’clock to take a written statement from young Williams. If you happened to be in the manager’s office at the same time—”
“I’ll be there at five to twelve,” said Jonas. “What I’ve got to ask won’t take more than a few minutes.”
When he saw the Superintendent, he noted the signs of strain in his face. His superiors and the press between them must have been giving him a hard ride.
Queen said, “All right. Ask your question and I’ll see if I’m allowed to answer it.”
“Before I do that,” said Jonas, “I’d like to make my own position in the matter clear. Williams was my client. I understand from Mrs Williams that she would like me to go on acting for her and the estate.”
Queen had no comment to make.
Jonas went on, “It so happens that I have got hold of something. Whether it’s going to help or not, whether it’s important or unimportant, turns on a single point. You’ve been questioning Aylett. Can you tell me, broadly and without going into any detail, what his story is?”
Queen chewed over this in silence. Then he said, “If I answer your question, do you undertake that this something you’ve discovered comes straight to us? No fooling round, no trying to be clever.”
“Just as soon as the information is hard, you shall have it.”
“Very well. You said, tell me what Aylett’s story is, without details or trimmings. That’s easy. There aren’t any. It’s a flat denial of seeing anyone or doing anything. He thinks two of Louie’s men must have got into the arcade by the lower entrance. They must have met Williams and induced him to go in with them. He swears that the first moment he knew anything was wrong was when Dr Abrahams showed him the body. The doctor says that’s a lie. It’s clear he did know something was up. But we can’t shake him. He’s obstinate and he’s frightened. And when you’re dealing with a man who’s obstinate and frightened, you might as well talk to a deaf monkey.”
Jonas could hear the ragged edge of strain in his voice. He said, “If I wanted to telephone you this evening, where would I find you?”
“I’ve spent the last two nights on a camp bed in my office. I expect I shall be there tonight as well.”
When he got back, Jonas sent for Sam and said to him, “I want you to get hold of Aylett. I believe you said you knew him.”
“I wouldn’t say we was buddies. I met him a few years ago at Portsmouth Fair. Running a coconut shy. The sort where the coconuts are nailed on. What do I say to him?”
“Ask him if he’ll come along and have a word with me.”
“I’m told he’s pretty busy. That ghost train was popular before. Now the queue’s a hundred yards long. All the kids in town want to get on it. Gruesome little buggers.”
“Do your best,” said Jonas. “If he can’t come till the arcade shuts, that’s all right with me. I don’t mind how late he is. I’ll wait up for him.”
Claire, who was there, said, “I thought your idea was to steer clear of this thing. Now you seem to be getting mixed up in it.”
“I’m not doing it for fun,” said Jonas crossly. “I’m doing it to help my client, Mrs Williams.”
Claire said, “Oh, yeah?” But being a perfect secretary, she said it to herself.
“He’ll come,” said Sam.
“How did you persuade him?”
“No persuasion needed. When I mentioned your name he seemed quite keen on the idea. He’s got to shut down the train and get something to eat. He reckons he’ll be here about ten.”
“Splendid.”
“Matter of fact, I got the idea it suited him better to come after dark. Someone seems to have thrown a scare into him. I told him you’d leave the side door open. The one on the alley. He could slip in that way without showing himself in the street at all. He seemed to like that idea.”
Jonas took his evening meal at the South Wind Restaurant. When he had finished, Landless came and sat at his table. He said, “Does the fact that the police have let Aylett go mean that they think he’s in the clear?”
“It only means that they haven’t got enough evidence yet to charge him with anything.”
“Seems the only result of this whole thing is to make the Shackleton ghost train the biggest attraction on the south coast. They’ll be running coaches from Seaford and Newhaven next.”
“So I’ve heard,” said Jonas shortly. He didn’t want to talk about it.
It was nearly eleven o’clock before Aylett arrived. Jonas had been devoting some thought to how he was going to open what was bound to be a tricky conversation. Aylett saved him the trouble.
He said, “As soon as Sam mentioned your name, Mr Pickett, I thought that’s just what I want. I want a good solicitor.”
Jonas stared at him.
“They’ve let me go. Just for now. But they’ll have me back. I know they will. They’ll keep on and on at me trying to make me say—I mean, trying to make me say something different to what I have said. Next time I go, I want you to come with me. That’s the law, isn’t it? I’m entitled to have a solicitor with me.”
Jonas had got his breath back. He said, “There’s one thing you’ve got to understand. No solicitor can act for a client unless that client tells him the truth.”
“But that’s what I have done, Mr Pickett.” His voice was a thin wail. “I’ve told the police twenty times. I knew nothing about what happened to Mr Williams. Nothing at all. I didn’t get there that afternoon until just before the arcade opened up. There was a lot of kids waiting already. All I had to do was switch on the effects and start the train. Honest.”
The only illumination in the room was the big green-shaded table lamp. In the bright circle of light which it threw on the desk Jonas placed a photograph. It had been taken at an angle to the main entrance of the arcade and some distance from it. It showed Aylett smiling and holding the gate open for Aneurin Williams. Both of them were side-faced to the camera and there was no disputing their identities.
“I’ve been told by three experts,” said Jonas, “that they can time a photograph like this from the angle of the sun. Some time between noon and half past twelve is the consensus of their opinion.”
He said this slowly, in order to give Aylett time to collect his wits and start lying.
“Yes, of course,” he said. “That would have been – let me see – about a week ago. Maybe a little more. Mr Williams came to see me about not letting children on to the train without an adult in charge. That was one of his fads, you see.”
Jonas said, “I don’t think you’ve examined the photograph quite carefully enough. Look at that placard on the wall of the arcade. You can only see the right-hand half of it. But it’s quite clear, isn’t it? Jokes and Jollities. That’s one of the posters announcing this season’s pierrot show. It was put up last Friday evening.”
There was a long silence broken finally by Jonas. He said, “When this matter comes to court, as it will, this photograph will be exhibited. The manager of the pierrots will give evidence and so will the photographer. There is no doubt at all” – Jonas’s words were falling like stones into a pool of silence – “that this photograph was taken around noon last Saturday. Two hours before Williams was found dead.”
Aylett said, “What—” and didn’t seem to know how to go on. Then he said, “What can I say?”
“You can tell the truth,” said Jonas. “And then I’ll see what I can do to get you out of the mess you’ve got yourself into.”
Aylett’s resistance broke suddenly and completely. The words came tumbling out. “It was Mr Fredericks. He made me do it. He owns a lot of the concessions on the pier. The ghost train is one of them. If I didn’t do what he said I was out of my job, see? And I owed him money already. And he said he’d put Louie’s men on to me to collect it. Oh God!”
So both my guesses were right, thought Jonas. He said, “Go on. And talk slowly because I’m going to write it down and you’re going to sign it.”
“Wrong on both counts,” said a voice from the darkness near the inner door. Two creatures had come into the room. A lion and a bear. They must have come in by the side door in the alley. They had slipped into the room with all the stealth and cunning of wild animals.
The lion padded across, swept books and papers off the desk and perched on the space he had cleared. Jonas could see that the mask was well made, fitting round the neck with a stockingette collar. Dark eyes gleamed at him through the slits. The bear had backed Aylett into a corner. He had a husky Midlander’s voice. A Merseysider, Jonas guessed. “Wassall this, Cyril?” he said. “Consulting the law. You don’t want a lawyer. What you want is a nurse, to smack your bottom when you have naughty thoughts.” As he said this he brought one arm across and caught Aylett a swipe on one side of the head which slammed him against the wall. As he threw up his hands to guard his face the bear kicked him in the stomach. Aylett folded forward on to his knees, retching.
Jonas half-rose in his chair. The lion said, “Siddown, Granpa, and behave yourself and doan get ideas.” He grabbed the telephone, jerked it off its cord and slammed the instrument back on to the desk.
The bear was standing over Aylett. He had grabbed his hair in one hand and bent his head back so that Aylett was forced to look up at him. He said, “Did my ears deceive me, Cyril, or did I hear you say something about making a statement? You wouldn’t do a thing like that, would you?”
Aylett managed to shake his head.
“That’s what I thought, because you know what happens to people who talk out of turn, don’t you?” When Aylett said nothing he slapped him across the face. There were rings on two of his fingers and they tore long gashes in his cheek.
“Stop it,” said Jonas.
The bear swung round on him. He said, “That’s a funny thing to say, isn’t it, Leo?”
“Very funny,” said the lion.
“He’s telling us to stop it, when we haven’t even started. When we’ve finished with Cyril, we’ll think up something special for you. Teach you to keep your nose out of other people’s business.”
The overhead light came on. Sam was standing in the doorway. He said, “What’s this? Circus time?”
It was clear that the bear recognised him. He said, “You keep out of this,” but a lot of the confidence had gone out of his voice.
“That’s no way to talk to an old friend,” said Sam. “Colley, innit? I thought it was. Used to be a bit of a boxer in your youth, I seem to remember. Let’s see some style.” He formed up to the bear as though he was facing him in the ring, then lashed out with his right foot, catching him on the knee. Jonas heard the kneecap crack. The bear let out a scream, went down on the floor and lay there nursing his knee and cursing.
Sam took no more notice of him. He turned his attention to the lion, who had removed himself from the corner of the desk and was standing beside it, clearly uncertain what to do next.
“You a boxer, too?” said Sam. “Or just a fighter?” He sidled up to him, presenting his left shoulder. The lion lashed out with one foot. Sam stepped aside, caught the lion’s foot in both hands and twisted it. The lion managed to grab the desk with one hand and started to hop. He had his back to Jonas who picked up the telephone and brought it down hard on the lion’s head. The lion went down without a sound.
“Really, Mr Pickett,” said Sam. “That’s no way to treat Post Office property.”
Jonas said, “Thank you, Sam.” He was surprised to find he could speak at all. “You’d better get the police. Use the phone in Claire’s room.”
“I rang ’em before I came in,” said Sam. “I think that’s them coming now.”
“I take it,” said Queen, “that you’ll be preferring charges.”
“Certainly. And in case there’s any doubt about who said what, I might mention that I already had the recorder switched on to get Aylett’s statement. The whole scene’s on tape.”
“The court should enjoy it,” said Queen grimly. He turned to Aylett. “Do I gather you’ve got something to tell us? If so, go ahead. You’ve got your lawyer here.”
Aylett looked at Jonas who said, “The whole story. It’s your only chance.”
When he had finished, Queen said, “You’d better get that face of yours attended to. The car will take you round to the station. We’ll have the statement typed out and you can sign it.”
When they were alone, he said, “Nice work, squire. Did you know those beauties would come after him?”
Jonas said, “No. That was luck.” He added, “Shake the tree and you’ll find that all the fruit will fall off.”
It was three months later before Jonas had the chance to spend another morning on the pier. It had been a busy three months, but satisfactory. As soon as Fredericks had seen all the guns pointing at him he had lost no time in involving Claude Schofield, who had turned on Louie the Nose. It had been a reign of terror in reverse, thought Jonas. Everyone trying to shift the blame on others and only involving themselves more deeply.
At Lewes Crown Court sentences had been dealt out by Mr Justice Roche to all concerned which had satisfied even Chief Superintendent Whaley. Aylett, who had been given an indemnity, was the main witness for the Crown. Defence counsel had given him a shellacking, but there was no shaking his story.
Very satisfactory. Even Whaley had been moved to say that he thought Mr Pickett had done a public service. A temporary truce, thought Jonas.
It was the end of the season and the pier was nearly empty. He walked back to the arcade, purchased a fivepenny disc from the attendant and went over to the corner where the old slot machines stood.
“Real works of art, they are,” said the attendant. “They don’t make ’em like this any more. They ought to be in a museum, really.”
Jonas inserted the disc. The tricoteuses waved their needles, the aristocrat bowed his head, the blade of the guillotine descended. The blade was blunt, but repeated applications must have weakened the aristocrat’s neck and on this occasion his head fell right off and rolled amongst the old ladies.
“End of the Reign of Terror,” said Jonas.
“Not a bit of it,” said the attendant. “It’s happened before. We sew his head on again.”
This seemed to Jonas so funny somehow that he started to laugh.
5
The Admiral
“For eleven months in the year,” said Admiral Fairlie to Jonas, who was his solicitor and friend, “Shackleton is as nice a spot as you could find on the south coast. Plenty of young families on the new estate. The fathers have their businesses at Saltmouth or Poole, but they prefer to live here because it’s quiet.”
“And the rates and rents are lower.”
“Maybe. Good folk, anyway, who work hard and give no trouble. Then there are the old brigade. People like me, who came here to retire. It’s not so up-market as Eastbourne, but there’s plenty to do.”
“One repertory theatre, one cinema, a bingo hall and a dancehall. And if everything else fails, you can spend your money in the slot machines in the amusement arcade on the pier.”
“Right,” said the Admiral. “For eleven months no complaints. Then we come to August, which ought to be the best month in the year. And find that August is” – he paused to pick his words carefully – “a shambles, an inferno, a nightmare.”
“Bailey’s Circus and Funfair.”
“Which isn’t a circus at all. Just a roundabout, complete with steam organ, which makes so much noise that no one can hear themselves speak for a quarter of a mile downwind of it and the rest a shanty town of sideshows, run by a crowd of swindling didicoys, whose brats spend their days shoplifting and their evenings making piddling nuisances of themselves round the streets.”
Jonas thought about it. His sympathy was with the Admiral. The circus did not worry him personally. Being his own master he usually arranged to take his holiday in August and departed for Switzerland, a country he preferred when it was empty of skiers and full of wild flowers. But not everyone was as well placed as he was. He knew that a lot of the older people did suffer.
“Couldn’t the council do something?”
“In the old days, when I was on it, and a few of my friends with me, we would have done. I promise you. Now it’s different. The council’s split. People like Colonel Rattray and Saul Melford, they’d be happy to clear Bailey right out. But they’re outvoted by the commercial lobby. People like Forbes and Greenaway. What they say is, it brings a big crowd into the town, and that means money through the shops and cafés. After all, it’s only a month! Why not let everyone have a bit of fun? Besides, they say, it’s never been proved that the circus people are the ones who commit these crimes. Which is partly true. Even with the shoplifting, because the circus brats lead the town children on, only they’re cleverer at it. So it’s the townees who get caught.”
“What about the housebreaking?”
“No proof.”
“Difficult,” said Jonas. “As long as they abide by the terms of their licence from the council I can’t see any legal way of turning them out. All I can suggest is that you and your friends keep your eyes open. Get one or two cases of crime and you might make the council listen. The police will support you. They hate the circus. Have a word with Superintendent Queen.”
“Jack Queen’s a good man,” agreed the Admiral. “But he can’t do much on his own.”
“There is one other way,” said Jonas. “Why not get back on to the council? You’d have no difficulty. Lots of people would be glad to vote for you. You and one or two other people who think like you.”
“Ten years ago I might have done,” said the Admiral sadly. “I’m an old man now.” He paused. “Here’s a better idea. Why don’t you stand for the council?”
“Good grief,” said Jonas. “Didn’t I tell you that I came to Shackleton for peace and quiet?”
The Admiral’s house stood below the eastern end of the front where the concrete of the Esplanade stopped and the chalk and turf of the East Head began. It was a square building set on a ledge in the hillside. From its flat roof he could, as from his quarterdeck, oversee the town. Bailey’s Circus was in plain view and although it was nearly a mile away the blare of the steam organ came clearly to his ears.
He had a telescope, with a mounting on the roof, through which he used to inspect the shipping in the Channel. Swinging it inland he picked out the details of the fairground. The parked caravans, where the stallholders and their families lived; the stalls which sold a hundred useless trinkets, the roundabout dominating the centre.
“Like an Eastern market,” said the Admiral. “Smelly, noisy and alive.”
He went down to put on the kettle for his tea. For the most part he looked after himself. Mrs Matcham, the daughter of one of his old petty officers, came each morning to clean the house, cook his lunch, and lay out a cold supper. Breakfast and tea he managed for himself.
“He’s no trouble at all,” said Mrs Matcham. “It’s my belief he could do it all himself if he chose. But I think he enjoys a gossip. It stands to reason. He’s lonely.”
After tea the Admiral armed himself with a walking stick and made his way down into the town, stopping from time to time to talk to his numerous friends, and to pass on the advice Jonas had given him. All promised to do what they could, but were not hopeful. “Like rats, those gypsies,” said Colonel Rattray. “You know they’re there, and you know they’re up to no good, but you can’t catch ‘em at it.”
Following Nelson’s precept the Admiral decided to close with the enemy. He walked down to the Lammas. When he got there he found to his surprise that he had to pay to go in.
“Novel idea,” he said to the man on the gate, “making us pay for the privilege of being skinned.”
The gateman (could it be Mr Bailey himself?) smiled and said, “You see that, sir?” It was a new perimeter fence, stout mesh, topped by two strands of barbed wire. “We had to do it. No choice. First two or three years we were wide open. A lot of riff-raff got in and made trouble. Now we can keep things under control. Better hang on to your ticket. You may have to show it when you go out again.”
“I expect you know your business,” said the Admiral. He paid twenty pence and went in.
He found every known device to tempt money from the pockets of the unwary. There were gambling machines of all sorts. Machines in which race cars circled the track and spacecraft circled the moon. There were stalls where you could throw at dart boards and stalls where you could shoot rifles at targets, or at ping pong balls bouncing on jets of water. It seemed to the Admiral to be harmless and rather childish.
He came finally to the roll-a-disc stall and stopped by it to examine the technique of what was clearly a popular pastime.
For ten pence you purchased eight metal discs, roughly the size of an old-fashioned penny. These you rolled down a slotted piece of wood on to a board, which was divided into spaces, each of them a little, but not much, larger than the disc itself. If you succeeded in landing your disc fairly in a square, not touching any of its edges, you received back five, ten or twenty pence according to the number marked on the square.
The Admiral, who had been something of a mathematician in his youth, had just calculated that the chances against landing a disc of that size clearly inside a smallish square were roughly thirty to one when he became aware that a disturbance was taking place on the far side of the stall. A young man with a very red face was saying, “You scooped up my disc with the others but it was in a square marked ‘ten’. Why aren’t I getting paid for it, eh?”
“Touching the line, I’m afraid, sir,” said the man in charge of the stall.
The Admiral switched his attention to him. Thick-set, black-haired, brown-faced, sure of himself.
“It bloody wasn’t touching any bloody line. It was smack in the middle.”
The stallholder jerked a thumb at the notice which hung above the table. “In any doubt or dispute the decision of the proprietor is final.”
“It’s a bloody swindle,” said the young man.
“Other people waiting to play.”
“If they want to be swindled.”
“Come away, Jack,” said the girl who was with him. “It’s not worth arguing.” She pulled him by the arm. He went reluctantly. His place in front of the board was immediately filled. There seemed to be no lack of people willing to lose their money playing against odds that would have shamed the authorities at Monte Carlo.
The Admiral edged away and made for the roundabout. He was thankful that he was a little deaf. The great whirling machine was slowing to a halt. Some of the riders dismounted and there was a rush of children to take their places. The smaller ones climbed into the cars, the miniature stagecoaches and the railway carriages. The older ones jumped on to the painted and gilded horses, tigers and birds which made up the glamorous menagerie of the roundabout. When all were seated there were still a few places left. The man in charge, casting an eye around, spotted the Admiral.
“Come along, sir,” he said, “only ten pence. Show the youngsters how to do it.”
The vacant mount seemed to be asking for a rider. He was a magnificent red, black and gold cock, crowing defiance out of a lifted beak.
“Why not?” said the Admiral. He climbed aboard and swung himself into place.
The owner, slightly alarmed at the success of his salesmanship said, “You will hold on tight, won’t you, sir?”
“I was riding before you were in long trousers,” said the Admiral. “Let her rip.”
It was a curiously enjoyable sensation. He treated himself to two more rides. The pair of horses in front of him were occupied by two boys, dressed identically in jeans and blue sweatshirts. A cut above the other children, he thought. They had both looked back once at the Admiral, mounted on his fiery rooster, and then at each other, but neither of them had smiled. Serious types, evidently.
His ride finished, the Admiral climbed down, feeling a bit stiff, and decided to walk it off by circling the encampment and inspecting everything. Some of the stalls were interesting but most of them were gimcrack. He bought a china ashtray in the shape of an oyster shell for Mrs Matcham.
It was getting on for suppertime by now and the crowd was diminishing. No doubt it would thicken up later. One of the many complaints which the police had against the fair was that it was allowed to function until midnight. This meant that drinkers, who had been turned out of the pubs at eleven, often made for the fairground for a final fling.
An inferno, it must be, thought the Admiral.
His perambulation had brought him to the far end of the compound. It was at that moment that he heard the sound of running feet. It was the boys he had seen on the roundabout and they were going fast.
The first one threw himself at the wire mesh fence, wriggled under the bottom strand of the barbed wire and landed on the other side. The second was not so lucky. The barbed wire caught in the belt of his jeans and held him firm.
The Admiral could now see his pursuer. It was the roll-a-disc stallholder. He was red in the face and he had a hedge stake in his hand, a dangerous-looking weapon.
Seeing the boys at his mercy he checked for a moment, took careful aim, and brought the stake down hard on the curved bottom. The boy made no sound, but jerked like a gaffed fish. The stake descended again.
The Admiral said, “That’s enough. If you hit him again with a weapon like that you’ll do some real damage.”
“I’ll hit him as much as I want, the fucking little bastard.”
“No, you won’t,” said the Admiral.
There was a note in his voice which made the man hesitate.
“Because I happen to have some influence with the Watch Committee. If you hit the boy once more, I can promise you that you won’t see Shackleton again. More likely you’ll see the inside of a police station.”
The boys had taken advantage of the interruption. The first boy, turning back, had managed to free number two from the barbed wire. He wriggled clear, and both of them took to their heels.
“Right,” said the man sourly. “Now he’s got away with it.”
“Got away with what?”
“Got away with not paying. They get in through holes in the fence. They can’t go out of the gate because they’d be asked to show their tickets. So they try to get out the way they got in. I saw the little buggers sneaking off and I guessed what they were up to.”
“Then by letting them get away with it I have lost the fair forty pence. I’ll pay for them.” He produced the money.
“It isn’t the money, it’s the principle,” said the man. None the less he pocketed the coins. “They get away with it. Others copy them.”
“No doubt,” said the Admiral. He took the stick from the man and examined it. “That’s much too heavy to hit a boy with. An inch or two higher up and you could easily have broken his back.”
“Next time maybe I will,” said the man.
“A real brute,” said the Admiral, when he met Jonas in the town on the following afternoon. “If I hadn’t stopped him I really think he might have killed that boy. Maimed him anyway.”
“You realise that if he had,” said Jonas, “you would probably have been able to clear them all out.”
“Thank God I’m not a cold-blooded solicitor,” said the Admiral indignantly. “Did you really think I was going to stand by . . .”
“I didn’t think it for a moment. I hope I’d have done the same. Did you hear what happened last night?”
“I heard a lot of shouting.”
“There was a stand-up fight. Some of the men from the engineering works and the circus people. Quite a few casualties, Queen told me. Including one of his own men.”
“The Watch Committee aren’t going to like that.”
“One good thing came of it. They’ve agreed to shut the place at eleven o’clock. Which ought to keep things a bit quieter.”
“I can tell you something else that will quieten them,” said the Admiral. “It’s going to rain. And rain hard. Not today, perhaps, but certainly tomorrow.”
“By the way, I hope you enjoyed your ride.”
“Oh, you heard about that, did you?”
“Talk of the town.”
As he walked back to his office, Jonas was thinking about the Admiral. He had heard about his ride on the roundabout from Mrs Rattray who had come to see him about one of her periodical rows with the vicar. “He can get away with it,” she said. “Everyone likes him. He ought to be made Mayor. Permanently.”
Jonas agreed. He had looked up the old man’s record, starting when he was a young sub-lieutenant in the First World War.
When he got to his office he telephoned Superintendent Queen, who said, “You heard about it, did you? One more show like that and even the old women on our council might do something.”
“I’ve had an idea,” said Jonas. He passed on what the Admiral had told him. “Why don’t you find out the name of that stall-keeper and pass it up to Records?”
“You mean he might have some form,” said Queen thoughtfully. “It’s an idea.”
During the late afternoon, when some of the heat was out of the day, the Admiral liked to take a walk up the cliff path in the direction of Hove. It was not a good path and few people ventured up it even in summer. It was intersected by steep clefts, each of which involved a slither in and a scramble out. It was at the bottom of one of these that he checked. He smelled something. No question about it. It was the smell of cooking and it came from the far end of the cleft where it turned a sharp corner.
The Admiral advanced cautiously, picking his way over the boulders. The cleft turned twice, getting narrower at each turn, until it ended in a sort of cave. A fire of driftwood was burning brightly in the mouth of the cave. Suspended over the fire from a tripod of iron rods was a large new-looking saucepan. One of the ingredients in it, if the Admiral was able to trust his nose, was onions.
Two figures moved at the back of the cave. The Admiral felt no surprise when he recognised them. He had felt that he would run into the boys again somewhere. As they came out into the light he could see that they were twins. Not identical twins. One was darker and had a more sharply cut face. The other was fairer and rounder, but the resemblance was marked. He guessed they were about eleven or twelve.
The dark one said, “That’s a bit of luck, sir, meeting you. I didn’t know who you were but I certainly thought I ought to thank you. I didn’t feel like stopping.”
“I don’t blame you,” said the Admiral. “We’d better introduce ourselves properly. My name’s Fairlie.”
The boy indicated his twin and said with old-fashioned gravity, “David Bourdon. I’m Colin.”
“Borden? Like Lizzie?”
The boys looked blank.
“Lizzie Borden had an axe,” said the Admiral, “hit her mother forty whacks.”
“She sounds quite a girl,” said Colin, “but no relation that I know of. We spell ours B-O-U-R-D-O-N.”
The name meant something to the Admiral, but he couldn’t place it. He said, “Have you come to live in Shackleton?”
“Just visits. We’re here for the summer holidays. A lady looks after us. She’s called Mrs Garibaldi. She’s a widow.”
“We did wonder at first,” said David slowly, “if her father might have been the man who liberated Italy.”
“I think,” said the Admiral, “that it’s unlikely—” Then he saw that they were laughing at him. He said, “If she’s looking after you I guess she has her hands full.”
“We don’t give her any trouble,” said Colin. “She gets us our breakfast and a meal when we get back in the evening. We’ve been given money to buy our lunches and teas.”
“So instead of buying them you cook your own and save the money. What is it, by the way, apart from onions?”
“It’s a young rabbit. We snare them up on the downs. Once we baked a hedgehog in clay. It tasted most peculiar.” He took a spoon and stirred the contents of the pot. “It’s nearly done. There’s enough for three.”
“It’s kind of you,” said the Admiral hastily, “but I’ve just had my tea. Do I gather your parents have dumped you down here for the holidays?”
“We haven’t exactly been dumped,” said Colin. “Dad’s very busy. And Mummy—isn’t.”
Oddly enough the Admiral understood exactly what Colin meant. But he did not feel they knew each other well enough for him to pursue it at the moment.
He said, “Having saved the money intended for your daily sustenance, you spend it at the funfair. Saving even more by not troubling to pay your entrance fee.”
“Only dopes pay,” said David. “Why, the very first day we were here the kids showed us half a dozen ways of getting in. And out again. The trouble was we were in too much of a hurry to look for the right spot, with that bloke after us. We’ve had trouble with him before.”
“You certainly had trouble that time.”
“Wham-bam,” said David. “You ought to see the marks. They’re black and blue and turning yellow at the edges already.”
“It was ten times worse than any whacking at school,” said Colin. “I thought he was going to break me in two. If you hadn’t been there, I believe he would have done.”
“When you say you’ve had trouble with him before?”
“Oh, he was cheating with that roll-a-disc thing and we told him what we thought of him. He couldn’t get out at us that time because he was stuck in the middle. He was pretty angry.”
“They all cheat,” said David.
“How in particular?”
“Well there’s the shooting gallery,” said Colin. “That’s a thing a lot of people go for. It’s a complete swizz. To start with, the rifles are sighted all wrong. The one I had shot high and to the right. I found that out by doing a group. Then I aimed low and left and I thought I’d done a jolly good target. When the man brought it back he said, ‘Hard luck, try again.’ Then he explained that shots only counted if they went right into the bull. Right in. You didn’t score by cutting the edge of it. That’s nonsense.”
“You’ve done a lot of target shooting?”
“He’s jolly good,” said David. “He’s in the school eight and last term—”
“Mr Fairlie doesn’t want to know about that,” said Colin severely. “Give the rabbit a stir. The darts are just as bad. If you do happen to get one in the fifty they’ve a way of shaking the backboard so that it falls off. They said, ‘Throw a little harder, son, then maybe it’ll stick in,’ and grinned all over their silly faces.”
The Admiral, who had been examining the sky, said, “I can tell you one thing. You’re not going to be very comfortable here tomorrow.”
“Why’s that?”
“You’ve had the best of the weather. We’re in for a good old south coast dowsing. You can always tell, when those mare’s tail clouds start driving up the Channel on the wind. It doesn’t last long, but it’s a shower-bath when it arrives. Would you like to come and have tea with me? I can’t promise you hedgehog or rabbit, but there could be poached eggs.”
The boys looked at each other. Colin, who was clearly the one who took the lead, said, “We’d like to do that, sir. Could you tell us where . . .”
“It’s the first house as you come down this path towards the town. You can’t miss it. Let’s say half past four.”
At ten o’clock next day the rain clouds drove in solidly, bank upon bank, from the south-west. In a matter of minutes the seaward face of Shackleton was changed. The beach parties fled, the stallholders put up their shutters, the ice cream vendors pedalled away, coloured umbrellas came down, deckchairs were stacked, pleasure boats were stripped of their cushions and oars and turned keel uppermost.
The Admiral saw it from his upstairs window and chuckled. It would not last long, but it was a welcome catharsis. Like hosing-down after coaling.
His visitors arrived punctually at half past four in dripping blue raincoats with their hair plastered down on their heads. They seemed to be in excellent spirits. During tea they devoted themselves to the business of eating. The Admiral did most of the talking. He explained to them what the authorities thought about the fair, the chances of getting rid of it, and the difficulties in the way of doing so.
His audience seemed to be listening but were so busy with poached eggs and anchovy toast that it was difficult to be sure.
When almost everything in sight had been eaten and Mrs Matcham had cleared away the plates and cups, the Admiral’s guests showed no inclination to leave. They removed themselves heavily from the table and sank down on to the sofa.
Colin said, “We know now. You’re not a mister.”
“True.”
“You’re an Admiral.”
“Long retired.”
“You fought in the war against the Kaiser.”
“One of my neighbours has been talking.”
“Not a neighbour. Dad rings us up every evening to see how we’re getting on. We asked him about you.”
“It was a terrifically long call,” said David. “It must have cost pounds.”
“I expect the Admiralty paid,” said Colin.
“Good Lord,” said the Admiral, “I have been stupid. The penny’s only just dropped. Your father’s Sir David Bourdon, the First Sea Lord.”
“That’s right,” said David.
“A month ago he jolly nearly wasn’t,” said Colin.
The Admiral knew now why the name had rung a bell. It had been in all the papers. Not the details, but the outlines of the story as ferreted out by the defence correspondents. The government had proposed to add to the apparent strength of a diminished navy by reconditioning two obsolete aircraft carriers. The First Lord had insisted that they spend their money – admittedly a much larger sum of money and one which had been earmarked for welfare projects – on the latest types of nuclear submarine. He had not only insisted. He had made it clear that he was prepared to put his own head on the block. The government had given way.
He remembered something else. A few years ago, Lady Bourdon had been killed in a flying accident. He had guessed then that was what Colin had meant when he said, “Mummy isn’t.”
David said, “One thing Dad told us about. Is it right about what you did in the war? Q-ships and all that?”
“Yes.”
“He said you’d tell us about it.”
“It’s all in the books.”
“We haven’t read the books.”
“I suppose most books nowadays are about the last war. Or the next war.”
“Or the war in the stars.”
“I think science fiction’s boring,” said Colin. “I like reading about real wars. Things that actually happened.”
“All right,” said the Admiral. “It was like this. We fitted out a few merchant ships to look like real old tramps. Mostly they flew Dutch or Norwegian flags. It made no difference. In 1917 the U-boats were sinking everything they set eyes on. We had guns on board, quick-firers and even heavier stuff but it was all hidden.”
“How?” said Colin.
“The usual cover was a collapsible deckhouse, made of canvas. You pulled a rope and it all fell apart. But you had to convince the submarine that you were abandoning ship. That was called a panic-party. Dutch skippers did sometimes take their wives along with them. So one of the men would dress up as an old Dutch frau and come on deck with the men and wring her hands and bellow. There was a lot of competition for that part.”
“I bet,” said David.
“Then everyone, or apparently everyone, climbed down into the boats. The submarine would have surfaced by this time and be watching. The idea was that they didn’t like taking neutral lives. Bad for world opinion. They simply wanted to sink the ships, because the more tonnage they destroyed the better. As soon as the boats were clear of the ship, they got ready to put a torpedo through her.”
“And then,” said Colin, “whoosh. Down came the phoney deckhouse. Bang-bang-bang. Goodbye submarine. What a super idea. How you must have laughed.”
“Right at the beginning,” said the Admiral, “almost the first time out, before the Germans got suspicious, it was even funnier than that. The submarine came right alongside. I think the commander wanted to assure the Dutch captain personally that no harm was intended to him or his crew. They would all be allowed to get safely away in their boats before the ship was sunk. Whilst they were parleying his wife came on deck screaming and crying with a baby in her arms. She rushed over to the rail and tossed the baby clean down the conning tower of the U-boat.”
The boys stared at him wide-eyed.
“The baby was a bomb with a very short time fuse,” said the Admiral. “But those were early days. Afterwards the U-boats got a lot more cautious and stood well away and then it wasn’t always such fun.”
He told them about other engagements, in some of which he himself had been involved. Outside the rain poured down in a steady stream. The Admiral said, “Heavens, it’s past six. Mrs Garibaldi will think you’ve been drowned.”
The boys got up reluctantly from the sofa.
The Admiral said, “Look. If you’re bored, or it’s too wet or cold outside for sitting around, you can use this place. If I’m not here the back door key’s under a tile in the outhouse. I’ll show you where.”
When they were going they both said, “Thank you,” politely and marched off into the rain.
I hope I didn’t bore them, thought the Admiral. They certainly hadn’t bored him. He realised more strongly than ever before what he had lost by having no grandchildren of his own. Both his sons had been killed in the last war. His only daughter had married an ambitious politician who had been too busy in all-night sittings in the House to waste his time presenting her with children.
There was refreshment in children. Even his most cynical married friends admitted it. Children might be a nuisance when they were small and a problem in their teens, but there was a period between six and twelve when they were an unmixed delight. They had a sort of innocence. They might do wrong out of thoughtlessness but they would not plan it. Nor would they think wrong of anyone, until he had proved himself a brute.
The boys he had been talking to had something more. Some of the spirit of their mother who, the Admiral recollected, had been French; and more than a little of the toughness and initiative which had taken their father to the top of his profession. These were the sort of youngsters into whose hands the governance of the country would fall when the last of the present generation had passed on.
It was going to be a perilously difficult world as, one after another, the old bastions went down: religion, family life, the rule of law. Stormy seas which were going to need clear heads to chart the course and strong hands on the tiller.
The Admiral woke with a start from a daydream which had nearly turned into a nightmare. He stumped off to see what Mrs Matcham had put out for his supper.
All next day, which was a Thursday, the rain bucketed down. On Thursday night the wind swung round to the south, and by lunchtime on Friday the sun was shining strongly as though to make up for its previous lapse. The holidaymakers, especially the ones who were due to go home that weekend, crowded back on to the beaches; the housewives made a concerted rush for the shops to lay in stores for the weekend.
On the Saturday morning, after breakfast, the Admiral walked down to pass on to Jonas the latest news from the council. He said, “They had a meeting yesterday afternoon. It was a close thing. They couldn’t bring themselves to turn out the whole show, which was what Rattray proposed. Someone pointed out that if they did, they’d have to refund at least part of the licence fee which had been paid, and all the money men looked glum. The furthest they would go was to say they’d consider the matter again next year.”
At this moment the telephone rang. Jonas listened for a moment, said, “Yes, he’s here with me,” and to the Admiral, “It’s Queen. He wants to talk to you.”
The talk was one-sided. The Admiral said nothing but “I see” and “Yes”. As he replaced the receiver he said, “It’s trouble, at the council offices. He wants me to come along and pour a little oil on troubled waters.”
“What’s up? A riot?”
“Something of the sort. Are you coming?”
“Try and stop me,” said Jonas.
The streets were empty, but they could hear the swelling noise ahead of them.
“It’s the families from the new estate. It seems their wives went shopping yesterday afternoon and a lot of them left their doors on the latch. A silly thing to do, but they’d never had any trouble before and didn’t bother about locking up. When they got back they found someone had been through the unlocked houses and taken a lot of stuff. And they reckon they know where the thief came from. They’re really worked up about it. Had a meeting when the men got home last night and decided that if no one would deal with the circus they’d attend to it themselves.”
“Attend to it?”
“Bust it up.”
“Mob law. Can’t have that. What are they doing?”
“They marched down to the council office and demanded to see the town clerk.”
“Little Mr Timms. He’ll be scared stiff.”
“He was. But he managed to get the front door shut and telephoned the police.”
“So what are the crowd doing now?”
“Milling round in the street and shouting. They’ll be breaking windows soon. Queen got in the back way; with two or three members of the Watch Committee he’d collected en route. They’re in the Council Chamber, in a state of siege.”
They had reached the main street by now. It was jam-packed with people, and the blast of horns from blocked motorists was adding to the general pandemonium. Jonas had had some experience of mobs. He thought this one sounded angry, but not really dangerous yet. But the first broken window would fire the fuse. The leaders were milling round the main door. A big red-haired policeman stood stolidly outside it. A lot of the people were not really involved. They had come along to see the fun. Jonas and the Admiral pushed through them without much difficulty and reached the front of the building. Positioning himself on the top step, the Admiral bellowed in his quarterdeck voice, “Listen to me a moment. Stop shouting and listen.”
Jonas thought he was the only person who could have made them listen. The hubbub died down a bit.
“There’s no point in trying to fight the police or break down the door. What you need is a deputation. You’ve got a grievance. Right. They’ll have to listen to you. Half a dozen of you.”
“Preston and Collinson,” suggested Jonas quickly. They both happened to be his clients.
“And Mrs Garibaldi,” said the Admiral. “You’ll come? Right. We need three more volunteers.”
The idea of a deputation was gaining ground. The Admiral said to the policeman, “Let this lot in, Davey, quick, then shut the door behind us.”
They found Queen in the front hall with two more policemen. The Admiral explained his plan. Queen said, “Good idea. I’ll take you all up.”
In the Council Chamber three members of the Watch Committee were forming a protective phalanx round poor Mr Timms, who looked as though he was about to burst into tears.
“Why don’t we all sit down,” said Queen, “then we can talk things out.”
The Admiral said, “I hope one thing’s clear. We can’t have violence. It won’t do you any sort of good.”
“It won’t do them circus bastards any good either,” said Mr Baker, a large and aggressive engineer. But it seemed that he was in a minority. Tempers were cooling.
“What we’ve got to do,” said Queen, “is get the fullest and most accurate description of the things that have been taken. Mr Timms will write it all down. Suppose you start, Mrs Garibaldi.”
Mrs Garibaldi had lost a silver teapot, which had been given to her by her late husband on the twenty-fifth anniversary of their wedding and a pair of small silver candlesticks. She described them in loving detail. Her next-door neighbour, Mrs Preston, had lost two athletic cups won by her son at school. None of the losses seemed very serious but Jonas knew exactly how the people felt about them. It was not the value of the goods, but the fact of the intrusion. To have alien fingers dabbling among their private possessions was a form of rape.
When the list was complete the Superintendent said, “You’ve most of you been to the funfair and you’ve seen the people who run it and I expect you’d recognise them if you saw them again. Now think hard. Did you see any of them near your houses yesterday afternoon?”
There was a general shaking of heads.
“It’s like this,” said Mrs Preston. “As soon as the sun came out we all went down to the town to do our weekend shopping and the kids made straight for the beach.”
“Most of the afternoon,” agreed Mrs Garibaldi, “I don’t suppose there wasn’t anyone around in the estate at all.”
“Did any of you meet anyone on the road, going out or coming back?”
Heads were shaken again.
“You see how difficult that makes it for us. But what we can do and will do, is to circulate the descriptions you’ve given us as widely as possible. The teapot and the cups had engraving on them. They won’t be easy to pass . . .”
There was more discussion, but the steam was out of the meeting. Looking out of the window at the end of the hall Jonas could see that most of the crowd had drifted away, and the police had the traffic moving again.
Jonas congratulated Queen on his handling of the affair.
Queen said, “I did think it was going to be nasty, but they’re reasonable folk really. Incidentally, I’ve got on to that stall-keeper. His name’s Golding. He’s got a wife who’s as big a brute as he is by all account. And has got a bit of form.”
“Theft?”
“Assault with intent to injure. He nearly killed a man in a pub at Sidmouth. Some argument about money. He collected three months for that, and would have got more, only it was partly the other man’s fault.”
“I knew he was an ugly customer,” said the Admiral, who had been listening to this.
The twins, who had been watching the Admiral’s house, had seen him leave when he went to visit Jonas. They waited for a few minutes and then made their way round to the back, found the door key under the tile and entered quickly. They knew that Mrs Matcham had the day off on Saturday.
“No hurry,” said Colin, “we’ve bags of time.”
David said, “It’s all right if he does come back. He said we could come here whenever we wanted, didn’t he?”
Colin looked at his twin thoughtfully. Then he said, “Yes, that’s right. Let’s go in.”
They made their way upstairs. When not in use the telescope lived in a cupboard in the attic. They took it out, carried it on to the flat roof and fixed it on the permanent housing which stood there.
“Be jolly careful,” said Colin. “If you look at the sun through it, it could blind you.”
“Stale,” said David.
They positioned the telescope so that it was focused on the funfair. Then they fetched two stools from the attic, sat down behind the telescope and took it in turns to watch. The one who wasn’t watching had a notebook and a pencil.
Colin said, “If he comes back, remember that we’re birdwatching. Write some birds’ names in the book.”
“What birds?”
“Any birds,” said Colin impatiently, and resumed his inspection of the funfair. He was concentrating on the side where the stallholders’ caravans were parked and their families lived.
If the Admiral had been watching them he would have seen no reason to doubt their toughness and initiative. He might have qualified his thoughts about their innocence.
Half an hour later David said, “Got it. It’s the blue one, quite a bit separate from the others. It’s got a box of geraniums on the window ledge.”
“You’re sure?”
“Certain. I saw him go in and come out again. And his wife came out. That’s the one all right.”
Colin said “Good.” They packed up the telescope, put it back in the cupboard, returned the stools to the attic, and departed as unobtrusively as they had come.
That afternoon, having nothing better to do, the Admiral again made his way down to the fairground to see if he could pick up anything which might help the wobblers on the council to make up their minds. Nine-tenths of the way there, he thought. One more good push.
Being Saturday, the place was crowded and there was a small queue filtering through the entrance. Immediately in front of him was a girl pushing a pram with a baby in it. Rather a slatternly-looking girl with a lot of make-up on her face. The baby was invisible under a pile of bedclothes. Poor mite must be suffocating, thought the Admiral, and wondered if he should say something about it, but decided that a mother, even as young as that one, probably knew what was best for her own baby.
There were quite a few policemen about, he noticed. The stallholders looked a bit edgy, but the crowd seemed reasonably good-tempered. Golding was busy at his roll-a-disc stall which had the usual crowd round it. The Admiral watched for a bit and thought that he seemed more generous in his paying-out than he had been before. Maybe he had sensed the hostility of his customers. A clever brute, thought the Admiral. In a long and active life he had met many brutes, but few of them had been clever.
A woman arrived, pushing her way through the crowd round the stall, carrying a thermos of some hot drink. She ducked under the board and took charge of the game whilst her husband refreshed himself. A big woman, with a rasping voice, she had no difficulty in keeping the game going. A fitting mate for the brute, thought the Admiral.
It was at that moment that he had a shock. He happened to be looking back at his own house, clearly in sight, perched halfway up the cliff. And as he was looking he saw a flash of light. Someone on the roof was using a mirror, slanting it into the strong sun and then turning it away again. A primitive but effective form of heliograph. The message was clear too. The Admiral had not forgotten his Morse code.
“Okay,” said the mirror and then again, “okay – okay – okay.”
“What on earth,” said the Admiral. “This wants looking into.”
He made quickly for the exit. It took him some time to get through the crowd which was coming in. The stout man in the singlet (surely it was Mr Bailey) recognised him and waved to him genially.
“Going already, Admiral,” he said. “Not spent all your money, have you?”
“Not quite,” said the Admiral shortly. He noticed another dissatisfied customer just ahead of him. The girl with the pram was leaving too.
Back at his house the mystery deepened. The key was under the tile. There was no sign of breaking in. There was no sort of disturbance and if someone had been up on the roof they had left no mark. The telescope, which was one of the most valuable things in the house, was safely stowed in the attic cupboard. The Admiral made his way down through the house, checking as he went. His orderly habits enabled him to say, with certainty, that nothing was missing.
Could the whole thing have been his imagination?
He was prepared to believe that a flash of sunlight might have deceived him but regular flashes spelling out a message? Was he becoming like one of those people who saw unidentified flying objects? There had been a story in the papers about a market-gardener at Wrexham who had not only seen one, hovering above his garden, but had read a message, flashed from one of its portholes. Oddly enough that had been in Morse code too.
The Admiral shook his head angrily. He might be over eighty, but he wasn’t cracked. Not yet. Anyway, there was nothing to be done about it. The police had plenty on their hands. He could hardly bother them with a non-burglary.
It was twelve o’clock on the following day and the Admiral, who had been attending morning service at St Michael’s Church, was surprised to find a police car outside his gate. It was Superintendent Queen, and he looked happy.
“We’ve nicked ’em,” he said. “Had a tip-off on the telephone yesterday afternoon. Went round and found all the stuff stolen from the estate, in a sack, hidden under that man Golding’s caravan. The owners have identified every bit of it. We’ve had an emergency meeting of the Watch Committee. No opposition this time. A unanimous recommendation. No licence for Mr Bailey next year. I fancy we’ve seen the last of him.”
“What did Golding say about it?”
“Said it was a frame-up, naturally. But couldn’t suggest who did the framing. It’ll take more than a bit of fast talking to get him out of this one.”
“Excellent,” said the Admiral. A suspicion of the truth was forming in his mind. Too faint as yet to make consecutive sense. Certainly too faint to be expressed to the Superintendent.
As he consumed his solitary Sunday luncheon the picture sharpened and gained definition. Small items were added to other small items, until what had started as suspicion approached certainty.
He was clearing away the dishes when there was a knock on the door. It was the two boys.
Colin, taking the lead as usual, said, “We’ve come to say goodbye. Our holiday’s over. We’ve been ordered to go back and cheer up Dad.”
“I’m sure you will,” said the Admiral.
“It’s been a super holiday,” said David. “We’ll be coming back next year, I hope.”
“One thing you won’t find here, I’m certain, is Bailey’s Circus.”
The boys looked at each other. The faintest flicker of a smile crossed David’s face. Colin was impassive.
The Admiral said, “And when did you learn the Morse code?”
There was a moment of complete silence. Then both boys burst out laughing.
David said, “I told you he’d cotton on to it.” And to the Admiral, “How did you spot it? Were you able to read the flashes?”
“I’ve been reading Morse code since I was a midshipman. Was it you with the pram?”
“It was,” said David, “and I nearly had a fit when I saw you behind me in the queue. I was glad we’d put the make-up on pretty thick.”
“And in the pram, I take it, you had the stuff you’d lifted from Mrs Garibaldi and the others.”
“That bit wasn’t much fun,” said Colin. “We knew the houses were empty, because we knew who lived in them and we’d seen them go out. But all the time we were thinking, suppose someone’s been left behind. There was actually a dog in one, but luckily it was one we’d made friends with.”
“I was scared stiff,” said David. “We just nipped in, picked up the first things we could lay our hands on and nipped out again.”
“I see,” said the Admiral. The boys looked at him anxiously.
“And the second part of your plan, which you also carried out successfully, was to leave the stuff under Golding’s caravan.”
“That bit was easy. It was right away in a corner by itself. We’d spotted it with your telescope.”
“And you gave us the whole idea,” said Colin. “That Dutch skipper’s wife and the baby.”
“So I’m responsible, am I?” said the Admiral.
They guessed from his tone of voice that he wasn’t going to make trouble and smiled at him engagingly.
He said to David, “I’d no idea you were such an accomplished performer.
“Oh, he’s a first-class actress,” said Colin.
After they had gone, something in the tone of the last remark lingered in the Admiral’s mind and stirred a memory. He pulled down his copy of Who’s Who and turned to the entry under ‘Bourdon, Sir David’.
First there was a summarised account of his career in the Royal Navy. Then, in the terse shorthand of that compilation: “M 1960 Félicité, née St Honorée (killed in air crash 1983). Two children: one s, one d.”
“I suppose I should have guessed,” said the Admiral as he shut up the heavy scarlet volume. He wondered if he should tell Jonas the end of the story. He would very much have liked to do so, but decided against it. Jonas was a solicitor, and might have some compunction about a brute going to prison for something he hadn’t done.
The Admiral had none at all.
6
We’ve Come to Report a Murder, Sir
“For the last few months,” said Dan Cullingford, “I’ve been wondering about myself. And when you start wondering about yourself that keeps you awake at night and when you don’t sleep properly that makes you feel worse than ever.”
“A great deal of illness is psychosomatic,” agreed Jonas. “You look fit enough.” His visitor had clear blue eyes and the face, more red than brown, of a man who lived much of his life in the open air.
“I’ve no reason not to be. I still take a lot of exercise. Now that I’ve only got the one full-time assistant we have to share the games between us. On Wednesday I played an hour of football with the boys and felt perfectly all right whilst I was doing it. It was when I sat down afterwards that I began to wonder.”
“How old are you?”
“I’m the wrong side of fifty.”
Jonas, who was the wrong side of sixty, thought of saying that he took a minimum of exercise and managed to get along all right, but realised that this would be little consolation to Dan Cullingford. Instead he said, “I suppose you’ve had a proper check-up?”
“I saw Dr Brassie yesterday.”
“What did he say?”
“The sort of thing doctors always say when they don’t really know the answer. He said he thought it was possible I had what he called a tired heart. For a real check-up I should have to go into hospital for a day or two.”
“He said that, did he?” said Jonas thoughtfully. He knew that Dr Brassie was not an alarmist. “What did you say?”
“That I might be able to manage it at the end of term. That’s only eight weeks away. However, I didn’t really come to talk about my health. That was only incidental. I wanted you to advise me about remaking my will.”
“There’s an existing will, then?”
“I’ve brought it along.” He fished a legal-looking envelope out of his pocket. “I made it when I got married. Hadn’t bothered until then.”
Jonas looked first at the envelope. It had the name Porter and Merriman on it. Cullingford saw him looking at it and said, “It was Ambrose Porter who did it for me. After he died I never had anything more to do with the firm. I mean—it’s all right to come to you, isn’t it?”
Jonas, who like all solicitors, was cautious about appropriating clients from other firms said, “Yes, of course. If Ambrose Porter was the one you really went to and you haven’t consulted them for ten years.”
“I’m glad about that. His son’s all right as a person, I mean. But he seemed a bit lacking in experience.”
Jonas was aware that old men disliked consulting young solicitors. He was reading the will. It was a simple document under which Daniel Stanley Cullingford, schoolmaster, left everything to his wife, Laura, and appointed her sole executrix.
Cullingford said, “The real thing I’m worried about is what might happen to the school if I popped off suddenly. I’ve got an excellent number two, a man called Tim Delavigne. He’d be happy to keep Clifton House going, but only if he could run the show himself.”
“Understandable.”
“And as a matter of fact, it would work rather well, because there’s a spot of romance in the air.”
It took a prep schoolmaster, thought Jonas, to refer to impending matrimony as a spot of romance. He said, “Who is she?”
“Pamela Ricketts. She looks after gym, painting and music.”
“All of them?”
“The iron law of economics. The days are past when you could employ specialists in every department. However, she’s competent enough in music and art and a qualified PE instructor. She did two years at Bedford.”
“PE?”
“In your day,” said Cullingford patiently, “it was called physical training. Now it’s physical education. A subtle difference.”
“I learn a new fact every day,” said Jonas. “Well, I can see that she’d make an admirable schoolmaster’s wife. Tell me exactly what it is you want me to do.”
Cullingford thought about this for some time. Then he said, “What I’m going to tell you is absolutely confidential.”
“Of course.”
“If I left my will as it is now, as soon as I was dead I think Laura would shut the school and sell the property. You know where it is. Between the Lewes road and the factory estate. If she could get planning permission for development – and I don’t see why she shouldn’t – well, she’d get a great deal of money for it.”
“I see,” said Jonas. “Yes. You want to put it out of her power to sell the property, and you want Delavigne to have control of the actual running of the school.”
“I don’t want to cut her out altogether, you understand – it’s just that I don’t want her to be in a position to interfere with Tim.”
Or with Mrs Delavigne-to-be, thought Jonas. He could see considerable complications if the two ladies didn’t get on together. He said, “I’ll draft something for you to look at. It’ll have to be a trust of some sort, and that means you’ll need two trustees. Have you got two reliable friends who’d take the job on?”
“Major Appleby would do it, I’m sure.”
“The headmaster of St Oswald’s? Yes, I know him. A very sound man.”
“The other one might be Leo Sambrooke. You may have seen his name in the High Street. A firm of estate agents. Sambrooke and Dodds. His boy’s at the school now.”
“Sounds just the man for the job. Ask him if he’s prepared to act.” He was examining his desk diary. “In fact I see that Appleby is coming here this afternoon. He wants me to explain the new Finance Act to him. I could tell him what you want him to do, if you like.”
“Please,” said Cullingford. “And I’ll tackle Sambrooke.”
Jonas thought that he looked a bit more cheerful than when he came in.
“Clifton House is a good school,” said Major Appleby, “and Dan Cullingford is a first-class teacher.” He and Jonas had just spent an hour trying to understand the latest piece of gobbledygook put out by the Inland Revenue. “I’d hate to see another outfit go under. I think I told you that when I came here after the war there were eight schools. Now just three, Tanner’s place, my own place – and Dan Cullingford’s. Tanner and I aren’t in competition with Dan. When he saw the other schools folding up he read the signs correctly. He started to phase out all his boarders and take day boys instead. That was about six years ago. Clifton House is entirely a day school now.”
“And there are enough of them to go round?”
“Certainly. In fact he’s got a waiting list. There are a lot of professional and business families in Shackleton who don’t like the idea of sending their sons to state schools, but can’t quite face boarding school fees. Or who want to put off paying them as long as possible. And incidentally, I think Dan’s got a very good number two in Delavigne.”
“I’m glad you think that,” said Jonas, “because it will make it easier to explain what he has in mind.”
He spoke for ten minutes. He was used to expounding legal technicalities to non-legal people, and when he had finished Major Appleby nodded his head.
“In words of one syllable,” he said, “Dan wants to make sure that his wife can’t flog the lot as soon as he’s in his grave.”
“Correct,” said Jonas. “And I do congratulate you. I’ve often heard people start by saying ‘in words of one syllable’ but I’ve never known anyone actually pull it off.”
Appleby laughed and said, “Of course, one can see that she’d have every inducement to do it if she could. Tanner and I have both had that estate agent, Derek Price, of Price and Westbury, nibbling round. He’s dead keen to get hold of building land, and would give a lot for the Clifton House playing fields. We both sent him off with a flea in his ear. To tell you the truth, I can’t stand the chap.”
“Thirtyish, fatter than he should be at that age, smooth dresser, drives a BMW?”
“That’s the fellow. Chases girls as well as building land, so I’m told. One question: you realise that I’m a bit older than Dan. What happens if I die first?”
“Then we appoint someone else. But I don’t think it’s likely to happen.”
Appleby looked at Jonas shrewdly. He said, “You don’t think Dan’s a very good life?”
“I happened to be talking to Dr Brassie. Knowing that I’m Cullingford’s solicitor I suppose he felt able to be frank. What he said was, as long as Cullingford would exercise a little common sense and stop playing violent games of football on cold afternoons there’s no reason he shouldn’t go on happily for years.”
“I see,” said Appleby. “That’s the form, is it? Well, thanks for telling me.”
That was the second week in October. Dan Cullingford died on All Saints Day, which fell on a Monday that year. He had been giving some sort of demonstration in the gym and had fallen dead. When Dr Makepeace, the coroner, heard what Dr Brassie had to say he agreed that there was no need for an inquest. The burial service at St Michael’s was conducted by the Reverend Tobias Harmer and the address was given by the Bishop of Lewes, who also conducted the committal. The sun was shining, but it gave out little heat and Jonas, his coat collar turned up to his ears, felt a shiver run through him as the coffin was lowered into the ground. He had not known Cullingford long, but long enough to become fond of him.
The church had been jam-packed, and most of the congregation had come out to the churchyard to witness the final rites. Laura was there, in a black two-piece suit over a cream-coloured shirt and was veiled. The school staff and the boys of Clifton House were all in attendance. Two of the boys stood in front of the bishop at the head of the grave when he spoke the words of committal. One of them, a stocky, freckled boy, he knew was Superintendent Queen’s son. The other, a tall thin boy in spectacles, was not known to him. Both looked appropriately solemn.
Claire, who had come with Jonas, said, “I do hate that sort of thing. It’s barbarous. Give me a quiet private cremation every time.”
“I don’t know,” said Jonas mildly. “A lot of people enjoy funerals. And it doesn’t make any difference to the party chiefly concerned.”
“Not to him,” agreed Claire, “but I bet the leading lady was enjoying it all behind that tootsie little veil. She’ll be round to see you in a day or two.”
“Surely she’ll wait for a bit. A decent interval, anyway.”
“Would you care to bet on it?” said Claire. “I’ll make it an even fiver that she turns up before the end of the week.”
The telephone call came that Thursday, when Claire was in Jonas’s room taking dictation. She lifted the receiver, listened impassively, and said, in her most secretarial voice, “It’s Mrs Cullingford, sir. She wants to know if she can come and have a word with you.”
“Monday morning?” suggested Jonas hopefully.
“You’re in Eastbourne on Monday and Tuesday on that planning enquiry.” Claire had the desk diary open. “You’ve nothing on before midday tomorrow.”
“All right.” Jonas sighed, took a five pound note out of his wallet and passed it across the desk. “Tell her eleven o’clock.”
When Laura arrived she was wearing the same black suit but she had brightened it up with a fuchsia-coloured scarf at the throat and Jonas concluded that her sorrow for the loss of her husband was likely to be short-lived. He knew quite well what she had come to talk about, and after five minutes of sparring she came to the point.
She said, “My husband showed me the will he had made. I meant to bring it along with me, but it seems to have disappeared. He told me he was coming to see you. Did he show it to you perhaps?”
“He showed it to me,” said Jonas slowly. “That was the first time he came to see me. When he came here again – that was a week later – to sign his new will, he tore the old one up. Anyway, it was no longer effective, because the new will totally revoked the old one. But I always think it’s a mistake to have too many wills hanging about. It can easily lead to confusion.”
He had dragged this statement out to give Laura time to react. He saw the flush rising in her cheeks and the tightening of her mouth.
She said, “He never told me he was making a new will.”
“No?”
“Wasn’t that rather unusual?”
“Not really. I expect he planned to tell you about it later. There was no reason to worry you about it whilst he was alive and well.”
“Worry me. Why should it have worried me?”
Her feelings were very near the surface now.
“I’ve had copies made for you and the two executors. Perhaps you’d better read it.”
Laura picked up the document that Jonas had put on the desk in front of her, but seemed unwilling to pick it up. She said, “Two executors? What are you talking about? I’m his executor. The sole executor. He told me so.”
“That was in the old will. The executors in his new will are Major Appleby and Leopold Sambrooke.”
“Do they know about this?”
“They know about it and have agreed to act.” Seeing that Laura was making no attempt to read the document Jonas said, “You might find some of the legal terms confusing. Shall I explain it to you?”
Laura said, “Yes.” Her mouth was scarcely open, and the word came out like a hiss.
“Well, to start with, he leaves you all his personal chattels. That’s to say, everything he possessed outside the school.”
“Which was nothing. He had nothing except the school.”
“I wouldn’t say that. Everyone has something. Furniture, books, pictures, shares, money in the bank.”
“No shares. And an overdraft in the bank.”
“All right,” said Jonas, who was finding Laura hard to take. “He may not have had much, but what he did have is yours.”
“The school. Tell me about the school.”
“He left the school and the grounds to his executors.”
“What!” Not a hiss, this time. A scream. “He left the school to old Appleby and Sambrooke. Why? What had they done to deserve it?”
“Hold your horses. He didn’t leave it to them beneficially. They hold it on trust.”
“Trust?”
“The will tells them what to do with it. As long as the school carries on, the profits – that’s to say, the income it produces – goes in equal shares to you and Mr Delavigne. If they sell it, and they’ve got the power to do that, then again, what they get is split equally between the two of you.”
“Can I make them sell it?”
“No one can make them sell it. It’s a matter for them. Anyway, it’s clear that your husband wanted the school to go on as long as it could. I think that’s obvious from the fact that it’s the executors who have the right to appoint the headmaster.”
Laura sat in silence for an appreciable time. She was chewing over the bitter dish that had been served to her. He could see her mouth moving. Violent forces were working on her. He thought, she’s so far off-balance that she might do or say anything.
When she spoke the undercurrent of bile almost choked the words. She said, “You’ve got it all nicely worked out between you, haven’t you? But you’re not going to get away with it. I can promise you that. I’ll have that will set aside.”
“Yes?”
“Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes. I’ll go and see a real solicitor. One who doesn’t conspire behind people’s backs. We’ll see what the Law Society has to say about you, Mr Tricky Pickett.”
Jonas rang the bell on his desk, and Claire came in. She said, “Did you want me?”
“You’d better be here. If this lady proposes to slander me again, it would be as well to have a witness present.”
Laura left without another word.
Tim Delavigne was standing in the headmaster’s study looking out of the window. Dan’s sudden death had shaken the school from top to bottom, but the ship was slowly climbing back on to course again. All the parents had been sympathetic.
None of them had wanted to take their boys away. With any luck, he thought, he and Pamela should be able to cope.
A car came storming up the drive. Laura jumped out and slammed the door behind her.
Tim’s feelings towards Laura at that moment were ambivalent. He was sorry for her. The loss of her husband must, surely, have been a blow. When he had made some such comment to Pamela she had said nothing. She had neither agreed nor disagreed. In fact, she had been very odd about the whole thing.
Whilst he was thinking, in a puzzled male way, about women and their unfathomable natures, Laura came in. This time she did not slam the door. She left it open, stalked across to Dan’s desk, and sat down behind it.
She said, “I wonder if you’d very much mind asking me before you make free of my study.”
Tim stared at her.
“Until something else is legally and officially decided, I take it that I am in charge here.”
“Yes. I mean—I suppose so. Actually I thought—”
“Yes, Mr Delavigne. What did you think?”
“I thought it had been arranged that I should takeover.”
“Arranged? Arranged by who?”
“Well, by Dan’s executors.”
“I see. So you’re in the plot as well, are you? Well, let me tell you this, Mr Delavigne, that I’ve been having a word with my lawyer. Not your lawyer, Grandfather Pickett, but a young Cedric Porter who knows something about the law, and has a few manners into the bargain. And I showed him a copy of the will, and he said that until the executors had had a meeting and made an appointment, I was in charge. Well?”
“I expect he’s right,” said Tim. He was seeing a side of Laura that he had never suspected before and wanted only to get out of the room.
“Then perhaps you would be good enough to send Miss Ricketts to see me.”
He found Pamela in the Art Room and said, “Laura’s in Dan’s study. She wants to see you – and look – I’m afraid she’s rather upset. Hardly responsible for what she says. So watch out.”
“I’m not afraid of Mrs Cullingford,” said Pamela coolly. “She can’t kill me.”
“What are you talking about?”
“I’ll tell you later. Mustn’t keep Madame waiting.”
Tim sat down at one of the desks and stared at a well executed painting of three apples on a plate. He was normally courageous enough, but there was something frightening about mental imbalance.
It was five minutes before Pamela reappeared. There was a faint flush across her cheekbones, but otherwise she seemed unruffled.
She said, “Well, you see, she didn’t kill me.”
“What did she want you for? What did she say?”
“She sacked me. I’ve got to be out by Sunday night.”
“Sacked you? She can’t do that.”
“She seems to think she can.”
“What for?”
“I wasn’t quite clear about that. Either for impertinence or incompetence. Or maybe for both.”
“This is mad. What are we going to do?”
“I think we must have a word with Mr Pickett.”
“I’ll telephone him right away.”
Jonas listened carefully to what Tim had to say. He then asked to speak to Pamela, who was the more coherent of the two.
He said, “I can certainly act for you, now that Mrs Cullingford has gone elsewhere. You said it was Cedric Porter she’d seen? He’s quite a sensible chap. Better than his old father. I think I’ll have a word with him. Which means I shan’t be able to see you until later tonight. Could you both get away after supper?”
“We’ll do that,” said Tim. In fact the thought of supper with Laura had deprived him of any appetite.
Jonas caught Cedric Porter on the point of slipping away for a round of golf. He said, “If you don’t get stuck in too many bunkers you should be back in the clubhouse by seven o’clock. There’s a small room behind the bar that no one ever uses. Shall we meet there?”
He thought that Cedric Porter sounded relieved at the idea of a meeting.
“This is off the record?” said Porter.
“Certainly,” said Jonas. “Anything said is off the record and totally deniable.”
“To tell you the truth, I’m glad to have the chance of discussing it in a friendly way, because it really is a very awkward situation.”
“Awkward for everyone,” agreed Jonas.
“I’ve seen the will. I’m assuming that as soon as the executors can meet they’ll use their powers to appoint Delavigne headmaster.”
“Yes. You can assume that. Unfortunately Major Appleby has pushed off with a party of senior boys on some sort of expedition. He won’t be back until late on Monday night so the earliest he and Sambrooke can meet is Tuesday morning. And, I’d agree with you that until they meet, Mrs Cullingford retains a sort of residual authority.”
“Yes,” said Porter unhappily. “But I did point out to her that anything she does can be reversed as soon as Delavigne takes over.”
“What did she say to that?”
“Frankly, I’m not sure she was really listening. I hope she took it in and doesn’t do anything stupid. After all, she can’t do a lot in three days.”
“So far, she’s only sacked Miss Ricketts.”
“She’s done what?” In his agitation Porter dropped the golf ball he had been fiddling with and it rolled away under the seat.
Jonas retrieved it and handed it back to him. He said, “If I was a psychiatrist I’d diagnose her trouble as acute persecution mania. The six people who are persecuting her are her late husband, myself, Delavigne, Miss Ricketts, Major Appleby and Leopold Sambrooke. Dan is out of her reach, but if she could wipe out the other five, she’d do it cheerfully.”
“You don’t mean—”
“Maybe I was exaggerating. No – I don’t think she’s reached the homicidal stage, but it wouldn’t take much to push her over the edge.”
Cedric Porter said, “I trust you’re wrong,” but he didn’t sound very hopeful. “All I can suggest is that we ought to keep in touch, unofficially, until we can see what’s going to happen.”
“I agree,” said Jonas grimly.
When he got back to the office Tim and Pamela were waiting for him. Sam was doing his best to entertain them but without a lot of success. Tim said, “We both cut supper. Couldn’t stand the thought of it.”
“All right,” said Jonas. “Bring me up to date.”
“There’s not a great deal to report. Laura has spent most of the time in Dan’s study, with the door locked. Heaven knows what she’s up to. She did a lot of telephoning. I think she was trying to get hold of young Porter and was very put out when she discovered he wasn’t in the office.”
“In a way,” said Jonas, “what she’s doing is explicable. Grabbing Dan’s office for herself and sitting in his chair. She’s asserting the position she thinks she ought by rights to have had. What’s out of character, Miss Ricketts, is sacking you. She must know that she can’t make that stick. As soon as Tim’s appointed, which will be on Tuesday at the latest, he reappoints you. At least I imagine so.”
“At once, if not sooner,” agreed Tim.
Pamela said, “The real reason she’s trying to get me out of the place is that I was in the gym when her husband died. I didn’t actually see what happened because I was busy with some juniors at the other end of the room. I heard a crash and ran up. He must have been trying to climb one of the ropes and fell from nearly the top of it. It wasn’t the fall that killed him, Dr Brassie says, it was the effort of climbing. Actually, if you know how to do it, climbing a rope is as easy as walking upstairs. But I don’t think he did know.”
“Then why did he try to do it?”
“Laura was there. She’s made a point lately of coming into my gym classes and more than once she’s seemed to be making fun of Dan because he couldn’t do everything the boys did. Last week, I remember, they were going over the vaulting horse and she said, ‘Even tiny boys can do it. You ought to be setting them an example,’ which he did, easily enough. But clearing a vaulting horse is not the same as climbing a twenty-foot rope.”
“Did you actually hear her suggesting that he climb it?”
“No. But she may have thought I did.”
“Are you suggesting that she killed her husband?”
In the face of this direct question Pamela hesitated. “It’s an awful thing to suggest, but yes, I think she had the possibility in mind.”
“Why? To run the school herself?”
“Not to run it. To sell it.”
Jonas thought of what Dan had said to him in that room less than a month ago. He said, “I suppose you realise that there’s nothing in all this that adds up to anything like proof. No one could begin to base a charge on it.”
“I didn’t imagine you could,” said Pamela. “Once she’s out of the way I’ll be happy to forget all about her.”
She looked at Tim, who smiled his agreement.
“I’m not sure that you can get rid of her.”
“But—”
“When Tim becomes headmaster he can stop her from interfering with the school. But that doesn’t mean he can turn her out of the house. The law is very protective of widows and their rights in the matrimonial home.”
“Let her stay on?” said Tim. “It would be an impossible position for all of us, quite impossible. It just would not work.”
“Has it occurred to you that there may be some method in Laura Cullingford’s madness? She’ll have been told what her legal rights are. If she really can make it impossible for you to carry on, you’d have to sell the place. Which is exactly what she wants.”
Tim and Pamela looked at each other. The idea had obviously never struck them.
“I may be quite wrong,” said Jonas. “Anyway, there’s no point in crossing that bridge till we come to it. The next few days are going to be critical. We’d better keep in touch.”
After they had gone Jonas sat for a long time in his office. In forty years of legal practice he could hardly remember a more difficult situation, or one with more unpleasant possibilities. Suppose what Pamela had suggested was true. Suppose Laura had planned to kill her husband. If so, she had done it in such a way that the law could not touch her.
“Thou shalt not kill,” he quoted to himself, “but needst not strive officiously to keep alive.”
And what was Laura going to do now? With a woman of her temperament it was impossible to guess, except that it would certainly be unexpected and possibly violent.
The street outside was very quiet. Faintly he heard the clock in the market square striking the hour. Ten o’clock. He’d no idea it was so late. He switched out the light in the office and went upstairs to his flat. Tomorrow was Saturday. Nothing much could happen before Tuesday, after Appleby had got back. That should at least give them a quiet weekend.
He was still thinking this when the telephone in his bedroom rang at seven o’clock on the following morning.
“Sorry to wake you up,” said Superintendent Queen.
“I am awake. I’m just putting on my shoes.”
“Good. Well the fact is, Mr Pickett, that I think I ought to warn you that you’ll be getting your first clients at eight o’clock.”
“Who?”
“One of ’em’s my son James. T’other’s a friend of his at the school, Vincent Sambrooke.”
“At Clifton House?”
“Right. They’re the two senior boys. In fact they’re leaving at the end of the term. They’ve both got places at Brighton College.”
“Were they the two boys I saw at the funeral standing in front of the bishop?”
“Right. And what I wanted to say is that they’re both sensible kids. Much more grown up than I was at their age.”
“Children grow up faster now,” agreed Jonas. “What do they want to talk about?”
“Jimmy wouldn’t tell me.”
“Why?”
He heard the Inspector chuckle. “He told me he’d heard me say that if people knew their rights they’d always have a word with their solicitors before saying anything to the police.”
Jonas said, “Good heavens. I hope whatever trouble they’re in it’s not serious.”
“I got the impression,” said Queen, “that it wasn’t them that was in trouble.”
The boys arrived promptly at eight o’clock, and sat down in the two chairs which Jonas had placed opposite his desk. James looked at Vincent who was clearly to be the spokesman.
He said, “We’ve come to report a murder, sir.”
“Of whom, by whom?”
Vincent faced this without flinching. He said, “Of Mr Cullingford, by his wife.”
There was a long pause while Jonas made up his mind what to say. Laugh at them? Impossible. Get angry with them? Equally impossible. In the end he simply said, “I suppose you realise that what you’re saying is extremely serious?”
Vincent had taken off his glasses to clean them on his handkerchief. Having replaced them he looked quite steadily at Jonas and said, “Yes, sir. We know it’s serious, but it’s true. We were in the gym, quite close to where it happened. We both heard Mrs Cullingford say, ‘Go on, Dan, be a big man. Show the boys how to do it.’ We didn’t think he wanted to, but she kept at him. She said, ‘Shall I get Pamela – that’s Miss Ricketts – to show you how to do it?’ That seemed to annoy him, so he took off his coat and started up. Then—but you know about that, sir.”
“Yes,” said Jonas. “I know about that. If what you’re implying is true – and I say if, because I can see no certainty in it at all – can you think of any reason why she should do such a thing?”
“Oh, we know that, sir.”
Jonas stared at him.
“If we didn’t know that, we wouldn’t have come along. It was what young Russell told us yesterday evening that made us certain we were right. He’d seen Mrs Cullingford in Mr Price’s BMW. It was parked up a lane near his house, but he could see them quite clearly through the hedge.”
“Did he say what they were doing?”
For the first time Vincent seemed to have lost a little of his remarkable poise. He said, “What he said, sir, was that they were snogging.”
“And what did he mean by that?”
“He’s only eleven,” said Vincent apologetically. “I don’t think he knows a lot about that sort of thing. I mean it was getting dark, and he couldn’t see much. What I expect he meant was heavy petting.”
Jonas was wondering what a judge and counsel would make of this sort of evidence. He said, “If it was dark, mightn’t Russell have been wrong about the car?”
“Oh no, sir,” said Jimmy, speaking for the first time. “He may not know much about sex but he knows all about cars. He says it was a red four-door six-cylinder BMW 520i with one of those black spoilers. Price is the only man in these parts who’s got one of those.”
“I see,” said Jonas. This sounded a little more like hard evidence. “What about the people in the car? Of course he’d know Mrs Cullingford, but how did he know the man was Price?”
“He said they’d bought their new house through Price and Westbury. He’d seen Price talking to his father more than once.”
Vincent, who had recovered his poise, said, “Jimmy and I talked it out. We knew Mr Price had been shopping round for building land. At one time he asked my father to come in with him on a deal. Dad wasn’t keen, because, he told me, he didn’t trust Price. But if Mr Cullingford was out of the way, he could pick up Mrs Cullingford and the land. It seemed quite obvious.”
By this time Jonas had decided on the line he must take. He said coldly, “Things may seem obvious in a sort of detective story way, but we’re dealing here with real life. There could be all sorts of explanations of what you’ve told me. Meanwhile, I’ll give you some advice. I imagine you came to me for advice?”
The two boys nodded.
“Then you are to say nothing to anyone until I let you. If you do, you may cause untold harm. You haven’t spoken to your fathers?”
Two heads were shaken.
“Good. Then keep your mouths buttoned. You’d better hurry, or you’ll be late for school.”
As the boys were leaving the office Vincent said, “Did you see that, Jimmy?”
“No. What?”
“In the BMW Mr Price.”
“Did he see us?”
“Yes, I think he did. Ten to one he’ll sneak to Mrs Cullingford.”
James thought about this as they trotted along. They couldn’t stop to talk about it. They were going to have their work cut out to get to school in time.
“Don’t see she can do much about it,” said James. “It isn’t as though we’d done anything wrong.”
They were a minute late, but scudded up the drive and slipped into their places as the short service which started the day’s routine was about to begin.
On Saturdays there were two periods of work followed by a half-hour break at eleven and one more work hour before lunch. Since no games had been arranged for the afternoon, once lunch was over everyone was free to go home.
It was during the break that the message came round. Everyone was to be in the big school room at half past eleven.
“Does everyone mean us?” said the visiting master who taught mathematics.
“Apparently not,” said Tim. “Just the boys.”
The master said, “Good show.” He himself had no further class to take and was planning to catch the eleven forty to London. “What’s it all about anyway?”
“No idea. Orders from the head lady.”
The boys shuffled into the schoolroom and sat down. Laura mounted the platform where the master’s desk stood and stared down at them. She was breathing heavily, as though she had been running. There was a white patch along each cheekbone.
She said, “Sambrooke and Queen, come out here.”
The two boys came and stood in front of the desk.
“You were both late for prayers this morning.”
“I thought we were just in time, Mrs Cullingford,” said Jimmy.
“There’s no such thing as being just in time. Either you’re in time or you’re late.”
“Yes, Mrs Cullingford.”
“What made you late?”
So Price has sneaked, thought Jimmy. Now for it. He said, “I had a message from my father for Mr Pickett.”
“A message? Why couldn’t your father have delivered it himself?”
“I don’t know, Mrs Cullingford.”
Laura, who had been standing, now stepped off the platform and stood beside Jimmy. She said, through her teeth, “I think you’re lying.”
“I’m not lying, Mrs Cullingford. You can ask my father. He knew I was going there.”
“I’ve no doubt he’ll support any lies you choose to tell. But you’re not going to get away with it.”
She swung her right arm, hand open, and hit him in the face. She was a powerful woman, and the blow was so unexpected that Jimmy toppled over sideways, clutched at one of the legs of the desk, and pulled it down on top of himself. It came with a splintering crash, spilling books, rulers and an open inkpot from which a black lake spread slowly on to the planks.
Laura took no further notice of him. She moved across to Vincent who guessed what was coming and whipped his glasses off. Her open hand hit him on the side of the face. Since he was ready for it he did not fall down but stood staring at her blankly. She hit him again, and then again.
The rest of the school stood watching her in horrified silence.
It was just after half past two that same afternoon when Superintendent Queen and Leopold Sambrooke arrived together at Jonas’s office. They were both very angry. They told Jonas what had happened, supplementing each other, and adding to each other’s fury.
“Vincent’s got a badly split lip, and the doctor thinks he may have a cracked cheekbone.”
“Jimmy’s had to have six stitches in a long tear in his scalp. That was when the desk fell on him.”
“They’re both pretty shocked, I can tell you.”
“They weren’t the only people who were shocked. A lot of the smaller boys were so scared they wouldn’t even stay for school lunch. They scuttled straight off.”
“There are no two ways about it,” said Sambrooke. “That woman ought to be in a home, under proper restraint.”
“And what we want to know,” said Queen, “is what we can do about it. Because we’re not letting her get away with it.”
“That’s right,” said Sambrooke. “What’s the position? The legal position?”
“Well,” said Jonas. “Mrs Cullingford was standing in, temporarily, as headmaster. The law about schoolmasters isn’t entirely clear, but it’s generally accepted that they have the right to give their pupils moderate punishment.”
“Moderate,” said Sambrooke viciously. “A fractured cheekbone and a broken head for being one minute late for school.”
“Only it seems that wasn’t their real offence,” said Queen.
“What was it, then?”
“Coming to visit you.”
“I see,” said Jonas. “Yes, I thought I saw that BMW parked outside. Price must have seen them leaving.”
“Look here,” said Sambrooke. “What we want—”
Jonas held up one hand. “I know what you want,” he said. “And please don’t misunderstand me. Of course what Mrs Cullingford did couldn’t be justified under any code of law. It was sheer spiteful rage. A totally unwarranted attack, in front of a hundred witnesses. No court would tolerate it. But the real point is this. If a case were brought which court would be hearing it?”
The two angry men stared at him. Queen seemed to have some idea what he was getting at.
Jonas said, “If Mrs Cullingford had not been in a position of authority – I mean, if she had just come up to a strange boy in the street and had done what she did to your boys – the right course would have been a simple charge of criminal assault. First offence. She would probably have been bound over. You follow me?”
Queen said, “Yes.” Sambrooke was too angry to speak.
“But where someone exceeds – grossly exceeds – an imagined right, the proper course is a civil action, which would certainly result in her being forced to pay costs and heavy damages.”
“Let’s hit her where it hurts most,” agreed Queen.
“Quite so. The trouble is that a civil action takes time. Certainly months, maybe years.”
“That’s impossible,” said Sambrooke. “She can’t be left in that school for another day. She’s not safe.”
Queen, who knew Jonas better than Sambrooke, said, “You’ve got some idea, haven’t you, Mr Pickett?”
“Yes,” said Jonas. “I’m not sure whether it’s a good one or a bad one.”
He spoke for some minutes.
“It’s going to mean a lot of hard work for you,” he said. “And you’ll have to move quickly. You’ve only got this afternoon and tomorrow.”
“You can do a lot in a day and a half if you give your mind to it,” said Queen. “One thing, we shan’t have to waste much time over explanations.”
Sambrooke said, “Might be a good idea to get the press in on it. Sammy Clayton’s father is sub-editor of the South Coast Gazette and News. It publishes bi-weekly, on Tuesdays and Fridays.”
“Tuesday,” said Jonas thoughtfully. “Yes, that should be about right.”
At the school that morning Tim, who had heard the crash of the desk going over, had hurried into the room. He had almost been knocked over by Laura sweeping out. He silenced the shrill babble of explanations and said to one of the visiting masters who had come in with him, “Can you look after everyone for half an hour, Alex? Keep them all in here. I’m going to get these two boys home.”
When he got back to the school Alex said, “Am I glad to see you! I had to lock the door to keep half of them from running away.”
Tim said, “Does anybody not want to stop for lunch?”
A dozen hands went up. Mostly boys who lived within walking distance of the school. He said, “All right, off you go.”
Lunch was a mad-house, with everyone talking so excitedly that they could hardly find time to eat. “A pity,” said Pamela. “Cook always makes a special effort for Saturday lunch.”
Laura did not put in an appearance.
When it was over the boys dispersed, some on foot, some on bicycles. A few more were collected by their parents. Tim could see them beginning to talk before the car doors were even shut, the words coming out like bubbles in a cartoon, “Mummy, do you know what Mrs Cullingford . . .?”
When the last of them had gone Pamela said, “What are you planning to do?”
“I’ll tell you what I’m not going to do,” said Tim, “and that is hang about here waiting for the storm to break. I thought we might run over to Brighton. We’ll have dinner there and get back late.”
“So you’re running away?”
“Right,” said Tim. He had a word with Annie, the more sensible of the two housemaids who lived in. He said, “I expect there’ll be a lot of messages, people asking particularly to talk to me. Could you just make a note of the calls, and say I’ll ring back first thing tomorrow. Leave the notes in the letter rack in the staffroom.”
Annie looked doubtful, but promised to do her best. After that they spent a peaceful afternoon, sitting in the sun on Brighton Pier and resolutely refusing to discuss school matters. They had a good meal and a glass of wine at the Albion Hotel, and thus fortified drove back to Clifton House. There was a chink of light from the window in the headmaster’s study, but otherwise the building was in darkness. They went in by the back door and Tim made his way to the staffroom.
There was a single sheet of paper in the letter rack.
It was in Annie’s schoolgirl handwriting. It said: “Ten p.m. No messages so far.”
They stared at each other in disbelief.
Over Sunday the mystery deepened. The telephone was silent; no one came to the house. Laura confined herself to her own quarters. Tim and Pamela went for a walk over the downs behind Shackleton, had a combined tea and supper in a village pub, and once again got home after dark. Still no messages.
“The trouble’s going to start when the boys get here tomorrow,” said Tim. “I don’t mean Jimmy and Vincent. They may still be under doctor’s orders. It’s the other boys. They’ll have had time to tell their parents all about it.”
“And the story,” said Pamela, “will have lost nothing in the telling.”
The members of the visiting staff who were involved in Monday’s programme turned up in good time and joined Tim and Pamela in the main classroom. Laura did not normally attend prayers. The service, a brief and interdenominational one, had been conducted since Dan Cullingford’s death by Tim. The science master played the piano, badly. Everyone was ready. There was only one thing missing. There were no boys.
After ten minutes it became clear that this was not a question of lateness. It was mass desertion.
Tim was not sure whether he was worried or relieved. On the whole, relief predominated. Whatever happened now, this was going to bring things to a head. He wondered who had organised it.
He sent the visiting staff home and went straight to have it out with Laura. From her vantage point in the study she must have been able to observe what was happening.
She said, “Is this something to do with you?”
“Certainly not.”
“Then what—”
“The fact is,” said Tim brutally, “that you’ve frightened the boys so badly that their parents won’t let them come to school. I don’t blame them. What you did was cruel and totally uncalled for.”
For a moment he thought that Laura was going to explode but the spirit was out of her. She said plaintively, “What are we going to do? What can we do?”
“The first thing,” said Tim, who was looking out of the window, “is to deal with the press. Isn’t that Giles Clayton, from the Gazette? His son’s in the school. No doubt that’s why he’s first in the field. I expect there’ll be others. Are you going to talk to them?”
“No,” said Laura wildly, “I can’t. I wouldn’t know what to say. You must do it. After all, by tomorrow you’ll probably be headmaster.”
“If there’s any school for me to be headmaster of.”
“What are you going to tell them?”
“The truth,” said Tim, and went out.
In fact Giles Clayton was their only visitor. He listened to what Tim had to tell him, and said, “Yes, that’s more or less what Sammy told me. It’s pretty bad for the school, isn’t it? I could tone it down a bit, perhaps.”
Tim had already made his mind up about this. He said, “Don’t tone it down at all. Tell the whole story.”
The South Down News and the South Coast Times, both of which were weeklies, telephoned later that afternoon. Their interest in the story was diminished by the fact that the Gazette was ahead of them. In any event, by the time they came out on Friday the story would be public property.
Laura’s nerve did not finally break until Tuesday morning. The story was on the front page of the Gazette under a full-size headline:
The Schoolboys Who Daren’t Go To School.
Thinking about it had been bad. Reading the story of it in cold print was intolerable. It led her to take a step which, if she had been in full control of herself, she would have known to be unwise. She telephoned Derek Price at his office.
At first there seemed to be some difficulty about putting her through. Finally she lost her temper with his secretary and said, “If he doesn’t ring me back in five minutes I’m coming round in person.”
Almost as soon as she had put down the receiver the telephone rang. Price sounded cool. He said, “From what I’ve seen in this morning’s paper, it looks as though you’re in trouble.”
Laura said, “We’ve got to talk about this. Now. This morning.”
Price said, “It wouldn’t be very sensible to meet in public. People might start to imagine things.” Laura said nothing, but he had no difficulty in visualising the state she was in. Like an unexploded bomb, he thought. “I’ll tell you what,” he said. “I’ll drive out to the school. The back entrance. Meet you there. Then we can drive up on to the downs, and talk this over.”
Half an hour later they were parked in a lay-by from which they could look down on Shackleton, its roofs shining under the clear November sun.
Laura said, “We planned to get married as soon as we could after Dan’s death. As soon as public opinion would stand for it, was what you said. Well, after what’s happened I’m past worrying about public opinion. I’ve got to get away from here, and I’m not going alone. If we got a special licence we could be married in a month.”
When Derek said nothing she added, “Couldn’t we?”
He said, “I’m very fond of you. And I don’t want to sound mercenary, but things are a bit different now.”
“Different?”
“Well, when we made the arrangement, I understood that after Dan’s death the school would be yours. Now it seems you’ve only got a half-share of what it fetches when it’s sold.”
He looked at her out of the corner of his eye to see how she was taking this. She seemed to be taking it surprisingly well.
She said, “Cedric Porter told me about that. There are institutions who buy these things. It’s called a settled reversion. It could be sold now for quite a reasonable sum.”
“I expect that’s right,” said Price. “But there’s something else. The buzz is that the fathers of both the boys you hit are planning to sue you. When you’d paid damages and costs there mightn’t be much left of what you got for your share in the school.”
“I see,” said Laura. “Well, that’s that, isn’t it? Perhaps you’d be kind enough to drive me back to the school.”
Derek stole another glance at her face. She seemed to be taking it all very calmly. If he had been shrewder, he would have looked at her hands. Those traitors were clasping and unclasping themselves.
Halfway down the steep hill into Shackleton she leaned across, grabbed the wheel and twisted it.
“I’m not sure what she meant to do,” said Major Appleby. “Perhaps she was trying to kill them both. If that was her idea, it didn’t work. She hit a telegraph pole, and turned the car over. Price got off comparatively lightly. Broke an arm and three ribs. She cracked her skull, and will be in hospital for months.”
It was a fortnight after the accident, and the Major had called on Jonas for a further discussion on income tax.
Jonas said, “R. and L. Sykes have already had instructions. Price is going the whole hog. Not just damages. He wants a charge of attempted murder. She’ll wriggle out of that. She’ll say it was an accident. Her word against his.”
“Whether she wriggles out of it or not,” said the Major, “it’s quite clear she can’t come back to the school.”
“How are they doing there?”
“They’re fine. I took our football team down to play them yesterday and we got walloped. Sambrooke and Queen scored two goals each.”
7
Holy Writ
In his youth Jonas Pickett had been a keen golfer. When he qualified as a solicitor he had abandoned the game as a distraction from the more important matter of making a living. Now he had been lured back on to the course.
“An old roué returning to the sins of his youth,” said Claire uncharitably.
On that Sunday afternoon he had a game arranged with Ronald Sykes, now the senior partner in R. and L. Sykes. It was a fine April afternoon, with no threat of rain and he had decided to walk to the golf club. He was crossing the market square when he noticed the crowd at the far side and could hear people shouting. He had lived long enough in Shackleton to guess what was happening. Well, it was not his trouble. Let them sort it out for themselves.
The town had once boasted three cinemas. Now only one remained open. One had turned itself into a dancehall; the other had taken to bingo. Claire, who kept him informed of all local gossip, had said, “I hear they’ve got permission to open on Sunday afternoons. It was a close thing in the committee. A good deal of opposition from local fuddy-duddies.”
“Absurd,” said Jonas. “I play golf on Sunday. Why shouldn’t they play bingo?”
Claire had said, “Tell that to the Reverend Tobias Harmer.”
The rector of St Michael’s was, in truth, a notable character. Physically notable, being over six foot high, with snowy white hair, piercing eyes and a nose like the beak of a bird of prey; and a notable menace to all in charge of local arrangements. Assisted by other earnest reformers he had striven to clean up Shackleton. He was now engaged in demonstrating a one-man opposition to Sunday bingo.
He had taken his stand, Jonas saw, on the top step in front of the doorway of the hall and was underlining his arguments with flourishes of a stick.
“You will find it written in the Commandments of our Lord that you keep holy the Sabbath day. Six days shalt thou labour and do all that thou hast to do, but the seventh is the Sabbath of the Lord, thy God. In it thou shalt do no manner of work—”
“Bingo isn’t work,” called an objector from the back of the crowd.
“A jesuitical argument, my friend. You may be amusing yourselves, but what about the people who are running the place?”
He swung round and a small man who had poked his head through the half-opened door hastily withdrew it.
“It is in the sweat of their brows that you are pursuing your godless pleasures. Pray keep your distance, madam.”
The crowd was divided. The people at the back looked on the whole thing as a welcome distraction on a dull Sunday afternoon. The front rank were hopeful bingo players. They were angry.
Someone behind him said, “If he hits anyone with that stick I shall have to take him in.”
He turned and saw Detective Superintendent Queen.
“Wouldn’t want to arrest a man of the cloth. Couldn’t you have a word with him?”
“For God’s sake, Jack. He’s not my client.”
“You could have a try.”
“I’ve got a date at the golf club.”
“Public order’s more important than golf.”
Jonas considered this for a moment. He saw that one of the ladies, a Mrs McClachan, a leading light in the Women’s Institute, was edging up to the rector. Strife was imminent.
“I’ll try,” he said and pushed his way through the crowd.
He had reached the top step before the rector focused his grey eyes on him and said, “Who the blazes are you, sir?”
“I’m a lawyer.”
“Woe to ye, ye lawyers. Luke eleven, forty-six.”
“And because I’m a lawyer I believe in the law. Every word of it, you must remember, has an exact and important meaning.”
The rector had allowed Jonas to get so near that he was inside the sweep of his stick and in no immediate danger. He leaned closer and continued speaking quietly, but firmly.
Surprisingly, the rector allowed him to finish. Even more surprisingly he smiled, swung round and said, “It would appear, ladies, that I was wrong about one point. A small point, but an important one.” He bowed to Mrs McClachan. “Enjoy your childish game, ladies. I’ll not stand in your way.”
The crowd parted and allowed him through. The rear ranks seemed disappointed at this tame conclusion. Noticing this, the rector said, “Have patience, friends. The matter is not disposed of. Only postponed,” and he stalked off down the street swinging his weapon like a quarterstaff.
“How the blazes did you manage that?” said Queen.
“I told him he was misquoting his own authorities. The seventh day is the Sabbath. But it is the Jewish Sabbath. That’s not Sunday, it’s Saturday.”
“Well, blow me down,” said Queen. “I’m most obliged, I’m sure. If he comes back next Saturday we’ll have a few of our men here. And someone on the door a bit tougher than that rabbit Henshawe.” He saw Jonas looking at his watch. “If you’re late for your game I’ll give you a lift. My car’s just round the corner.”
Jonas was in time for the tee-off. He played less successfully than usual. His mind was on other things. Later, in the bar, where a garbled account of what had happened in the market square seemed to have reached the club, Sykes said, “Is that right you managed to make Harmer see reason?”
“Sort of,” said Jonas.
“It’s more than I’ve ever been able to do.”
“Do I gather he’s your client?”
“He was. I guess he’ll be yours now.”
“I’m not looking for clients,” said Jonas. “All the same, he sounds quite a character. Let’s go over to the table in the corner. I’d like to hear more about him.”
“If he does consult you,” said Sykes, “you needn’t be afraid you’re poaching on my preserves. Harmer’s the bad penny. He gets passed round from hand to hand. He started with Porter and Merriman, who normally conduct church business. But that didn’t survive the cleansing of the temple.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Well, you see, the trouble is there’s no church hall at St Michael’s, so functions had to take place in the church. They had a stall, just inside the door, which sold postcards and books and religious stuff and every so often they’d have a more ambitious affair, a sort of jumble sale, cakes and jam and sweets and cups of undrinkable coffee. The usual sort of thing. The Women’s Institute ran it. The mistake they made was not telling Harmer what they were up to. It was early days. I suppose they thought he’d be as broadminded as his predecessor.”
“Natural, perhaps. But foolish. What did he say?”
“He didn’t say anything. He just threw everything out into the churchyard.”
“Everything? Cakes and jam?”
“The lot. All among the tombstones.”
“It must have made a terrible mess.”
“It made a terrible row. Cedric Porter edged out of it by refusing to keep Harmer as a client. So he went to Smardon and Clover. I suppose young Clover thought he could handle him. Well, he couldn’t. So he came on to me. I’ve had him for nearly two years. Certainly kept us lively. There was no saying what he’d be up to next.”
“Is he mad?”
Sykes considered this question seriously. Then he said, “No. In any legal meaning of the word he’s unquestionably sane. The trouble is that he operates strictly by his own rules. Take that time he bought a second-hand car. When the moment came to renew the licence he was quite prepared to pay the road fund tax.”
“Render unto Caesar the things that are Caesar’s.”
“Exactly. But he refused to insure it. The Bible says, ‘Take no thought for the morrow.’ Insurance was taking thought for the morrow. Therefore it was forbidden.”
“So what did he do?”
“Sold the car and bought a bicycle.”
While Sykes pushed his way over to the bar to get them a second drink, Jonas thought about it. If the rector did decide to consult him – and he had a feeling that he might – would he take him on? He would be a difficult client, but he had spent his professional life dealing with difficult clients. The truth of the matter was that he was beginning to get very slightly bored. The firm had plenty of clients, but most of the ones who came to him personally were friends like Admiral Fairlie and Major Appleby. Very often, he suspected, they came for a chat as much as for a consultation. The real legal work was done by Sabrina.
The letter arrived three days later. It was formal and perfectly sensible. The rector wrote to say that he had a small planning problem and wondered whether Mr Pickett could help him. He had informed his existing solicitor, Mr Sykes, who had raised no objection to his transferring this particular piece of business.
Jonas rang up Sykes who laughed and said, “Over to you and the best of luck.” The opposition came, on different grounds, from Sabrina and Claire.
“There’s no point wasting time over him,” said Sabrina. “He’ll be away before long.”
“What makes you say that?” said Jonas. The discussion was taking place over the coffee that was a mid-morning ritual in the office.
“Congregation drifting off.”
“Don’t forget Lavinia Semple,” said Claire.
Jonas knew about Miss Semple. He had often seen her, an untidy bundle wrapped in black, being trundled along the front in a bath chair.
“Ronnie Sykes acts for her,” said Sabrina. “He was telling me she makes a new will every month. She’s the only daughter of Sample’s Jams and Jellies. Rolling in money. Now she’d be a client worth having.”
Jonas said, “We’re not discussing whether I take on Miss Semple. The question was whether I should agree to act for the rector.”
“You can’t do it,” said Claire flatly. “The man’s unbalanced.”
Sabrina disagreed. “He’s a very interesting man. And quite an accomplished musician.”
Claire snorted and said, “I suppose if you’d lived at the time of Nero you’d have called him an interesting man. A splendid performer on the violin, too, I believe.”
“The comparison is inapt. Nero was an evil man. Whatever else you may accuse the rector of you could hardly call him evil.”
She enjoyed arguing with Claire, who sometimes lost her temper. Mrs Mountjoy never lost hers.
Claire shifted her ground. She said, “The one I’m sorry for is David. It can’t be any sort of life for him, alone in that gloomy house all day.”
When they first arrived in Shackleton she and Sabrina had both lodged at the rectory for some months.
“And who is David?” said Jonas.
“He’s the rector’s son. Didn’t you know he was married?”
“I confess I thought of him as a prototypical bachelor. Do I gather his wife has left him?”
“Certainly not,” said Mrs Mountjoy, with a sidelong look at Claire. “I’m told they were a devoted couple. His wife died when David was born.”
“All right, Sabrina,” said Claire. “He may have been a rational creature eight years ago. All I’m saying is that he’s not normal now.”
Jonas said, “If the boy’s eight, how come he spends all the day at home?”
“He doesn’t,” said Mrs Mountjoy. “That was one of Claire’s figures of speech. He’s a day boy at Clifton House.”
“Only after a bitter fight with the education authorities,” said Claire. “The rector maintained he could educate him better than any hired usher.”
“Which he probably could have done,” agreed Mrs Mountjoy.
“All right,” said Jonas patiently. “David’s at school all day. What about the evenings? There must be someone who looks after the house.”
Claire said, “There’s a couple who come in when they’re wanted. She cooks and cleans and he does the garden. But they are always out of the house by dusk, I noticed.”
“I suppose,” said Sabrina, “that they thought the rector turned into a werewolf at night.”
“Stop it, you two,” said Jonas. “I want facts, not debating points. Aren’t there any other members of the family?”
“There’s a sister,” said Claire. “A Mrs Baxter. The widow of Myron Baxter.”
“The famous ornithologist?”
“Could be. She certainly seemed to know a lot about birds. When we were there she was around for most of August. She used to take David for long walks.”
“A woman of real intellect,” said Sabrina. “She was up at Lady Margaret Hall a little before my time and we had a number of friends in common.”
“There you are,” said Claire. “Between her and the rector they could have given David a first-class education.”
“And if he’d never mixed with any other boys he’d have turned out a first-class freak.”
“Time,” said Jonas. “Back to work.”
“I read the other day,” said Claire, “that the great Lord Coleridge was educated entirely by his father. He could read Latin fluently when he was six, and speak it.”
“And look what a bore he was when he got on to the bench,” said Sabrina. She usually contrived to get the last word.
“You have to understand,” said the rector, settling himself in the chair opposite Jonas’s desk, “that St Michael’s is almost entirely unendowed. The man who set it up supplied the funds to build the church and left his own rather unsuitable house as the rectory. Also some land. The money that was over was enough to provide a modest stipend for the incumbent, but it left no reserve for repairs. And the need for them is becoming urgent. I decided that the logical answer was to sell part of the land to a builder. I was told that, with planning permission, we could get as much as thirty thousand pounds an acre.”
“Easily that,” said Jonas.
“So I applied for planning permission for the four acres that front the Lewes road. It was refused. I was told that my only remedy was to ask for a public enquiry. That has been agreed – reluctantly.”
“You conducted these negotiations yourself?”
“There was no need to trouble Mr Sykes. I was fully cognisant of the facts.”
“But now you want me to act for you?”
“It seemed to me, from the brief conversation we had in the market square” – a smile twitched the corner of the rector’s mouth – “that you were the possessor of a subtle mind.”
“I don’t know about that,” said Jonas. “But it’s true that I’ve had some experience of planning appeals. Have you got a date yet?”
“Certainly. Next Monday.”
“A week from now! We can hardly be ready by then.”
“Is much preparation needed? I have brought with me the town clerk’s letters. They are not lengthy. What else do you need?”
“We shall need witnesses, if we can get them. Local people, prepared to support your application. A week doesn’t give us much time.”
The rector said, “In six days the Lord made the heaven and the earth and all that in them is.” Interpreting Jonas’s expression he added, “Don’t worry. I’m no William Jennings Bryan. I accept that the book of Genesis is a fairy story. But understand this, please. The Bible, the whole of it, the Old Testament as well as the New, has orders for us, if we can interpret them. I don’t call them messages. I call them orders. Commands which are not always easy to understand. But when we do understand them” – the rector’s eyes were fixed on Jonas with almost hypnotic force – “we have no option. We are soldiers. We obey the orders of our commander.”
Jonas’s immediate reaction was, ‘I wish I’d had my tape recorder switched on.’ He was being presented with an understanding of the rector’s mind, which might be of critical importance in their future dealings. He objected, however, to being hypnotised and broke the spell by standing up. He said, “We’ve got a lot to do, so let’s get on with it. Perhaps you could start by making enquiries from your neighbours to see if they might be prepared to help you.”
They found Mrs Baxter in the outer office, chatting to Claire.
“Where’s David?” said the rector. There was an unexpected note of anxiety in his voice. “I don’t like him to go out in the street alone.”
“It’s all right,” said Mrs Baxter. “He’s talking to the lady in the other room.”
David was sitting beside Sabrina, examining a sketch that she had drawn.
“The wing feathers don’t quite go like that. They go up at the end and they stick out more.”
Sabrina amended the drawing with a few rapid strokes.
“Yes, that’s more like it.”
“Come on, David,” said the rector. “These people have got work to do.”
“He was showing me the difference between a kestrel and a sparrowhawk,” said Sabrina. “Very interesting.”
When they were alone, Claire said to Jonas, “It’s a pity Mrs Baxter doesn’t live with them permanently. She could keep some sort of eye on her brother.”
“You’ve got a bee in your bonnet about that man,” said Jonas.
“Then I wish it’d get out and sting you,” said Claire tartly. “You don’t seem able to grasp the fact that he’s dangerous.”
“Dangerous? Aren’t you exaggerating? Eccentric certainly.”
“Listen,” said Claire, with more than usual earnestness. “People tell me things that perhaps they don’t tell you. You know how he’s been trying to get the amusement park on the pier shut on Sundays. Well, the first time he tried to do it by arguing with the man who ran it. When this chap wouldn’t see his point of view – possibly made some stupid crack – the rector knocked him off the end of the pier into the sea and stalked away without as much as looking round to see if he could swim. Fortunately he could. Otherwise he could easily have been drowned.”
“So what happened?”
“Oh, it was hushed up somehow.”
Jonas thought about this. Then he said, “Well, I should have been all right. I’m a good swimmer.”
Claire said nothing. But later, to Mrs Mountjoy, she said, “He’s impossible. He’s behaving like a small boy. He regards the whole thing as a ‘dare’. Other lawyers couldn’t handle the rector, but he can. He doesn’t realise he’s playing with fire. Couldn’t you say something to him?”
“If he wouldn’t listen to you,” said Sabrina, “I’m certain he wouldn’t listen to me.”
The morning hearing of the public enquiry was over. The rector had behaved with perfect propriety. Since he had not been able to find anyone willing to give evidence for him he had had to act as his own witness.
The Inspector had a bad cold, which he relieved from time to time with a pastille. The opposition was represented by the town clerk, Mr Timms, and Mr McClachan, a member of the Planning Committee. Jonas had felt, from the start, that he was batting on a sticky wicket. He pointed out the desperate need of the church for funds and the equally desperate need of Shackleton for more houses. He touched on the suitability of the site and glossed over the fact that it was in the Green Belt, an area in which development is normally prohibited.
When he saw McClachan making a note he guessed what it was about. This was the most serious weakness in their case. When he had said all he could, and some of it twice over, the rector gave his evidence and the town clerk rose to cross-examine him. It was clear from his manner and from the way he phrased his questions, that he was hoping to provoke an outburst. The rector foiled him by answering as shortly as possible; sometimes simply by ‘yes’ or ‘no’.
In the end it was the town clerk who lost his temper. He snapped out, “Is it true, sir, that since you have been rector of St Michael’s there has been a falling-off in attendance at the church?”
“A small decrease, yes.”
“If it’s only small, how do you account for the fact, which appears from your own accounts, that the collections this year are fifty per cent less than last year?”
The rector considered the matter. “I think,” he said gently, “that the actual figure is forty-two per cent.”
“If this decline continues, is it not likely that in the near future the church will be closed altogether?”
The Inspector, who had been showing signs of restlessness, said, “I fail to see the relevance of this line of enquiry, Mr Timms.” And to the rector, “There is no need for you to answer that question.”
“I have no objection to answering it,” said the rector. “What will happen in the future is neither in your hands nor in mine. It is in the hands of God.”
His voice was still calm, but it was as cold as naked steel. It punctured the town clerk who said, “I have no more questions,” and sat down.
“In that case,” said the Inspector, helping himself to another pastille, “it will be a convenient moment to adjourn.”
During the lunch break Jonas congratulated the rector on his restraint. He looked surprised. “I could hardly go wrong,” he said. “The instruction given to us in St Matthew’s gospel is explicit. If a man smite you on one cheek, turn to him the other.”
“It certainly worked in this case.”
“What is your honest opinion? Have we any chance of winning?”
“I think the Inspector is sympathetic to the needs of your church. Whether we can win depends on how well their witness has done his homework.”
Unfortunately it soon became clear that McClachan had prepared his case very thoroughly indeed. He was a qualified surveyor, with an intimate knowledge of Shackleton. He was able to identify six other sites which were ripe for development. Two of them were nearer to the centre of Shackleton than the rector’s field and were outside the Green Belt.
“In short,” said the town clerk, “although, at some future date, it might be appropriate to consider this site for development, your view is that, at the moment, it would be premature?”
“In my view, totally premature.”
And that’s one back for your wife’s cakes and jams, thought Jonas.
When Mr Timms sat down there was a long moment of silence. Jonas knew that it was unusual for an Inspector to say anything after the parties had finished. But he sometimes helped them by indicating how his mind was working.
He said, “Mr Pickett, you will appreciate the force of what the last witness has told us. I should like to say, however, that I am not unmindful of the needs of the church. Had this application been for some purpose connected with the church, a residence for a curate, perhaps, or a church hall, then my views on the matter would certainly be different.”
While the Inspector was speaking Jonas had become aware of a change in the rector. He was no longer sitting quietly, but was tapping with one foot on the ground and his face was mottled. Now he was scribbling on a piece of paper. He pushed it towards Jonas who read, written in emphatic capital letters:
‘CAN I SAY SOMETHING?’
Jonas seized his own pen and wrote underneath it, ‘Only if you no longer wish me to act for you.’
The Inspector observed that something was happening. He turned courteously towards the rector and said, “Have you anything you would care to add?”
In the silence which ensued Jonas was aware of the struggle that was going on. The outcome depended on the strength of such influence as he had been able to establish over his difficult client. Finally, with a sound like the gasp of someone coming up from deep water, the rector said, “No, sir.”
“I think we’d better go back to my office,” said Jonas. “I’ll take you in my car.”
When they got there, Jonas said, “I had a feeling that you were going to be rude to the Inspector. Perhaps you could explain why.”
The rector, who had recovered his composure, said, “Tell me, Mr Pickett, what would your opinion be of a parent who held out a sweet to his child and when the child stretched out his hand to take it, threw it into the fire? It is my dearest wish to build a church hall. It would solve many of my problems. The sale of those four acres of land, coupled with planning permission, would produce one hundred and twenty thousand pounds, or thereabouts. And that happens to be almost exactly the amount which a builder has quoted to me for the job. So what is the Inspector saying? That he would guarantee that I would get permission to put up my hall. That is the sweet. But equally that he could guarantee that I could not raise the money by building houses. So—”
The rector held out one hand and opened the long thin fingers, as though he was dropping something.
At that moment the telephone rang.
“I must apologise,” said Jonas. “When my secretary and Sam Conybeare are both out, calls get put straight through to me. I’d better deal with it.”
It was Ronald Sykes. He said, “I think you know I act for Lavinia Semple—”
“Yes, I know it,” said Jonas. “And I’ve got a client with me, so if you don’t mind—”
“I think you ought to hear this. She died last night.”
“I’m very sorry. But—”
“And she’s left everything to the rector.”
Jonas swung round to look at the rector, who had clearly heard what Sykes had said. He seemed unsurprised.
“Were you expecting this?”
“Miss Semple is one of the most faithful of my flock. She came to see me after morning service two weeks ago. She indicated what was in her mind. I besought her to do nothing hurriedly. I had no idea, of course, that she was to be gathered so soon.”
The telephone said, “Are you still there?”
“Sorry,” said Jonas. “The fact is, I have the rector with me.”
“Oh, I see.” The reserve in Sykes’s voice sounded a warning.
Jonas said, “Perhaps we ought to have a word about this.”
“I agree,” said Sykes. “And as soon as possible. I’d come to you, but I’m rather tied up at the moment. Could you possibly come round to my office?” He did not add, ‘Without the rector,’ but the implication was clear.
Sykes said, “One of Miss Semple’s few remaining pleasures was the making and altering of her will. Normally, she told me what she wanted to do and I drew up the document. This time, as you can see, she tried her own hand at it.”
Jonas looked at the paper on the desk. It was an old woman’s writing, spidery, but absolutely clear.
“She’s copied the legal wording from the last one I made for her. And it’s been properly witnessed and dated. My brother and I are executors. We wouldn’t anticipate any difficulty in getting probate.”
“Then,” said Jonas, “what’s the trouble?” He knew that something was worrying Sykes. He had heard it on the telephone and he heard it again now.
“Well, you see, it’s a big estate. There’s property in London and the Home Counties. She couldn’t dispose of that. It’s entailed and goes to a cousin. What she’s left the rector is her free estate: money and shares.”
“Yes, I follow that.” He picked up the will and studied it. A notion of what was upsetting his colleague crossed his mind. “It’s the last five words, I suppose.”
“If I had drafted the will I certainly shouldn’t have put them in.”
To my old friend Tobias Harmer D.D., Rector of St Michael’s Church Shackleton I bequeath all my unentailed property as I explained to him.
The difficulty was becoming clearer.
“You mean,” said Jonas, “that without those last five words it would be a gift to the rector personally. With them, there’s a trust tacked on.”
“There’s certainly a suggestion that she told him what she expected him to do with the money.”
“So it could have been meant as a gift to the church and not to him.”
The two lawyers looked at each other. The cat was out of the bag now, claws and all.
Jonas said, “What is the rate of tax?”
“As I told you, it’s a very large estate. It might be as high as seventy-five per cent.”
“Which would be avoided if this was a gift to the church.”
“Exactly.”
“But payable if it was a personal gift to the rector.”
“Yes.”
“In that case,” said Jonas, “the vital question is, what did she say to the rector after morning service two weeks ago?”
With a layman it would have taken Jonas three times as long to explain the point. The rector’s theologically trained brain grasped the implications at once.
He said, “I see. Yes. So what is it you want me to do?”
“I want you to remember, if you can, the exact words Miss Semple used when she promised you this legacy.”
“Why is what she said important? I thought it was only what the will said that mattered.”
“Correct. But there’s one exception. If a will is worded so that it can mean two different things, outside evidence is allowed, to show which was meant. Particularly in the case of home-made wills, which tend to be vague.”
“How much money is involved?”
“Sykes could only give me a rough estimate. Certainly not less than a hundred thousand pounds. More likely a hundred and fifty thousand.”
The rector thought about this for some time. His face was expressionless, but his fingers were opening and closing on the arms of the chair. Finally he said, “Very well, I can tell you what Miss Semple said. Not perhaps the precise words, but the sense of them. She said, ‘You will understand that this money is for the church.’”
“Splendid,” said Jonas. “That seems quite clear. I will draw up a statutory declaration.”
“Explain, please.”
“Oh, it’s a solemn declaration which you swear to in front of another solicitor. I’m sure Ronald Sykes will be happy to oblige us. As soon as I’ve drafted it we’ll go round and see him.”
“And if I am prepared to make this declaration, the whole of the money comes to the church. If I am unable to make it, three-quarters of it may go to the government.”
“In a nutshell,” said Jonas.
“Just a formality really,” said Sykes, with professional cheerfulness. “Initial the first page. That’s right. Then sign the document at the foot of page two. Excellent. Now you take the Testament in your right hand and we’ll both stand up. Ready?”
It was a copy of the New Testament bound in black buckram and limp with much handling. His clients normally grabbed the book and gabbled the required words. The rector was the first person he had known to handle it with proper reverence.
Sykes said, “Please repeat after me, ‘I solemnly and sincerely declare that this is my name and handwriting.’”
The rector repeated the words.
“‘And that the contents of this my declaration are true.’”
Jonas, who had come with the rector, had a sudden urge to interrupt. To shout out ‘stop’. He knew this was irrational and absurd. He had administered the oath to hundreds of his clients without he or them giving it another thought. The difference here, he realised, was that the rector understood the meaning and implication of what he was doing. He was pledging his word to his God that he was telling the truth.
After a pause, which seemed to go on for ever, but may only have lasted a few seconds, the rector repeated, “And that the contents of this my declaration are true.”
“That will cost you one pound,” said Sykes.
Jonas had the fee ready and passed it across the table. They left the office and walked away down the street together. They had nothing to say to each other. Back in the office Jonas found Claire waiting for him. She said, “You’re looking very serious.”
Jonas said, “Am I?” with unusual brusqueness and disappeared into his own room, leaving Claire staring after him.
Three days later, towards the end of the afternoon, Mrs Baxter arrived unannounced at the office. Claire could see that she was badly upset about something. Maybe it was the same thing that was worrying Jonas. He had been in a very odd mood lately. She said, “I’m afraid Mr Pickett’s out. If we’d known you were coming—”
“I’m glad. I’ll find it easier to explain to you. Mr Sykes and Mr Pickett have done something terrible to my brother.”
Claire didn’t pretend not to understand her. She said, “You mean that statutory declaration?”
“I don’t know what it was, but whatever they made him do it’s destroying him. I was planning to go home yesterday, but for David’s sake I had to stay. I daren’t leave him alone.”
Claire said, “Do you think your brother’s mad?”
The brutality of the question shook her, as Claire had intended it to do. “Mad? I don’t know. But I can tell you this. He hasn’t slept for the last two nights. His bedroom’s next to mine. Last night I could hear him pacing, backwards and forwards, hour after hour. That was bad enough, but it was worse when he stopped, quite suddenly. Absolute silence. I began to be afraid.”
Claire said, in the same matter-of-fact voice, “You were afraid he’d killed himself?”
“Yes, I was. And I couldn’t possibly go to sleep without knowing. So I opened the door quietly and looked in. He was on his knees by his bed. I went back to my room and managed to get a little sleep. This morning he’s hardly spoken to me. Just ‘thank you’ when I got him his breakfast. I’m scared silly, Miss Easterbrook, and I’m not ashamed to admit it. Isn’t there something we could do?”
“What about his doctor?”
“He hasn’t got a regular one. And—well—I know he’s got great confidence in Mr Pickett. If you could only persuade him how bad things are, I’m sure he’d think of something.”
“I’ll try,” said Claire reluctantly. “But don’t bank on it. When his mind’s made up he’s the most obstinate man I’ve ever known.”
As was his custom on a fine afternoon, Jonas had been for a stroll along the front and he came back refreshed and happy; a happiness which disappeared as soon as he had grasped what Claire was trying to tell him.
“Really,” he said, in the querulous voice of someone who was arguing with himself. “All we asked him to do was to tell the truth and even if he was lying, he was doing it for the sake of his church, not for himself.”
“Which will be a great comfort to everyone when he cuts his throat.”
“If he’s decided to kill himself, there’s nothing you or I or anyone can do. Short of putting him in a straitjacket.”
“You don’t often admit yourself beaten,” said Claire. “You can usually think of a way out.”
This was clever of Claire. It was an appeal to Jonas’s professional pride. The result was that he stopped justifying himself and started thinking. He said, “I suppose it would help if we could take the pressure off him. I’ll have a word with Sykes. If he hasn’t put that declaration in yet, I could ask him to hold it up. Then, if the rector agrees, we could tear it up and forget about it. It will cost him a lot of money.”
“It might save his life,” said Claire.
“I’ll go round to the rectory as soon as I can get away tomorrow morning.”
It was nearly eleven o’clock next morning before he could leave the office. Sam had some stuff to pick up on the Lewes road, so he took him in the car with him. When they turned in at the long laurel-shadowed drive and drew up in front of the rectory there was no sign of life. Three rows of windows stared down at them like blind eyes. No birds were singing.
“Gloomy sort of place,” said Sam. “Wouldn’t care to live here myself.”
“Something’s happened,” said Jonas. The silence was so overpowering that he had to stop himself from speaking in a whisper. “I wish I’d come round sooner.”
“Better go in and find out, hadn’t you?”
“I suppose so.” It was an effort to move.
“Like me to come along?”
Jonas took a grip of himself. “No,” he said. “Stay here. But turn the car round.”
He jumped out, walked briskly up the front steps and jerked the old-fashioned bell pull. He could hear the bell jangling. But no sound of life.
He tried the front door. It was unlocked. He opened it and stepped through into the hall. As the last echoes of the bell died away he heard something else. In the room at the far end of the passage someone was sobbing.
David was worried. His father had been his friend and his confidant for as many years as he could remember. Now something had happened to upset him. He could observe the physical signs, but without understanding what lay behind them. The fingers which moved as though he was playing on a silent piano; the curiously distant look in the grey eyes; the livid wounds that had opened under them.
His aunt, too, had been behaving oddly. She seemed unwilling to leave her brother alone for more than five minutes, but would come bustling in with plans and suggestions, most of them stupid in David’s opinion. At breakfast that morning, whilst she had been there, almost nothing had been said. When she left the room, animation had returned.
His father had started to talk, entertainingly and informatively, about birds. About the cuckoo, who had just opened his spring solo; about the vanguard of the house martins who were ejecting the sparrows from the nests they had appropriated in the absence of their owners during the winter. Better still, he had proposed an expedition.
“We’ll take sandwiches and make a day of it. I thought we might go up Scarr Down. A boy told me there was a colony of chaffinches building there.”
“Right up to the top of the Down? You mean the Druids’ Stone?”
“Is that what they call it?” For a moment the animation had gone and the old bleak look was back in his father’s eyes. With rare tact for a boy of eight David broke off what he had been going to say; the gruesome but exciting things other boys had told him about the Druids’ Stone. Instead he said, “Shall I cut the sandwiches?”
“I cut them before breakfast. They’re in my knapsack.”
“Shall I tell Aunt B what we’re going to do?”
“No, I’ll tell her. You get your windcheater. You’ll need it up on the tops. Wait for me in the drive.”
If David had shut the front door, as his father had intended, he would have heard nothing. He rather wished he had shut it, because what he did hear was unusual and upsetting. First it was the talk in the kitchen. It seemed to go on for a long time. Then, something he had never heard before, his father was shouting. Loudly and angrily. Between the shouts he could hear his aunt’s high-pitched protests. Then a door slammed and his father came striding back down the hall. He had his knapsack over one shoulder and a stick in his hand.
David said, “What was Aunt B going on about?”
“She thought the climb to Scarr Down would be too much for you.”
“That’s nonsense. I’ve been twice as far as that.”
“So I told her, Davy. Come on, then.”
As they went David slipped his small hand into the large one swinging beside him and father and son went down the drive hand in hand.
When Jonas reached the kitchen and looked inside he realised that Mrs Baxter was on the verge of a hysterical breakdown. As soon as she saw him she started talking, but nothing that came out made much sense.
He heard what sounded like ‘atonement’, then something about the Druids’ Stone, which was a monument he had once visited. Then, suddenly, out of the froth and jumble of words came two names that did mean something to him, ‘Abraham’ and ‘Isaac’. When he heard them, all alarm bells started ringing together. He stepped forward, swung his arm and smacked Mrs Baxter’s face with his open hand.
The sobs were cut off and she looked up as though she was seeing him for the first time.
“Are you telling me,” said Jonas, “that your brother has taken David up to Scarr Down?”
“Yes.”
“How long ago?”
“About half an hour.”
He said, “And you let them go? After he’d as good as told you what he meant to do?”
Mrs Baxter raised a tear-streaked face. “How could I stop him? He’s insane—”
But Jonas was no longer there.
Sam had turned the car and when he saw Jonas come running down the steps he started to move over. Jonas said, “Stay where you are. You’re a better driver than me. We shall have to move fast.”
“Where to, skipper?”
“Scarr Down. Head for the golf club. There’s a side road just before you get there.”
By this time they were in the road that circled the industrial estate. A van pulled out ahead of them. Jonas said, “Pass it.”
“Ho!” said Sam. “Necks for sale, is it?” He squeezed past the van, swinging in with inches to spare in front of an indignant car coming the other way. “If there’s one thing I don’t like it’s drivers what sound their horns at you just because they’re scared.”
“Concentrate on driving,” said Jonas. He was studying the map. “The turning’s about two hundred yards ahead. Just past that white cottage. Got it? Right. Don’t dawdle.”
It was a country lane, clearly too narrow for cars to pass at speed. If they met anything head on they would both go to glory. Sam uttered a short prayer.
“Next turning to the right.”
This was a track, deeply rutted in places by the farm carts which had used it. The car bounced and juddered. Jonas realised that he could never have controlled it. His foot would have been on and off the accelerator and they would have been stalling and starting. As the track started to climb there was a quagmire left by the recent rain. If they had not been going at a fair speed they would have been helplessly bogged. As it was they had just enough momentum to reach the firm ground beyond and skidded out, sideways. Sam wrenched the car back on to the track. For a stretch, though the track was going steeply uphill, it offered no obstacles.
Sam found a moment to grab a handkerchief out of his pocket and wipe away some of the sweat that was pouring down his forehead.
They could see the top of the Down now and the single stone standing up against the sky.
The footpath to the Druids’ Stone ran, straight and uncompromising, up the shoulder of the Down. The man and the boy tackled it steadily, pausing from time to time to look back. As they climbed, their line of sight cleared the trees and houses and the sea came into view, lead and silver under the April sky. They seemed to have the world to themselves.
Rabbits thumped on the turf and bolted back to their burrows as they approached. Above them a hawk swung in the sky. He was not interested in the two humans toiling up the path. He was watching the rabbits.
“Nearly there,” said the rector.
Neither of them had spoken much. David was saving his breath for the climb. His father’s thoughts were far away; beyond the hills, across the sea, in a country of his own making.
In an open circle of turf at the top were two stones, one flat, the other upright at the end of it. David said, “The boy who told you chaffinches built in a place like this must have been crazy.”
The rector sat on the edge of the flat stone, slipping the knapsack off his shoulders and putting it down carefully beside him. He said, “I brought you here to tell you something, Davy. Come and sit here.”
David came over and squatted beside him.
“You know how much I love you. You know that you are more precious to me than anything in the whole world.”
Most boys would have been embarrassed. David had lived alone with his father so long that nothing he said or did had the power to surprise or worry him. Instead he turned his attention to the important question of what his father had brought for their picnic. He fiddled open the clasp of the knapsack and looked inside.
The rector had put out a hand to stop him, but realising that it was too late he sat quite still.
David started to laugh. “Silly Daddy,” he said. “Do you know what you’ve done? You’ve brought the knife and forgotten the bread.” He loved knives. This was a beauty, with a black handle, a copper tang and a shining blade. His father took it from him gently and laid it down on the stone beside him.
“What were you going to tell me?” said David.
“We’re going on a journey.”
“You and me?”
“Yes. I shall be with you.”
“Are we going far?”
“Very far.” The words seemed to be choking him.
“And is that car coming to fetch us?”
The rector leaped up. Standing, he could hear the sound of the car which had been masked by the slope of the hill and could see the dust of its passage.
It was heading straight for them.
The rector said, in a loud voice, “Blessed be the Lord who has taken this burden from me. Run, David, quickly. See who is coming.”
David moved off obediently. He was worried because his father was behaving so oddly, but he was not frightened. He recognised Jonas and said, “Hello, Mr Pickett. I’d no idea you could get a car up as far as this. It must have been some drive.”
“It was,” said Sam grimly.
Jonas jumped out and walked across the clearing. At the far side it fell away into a small cliff. He peered over the edge, swung round and came back. He said, “David, I’m afraid your father’s fallen and hurt himself. You must go back quickly with Sam to fetch help.”
For a moment the boy hesitated. Then he said, “You’ll stay with him, sir?”
“Yes,” said Jonas. “I’ll stay with him.” And to Sam, “Bring Jack Queen if you can find him.”
When the car had bumped off down the track he went back to the far side of the clearing, parted the bushes and looked over. Then he made his way cautiously down to where the rector lay. The knife had been driven upwards, under his ribs and into his heart. Both his hands were still clasped round the handle.
That evening, after everything had been done that had to be done – after Mrs Baxter had taken charge of David and Inspector Queen had taken charge of the body – Jonas was sitting in his office with Sam and the office whisky bottle. He had poured out a second glass for both of them. He was thinking that one thing he would have to do was apologise to Claire for ignoring her repeated warnings. Tomorrow would do for that.
“Are you telling me,” said Sam, “that he was going to kill that nipper?”
“Yes.”
“For the Lord’s sake, why?”
“Because he had sinned. And the only expiation he could make was to sacrifice his most precious possession. I’ve no doubt he intended to kill himself immediately afterwards.”
“And our arrival stopped him knocking off the kid?”
“I don’t think it was quite like that. I think he took our arrival as a sign that he had been spared from making the sacrifice. What counted, you see, was his willingness to do it.”
“Was that what happened in the story you were telling me about Abraham and Isaac?”
“It’s some time since I read it,” said Jonas. “But I seem to remember that in that case it was an angel who appeared at the last moment.”
“Angels, is it?” said Sam. “That’s a new one.” He finished his drink thoughtfully.
8
The Bird of Dawning
On the morning of Tuesday, July 14th, Fred, the jobbing gardener, arrived at old Dr Rainey’s front gate at nine o’clock precisely. One of the things people liked about Fred and which made them willing to pay him four pounds an hour for an eight-hour day was that he really did work for eight hours. And, as a result, he never lacked employment. His Mondays and Tuesdays belonged to Dr Rainey; Wednesdays and Thursdays to Mr and Mrs McClachan; and Fridays and Saturdays to Sabrina Mountjoy, who had taken him over when she bought Captain Horrocks’s house and glad to do so. Being a partner in Jonas Pickett’s legal practice was, she maintained, a full-time job.
Fred hobbled round the house and down to his private kingdom, which was the potting shed at the bottom of the garden. His limp was the result of war service. Apart from this, despite his seventy years, his frugal habits and open air life had preserved his health and strength marvellously.
“Looks more like fifty than seventy,” Mrs McClachan often remarked to her husband. “And strong as a horse.” Her husband, who was in fact fifty and looked more like sixty, agreed with her resentfully. He played a lot of golf, but it seemed to do nothing for his waistline.
Fred set to work without delay. There was a lot to do in a vegetable garden at that time of year. The asparagus was finished and the runner beans were to come, but the French beans, the peas and the Jerusalem artichokes were all flourishing and the new potatoes, carrots and little globe turnips were in course of being dug up and stored for the winter.
For the moment, however, they would have to wait. There was a more important job in hand. There was a south-facing bed under the brick wall at the foot of the garden. He had promised the doctor that he would try to grow tomato plants there, but the earth would need careful cleaning first.
He took down the spade and fork that were hanging in the shed among the rows of flower pots, trays of dried bulbs, sacks of compost and silver sand, tins of weedkiller and twists of bast. He rubbed them over with a piece of sacking. This was a ritual gesture. Like all his tools they were spotless. Then he attacked the new bed, trenching it deeply and methodically, depositing the roots and other growths which he extracted on the bonfire he had lit the day before and which was still smouldering nicely.
At eleven o’clock he suspended work, left fork and spade sticking in the earth and made his way up to the back of the house. This was the accepted first break. The procedure varied. Mrs McClachan would make him a cup of tea. Sabrina Mountjoy left the back door open and a tin of instant coffee with milk and sugar on the table. Dr Rainey, if he was in the house, would make the coffee for both of them, using real beans. He was finicky about the kitchen, did a lot of his own cooking and, by all accounts, did it very well.
The kitchen door was locked. Fred rapped once or twice on the kitchen window, without producing any reaction, then made his way round to the front of the house. The front door was fast, too. Fred stood for a few seconds, scratching his head. Then he touched the button of the bell and heard it sounding inside the house. He had never used the front door. Previously his entry had always been through the kitchen.
After waiting for a long minute he pressed the button again, keeping it pressed. When this produced no result he went back, down the path and out into the road. There was a telephone booth at the corner.
The Sergeant on duty at Shackleton police station listened impatiently to Fred’s rambling comments and put the call through to Superintendent Queen. Fred then had to say it all over again, but here he found a more attentive listener.
Queen remembered that there was something in Station Orders about Dr Rainey. There had been instructions that the man whose beat passed the doctor’s house should keep an eye open for possible intruders. This particular item dated from before Queen’s arrival. No reason was given for it. He told Fred to get back to work and went along the passage to the office of Chief Superintendent Whaley, head of the Shackleton force.
Whaley said, “Yes. I remember that going into orders. In fact, I fancy I put it in myself. It was about four years ago when we heard about the precautions the doctor was taking. He’d had a very sophisticated alarm system put into his house. We knew about it, because it was linked to this station.”
“The normal sort of system?”
“No. This was security and alarm. A firm in Brighton did the job. Lockfast, or some such name. If the doctor’s died in the house, you’ll need their help to get inside.”
Nearly an hour later, after doing some telephoning, Queen was standing outside Dr Rainey’s front door. There were two men with him. Mr Cowdray from Lockfast Home Protection Services and Mr Terriss from the Shackleton office of the SE Electricity Board.
“It was a lovely job,” said Mr Cowdray, “if I say it myself. Builder’s work and all. First we had to replace most of the windows.”
Queen had noticed this. It was a low, two-storey house and the windows on both floors were the same. Steel frames with small square openings.
“They’re all locked, on the same circuit as the doors. You could break a pane of glass and put your hand through, but that wouldn’t get you much further, as you couldn’t open the window. If you tried to force the window lock you’d get a nasty electric shock and nothing much else.”
“So how do we get in?” said Mr Terriss.
“You let us in. By turning off the electricity. There’s a control box in the road outside that services this house, along with the other three houses on that side of the road. We won’t need it off for more than a minute.”
Mr Terriss agreed that this was feasible. He had brought the necessary equipment in his car. Having opened the control box he worked for some time inside it. When he stood up and raised one hand Mr Cowdray, who had a key ready, slid it into the lock and opened the door. They stepped into the hall, which was dimly lit and silent as a church on a weekday.
“Dr Rainey!” said Queen. He had intended to shout, but the atmosphere was so oppressive that it came out as a strangled croak. He called again, louder, but without any real expectation now of being answered.
On the left of the hall was the sitting room. Queen opened the door and looked in. It was empty. Behind that and opening out of it, the doctor’s study. Also empty. On the other side of the passage the dining room. Here they found Dr Rainey, sitting in the chair at the head of the table. His head had fallen forward on to his hands.
Queen raised the head gently. It was clear that Dr Rainey was dead. Queen, who had seen many dead men, was startled by the look on his face. It was as though he had seen death coming and had hated it more than he had feared it.
Whilst the police surgeon and the photographers and fingerprint men were doing their work (“Treat it as a murder until we’re sure it wasn’t,” said Whaley) Queen was talking to Mr Cowdray. He said, “I understand this was a security and an alarm system. How does it work?”
“Very simple. Very effective. That’s the control.” He pointed to a small box of grey painted steel in the cupboard under the stairs. There was a single keyhole in the front of it. “If you’re going out, turn the key once. That sets a normal alarm, which rings in your police station if anyone tampers with the doors or windows whilst you’re away. Okay?”
Queen nodded. Several of the larger houses had that arrangement. It was a standing source of irritation, as careless householders forgot that the alarm had been activated and set it off by mistake; but he could never remember an alarm from Dr Rainey.
“Last thing at night, you turn the key twice, which is what’s been done here. That locks the doors and all the windows electrically. Then you can go to bed and sleep sound. Only drawback, you can’t have your bedroom window open. The doctor had an air conditioner he used in summer.”
Queen thought about it. He said, “I take it the electrical locking only operates if all the windows and doors are shut. Suppose you’d left one open, by mistake?”
“The machine would tell you. It’d go on bleeping until you shut it.”
“Then what you’re saying,” said Queen thoughtfully, “is that once this thing was functioning, no one could get in from outside.”
“Only by cutting off the electricity and, as you saw, that needed special equipment.”
Queen put all this in his report, which Chief Superintendent Whaley read, together with Dr Smallhorn’s conclusions which were that Dr Rainey had died of renal failure. “That’s not uncommon with an elderly person,” the report said. “The liver and kidneys get tired and stop functioning. As a matter of fact, I suspected that something like that might happen when he came to see me last month.”
“That’s that, then,” said Whaley.
So the death of Dr Rainey was certified as being due to natural causes, the coroner was not troubled and the funeral was conducted a week later in St Michael’s Church by the new young incumbent.
It was a quiet affair. Many of Dr Rainey’s patients had predeceased him. Some of the town notables thought it respectful to attend. Amongst them were Jock Lovibond, the chairman of the Borough Council, and Jonas Pickett, who had a special reason for being there. After the interment he had a word with Lovibond.
“I’m having a copy of his will made for you,” he said. “In a sense, you’re his residuary legatee.”
“How could I be? I hardly knew the man.”
“It comes to you ex officio. Having no near relatives he decided to leave his whole estate to the chairman of the Borough Council to be expended on such charitable and useful objects for the locality as he might select. When I’ve paid the debts – there weren’t many – and the funeral expenses and duties, there should be around fifty thousand pounds left.”
“Which I can spend on anything for the borough that I like?”
“You’ll have to be careful that it’s charitable. However, charity covers quite a wide field. Education, religion, the relief of poverty.”
“I call it very handsome. I think we ought to put up some sort of memorial tablet in the church, don’t you?”
“I think that would be most appropriate,” said Jonas.
Every police station keeps, among its many other records, a book known as the Occurrences Book. Into it go reports of anything out of the way which a policeman may have observed on his patrol. It is not an exciting work. Flights of fancy are discouraged. It deals with facts. “At 3 a.m. this morning Major X left his house driving his Ford Corsair.” No doubt there were half a dozen good reasons for Major X’s early departure. A long journey to the Midlands? Sensible to use the roads when they were empty. An early plane to catch at Heathrow? Ninety-nine times out of a hundred the entry led to nothing. On the hundredth occasion it proved to be the one essential item of information needed to tie up a case.
All senior officers studied the book from time to time. Superintendent Queen was doing so about a fortnight after Dr Rainey’s funeral. He was looking for scraps of information which might enable them to identify a persistent peeping Tom who had been upsetting the local people. Such people might not be breaking the law, but their activities, as he knew, could lead to all sorts of trouble. It was whilst he was turning the pages that he came across the entry. “July 14th, 6 a.m. PC Trotter, returning past the front of No 8 Princes Road, had observed a man moving off down the little lane at the side of the house.” Since the man did not appear to be doing anything illegal, PC Trotter had not pursued him. He had simply made a note in the Occurrences Book. Princes Road was a high-cost development of eight well-spaced houses, four on each side of the road. No 8 was the end house on the north side. It was Dr Rainey’s house.
Queen noted the significance of the date and place and sent for PC Trotter. It was clear that the constable had attached very little importance to the incident. As soon as he had come off duty he had gone to bed and by the time he had returned to the station in the afternoon the unexciting death of Dr Rainey was already fading into past history. Now it seemed that the top brass was interested and he had to prod his memory.
He said, “He was too far away to pick up any detail. I’m sure it was a man, not a woman. Chances are I wouldn’t have noticed anything at all if it hadn’t been for the bird.”
“Bird?” Mysterious female? Sex angle?
No. Trotter was not using the word to describe an attractive young lady. He meant the feathered sort.
“At least, I thought it might be a bird. Then I thought, no, it couldn’t be. It was what you might call mechanical.”
“Like a cuckoo clock?”
“That sort of thing. Except it wasn’t going ‘cuckoo’. It was more sort of chirruping. High-pitched chirruping.”
“And it seemed to come from No 8?”
“Thereabouts. It didn’t go on all that long. It had stopped by the time I got up there, see.”
“How far away were you when you first heard it?”
“I was almost at the corner.”
“Then it can’t have gone on for more than a few seconds.”
“That’s right.” Trotter was beginning to be sorry he’d ever mentioned it. If the bird story got out he was going to have his leg pulled, that was for sure.
“You did know, I take it, that there was a standing instruction to patrolling officers to keep an eye on that particular house?”
Trotter had to admit that he had not known this, or if he had known it he’d forgotten it. Since that particular entry was four years old, Queen found it difficult to blame him much. He dismissed him with a stern admonition to re-read and memorise all standing orders.
When Trotter had departed, he sat for some time thinking about his subordinate. If he had been writing a confidential report on Trotter he would have described him as sound. Not clever, not imaginative, but totally reliable. And there was a possible explanation of what he had heard: a high-pitched mechanical chirrup. If the explanation was true it led to consequences so dark and difficult that he hesitated to think them through. He decided that the first thing was to have a word with the Chief Superintendent.
Whaley heard him out, grunted and said, “What do you propose to do about it?”
“I think, sir, the best way to settle it would be to carry out an experiment.”
He explained what he had in mind. “The house has just been put up for sale. We could get the keys from the agents and station a reliable man – Sergeant Fox, I suggest – inside the house to do what was necessary.”
“It will have to be done when there’s a minimum of noise outside.”
“I thought 6 a.m. would be the logical time. Then we should get an exact repeat.”
“Would you like me to be there too?”
“Very much,” said Queen, slightly surprised.
“I only hope it isn’t pouring with rain.”
Happily it was a fine, still August morning when Whaley, Queen and Constable Trotter met at the corner of Princes Road. Trotter seemed a little overawed by the company. He had no idea what was expected of him.
Queen, who had his eye on his watch, said, “Place yourself at the end of the road and when I tell you to start, walk at your normal pace down the road.”
A reconstruction of the crime, wondered Trotter. It seemed a bit pointless.
“Start,” said Queen.
Trotter said, “Christ!” and turned pale. He knew that the house was empty. And now he heard, coming from it, exactly the sound he had heard before. Was the spirit of Dr Rainey haunting his old residence?
The noise stopped.
“Keep going,” shouted Queen urgently.
Trotter paced forward, hardly daring to contemplate what was going to happen next. He reached the end of the little lane that ran between the doctor’s house and the next one. His astonishment escalated when he observed a figure disappearing down the path. He was about to pursue it when Queen stopped him.
“All right!” he said.
“All right,” said Whaley grimly. And to a still shaken Trotter, “I take it you can confirm that that was the noise you heard?”
“I certainly can, sir,” said Trotter. “But who—”
“The man you saw was Sergeant Fox. He was helping us. I’ve warned him. And I’m warning you. Not a word about this to anyone. You understand?”
“Yes, sir.”
He understood nothing. But that was a direct order and could be obeyed.
Later that morning Queen and Whaley faced each other in Whaley’s office. Neither of them looked happy.
Whaley said, “Experiment successful. What does it mean?”
“It can only mean one thing, sir. There was another man inside the house. When the electric lock is on, a door or a window can be opened from the inside. Whilst it’s open, the apparatus gives a warning bleep. That was the noise Trotter heard.”
“And once the door was shut again, the noise would stop?”
“Exactly. The man would slam it shut behind him and nip off, down the garden path and into the lane. The timing was right for that, too.”
They thought about it and the more they thought the less they liked it.
“By the way,” said Queen, “I meant to ask you. That order about keeping an eye on the doctor’s house. What was the reason for it?”
“I seem to remember that he’d had some sort of threat. He took it seriously enough to fortify his house, so we took it a bit seriously, too.”
Queen said, “If someone did kill him, it must have been by poison. Yet Dr Smallhorn seemed satisfied that death was due to natural causes.”
“Dr Smallhorn’s an old woman,” said Whaley. “He’d give any diagnosis that saved him trouble. I didn’t question it at the time, because there seemed no reason to do so. Now, I wouldn’t rely on it any more than when he said my daughter was suffering from heat rash and it turned out to be measles.”
“So,” said Queen, “there’s only one way to settle it.”
“Right. An exhumation order. I don’t like it, but I can’t see any way round it.”
“We shall need the agreement of the next of kin, which means going to Jonas Pickett.”
Whaley said, “Yes.” He did not say it with great enthusiasm. There had been passages in his earlier dealings with that lawyer which he remembered with distaste. However, time had smoothed things over and there had been at least one occasion on which Jonas had proved decidedly helpful to the police.
“All right,” he said. “He’s by way of being a friend of yours, isn’t he? You have a word with him.”
“I’m Dr Rainey’s sole executor,” said Jonas. “I didn’t like the idea, but he insisted. As soon as I’ve got the estate wound up, I shall hand over to Jock Lovibond. He’ll have to appoint trustees to help him with the charitable part.”
“But, for the moment,” said Queen, “you’re in charge of everything?”
“Correct.”
“And you’ve got all his papers?”
“I’ve got what there was. There wasn’t a lot.”
“I wondered if they might have given us a lead about his next of kin.”
Queen, who had considerable confidence in Jonas’s professional reticence, had explained what they had in mind.
“It’s often been my job to go through the papers of a dead person,” said Jonas, “but I can’t remember any case in which they were so uninformative. He seems to have destroyed his professional records when he retired. Sensible thing for a doctor to do, perhaps. Then there are the sort of household records you’d expect. But there isn’t a single paper that’s more than four years old. No birth certificate. And – this really is odd – no passport.”
“Might it be at the bank?”
“The bank has the deeds of this house and some share certificates. No personal papers at all. And when he left his previous solicitors, a Portsmouth firm, and came to me – that was shortly after I got here – he seems to have removed his papers from them and destroyed the lot.”
Queen said, “It looks as though something happened four years ago that scared him. It was then that he asked for police protection and fortified his house.”
“I think that’s right,” said Jonas. “He got a jolt of some sort.”
“But it doesn’t help us much.”
“There’s one point in his papers which might give us a lead. I explained to him that his will could only be proved in this country if we could establish that his domicile was England. Fortunately he was able to make a clear statement about that, as you’ll see.”
He pushed a copy of the will across to Queen, who read:
“‘I, Claud Rainey, doctor of medicine, declare that I am a domiciled and naturalised Englishman.’”
“The point is that this declaration does suggest two lines of enquiry. As he’s a doctor there must be some record of his qualification. The BMA would be the people to ask. I think you’d have to do that. They wouldn’t open up to me. On the other hand I have got an old friend in the Home Office. He might be able to tell me about the naturalisation. Also, perhaps, it would help if I had a word with the gardener. He works on Fridays and Saturdays for my partner, so it’d be easy to keep it informal. He’d be more unbuttoned with me than with you.”
The truth of the matter was that Jonas enjoyed an enquiry of this sort. Queen was well aware of this. He respected Jonas’s ability and the sources of information that a long professional life had made available to him. He was delighted to have his help.
“I’ll dig out the papers,” said Michael Doneval, “and see what I can turn up.”
Although he was now number two in the Aliens’ Department at the Home Office, Michael, who had once been Jonas’s articled clerk, still tended to call him ‘sir’.
“If it wouldn’t be too much trouble,” said Jonas.
“The amount of trouble will depend on when he came over. In the years immediately after the war, I’m told, there was a sort of tidal wave of immigrants. Mostly professional men. Not as many as went to America, of course. But more than enough to keep this department busy. Especially since we weren’t back to peacetime staffing levels.”
“Difficult to see why a lot of professional men should have wanted to uproot themselves after the war was over.”
“I imagine,” said Doneval drily, “that they’d seen what the Germans were capable of and thought it might be the Russians next. And we must still have been feeling sorry for the people in the occupied countries, because, from what I can see in the records, we were letting them in pretty easily just then. All they had to do was to produce one respectable citizen from their own country to act as a reference. Give them a clean sheet as far as crime or over-enthusiastic co-operation with the Germans was concerned.”
“A referee,” said Jonas thoughtfully. “If he should happen to be still alive that would indeed be helpful. We might get the whole story.”
“Why don’t we talk about it over lunch?” said Doneval. “I’ll see if I can get a table at the Travellers.”
Over lunch their talk wandered from the stupidity of the English cricket selectors to reminiscences of Doneval’s brief flirtation with the law.
“I was sorry you didn’t stick to a solicitor’s practice,” said Jonas. “You’d have made a great success of it. Even when you were a youngster I noticed you had a wonderful knack of sidetracking any conversation that looked like getting difficult for you.”
“That’s useful in the Home Office, too,” said Doneval. “You know, sir, one thing you told me is really significant. You say that he didn’t appear to have a passport.”
“No trace of one.”
“Do you think it’s possible that he was afraid to apply? There are special rules when the applicant has been naturalised. The Passport Office has to have certain facts from his pre-naturalisation days. Country of origin, his original name, if it’s been changed and so on. Everything that you’ve told me seems to suggest that he was anxious to bury his past.”
Jonas, who was cutting himself a slice of the club’s famous Stilton cheese, said nothing until he had completed this important operation. Then he said, “Yes, that seems to be the picture that’s emerging.”
“If you want a word with Fred,” Sabrina had said, “you’d better go up to my place about eleven tomorrow. You’ll find him in the kitchen, making himself a cup of coffee. Make one for you, too, if you ask him nicely. He’s a remarkable person.”
Jonas had previously classed Fred as the sort of man you would pass in a crowd without noticing him at all, but when he viewed him across Sabrina’s kitchen table he changed his mind. He was remarkable. He had a face like a clenched fist. There was strength in the nose and chin and the line of the thin lips was uncompromising. His voice was surprising too. It was totally classless and unemphatic. He might have been anyone, done anything, been anywhere. The face was giving nothing away.
Not a man to take liberties with, Jonas decided. He said, “Dr Rainey was my client. I’ve been asked by the police to see if I can trace his family and his next of kin. We wondered if you could help. You must have known him better than most people.”
“I worked for him for two years. He never said anything about his family. Or about himself. When we did talk it was mostly about gardening or cooking.”
“I’m told he was a keen cook. Do you happen to know what he was planning to have for dinner that Monday night?”
“It would have been a mutton stew. He was cutting up the meat when I came for my coffee at eleven. He called it by a French name. Navvy something.”
“And all the vegetables came out of the garden.”
“All except the tomatoes. He had some he’d bought from the shop. He didn’t fancy shop vegetables. That’s why I was going to grow some tomatoes for him. They can be tricky. You need a south wall and a lot of luck.”
“But you’d managed all the other vegetables he was using that evening?”
“Right.” Fred ticked them off on his thick, brown fingers. “Potatoes, onions, peas, mushrooms, globe turnips, artichokes.”
“It sounds delicious. Tell me, when you spoke to him that morning, did he seem to be in his usual spirits?”
“He was never a very happy man, I’d judge.”
“Oh. What makes you say that?”
“The way he behaved. As if he was afraid that someone was after him. He’d ask if any stranger had been enquiring for him particularly.”
“Can you remember any who had?”
Fred scratched the grizzled hair at the back of his neck while he thought about this. He said, “Only the usual sort of people that I can remember. Trying to sell him double glazing or insurance or things like that. He’d have no truck with them.”
“Did you see him when you went up to the house in the evening to collect your money?”
“I didn’t see him. He’d left the money on the kitchen table. I could hear him moving about in the house, though.”
“You’re sure it was him?”
“Who else would it have been? The meat was in a pan on the fire. He’d need to keep an eye on it, wouldn’t he?”
“That would have been five o’clock?”
“I work till five. Then I have to clean up. It would have been a quarter or twenty past.”
Jonas finished his coffee and got up. There seemed to be no more that Fred could, or would, tell him. He debated whether he ought to offer him a tip, but decided against it. There was something about Fred which made the idea inappropriate.
When he told Sabrina she said, “He might have taken it, because he’s a polite person. But he wouldn’t have needed it.”
“Has he got a lot of money?”
“Do you know his cottage in Friary Lane? A very agreeable little property. He bought it when he came here four years ago. It’s been valued at eighty thousand pounds and there’s no mortgage on it.”
“How do you know all this?”
“He’s selling it and he’s asked me to act for him.”
“A tip would certainly have been inappropriate,” agreed Jonas. “Have you any idea where his money came from? He can hardly have made it by gardening.”
“From something he said I gathered that he had a cottage at his last place. Probably bought it for twenty thousand pounds and sold it for forty thousand pounds. Once you get on the property market ladder you can’t go wrong.”
“I suppose not,” said Jonas. “You’re a cook, Sabrina. If you were planning a dish, based on mutton, but involving also – see if I can remember – potatoes, tomatoes, onions, peas, mushrooms, turnips and artichokes, how long would it take to cook?”
Sabrina was almost licking her lips. “What you’re describing,” she said, “is that most delicious French dish, a navarin of mutton.”
“That’s right. It was a French word, navvy something,” he said.
“You start by browning the meat in butter. Then you add the spices, with a cupful of flour to make a roux. Then—”
“I’m not intending to cook it,” said Jonas. “I just wanted to know when it would be ready to eat. You can take it that the procedure had already started by a quarter past five.”
Sabrina was making some intricate calculations, murmuring to herself words like ‘bubble’, ‘stir in’ and ‘simmer’. It was a witch’s incantation. Then she said, “It’d be ready by half past seven. And eaten by eight. Once it was on the table he wouldn’t want to waste a moment. One thing I don’t follow, though. You say that when Fred was describing this dish to you he said, ‘a French word, navvy something’.”
“Yes.”
“But that’s impossible. He spoke excellent colloquial French. Much better than me and I used to think I was a dab at it.”
“How do you know?”
“I heard him. One of those French onion sellers had come to the door. I don’t think he knew I was in the front room, doing some work. I could hear them chatting.”
“And Fred was keeping his end up?”
“He wasn’t just talking French. He was talking like a Frenchman. And was the onion seller lapping it up!”
“It doesn’t make sense,” said Jonas. He thought about Fred. “Did he say where he was going when he left here? Or why he was leaving?”
“Not where he was going. I asked him that, in case he was thinking of buying a house. But he told me why he was going. He said that what had happened had upset him.”
“He didn’t look to me,” said Jonas, “like the sort of man it would be easy to upset.”
Next day, Queen called on him. The Superintendent listened to what Jonas had to tell him. He said, “I haven’t got a lot to tell you myself. The BMA looked up their records. Claud Rainey was a Belgian. He came over here at the end of the war, did his training at Bart’s and qualified in 1951. Then he came down here and practised until his retirement eight years ago. A perfectly straight record. They did say one thing, though. It seems that he had already got a long way on with his medical training in Belgium. That being so, there was a concession which would have short-circuited his training here. Only, of course, he had to provide proper details. Apparently he was unable, or unwilling, to do so; which meant that he had to start again at the beginning.”
“He certainly seems to have been shy about his past life,” said Jonas. “And I don’t see how we’re going to dig it up.”
The answer to this was on his desk three days later.
As I expect you will already have discovered [wrote Michael Doneval], Claud Rainey, otherwise René Claude, was a Belgian. He came over here in July 1945, with a number of other European immigrants. His ‘sponsor’ was a Bruxellois dentist called Hervé Maxente. As I told you when we met, the office was understaffed and overworked at the time, but that shouldn’t have excused us from spotting that when Maxente came over here three months later and changed his name to Max Humbolt his ‘sponsor’ was René Claude! Which means, of course, that they could both have been bad hats, sponsoring each other. Humbolt, who set up his practice at Alfriston in Sussex, died four years ago. Now that Rainey’s dead too there doesn’t seem much anyone can do about their Siamese twins’ act.
“A double dead-end,” said Queen when Jonas showed him the letter.
“Maybe,” said Jonas, “but have you noticed one point? Humbolt died four years ago. Four years ago Rainey barricaded his house and started worrying about strangers who might be enquiring for him.”
“Could be a coincidence.”
“I don’t think it was a coincidence. I think that Rainey took his compatriot’s death as a warning. I’ll go further, I think that the mysterious man who left his house at six o’clock that morning was the stranger he’d been warned against.”
Queen turned it over in his mind. He was a practical policeman. He distrusted theories, particularly when they seemed to lead nowhere. He said, “So what are you going to do about it?”
“If the office can spare me for a couple of days, I’m going to Alfriston.”
Jonas secured a room at the Star Hotel, which has a seventeenth-century background of smugglers and secret passages, but excellent twentieth-century accommodation. He did not have to pursue his enquiries very far. The newsagent, from whom he bought his morning Times, had been one of dentist Humbolt’s patients.
“And a right good dentist too. We couldn’t understand why he stuck to a small place like ’Friston. Could have made three times the money in Brighton or Eastbourne. Glad he did, though. Died four or five years ago. Had that big house at the bottom of Hindover Hill. Brigadier Arkinwright has it now.”
The Brigadier had been trying to mow his lawn, but had given up the attempt. “Grass still too wet,” he said. “Come inside. We shall be more comfortable there.”
Jonas explained, with certain omissions, what he was after. The Brigadier, who must, he thought, have been at least seventy and long retired, listened politely, if inattentively, to an enquiry which did not concern him.
He said, “I never actually met Humbolt. He had no family, you see. So when he died his house was immediately put on the market. I saw it advertised and snapped it up.”
“Oh dear,” said Jonas. “Another dead-end. If he’d left a widow she might have been able to help me. It isn’t Humbolt I’m after, though. It’s a man who was a compatriot and a close friend of his. He, too, has died without any visible family connections.”
“Tiresome,” said the Brigadier. “But I don’t really know that I can help much.”
“Tell me, was there an inquest?”
“Yes, they had to have an inquest. Humbolt had been in pretty good health, you see. And hadn’t troubled the doctor for years. So his death was a bit of a mystery. But it turned out to be a coronary. There was a piece in the local paper about it.”
The Brigadier, who was clearly the sort of man who kept his records under control, went to his desk and fetched out a yellowing clipping. “Keep it if you like.”
Jonas thanked him and tucked it away in his wallet.
As they walked out of the front door the Brigadier said, “Only one thing wrong with this house. Too much garden.”
“You keep it very nicely,” said Jonas.
“As well as I can, but it’s a back-breaking job for a man of my age. I was sorry I couldn’t secure the gardener along with the house. Charlie must have been a wonderful worker despite his game leg. He only came for two days a week, but everything was in apple-pie order when I took it over.”
Jonas said, “I suppose he wouldn’t still be around?”
“No. He sold his cottage when Humbolt died and moved off. I did see him once before he left. Odd thing was I was sure I’d seen him before somewhere. Unusual sort of face. He was a popular local character. Someone may know where he’s gone.”
The newsagent, who was evidently the clearing house for all local gossip, said, “Yes, we all knew Charlie. He worked two days a week for Mr Humbolt, two days for Mrs Lamprey and two for the Clarks. I expect they’ll have kept in touch.”
“I don’t suppose,” said Jonas, almost holding his breath, “that you happen to have a photograph of him.” As he spoke he was busy trying to construct a plausible reason for his request.
To the newsagent, fortunately, it seemed a perfectly natural thing to want. He thought for a moment and then said, “He took first prize for his roses the year before he left. Very popular victory. There was a photograph of the Mayor of Seaford presenting him with the cup. I haven’t got a copy myself, but the Seaford and Newhaven Gazette could find it for you, I don’t doubt.”
The Seaford and Newhaven Gazette turned the relevant number up for him. Having two copies they were happy to sell one to Jonas. He cut out the photograph and tucked it away in his wallet alongside the account of the inquest.
He was aware that his trip to Alfriston had not solved the mystery of Dr Rainey’s death. It had added another mystery to it.
Superintendent Queen examined the cuttings deliberately. It was impossible to tell from his face whether he was surprised or annoyed. Both, perhaps, Jonas thought. But he could see the implications clearly enough.
“No doubt about it,” he said. “Charlie, who worked for Mr Humbolt, is the same man as Fred. The photograph’s conclusive.”
“Quite conclusive.”
“But where does it take us?” He was re-reading the account of the inquest. “This wasn’t a hasty guess by an old bumbler like Smallhorn. The autopsy was conducted by Andrew Friend.”
“Very sound man,” agreed Jonas.
“And look what he says. ‘I understand that the deceased regularly smoked twenty or thirty cigarettes a day. This alone could have brought on the occlusion of the coronary artery which was the direct cause of death.’”
“I’ve been thinking about that,” said Jonas. “Suppose that Humbolt’s death was natural. We know that he and Rainey had some connection with each other. Something disreputable, perhaps, which had happened in Belgium and which made them both bolt like rabbits as soon as the war was over. Rainey hears about Humbolt’s death. He doesn’t believe it was natural. So he starts to take elaborate precautions. Then Charlie – or Fred as he now calls himself – arrives. Good jobbing gardeners are so scarce that he must have been confident he’d land a job with Rainey sooner or later. In fact it took him two years to do it. He didn’t mind waiting. He’s struck me as being a very patient man.”
“And you’re suggesting that it was Fred who poisoned the doctor.”
“Who else? Most of the ingredients of his last meal were under his control.”
“And that he was the man Trotter saw leaving the house at six in the morning?”
“That seems logical.”
“There’s nothing logical about it,” said Queen irritably. “To start with, how did he get back into the house?”
“Easy. He never left it. There were a lot of places he could have hidden. Pantry, scullery, coal hole, cellar. Remember, he’d had the run of the kitchen quarters and all the time in the world to construct a foolproof hiding place.”
“All right. Then tell me this. Why didn’t he leave as soon as Rainey was dead?”
“It may have been a slow-acting poison.”
Queen considered the implications of this. He said, “You’re making my flesh creep. Do you mean to say he sat there all night watching Rainey die?”
“Watching him die, yes. And making certain that he didn’t telephone or call for help. He was twice as strong as Rainey, who would have been getting even less able to resist as the poison took effect.”
“It’s hard to believe,” said Queen. “Though I’ll admit there’s one thing that supports your theory. The look on his face. He saw death coming and he hated it. No question, we shall have to have an exhumation order. Can you authorise it?”
Jonas said, “I’ll ask my partner. She’s a much better lawyer than I am.”
That evening he rang up Michael Doneval at his home. He felt that Doneval might be more unbuttoned there than behind his desk. He said, “Thank you very much, Michael. The information you gave me has been extremely useful. In fact, it has opened things up to an almost alarming degree. Now I want your help over one more thing.”
“If I can,” said Doneval cautiously.
“It’s nothing I couldn’t get myself, but you’ll be able to get it more quickly. Could you find out the known details – nothing which isn’t in the public record – of the wartime career of a Brigadier Arkinwright.”
“Not a common name,” said Doneval, “I ought to be able to do that. I’ll telephone you some time tomorrow.”
“I’m very much obliged to you,” said Jonas.
Next morning Sabrina marched into his office with a volume of Probate Court reports and a newspaper. She said, “It wasn’t an easy point. There’s not much authority on it, because the circumstances are unlikely to arise. However, in Jepson v. Church 1898 the point had to be considered. Church was sole executor of a man called Ambrose Jepson, who died in somewhat mysterious circumstances which came to light after he had been buried. The police wanted an exhumation order. Church, who was a solicitor, was agreeable. The opposition came from Jepson’s sister, his only surviving relative. When the matter came to court, Mr Justice Romer said, ‘In many matters the authority of the executor is supreme. But in such a matter as this, which touches the feelings of the family and the intimate friends of the deceased, I consider that the opinion of the senior member of the family – or, if no such person survives, of the residuary legatee to whom the estate has been entrusted – should be regarded as paramount.’”
“If that’s right, I can’t move in the matter. We shall have to ask Jock Lovibond.”
“I’m afraid so. However, my researches into your case have not been entirely negative.” She laid the newspaper, folded open, on Jonas’s desk. He saw that it was a copy of the New York Herald.
“I have an American friend who sends me reports which she thinks I will find interesting.”
Jonas had reached a point where he hardly knew what to expect next. The extract was headed, ‘Smokers Beware’.
A posthumous confession has solved a fifteen-year-old mystery which puzzled pathologists and forensic scientists and has opened up an alarming prospect for incautious smokers. It seems that a Mrs Sylvester Cramm of Little Falls, Minnesota, lay under considerable suspicion of killing her husband, who had been found dead in the matrimonial home. He had been in good health until that moment. It was public knowledge that he had behaved brutally to his wife and his death was undoubtedly to her financial advantage. For these reasons a very careful autopsy was conducted. However, leading pathologist, Dr Schumacher, was clear in his opinion that death was due to a simple coronary occlusion, precipitated, he considered, by the fact that the late Mr Cramm had been a compulsive smoker. It now appears from the posthumous confession of his wife, a trained nurse, that she had procured some neat nicotine and had injected this into one of her husband’s cigarettes. When this was put to Dr Schumacher he agreed that the nicotine vaporised by the heat of the cigarette and inhaled could certainly cause an occlusion of the coronary artery. Moreover, such a matter would be difficult or impossible to detect by normal post mortem examination.
Jonas said, “God dammit—”
“I’m not suggesting,” said Sabrina calmly, “that this was the way in which Humbolt was killed. But it occurred to me that the circumstances in his case were very similar. He was a chain smoker. He lived alone in the house. The gardener had access to it and there are plenty of garden sprays from which nicotine could be extracted.”
“You know what’s wrong with this case,” said Jonas crossly. “It’s all theory and supposition. I sympathise with Jack Queen. He wants facts and they are in short supply. Certainly Fred could have poisoned Dr Rainey. And if he happened to have come across that report – or to have seen the facts reported somewhere else – he might have killed Humbolt that way too. But why? What in the world is the connection between a dentist in Alfriston, a doctor in Shackleton and a jobbing gardener? Yes, what is it?”
Claire said, “I’ve got a call here from a Mr Doneval. Shall I put it through?”
“Please.”
“Short answer to your question,” said Doneval. “Brigadier Arkinwright was a sapper. He fought at Dunkirk and got an MC for his efforts on the beaches. Later, being a fluent French speaker, he joined Maurice Buckmaster in the headquarters of the SOE at Baker Street. His job was to equip undercover agents for work in France and Belgium and to debrief them when, and if, they returned. That’s the outline. I could fill it in for you a bit more, I expect, if I asked around.”
“No,” said Jonas. “That’s fine. I really am extremely grateful.”
Sabrina, who had been listening on the extension, said, “Well, is that your answer?”
“It’s a possible answer,” said Jonas.
Later that day he reported his findings to Queen who listened, with his face growing longer and longer.
“It now seems possible,” Jonas said, “that Fred – his full name my partner tells me, is Frederick Charles Blamey – could have worked, during the war, as an agent in Belgium. He’s about the right age and speaks fluent French. Also he struck me, when I met him, as a tough, self-reliant sort of person. And now we find that Brigadier Arkinwright, who had a job at SOE headquarters, thought he recognised him.”
“All right. He could have been. It’s not impossible.”
“Then I’ll make another suggestion. That Rainey and Humbolt, who fudged each other’s references, came over at the end of the war as soon as they could pack their bags. Because they knew that once the proper post-war investigations got going they would be revealed as undesirable citizens. Collaborators at least. Possibly more than that. They reckoned that they’d be a lot safer in England.”
“All right,” said Queen, “I can paint the rest of your picture. Blamey, who could have suffered as a result of their actions, gets after them. Waiting, incidentally, for more than thirty years before he went to Alfriston.”
“He was a very patient man,” said Jonas. “Like all successful secret agents and gardeners. And, anyway, what do we know about what he was doing during that time? Rainey and Humbolt might have been the last names on a long list.”
Queen looked at him with something like horror. Finally he drew a deep breath and said, “We started this and I suppose we shall have to go on with it.”
“Then you’ll have to get your exhumation order. If you discover poison and if it’s something which was available to Blamey and if you can dig a convincing motive out of the wartime history, then you’ll have some sort of a case.”
“That’s three ‘ifs’,” said Queen. “I wouldn’t be inclined to bet on our chances.”
Three days later, in response to a summons, Jonas went to see Chief Superintendent Whaley. He found Queen with him.
“It’s no good,” said Jonas. “Jock won’t do it. Particularly with a council election coming up. He says an exhumation would simply antagonise public opinion. It would be seen as pointing a finger at Fred. He was a very well liked man. Mrs McClachan, who is Jock’s niece by marriage, told him that he was not just a good gardener. An inspired one, she said. Before he worked for her she had been trying for years to grow asparagus. No dice. Then Fred came along and got her a bed of it growing from seed. A man with such green fingers, she said, couldn’t conceivably have dipped them in anything dubious. You won’t change Jock’s mind now, however hard you try, I assure you.”
As Jonas said this he got the impression that neither of his listeners had any real desire to try.
“Well,” said Whaley, “if he won’t, he won’t. And that’s an end of that.” The relief in his voice was clear.
When this was reported to Sabrina she said, “Saved by asparagus. What an epitaph for a gardener.”
“It’s all very well,” grumbled Jonas. “You make a joke of it. Whaley and Queen are only too glad to wash their hands of the whole thing. But that’s not what I’d call a satisfactory result. I like to know the truth. And now, I suppose, we never shall.”
“‘Never’ is a long time,” said Sabrina. “After all, it only took fifteen years for the facts about the Sylvester Cramm case to come to light. Allow me to give you a quote from your favourite author, Winston Churchill. ‘Truth is an uncomfortable creature to keep in the well against her efforts.’”
And in fact it was not fifteen years, but fifteen months before the truth emerged.
It was on an October day in the year following the death of Dr Rainey that Sabrina came into Jonas’s office with a letter in her hand.
She said, “Blamey is dead. Cancer of the stomach. When he knew he was dying he wrote me this letter which I will show you on the understanding that it remains entirely confidential.”
“Even from Queen and Whaley?”
“Specially from them.”
Jonas said, “Very well,” and picked up the letter, which was written in a surprisingly firm and educated hand. It opened without any preamble.
I am writing you this to repay certain kindnesses you did me last year. Not only selling my house and making my will for me, but showing me that extract from the New York Herald, which was, incidentally, reprinted in the British Medico-Legal Journal, available in the public library. A most interesting publication, I found. When you showed it to me I realised that you must have a shrewd idea of the truth and that it was time for me to move. Yes, certainly I killed Humbolt, whose real name, as you may have discovered, was Hervé Maxente. Also Dr Rainey who was René Claude. Both of them deserved to die. They took very large sums of money from the Germans for informing them about British agents for whom, supposedly, they were working. I have no doubt the British Government was paying them as well. This double-cross was carried out so skilfully that very few people knew about it. I did, because I got out of a safe house recommended by Maxente by dropping from a second-storey window. Incidentally breaking my leg in the process. Others were not so lucky. Claude was responsible for one of my closest friends being taken. The Germans were determined to get information from him. It took him eight hours to die. I reminded Claude of this when he was dying. The details are not of great importance. I cultivated Amanita Phalloides, the Death Cap fungus, in a bed against the wall at the bottom of the garden. All that was necessary was to add a few slivers to the field mushrooms waiting for that evening stew. It is a remorseless killer which destroys every liver and kidney cell in the human body, but it takes from six to eight hours to work, so I had to make sure that Claude did not go for help. He finally died just before six o’clock and I let myself out and went home. I had to be back at work by my normal hour, as I needed to root out the remaining fungi, which were in a bed I was supposed to be preparing for tomatoes, and burn them. If I had the time and energy [Jonas noticed that the writing had been growing more straggly, but still quite legible], I’d tell you of one or two other interesting episodes in the years since the war.
Then, at the bottom, “Goodbye and again thanks.”
A full minute had elapsed after Jonas had read the letter before he was able to say anything. Fastening on a minor point, he said, “He must have died a rich man. Who gets his money?”
“It all goes to a trust which looks after the dependants of SOE agents.”
“I see,” said Jonas. But that was not what he really wanted to say. In the end he managed to get it out.
“Did it never occur to you,” he said, “that by showing him that cutting, you were warning him that he was suspected?”
“Suspected, possibly. But in no danger when Jock Lovibond accepted my advice against exhumation.”
Jonas looked at her speechlessly. Then, “You advised him to oppose it.”
“Certainly.”
“Did you not consider that it was your duty, to the authorities, to the court, to the state, that this matter should be cleared up?”
“As a solicitor,” said Sabrina coldly, “my first duty was to my client.”
9
The Freedom Folk
In the four years they had been established in Shackleton the lunching arrangements of Jonas and his staff had become, like many other things, a matter of habit. Sabrina took hers at the Central Café, with others of her sex and totem; more talking was done than eating. Jonas went to the Conservative Club and usually managed to get in a rubber of bridge before going back to the office. Claire brought sandwiches and liked, weather permitting, to eat them in the open. So far that year she had been lucky.
It had been an exceptionally mild spring. March was half-over and sunny day had followed sunny day with the wind blowing steadily from the south-west. Her favourite lunch place was the Dingle. This was where the Shackle stream frothed and bubbled its way out to sea over a bed of white stones.
It was a pleasant spot in any weather. The banks of the little valley were gradual on the Shackleton side, more sheer on the far side. The bottom was formed of smooth South Down turf, through which the stream had cut its bed. On the far side, a flight of steps ran up to the only human habitation in sight. This was the cottage of Francis Delamere, a meteorological hermit, who had roosted up there for nearly half a century, observing the weather of the Channel coast.
He discouraged visitors, but Claire remembered being taken up there once with Jonas, who had acted for the old man in a family matter. He had shown them his vast collection of weather maps, graphs and statistical records. A monomaniac, she had concluded, but harmless.
As she was thinking about him she caught sight of a figure moving on the knoll between the cottage and the cliff edge. Certainly not Delamere. Now that her attention had been attracted she made out that someone had set up an easel and was painting. She finished her sandwiches, crossed the rustic bridge over the stream and climbed the steps to inspect his efforts. Some of the amateur artists who frequented Shackleton in summer disliked being watched at work. Others appreciated an audience.
This seemed to be one of the latter sort. He smiled agreeably as Claire came up and stepped back from the easel.
About forty, Claire guessed. A face tanned by the weather, with wrinkles round the eyes as though he spent much of his time staring into the sun. His short pointed beard, cut in the Vandyke fashion, was beginning to show a sprinkling of grey. He had been painting in watercolour, using a simple palette. It was a composition of sea and sky, a chiaroscuro of blues and whites and greys. Claire knew little about painting, but enough to find the picture effective and attractive.
She said, “I suppose it wouldn’t be for sale, by any chance?”
The man said, “You would have to consult Gus Levy about that.”
“Gus—”
“He runs the Wardour Galleries. They handle all my work. You may have heard of them.”
This was said gravely, but there was a hint of laughter behind it and Claire realised that she had been stupid. This was not the sort of painter who set up his easel on the front and sold his pictures to bystanders for a few pounds. She said, “I’m sorry. Yes, I know the Wardour Galleries. They’re in Bond Street, aren’t they?”
“Correct. If you know them, do I take it you’re a Londoner?” He seemed to have abandoned painting for the moment and wanted to talk.
She said, “I used to work in London, yes. That was some years ago. I’ve become a confirmed Shackletonian now.”
“I can’t suppose you’ve retired.”
Definitely he was laughing at her, but she was not annoyed. She said, “My employer, Mr Pickett – he’s a solicitor – moved down here from London a few years ago and I came with him.”
“Not Jonas Pickett?”
“Correct. You know him?”
“I met him when he acted for me in an unpleasant dispute over the lease of my flat. That was one of the reasons I decided to abandon urban life and bought myself a caravan. A great improvement on a flat in West Kensington, let me tell you.”
“As long as the weather stays fine.”
“A modern caravan,” said the man firmly, “is proof against any vagaries of the climate. I can’t imagine why half the populace of our overcrowded, insanitary inner cities don’t take to them. They’d be healthier and happier if they did.”
“If you can spare the time,” said Claire, who found herself liking him more and more, “do please drop in. My name’s Easterbrook, by the way. Claire Easterbrook. We’re at the far corner of Middle Street. I’m sure Jonas would like to see you again.”
“I’ll do that. And since there’s no one here to effect an introduction, I must do it myself. The name is Wroke. Spelled with a ‘W’. Philip Wroke.”
When, on her return to the office, Claire told Sabrina about this encounter she said, “You didn’t really offer to buy the picture, did you?”
“Yes. But I saw that I’d made a mistake.”
“The last time I went to a Summer Exhibition at the Academy,” said Sabrina thoughtfully, “there were three Wroke seascapes on view. The cheapest, I seem to remember, was priced at three thousand guineas.”
“Then,” said Claire, “perhaps it’s just as well that he didn’t take me up on my offer.”
The faintest preliminary ripples of possible trouble had reached Shackleton that morning. The ladies who were lunching together at the Central Café were too engrossed in dissecting the character of the new rector’s wife to bother about it, but the stout estate agent who was partnering Jonas at bridge did say, “I hear they had a spot of bother with a nature camp at Portree. Three no trumps.”
Jonas was too busy trying to analyse this gross overbid to pursue the matter. So it was Sam who got the story first.
He took his midday cheese and beer at the Fisherman’s Arms. He was welcomed by the company in the saloon bar, partly from the dignity of his connection with the law (“Crafty old bastard that Pickett”), partly for his Rabelaisian wit and partly, no doubt, from the consciousness that this ex-fairground boxer and strongman could have slung any one of them out of the door with one hand tied behind his back.
On this occasion he was making no attempt to hold the floor. He was prepared to drink his beer and listen, for the conversation had taken an interesting turn.
“Heard about it from my cousin over at Poole,” said a gnome-like man who mowed the golf club greens. “Seems they nipped in at Portree. Small place, just this side of Walden.”
“When you say they nipped in” – this was a tall fisherman – “you mean they didn’t ask no one? They was just trespassing.”
“Difficult to talk about trespass, when you don’t know who the land belongs to.”
“All the land belongs to someone,” said the landlord.
“I beg to contradict you,” said a thin man whose glasses and manner of speaking had earned him the honorary title of Professor, but who, in fact, kept a live bait store. “The land below high-water mark belongs to no one.”
“Surely you’re wrong, Professor,” said the landlord. “It belongs to the Queen. Like whales.”
“Not so. It is terra sine titulo.”
Baffled by this display of Latin, the landlord said, “Anyway no one in their senses is going to pitch a camp where the tide can come up and wash it away. Stands to reason.”
“From what I heard,” said the gnome-like man, “there isn’t a lot of reason in anything these people do. They’ve got a flag with FF on it. Standing, so I understand, for the Freedom Folk, but it could be something different.”
A number of alternative suggestions were offered, most of them unprintable. Sam, who had finished his beer, intervened for the first time.
“Diddun I see in the paper,” he said, “that Portree had got rid of ’em? How’d they manage that, eh?”
“By force,” said the small man. “They’re a rough crowd down there. What they did, they turned up one morning early, about a hundred of them, slung out the caravans and tents and pulled down the shacks. Then they ran a fence of barbed wire round the place before anyone could stop them.”
“A bit rough,” said the landlord. “Wasn’t there nothing they could do about it?”
“Well, of course, the man who seems to boss them – Lipitt, or some name like that – he went off to the police. When they arrived they found them camped out beside the road and a dozen tough characters guarding the way back through the barbed wire what they’d put up. The Inspector said, ‘We’re not going to have any trouble. The first one who starts a fight, we run him in.’”
“Meaning,” said the tall fisherman, “that since they were out they’d got to stay out.”
“The law,” agreed the Professor, “favours the status quo.”
“So what did they do?” said the landlord.
“What could they do? They couldn’t get back without a fight, so they packed up their traps and moved off down the road. At night they pitch camp on the roadside. Provided they move on each day, no one can do anything about that.”
Sam said, “How long ago was it they got turned out?”
“It was last week.”
“And Walden’s – what – about thirty miles from here?”
The landlord said, “Don’t you worry, Sam. The council won’t have a crowd like that in here, not in a month of Sundays.”
Sam said, “Come to that, I don’t suppose Portree wanted them neither.”
At the next office coffee break he retailed what he had heard and found an attentive audience.
“I read something about it in the local paper,” said Jonas. “Opinion seemed to be divided about the rights and wrongs of it.”
“I can’t see that it’s a question with two sides to it,” said Claire. “The people who turned them out were the ones who used force. Surely that put them in the wrong.”
“The first wrongdoing,” said Sabrina, “was when they camped on someone else’s property without permission.”
“Apparently it was common land.”
“You’re using the expression very loosely, darling. If it was what the law calls common land, that only means that the inhabitants had the right to graze their animals on it. It certainly does not mean that strangers had a right to come along and live on it.”
“I don’t think it was that sort of common. It was a piece by the seashore without a private owner.”
“If it was above a median tide mark it belonged to the community and came under the jurisdiction of the local council.”
Sam said, “That was what they was saying at the pub. They’re nothing but a crowd of no-good dropouts and the council would turn ’em out neck and crop if they tried the same game round here.”
“Then I’m afraid, Sam,” said Claire, “that your worthy friends in the saloon bar of the Fisherman’s Arms are, as usual, talking nonsense.”
The tone in which she said this made Jonas look up at her. He said, “Have you got some information that we haven’t?”
“You can call them dropouts if you like. They are people who have got tired of an insanitary overcrowded life in our inner cities” – unconsciously she found she was quoting the artist – “and find a gypsy life healthier and happier.”
“Happier for them,” said Sabrina. “What about the people they impose themselves on?”
“There should be room in this country for everyone. Wasn’t the government telling us, only the other day, that the countryside was over-farmed? The mistake people make is thinking about these people as criminals. Some of them are very poor, it’s true. They can’t even afford a proper tent, let alone a caravan. They just lean two pieces of corrugated iron together—”
“Claire,” said Jonas, “you seem to know a lot more about this than we do. Who have you been talking to?”
“As a matter of fact I happened to run into Philip Wroke again in a café in the town.”
“Don’t tell me he’s one of them.”
“He has been with them now for some months, yes.”
“That certainly gives them a touch of respectability.”
“Oh, he’s not the only one. There are several artists, not as well known as he is, I agree. And writers.”
“Poets, no doubt,” said Sabrina.
“I don’t know about poets, but they’ve got a radio dramatist. And a pop group. They call themselves The Strollers. They’ve made quite a few records.”
“That was one of the things they told me about,” said Sam. “They practise all night. Keep people awake, you see. No thought for others.”
Jonas said, “I should imagine it’s difficult to discipline a crowd like that. Have they got a leader?”
“Wroke is regarded as second in command. The leader, the man who founded the group, is called Lipsett.”
“And what is he?” said Jonas. “An artist, a writer, or a musician?”
“I’m not sure.”
“If it’s Raymond Lipsett,” said Sabrina, “he’s a man who writes articles for left-wing publications. I’ve read quite a few of them. Able stuff, but totally perverted, of course.”
“Of course,” said Claire sharply. “If his views are left of centre they must be perverted, mustn’t they?”
“Children, children,” said Jonas. “Don’t scratch each other’s eyes out.” He could see that Claire was losing her temper and that Sabrina would like nothing more than to provoke her. “May I point out that it is now half past eleven and that I, at least, have work to do.”
This was true. It was a question of mineral rights at Maggs’s farm which had reached the Crown Court at Brighton. Jonas had decided to brief counsel and was drafting a case for Mr Kendrick, QC. It was a complex matter and he had to devote his full attention to what he was dictating, but something was niggling him. He knew his secretary as well as any shrewd professional man would be likely to know a girl who has been working for him for nearly six years, but he had never suspected her of holding strong left-wing views.
Perhaps Wroke had got something to do with this? To date Claire’s relationships with the young of the opposite sex had been casual to the point of flippancy. But a forty-year-old artist . . . He realised that Claire had been sitting with her pencil poised for some seconds and wrenched his mind back to the question of the minerals which underlay Farmer Maggs’s fields.
At a quarter to seven on the following morning a matter which had been of remote interest took a sharp step forward. Jonas blinked his eyes open and picked up the telephone from the table beside his bed.
It was the hermit, Francis Delamere, and he was very angry.
He said, “They’ve come. You’ve got to do something.”
“Do you mind,” said Jonas swinging his legs out of bed and sitting up, “telling me what you’re talking about?” He found that he could think more clearly when sitting up, which was as well, because Delamere was almost incoherent with rage.
“Last night,” he said, “after dark. Like thieves in the night.”
“Your house has been burgled.”
“No, no. Worse. Much worse. They’re all over the Dingle.”
There was no need for Jonas to ask who they were. He could guess only too easily. He said, “I suppose you’re talking about those campers.”
“A rabble. You’ve got to move them on.”
“I’m very sorry about it. But it’s not really my job.”
“Certainly it’s your job. You’re my solicitor, aren’t you? Start an action.”
Jonas’s experience had hardened him to clients who demanded actions on every conceivable and some inconceivable points. He said, patiently, “Just who would you suggest I start an action against?”
“These people. The FF.”
“The first difficulty is that they’re not, as far as I know, a corporate body. And if we could get over that one, what are we starting an action for?”
“Trespass.”
“You can’t sue them for trespass. You don’t own the land.”
“You’re making difficulties. If the law won’t help us we shall have to take matters into our own hands. Like they did at Portree.”
“No,” said Jonas. “Whatever you do—” But he found that the telephone had gone dead.
He dressed hastily, thought about breakfast, decided that speed was all-important and got his car out. As he was starting it, Sam appeared and jumped in beside him. The quickest approach to the Dingle was along the golf club road. They parked the car in a lay-by and took the track which led down the winding left-hand bank of the stream. As they turned a corner they came on the scene of the action.
A strong fence, three lines of barbed wire fixed to uprights of angle iron, barred their way. There was a narrow opening through which the track ran. The men standing beside it were clearly both sentinels and guards. Some action was going on in the camp itself. Men and women were crowding round a shanty composed of two corrugated iron sheets. Jonas said, “Good God! Isn’t that Delamere? The stupid old coot. He must have wriggled in under the wire at the top end. What did he think he could do?”
The crowd parted and they could see that two men were carrying the old hermit, who was still struggling.
“Better get him out, hadn’t we?” said Sam. “Before he hurts himself. Or gets hurt.”
He marched up to the gate. The guards said, “You can’t come in.”
“No such word as ‘can’t’ in my vocabulary, chum,” said Sam and marched on. The guards took one look at his formidable bulk and decided that he was out of their class. Jonas, like a small tender being towed by a battleship, followed in his wake.
At the foot of the path they met the carrying party coming up.
“Put that man down,” said Jonas, “at once.”
“Fuck off,” said the leading porter. “He tried to pull down our shanty. We’re going to pitch him out on to his head.”
“Better put him down,” said Sam mildly. “Or get your own head knocked off. Your choice, mate.”
The second porter, who had appreciated Sam’s potentiality, had already let go of Delamere’s legs. His companion had no choice but to follow suit. Delamere fell on to his knees, stopped there for a few moments, then climbed slowly to his feet. He was clearly dazed and shaken. The crowd who had followed him up were standing round, not actively aggressive, but silent and hostile.
They opened out to let a man through. Jonas felt certain that this was their leader. It would have been easier to judge his age if he had not had so much hair on his face. Two bright blue eyes stared out from a forest of beard, moustache and curling side whiskers. Despite all this foliage Jonas thought the man was not much past his middle thirties. He said, “If your name’s Lipsett and you’re in charge here, I have to warn you that if your people had harmed this man you’d have been in bad trouble. He’s nearly eighty and the rough handling he’s had might have very serious results.”
“He brought it on his own head,” said Lipsett. “He came in uninvited and started to pull down this man’s shack.”
“That was stupid, I agree. But he should have been restrained without violence and removed politely.”
“Would you have been polite, if someone had started to destroy your house?” It was the voice of an academic, pitched in the upper register, intellectual, relishing controversy.
“I should have sent for the police,” said Jonas curtly. And to Sam, “Help this man back to the car. We’ll all feel better when we’ve had something to eat.”
When they got back Sam cooked breakfast for them. Delamere had no appetite for food, but drank several cups of sugary coffee, which seemed to revive him. After breakfast, Sabrina joined them. She had heard the news. She said, “They seem to have learnt from their experience at Portree. This time they got their fence up first.”
“I’ve been out of touch with things for a long time,” said Delamere. “But when you asked me what action I could take, I seemed to remember – Isn’t there something called an action for nuisance?”
Sabrina fielded this one. “You mean the noise they make at night?”
“And by day.”
“Yes. I expect you could found an action for nuisance. But it wouldn’t do you a lot of good. It’d be a civil action and might take a year or more to get to court. And if you won, you wouldn’t get rid of them. You’d simply get an award of damages.”
“Oh,” said Delamere rather blankly. “Then do you mean there’s nothing I can do?”
“Nothing you can do, no. But the council could get quick results if it set about it the right way. Normally the court will grant a speedy remedy in a case of aggravated trespass.”
When the old man had departed, unhappy, but apparently persuaded to rely, for the moment, on council action, Sabrina said to Jonas, “The present council may do the right thing, but you’re not forgetting that we shall soon have a new one.”
“I had forgotten,” said Jonas. “When’s the election?”
“The first week of April.”
“And does it worry us?”
“I’m not sure. I’ve heard some odd stories.”
It was one morning, ten days after this conversation, that Admiral Fairlie arrived, by appointment, in Jonas’s office. He came to the point with naval promptness. He said, “We’ve got a crisis on our hands. I’ve been talking to Bob Rattray. Saul Melford has been taken to hospital with suspected thrombosis. They’ve started exploratory surgery, but however successful they are he won’t be back in action for some months.”
“Which means that he can’t stand at the next election.” Jonas was studying a marked plan of Shackleton and its environs. “He’s West Ward, isn’t he?”
“Correct. And that’s not all. Last time John Benson and Bob Rattray picked up the two Town Wards unopposed. Not this time. They’ve both got a fight on their hands.”
“Their opponents being—”
“Lipsett and Wroke.”
Jonas took a minute to absorb this. Then he said, “Are they qualified to stand?”
“Certainly. All they need is six residents to support their nomination. There’s been no difficulty about that. They’ve drummed up quite a following already; particularly among the young. Their pop group, The Strollers, have given two concerts. Both of them were sell-outs.”
“Yes,” said Jonas. “I heard about that.” He was making some calculations, none of them reassuring. He said, “What are their real chances?”
“Lipsett won’t upset Bob Rattray. Not a chance. But Wroke might oust Benson. He’s not wildly popular. And there’s more to it than that. You know Desmond Plackett?”
“Insurance broker. Took over the Portsmouth Road Ward when Grandfield was killed in that car accident.”
“Right. He’s not standing this time. Says he’s got too many business commitments. Actually I fancy he’s funking it. Thinks he’d be beaten.”
Jonas was scribbling names in two columns. He said, “What about the two Branmere Wards?”
“Greenaway and Forbes have held them for some years now. That part’s predominantly commercial. I think they’re both safe enough. The trouble is, they don’t like each other much. On any important proposal if one of them votes for it the other could easily oppose it.”
“What about the Liberties?”
“Florence Fitchett,” said the Admiral gloomily. Most men were gloomy when discussing Florence. She might have been described as a supporter of sex equality had it not been apparent that she considered women to be in every respect superior to men.
“You won’t rout her out easily,” agreed Jonas. “Is that the lot?”
“No. There’s the East Ward. In some ways it’s the most important. That’s where the ragamuffins have pitched their camp.”
“Who’s the incumbent?”
“Mabel Hanaway. She took it over from her husband, Air Vice-Marshal Hanaway, when he died. We don’t know yet who’s opposing her. We reckon she’s got about a fifty-fifty chance. The campers won’t be allowed to vote, of course. But they’ve been doing a lot of canvassing.”
“Who for?”
“Not for anyone in particular. Their line is, turn out the old lady and vote for someone younger and more with it. No doubt they’ll persuade someone to stand before the lists close on the fourteenth.”
“It’s going to be an interesting council, isn’t it?” said Jonas. “Let’s look at the worst from your point of view. Suppose Wroke gets in, that means that three sets of wards really cancel each other out. The two Town Wards, the two Branmere Wards and, let’s say, the Liberties and the West Ward. Correct?”
“I agree.”
“Then the two other wards are the ones that matter. Portsmouth Road and the East Ward.”
“Exactly,” said the Admiral. He sounded, thought Jonas, suspiciously pleased. “That’s what I’ve come to discuss. We’ve formed a Fighting Committee. Our current idea is that I should stand for the East Ward – that’s where my house is, incidentally. And you for Portsmouth Road.”
“Hey! Steady on. I’ve told you once already. I came to Shackleton for a quiet life.”
“When the ship’s in danger, it’s all hands to the pumps.”
“But is it in danger?”
“You realise that if things go wrong, we shall be landed with a council that won’t move against the campers. They may even give them a lease; then we shall have them with us for keeps. That lovely Dingle turned into a shanty town.”
“It makes you think,” agreed Jonas. “But please don’t bank on me. It’s not my line at all.”
Next morning he set out on foot to visit Maggs’s Farm and discuss mineral rights. It was two miles out of the town. He looked forward to the walk. He thought it might help him to clear his mind. The sky was still blue, but it was no longer a soft blue. There was a hard edge to it. The weather seemed to be changing.
Maggs confirmed this. He said, “Thermometer dropped five points last night. I wasn’t sorry. If we’re going to have a frost, better now than later. Why? Because if it comes in May, you can say goodbye to your fruit.”
When they had finished their business and Jonas was leaving, Maggs said, “Did I hear you was to be our new council member?”
“If you know that,” said Jonas, “you know more than I do.”
“You’ll get a lot of votes if you do stand. I can promise you that. You know who’d be against you?”
“No. Who?”
“Chap called Partridge. You’ve heard of him?”
“I remember the name vaguely. Isn’t he a naturalist?”
“Something like that. He sent us all a bit of paper. I’ve got it here, if you’d like to read it.”
The circular was adorned with the photograph of a young man wearing horn-rimmed glasses and an expression of overwhelming seriousness.
“When I opened it,” said Maggs, “I thought it was an advert for a patent medicine, or something like that.”
“He does look a bit constipated,” agreed Jonas.
“I was going to throw it away, but my wife said better read it. It may be important. I’m glad I did. Some of the things he says, well I ask you!”
Jonas scanned Mr Partridge’s electioneering manifesto with interest. He saw that he called himself ‘The Countryside Candidate’. His message was that the land belonged to everyone. It must not be monopolised by the farming fraternity. Some of it now under cultivation must be allowed to return to its natural state as a habitation for wildlife. Footpaths must be carefully preserved and added to where necessary.
In view of the fact that the majority of the voters in the Portsmouth Road Ward were farmers, Jonas agreed that this bold statement of young Mr Partridge’s views would be unlikely to win him many votes.
“You realise,” he said, “that most of the things he’s proposing couldn’t be done by any district council whoever got on it. They can’t open new footpaths and they can’t change the law.”
“No saying what people like that can do once you let ’em in,” said Maggs gloomily. “You put your name forward and we’ll all vote for you. It’ll be a walkover.”
Jonas thought about it as he made his way home. The fact that he would probably win the seat made the idea somehow even less attractive.
He wished he had brought a scarf and gloves – it was certainly much colder.
When he got to the office Claire said, “You’ve got a caller. I don’t know if you want to see him, but he seems keen to see you.”
“Has he got a name?”
“It’s Raymond Lipsett.”
“Oh. Did he say what he wanted?”
“Like most people who come to see you, I imagine he wants help.”
She said this so flatly that it sounded like a rebuke. Jonas looked at her for a moment, started to say something, changed his mind and moved off into his office. Lipsett got up politely enough, but did not offer to shake hands. When they were both seated Jonas said, “What can I do for you?”
Lipsett pushed a piece of paper across the desk. Jonas saw that it was a writ issued in the Brighton Crown Court, naming Lipsett as defendant, in a representative capacity, in an action by the council for aggravated trespass. Much what he had expected. He said, “Do I gather that you want me to represent you?”
“That was my idea. It’s the sort of thing you do, isn’t it?”
“It’s the sort of thing I do, yes. But I don’t see that I can act for you in this particular case.”
“Why not?”
“Well, to start with, I happen to be acting for Delamere. He’s considering an action for assault against the people who manhandled him.”
“So what? He’s not a party to this action.”
“True. But you must see that it would make it awkward for me. There are other solicitors in Shackleton—”
“Thank you. I’ve had some. When I called on Porter and Merriman I wasn’t allowed to see the senior partner; apparently he’s reserved for people who matter. I was interviewed by a young man who talked as if he’d got a mouth full of plums. He said, ‘Sorry, old boy. Rayly it’s not the sort of thing we handle, acherly.’ So I went on to see R. and L. Sykes. There I did get through to a partner.”
“Ronald Sykes?”
“I imagine so. He was at least honest. He said that if he took the case he’d lose half his clients. Do I take it you’re going to say the same thing?”
“Not so. I’ve got more clients than I want. And anyway I’m three-quarters retired. I shall probably retire altogether at the end of next year.”
“Then what are your reasons, might one ask?”
Temperature heating up a bit, thought Jonas. Better get it over quickly. He said, “I don’t want to act in this matter. Simple as that. Anyway, you’ll find plenty of firms in Brighton who’ll be pleased to help you.”
“Shall I really? Then let me tell you something. Most probably I shan’t need anyone at all. Because this case is one which isn’t coming off.” He picked up the copy of the writ, tore it neatly into four pieces and deposited them in Jonas’s waste-paper basket.
“What makes you think that?”
“Your local rag has conducted a straw poll. It gives us a majority on the council. I can assure you that the first thing the new council will do is to abandon this stupid action and the second will be to grant us a long lease.”
“Won’t you be a bit uncomfortable, particularly when the temperature’s below freezing point?”
“Be your age. We shan’t take a lease on that place. We’ve got our eyes on a nice piece of ground behind the front. The Lammas I believe it’s called. I’ve got a number of friends who’ll join us there. Young keen people with a bit of spunk in them. Maybe they’ll kick up a shindy, but it’s what this place wants. It needs waking up, kicking into the twentieth century.” The words were tumbling out with such force that they seemed to be generating their own heat. Lipsett’s face, as much as could be seen of it behind its camouflage of hair, was scarlet and his eyes were snapping. “Maybe the old women of both sexes who have been roosting here won’t like it. Their bad luck. Let them fly away somewhere else. We shan’t miss them. The future belongs to youth.”
As he paused for breath Jonas said, “In fact, you’re using Shackleton as a cuspidor.”
“Come again.”
“Something you can spit at.”
Lipsett looked at him for a long moment. Jonas thought, now he really is going to burst. Or perhaps he’ll throw something at me. An inkpot and a calendar seemed the most likely missiles.
In fact, Lipsett rose to his feet, said, “I can see it’s a waste of time talking to you,” swung on his heel and went out, closing the door quietly behind him. He heard his feet in the hallway. Something was said to Claire. Then the front door shut and his footsteps went off, crunching the ice on the front path.
When Claire came in Jonas was sitting perfectly still. She said, ‘Not a very successful interview, I gather.”
“On the contrary,” said Jonas. “Decisive. Could you get me Admiral Fairlie’s number?”
When she came back with it he said, “He’s succeeded in making up my mind for me. I’m going to ask the Admiral to rustle me up six supporters. I’m proposing to stand for the Portsmouth Road Ward. I don’t know the first thing about it. I shall rely on you to help me.”
“I’m afraid,” said Claire slowly, “that won’t be possible. I’ve got a lot of canvassing to do myself.”
“For Philip Wroke?”
“No. I’m standing for the East Ward.”
After she had left, Jonas sat for a long time staring at the closed door.
After thinking the matter over Jonas decided not to distribute a circular. The one sent round by his opponent must have lost him more votes than it gained. He decided to confine himself to a modified form of house-to-house canvassing. Maggs had produced a list of residents, indicating the cases in which not much persuasion would be needed and those in which he might have to deploy arguments.
That morning he was proposing to visit a corn chandler who had his shop in the tiny village of Moorhampton in the extreme north of his area and who was reputed to be something of a radical. All that week the sky had maintained its steely blue colour and it had been getting steadily colder. The thermometer on the previous evening had recorded a record seventeen degrees of frost. That morning, as he set out in the car, Jonas noticed a change.
It was warmer. Clouds like dirty cotton wool were billowing up from the south-east. As he reached the lane which led to Moorhampton the snow began to fall. Jonas half-thought of turning back, but he was now so near his destination that he decided to push on. He found the corn chandler an agreeable enough man who seemed to grasp the advantages of voting for him. When he was leaving, the man said, “Better not waste much time, squire, if you want to get back to Shackleton.”
“You think the snow will block the road?”
“It’s the ground underneath, see. It’s frozen so hard the snow can’t sink in. Like as not we’ll be cut off by this evening.”
It was a difficult drive. The snow was now coming down so thickly that he needed to keep the wipers moving at double speed to clear it and drifts were already forming and threatening to block the road. Fortunately it was downhill most of the way and he managed to keep the car moving, with two hair-raising skids where a patch of ice showed through the snow. When he got to the town the houses gave some shelter and he reached home, tucked his car away thankfully in the garage and went inside.
He found Sabrina and Claire, who lived two or three streets away, with their coats on and their scarves over their heads, ready to depart.
“No clients and none expected,” said Claire. “Sabrina and I are getting home whilst the going’s good.”
“If it goes on like this,” said Jonas, “you’d better stay at home tomorrow. Sam and I can cope quite well by ourselves for a day or two.”
“An unexpectedly heavy fall of snow on the south coast,” said the wireless that evening, in the cheerful voice it reserved for such announcements, “has brought chaos to many areas. Worst hit have been isolated farms on the coastal side of the South Downs. If the snow continues emergency plans are being put in hand by the authorities, involving use of troops and helicopters. However, the snow has arrived so late in the year that the experts are of the opinion that it will not lie for any length of time—”
“Experts!” said Sam. He and Jonas were sitting in front of a roaring fire in the office. “If they’re all that expert, why didn’t they tell us this was coming?”
“I’m not complaining,” said Jonas. He added a generous tot of whisky to each of their glasses. “I don’t mind if it keeps it up for a day or so. Makes a nice break.”
Next morning it was still snowing, but spasmodically. When it stopped and the wind from the south-west parted the clouds, a sky of the palest blue showed for a few moments. Then the clouds closed in again.
Jonas spent the day in his office catching up with some neglected paperwork. Sam cooked lunch for both of them and retired to his quarters for his afternoon nap. Jonas worked on steadily until the premature twilight forced him to switch on his table lamp.
At that moment the telephone rang. It was Claire. She said, “I thought you might like to know that I’ve heard from Wroke. He rang me from a callbox. He’s moved his caravan up out of the Dingle. It took some doing. Luckily he got some help from a farmer with a tractor.”
“What about the others? Are they moving out?”
“Don’t sound so hopeful,” said Claire. “No. Philip says they’re staying put. Actually they’re pretty well protected by the banks on either side.”
“As long as they’ve got enough to eat.”
“Oh, they’re well provisioned. And used to looking after themselves. More so than most people.”
Jonas thought she was probably right about that.
At eleven o’clock that night he was having his evening nightcap in front of the fire with Sam when the front door bell rang. Sam ambled out into the hall and came back with Francis Delamere. The old man was wearing a cloak and hood. As Sam helped him out of them Jonas noticed, with some surprise, that although they were wet through there was no sign of snow on them.
“Do I gather,” he said, “that it’s stopped snowing?”
“The snow stopped at dusk. The thermometer’s five degrees above zero already and going up. And it’s been raining for the last three hours. You see the importance of that.”
“I can see that it must be important,” said Jonas, “or you wouldn’t have come all this way on a night like this to discuss it.” He had a suspicion that the events of the last few days might have affected the old man’s mind. He added, “Wouldn’t it have been simpler if you’d telephoned? Whatever the problem, there’s nothing much anyone can do about it at this time of night.”
“When you talk like that,” said Delamere and there was the snap in his voice of a teacher addressing a backward class, “it’s clear that you have no idea at all of what we’re facing.”
“Which is—”
“Disaster. Unless we can clear them out tonight, when the sun gets up tomorrow it’s more than likely that there won’t be a man, woman or child alive in that camp.”
Jonas stared at him. If the man was mad, it was a very convincing sort of madness. He said, “I suppose you know what you’re talking about. I haven’t got your expertise in these matters. Could you please explain what you’re afraid of.”
Delamere took a deep breath. He said, “Do you remember what happened at Lynmouth?”
“Lynmouth. That’s on the north coast of Devon, isn’t it? I do remember they had a sort of flood.”
“A sort of flood! It destroyed a complete village. The conditions were similar. First two weeks of rain which waterlogged the Exmoor peat. Then a flash storm. Nine inches of rain. The water took the shortest route to the sea. It went down the Lyn River like a tidal wave. Now do you see?”
Jonas was a cautious man, who disliked jumping to conclusions. He started to say, “There’s no real certainty about any of this—” when, to his surprise, Sam interrupted him.
He said, in the voice of one who at last sees the answer to a puzzle, “Tilshead.”
“That’s right,” said Delamere. “The Tilshead disaster of 1897. You remember that.”
“I can’t say I remember it personally,” said Sam. “But when I was doing my National Service in the Gunners, we was up at Larkhill and I saw that memorial thing. When I read what was on it I couldn’t hardly credit it. The Till’s a tiny little stream, normally, that is – sort of thing you could walk across without getting the water over your boots – but one night, it seems, it came roaring down the main street. They show the tide mark twelve feet above the street level. A lot of the cottages had to be rebuilt. They had a public subscription. That’s what this memorial’s about.”
Whilst Sam had been speaking, Jonas had been making up his mind. He said, “Very well. I’m prepared to agree that there’s a chance that you’re right. The difficulty is what we’re going to do about it. If you or I go along to the camp and tell them they’ve got to clear out before morning, you can guess what they’ll say. ‘You’re just trying to do what they did at Portree. Turn us out and keep us out.’”
“They might listen to you.”
“Not in a hundred years. Lipsett knows exactly what I think of him. No. There’s only one chance. If we can convince Wroke, he might convince them. Claire told me that he’s moved his caravan. I’ll try to find out where he’s put it—” He was dialling a number as he spoke. There was a long pause at the other end. “I expect she’s in bed and asleep by now—”
It was a woman’s voice, not Claire’s, that answered. The landlady, Jonas guessed. She said, “Yes. Who is it?” Her voice sounded more anxious than irritated.
“I’m so sorry to bother you,” said Jonas. “But I must have a word with Miss Easterbrook.”
“Oh dear. Are you the police?”
“No. I’m her employer. Mr Pickett.”
“I’ve been so worried. She went out hours ago and she hasn’t come back.”
“I think I know where she’s gone,” said Jonas. “Leave it to me.” He rang off before the landlady could say anything else. “Ten to one she’s with Wroke now. I wish we knew where he’s parked his caravan.”
“I fancy I saw it as I came past,” said Delamere. “There’s a lay-by where the path from the Dingle comes out on to the main road.”
“Right,” said Jonas. “You drive, Sam.”
Philip Wroke said, “Yes” and “I see” as Delamere repeated his story. “It did occur to me that there might be danger and Claire and I were sitting up in case any salvage was called for. I must say, we didn’t anticipate the sort of disaster you’re talking about. We saw the level of the Shackle stream might rise rather sharply, that’s all.”
“I think,” said Jonas, “that we’ve got to rely on Mr Delamere’s expertise. Could you have a word with Lipsett?”
They had found Wroke’s caravan without difficulty and were sitting in front of a glowing stove.
Claire said, “He’d listen to you, Philip.”
“He might.”
“We’ve got to try, anyway.”
“Yes,” said Wroke, getting up with a sigh. “I suppose we’d better all go down to lend a hand in case he does agree to evacuate the camp, but to start with I think you’d better keep in the background and let me do the talking.”
When he and Claire had put on heavy duty anoraks, they started together down the slippery path that ran beside the stream. Claire and Wroke linked arms. Jonas and Delamere anchored themselves to Sam. They found the entrance blocked with a tangled lump of barbed wire, but no guards. Sam heaved the barricade aside and they went in.
It was now nearly two o’clock, but there were lights showing in one or two of the tents. Outside one of them a man was digging a trench to lead the melted snow and rainwater away from his shack. He looked up at them as they passed, but said nothing.
There was a light in Lipsett’s caravan. When he answered Wroke’s knock they saw that he was fully dressed. He saw Claire standing behind Wroke and said, genially, “Come in both of you. You look like drowned kittens.” Then he spotted the other three and said, in a very different tone of voice, “What is this? A deputation.”
“Sort of,” said Wroke. “If you let us in we’ll explain.”
After hesitating for a moment, Lipsett said, “There’s not a lot of room. But all right. Squeeze in if you must. But if you’ve got anything to say, please say it quickly. I’ve been spending the early part of the night helping people dig ditches and I wouldn’t mind getting a few hours’ sleep.”
The caravan was smaller than Wroke’s and it was a tight squeeze. Wroke said, “I’m afraid we’ve got to evacuate the camp, Raymond.”
“I guessed it would be something like that. Perhaps you’ll be good enough to tell me why we should do any such thing.”
“Mr Delamere is the expert. I’d rather you heard it from him direct.”
For the third time that night the old man spoke. Possibly because he had said it all twice before, or possibly because he was tired, it struck Jonas as less convincing. Lipsett listened with offensive patience and said at the end, “Is that all?”
“Enough surely for precautionary measures,” said Wroke. But he seemed less certain than he had been.
“Such as clearing everyone out of the camp,” said Lipsett with a smile.
“Well—”
“Then let me tell you a few facts. We have not neglected the possibility of a flood. The level of the stream has been monitored every few hours. Possibly as a result of the surface ice melting, the level has risen by two feet. But when it was inspected an hour ago the level was actually down—”
Wroke said, “But don’t you see, Raymond, it’s not the stream itself—”
Lipsett disregarded the interruption. He said, “Also we have listened to the weather reports. They were encouraging. A warm front is predicted and by tomorrow evening most of the snow will be gone. So now, if you don’t mind—”
Delamere then managed to surprise them. He did not attempt debate. He said, “I have some fifty yards of very good rope. It can be attached to something on each side. Have you any objection if we run it through the camp?”
The stark practicality of this suggestion seemed to affect Lipsett more than any argument. For a moment he hesitated, then he said, “Very well, but no tricks.”
It took some time to thread the rope under the barbed wire on each side and attach it. They had anchored it to a tree on the west side and on the other side to one of the council benches which was firmly set in a concrete base. After that Wroke and Claire went back to Wroke’s caravan and the other three climbed the steps to Delamere’s cottage, where they dozed away the remaining hours of the night in chairs in front of the fire.
Jonas was the first up. He came out of the house as a rim of the sun was showing over the roofs of the town. The warmth of the air had already acted on the sodden ground and the whole of the Dingle was filled with a white mist, through which a row of tent poles poked out like the masts of a sunken ship. Looking across the top of the mist bank he could see Wroke and Claire sitting together on the bench by the far end of the rope. He heard Claire laughing at something Wroke had said.
It was a cheerful and a reassuring scene. The hermit’s fears had turned out to be nothing but fantasies. Nevertheless, what they had tried to do was sensible.
Delamere and Sam had joined him and they were standing together when they heard it. It was a rumbling, grumbling sound, like the opening notes of an avalanche as it breaks free and gathers speed. Then a series of sharp cracks, like the opening of an artillery barrage. One or two of the campers just below them looked out of their tents. A woman screamed. Then it hit them.
It was not a flood, it was a tidal wave, ten feet high, frothing grey on the top, brown underneath. It picked up one of the caravans and smashed it into the wire at the bottom, carrying a section of the fence away with it. As the wave subsided for a moment their horrified eyes could see heads bobbing in the water, tangles of grey hair, men and women encumbered by the flapping canvas, trying to claw their way up to the safety of the banks.
Sam had launched himself down the rope. He had already dragged two men clear and had grabbed a girl who was crawling under the wire when the second wave hit them. It was higher than the first and more terrible as it carried a flotsam of broken stuff. A hen coop, half a telegraph pole, the roof of a shed, and bodies. Animals floating on their backs and bundles of rags and human clothing at which Jonas dared not look.
The second wave uprooted what was left of the fence and swung it like a deadly flail across the camp. Frightful though the result of this was, it did at least clear an obstruction from the sides. Sam, at times up to his neck in the water, at times completely submerged, had grabbed two more men and one woman with a child in her arms.
Then the third wave was on them. Higher than the last and awesome in its power, it swept through the little valley like a scythe through corn, carrying everything in its path as it raced to the sea.
As Jonas stood, aghast and helpless, he heard, seeming to come from under the grey waters of the Channel, the sound of a bell. A single piercing note which went on for some seconds as the water level in the Dingle slowly sank.
“There’s a lot to do,” said the Admiral. He spoke in a brisk and businesslike way, but the horror of what they had seen was still at the back of all their minds, though it was four weeks in the past. He added, “Thank God we’ve got a council that can tackle it.”
It was the last week in April. The elections had brought few surprises. Rattray and Benson, Jonas and the Admiral, Greenaway and Forbes formed an impregnable centre block, able and willing to undertake the work of reconstruction.
Nine of the campers had been dragged from the flood, six of them by Sam. Three more, strong swimmers, had kept their heads. Allowing themselves to be carried out to sea, they had struggled to land a mile down the coast. Seventy, including Lipsett, had died in the flood. To this total had to be added two men, two women and four children from the farms which had been swept away higher up the valley.
A relief fund had been started and the public response, as so often in such cases, was overwhelming.
“Wroke’s a good man,” said the Admiral. “Though he didn’t win a seat on the council he’s agreed to head our Appeal Committee. Do I gather, by the way, that he and Miss Easterbrook are engaged?”
“It’s high time they announced it,” said Jonas. “They’ve been living together in that caravan for the last month.”
“Glad she won the seat. Maybe she’ll be able to keep Florence Fitchett quiet. I’m afraid your practice has suffered.”
“It hasn’t suffered,” said Jonas. “It no longer exists. I’ve decided to retire. Sabrina has joined R. and L. Sykes and they were delighted to have her. The firms have been amalgamated. Sykes and Pickett the new outfit is to be called, so that at least my name will be remembered.”
“You’ve had a pretty good run,” said the Admiral thoughtfully.
Jonas nodded, but it was not what he wanted to talk about. It was the first time since the disaster that he had got the Admiral to himself.
He said, “When it all happened, just exactly where were you?”
“On my roof, as I often am in the early morning. Using my telescope. I was too far away to help, but I was perfectly placed to see what happened. Incidentally, I’ve put up Sam’s name for a Royal Humane Society medal.”
“Well deserved,” said Jonas absently. “What I really wanted to ask you was whether, just after that third wave came – the final one that swept everything out to sea – did you hear anything?”
The Admiral looked at him curiously.
“What sort of thing?”
“Well – it sounded like a bell. Sam and Delamere heard it too.”
“You must have been thinking of that old story. That if another disaster threatened Shackleton the bells of the church under the sea would ring again.”
“Something of the sort.”
“I didn’t hear anything. But the wind was in your direction, not mine. You do realise that even if you did hear it, there might have been a perfectly natural explanation. The old church is still somewhere there, under the waves. Its bells may still be hanging. A heavy piece of wood, brought down by the force of the flood, might have struck against the bell—”
“Yes,” said Jonas. “I suppose it could have been that.”
But he didn’t believe it.
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![]() | After The Fine Weather When Laura Hart travels to Austria to visit her brother, vice-consul of Lienz in the Tyrol, she briefly meets an American who warns her of the mounting political tension. Neo-Nazis are stirring trouble in the province, and xenophobia is rife between the Austrians who control the area and the Italian locals. Then Laura experiences the troubles first-hand, a shocking incident that suggests Hofrat Humbold, leader of the Lienz government is using some heavy-handed tactics. Somewhat unsurprisingly, he is unwilling to let one little English girl destroy his plans for the largest Nazi move since the war, and Laura makes a dangerous enemy. |
![]() | Anything For A Quiet Life Jonas Pickett, lawyer and commissioner of oaths is nearing retirement, but still has lots of energy. However, he leaves the pressure of a London practice behind to set up a new modest office in a quiet seaside resort. He soon finds that he is overwhelmed with clients and some of them involve him in very odd and sometimes dangerous cases. This collection of inter-linked stories tells how these are brought to a conclusion; ranging from an incredible courtroom drama involving a gipsy queen to terrorist thugs who make their demands at gunpoint. |
![]() | Be Shot For Sixpence A gripping spy thriller with a deserved reputation. Philip sees an announcement in The Times from an old school friend who has instructed the newspaper to publish only if they don’t hear from him. This sets a trail running through Europe, with much of the action taking place on the Austro-Hungarian border. The Kremlin, defectors, agitators and the People’s Court set the background to a very realistic story that could well have happened … |
![]() | The Black Seraphim James Scotland, a young pathologist, decides on a quiet holiday in Melchester, but amid the cathedral town’s quiet medieval atmosphere, he finds a hornet’s nest of church politics, town and country rivalries, and murder. He is called upon to investigate and finds that some very curious alliances between the church, state and business exist. With modern forensic pathology he unravels the unvarnished truth about Melchester, but not before a spot of unexpected romance intervenes. |
![]() | Blood & Judgement When the wife of a recently escaped prisoner is found murdered and partially buried near a reservoir, Patrick Petrella, a Metropolitan Police Inspector, is called in. Suspicion falls on the escaped convict, but what could have been his motive? Petrella meets resistance from top detectives at the Yard who would prefer to keep the inspector out of the limelight, but he is determined to solve the mystery with or without their approval. |
![]() | The Body Of A Girl Detective Chief Inspector Mercer is called to the scene when a skeleton of a girl is found on Westlaugh Island in the upper reaches of the River Thames. What appears to be a straightforward and routine investigation, however, leads to unexpected events and a string of unlikely characters, including a lawyer and a one armed garage proprietor. Nothing seems to fit together and it seems the sleepy town holds many secrets. The finale involves two nights of dramatic violence and it isn’t until this stage is reached that the twisted truth finally emerges. |
![]() | Close Quarters It has been more than a year since Cannon Whyte fell 103 feet from the cathedral gallery, yet unease still casts a shadow over the peaceful lives of the Close’s inhabitants. In an apparently separate incident, head verger Appledown is being persecuted: a spate of anonymous letters and random acts of vandalism imply that he is inefficient and immoral. But then the notes turn threatening, and when Appledown is found dead, Inspector Hazlerigg is called in. Investigations suggest that someone directly connected to the cathedral is responsible, and it is up to Hazlerigg to get to the heart of the corruption. |
![]() | The Crack In The Teacup Barhaven is on the south coast within commuting distance from London. It is, however, a fairly sleepy place and it seems incredulous that it could be the kind of town where the local councillors could manage to line their own pockets. However, there is something odd about the borough engineers behaviour, and it seems strange that the owner of the local amusement park is unknown, and the Town Clerk himself is acting peculiarly. Enter a young lawyer, who finds himself at the centre of a major campaign against racketeering. The public and the press become involved and it ends with a twist that is totally unexpected. |
![]() | Death Has Deep Roots This is a detective and trial story with a complicated plot that will grip the reader. Victoria Lamartine is on trial for the murder of her supposed lover, whom she is accused of having stabbed. There are only five suspects including Lamartine. But evidence that doesn’t fit the police theory of the crime has been ignored, whilst all of the damming evidence is presented in isolation. Intriguingly, whilst the murder was committed in England, all of the suspects somehow have a past connection with France and its wartime underground. However, there now appears to be links to gold smuggling and it is not immediately clear how all of the different pieces of evidence fit together. As always, Gilbert neatly takes the reader to a satisfying final twist and conclusion. |
![]() | Death In Captivity A suspected informer is found dead in a collapsed section of an escape tunnel being dug in a prisoner-of-war camp in Italy. So as to protect the tunnel the prisoners decide to move the body to another that has already been abandoned. But then the fascist captors declare the death to be murder and determine to investigate and execute the officer they suspect was responsible. It therefore becomes a race against time to find the true culprit and Captain Henry "Cuckoo" Goyles, a former headmaster, master tunneller and sometime amateur detective takes on the case. |
![]() | The Doors Open One night on a commuter train, Paddy Yeatman-Carter sees a man attempting suicide. Intervening, he prevents the man from going through with it. However, the very next day the same man is found dead, and Paddy believes the circumstances to be extremely suspicious. Roping in his friend and lawyer, Nap Rumbold, he determines to discover the truth. They become increasingly suspicious of the dead man’s employers: the Stalagmite Insurance Company, who appear to hire some very dangerous staff. |
![]() | The Dust And The Heat Oliver Nugent is a young Armoured Corps officer in the year 1945. Taking on a near derelict pharmaceutical firm, he determines to rebuild it and make it a success. He encounters some ruthless opposition, and counteracts with some fairly unscrupulous methods of his own. It seems no one is above blackmail and all is deemed fair in big business battles. Then a threat: apparently from German sources it alludes to a time when Oliver was in charge of an SS camp, jeopardizing his company and all that he has worked for. |
![]() | The Empty House Dr. Alexander Wolfe, a top genetic scientist – a key figure in British Biological Warfare Research - seemingly plunges over a cliff in his car. His body is never recovered and it emerges his life was recently insured for a considerable sum. Accordingly, Peter Manciple, an insurance loss adjuster from a fairly cautious firm, is sent to investigate. There is romance, possible gang involvement in arson, and a potential job offer in store as Peter sets out to find out if Wolfe is really dead in a most dangerous and complicated mission. |
![]() | The End Game The London Regional Crime Squad, is trying to nail a financial empire involved with organised crime and drug smuggling. David Morgan goes undercover and is hired by a travel company to act as a tour guide around Europe, but is in fact being used as a drug mule. Eventually, he also finds himself posing as a homeless vagrant in order to track down a former employee of the financial empire who knows of the whereabouts of incriminating documents. This is a ‘Snakes and Ladders’ operation with twists and which ranges from London to Florence. |
![]() | The Etruscan Net Robert Broke runs a small gallery on the Via de Benci and is an authority on Etruscan terracotta. A man who keeps himself to himself, he is the last person to become mixed up in anything risky. But when two men arrive in Florence, Broke’s world turns upside down as he becomes involved in a ring of spies, the mafiosi and fraud involving Etruscan antiques. When he finds himself in prison on a charge of manslaughter, the net appears to be closing in rapidly, and Broke must fight for his innocence and his life. |
![]() | Fear To Tread The story of how Mr. Weatherall, the headmaster of a school, but otherwise an ordinary man, was introduced to a huge nationwide black market operation. It seems that anything goes so as to ensure profits and the continuance of the fraud in what amounts to crime on a vast and organised scale. Moreover, was the victim run over by a train before, or after, he died? And can Mr. Weatherall succeed in getting to the heart of the matter in a one man battle against such odds? |
![]() | Flashpoint Will Dylan is an electoral favourite – intelligent, sharp and good-looking, he is the government’s new golden boy. Jonas Killey is a small-time lawyer – determined, uncompromising and obsessed, he is hounding Dylan in the hope of bringing him into disrepute. Believing he has information that can connect Dylan with an illegal procedure during a trade union merger, he starts to spread the word, provoking a top-level fluttering. At the crucial time of a general election, no government can afford bad press. Jonas suddenly finds himself pursued by those who want to keep him quiet, but he is determined that the truth will be heard. |
![]() | Game Without Rules Mr. Calder lived with a golden deerhound named Rasselas in a cottage in Kent. Mr. Behrens lives with his aunt and keeps bees. No one would in the least suspect that the pair are in fact agents for the British Joint Services Standing Committee and they are often tasked with jobs that no one else can take on – simply because of the extreme nature of the action needed. They are dangerous – and they are watched. Their adventures in this series of thrillers show the author to have a clear grasp of counterintelligence operations. Written with Gilbert’s usual dry wit, panache and style, the suspense is at times killing! |
![]() | Into Battle Luke Pagan is stationed in Portsmouth to keep an eye on Zeppelin flights. He discovers a British Naval officer doing exactly the same. Seemingly, there is a German spy ring operating with a view to directing the Zeppelins so they can keep an eye on the British fleet, although at this time its identity is unknown. Moreover, at the start of World War I, two ships are blown up and the head of counterintelligence orders Luke to carry out surveillance on the suspected British Officer. This in turn leads to the uncovering of an Irish terrorist plot bent on throwing off British rule by any means possible. The Irish have infiltrated the dockyard. It is clear there is an international conspiracy at work which turns out to be run by a German: Krieger. Luke finds himself in a race against time to identify all of the espionage and terrorist activities – or risk Britain losing the war. |
![]() | The Killing Of Katie Steelstock Written as a police procedural in the best traditions of the ‘Golden Age’ writers. Certainly one of Michael Gilberts finest in this particular sphere. A TV actress is murdered and it would seem that the alleged perpetrator has been framed. As the investigation progresses and evidence mounts the reader is not fooled into taking the wrong path and coming to an incorrect conclusion, but that is not to say the ending is perhaps one of the most ingenious and surprising to be found in this genre. Full of detail and strong rounded characters. |
![]() | The Long Journey Home John Benedict is presumed dead in a plane crash, but in reality survives and is leading a quiet carefree life wandering around southern Italy. All is well until one of life’s tragedies occurs and he comes up against the Mafia, then the Union Course in France and executives of a multi-national computer corporation in London. He becomes a fugitive but with a purpose, and manages to attract some singular allies to help his quest; a monk, a smuggler, a porn-shop owner and a woman from his past. The novel comes to a truly stunning and grisly conclusion as Benedict uses his ingenuity to bring about the final showdown. |
![]() | The Man Who Hated Banks & Other Stories Hazlerigg, Bohun, Mercer and Petrella all feature in turn in this collection of eighteen short stories, which was first published to commemorate fifty years of Michael Gilbert’s published writing. All of the familiar Gilbert themes are present to grip the reader: police procedurals and action packed thrillers, along with the detail and lucid description for which he is known. Why did the man rob the bank? How could a man disappear in s deserted street? And sixteen more! |
![]() | Mr. Calder & Mr. Behrens More short stories about the deceptively harmless but sometimes lethal pair of agents, Calder and Behrens, who are also met in ‘Game Without Rules’. Calder lives in Kent with a golden deerhound named Rasselas, whilst Behrens lives with his aunt and keeps bees. No one suspects they are in fact agents for the British security services and that, if necessary, they are prepared to kill. The first story deals with Behrens pre-Calder days inside wartime Germany, and the adventures progress through time to the late twentieth century. Ruthless in defence of the Crown, friends and those deemed innocent, but equally ruthless in disposing of wrongdoers and enemies of the state, the conclusive nature of which is arrived at through logic and reasoning. A lovable lethal pair! |
![]() | The Night Of The Twelfth Two children have been murdered. When a third is discovered – the tortured body of ten-year-old Ted Lister – the Home Counties police are compelled to escalate their search for the killer, and Operation Huntsman is intensified. Meanwhile, a new master arrives at Trenchard House School. Kenneth Manifold, a man with a penchant for discipline, keeps a close eye on the boys, particularly Jared Sacher, son of the Israeli ambassador. |
![]() | The 92nd Tiger Hugo Greest is the tiger. He now has a TV adventure series in which he has knocked out 91 beautiful girls and 91 villains. The 92nd comes unexpectedly when he is approached by the Foreign Office. It seems that His Highness Sheik bin Rashid bin Abdullah al Ferini, in the middle of a small war, needs a new military advisor and he wants Hugo for the job. Of course, the international arms trade is involved, and of course there is much more to the post than at first apparent … |
![]() | Over And Out The slaughter of World War I in the trenches continues unabated. Luke Pagan finds himself in the Intelligence Corps, investigating an illegal organisation controlled by a Belgian, which is encouraging British soldiers to desert and move across to the German side. What began as a trickle now threatens to develop into a flood in the fourth year of war. Pagan enters dangerous territory and faces disaster. |
![]() | Paint, Gold And Blood A young man stumbles across a conspiracy to steal an early Italian triptych in France, little realising that years later it may hold the key to his future wellbeing. Meanwhile, he deals with a matter of embezzlement of church funds not to mention the decoding of confidential information contained in Pepys writing system. All of this pales into insignificance when compared with him tackling an international art smuggling ring, with treasures being sent to South America in order to finance terrorism. |
![]() | Petrella At Q Promoted to Detective Inspector, Patrick Petrella now finds himself in a London borough close to the Thames. In these short stories he has to deal with arson, blackmail, fraud, forgery and murder. The Thames is a focus for some of the stories, as it is convenient for the dumping of a body and also for arrivals from abroad. Written with Michael Gilbert’s eye for detail and knowledge of police procedures, along with the suspense which is his hallmark, this is a fitting accompaniment to the stories contained in the other Petrella volumes. |
![]() | The Queen Against Karl Mullen Karl Mullen is a brutal South African secret policeman who is in Great Britain to seek the extradition of a black activist. His very presence in the country is a political embarrassment to the government. Then, there is an accusation of shoplifting and the witness to this crime ends up dead. He turns out to be the man sought by Mullen, who now faces trial for murder. Against him is the whole panoply of the state, along with activist groups and public opinion, whilst his defence is being conducted by a firm of lawyers who admit to knowing little of the criminal law. In addition, there is one London newspaperman who is determined to see fair play. And so, let the lawyers games and stances begin … This is a novel about courtroom drama and the seedier underbelly of the law which rarely sees the light of day. Justice, however, must prevail. |
![]() | Ring Of Terror The infamous Siege of Sydney Street forms the author’s background to this gripping novel. Luke Pagan, a young ambitious and Russian-speaking police officer is co-opted by the security services to observe Russian revolutionaries who are wanted by the Ochrana, the Tsar’s secret police. It is known they are involved in terrorism, but proof is needed. Robbery, murder, arson, torture and blackmail are rife and an East End jewellers has been ransacked and following a fire in Sydney Street the bodies of two terrorists are found. Pagan and his somewhat unorthodox partner, Joe Narrabone, investigate. |
![]() | Roller-Coaster Patrick Petrella has been promoted, but is now installed behind a desk, dealing with a mountain of paperwork on diverse subjects ranging from police race relations to allegations of brutality, press harassment and bribery of officers. He is, however, desperate to get out onto the streets again. In a fast moving novel Gilbert has Petrella detecting the patterns of rival gangs at work and uncovering a paedophile ring which operates as far as Amsterdam. He is soon taking on one of the more unsavoury and unscrupulous outfits in London and a surprising outcome enables him to map out the direction to take. There is violence, dark-humour and fast action in this gripping story. |
![]() | Sky High Tim appears to have had an exciting war, but is fairly secretive about what he had been up to. He lives in a sleepy village with his mother Liz, who is concerned about him not least because he is equally unforthcoming about the job he has in London. Meanwhile, the local choir rehearses, but there are sinister undercurrents and not all of its seemingly respectable members may be have been entirely honest about their past. Then a house in the village explodes, killing the occupant with whom Tim had previously quarrelled. The police immediately latch onto the fact that Tim worked with explosives during the war. Moreover, he could possibly be a suspect in respect of a series of country house burglaries. With the finger pointing at him, should Tim explain, investigate, or solve the mysteries? The final twist, as always, remains with Gilbert until the reader stumbles across it. |
![]() | Smallbone Deceased Horniman, Birley and Craine are a highly respected legal firm with clients reaching to the highest in the land. They use a system of keeping important documents in deed-boxes and when one of them is found to contain the remains of a certain Mr. Smallbone, the threat of scandal reaches their innermost psyche. Even worse, the police now suspect that the murder was an inside job. Suspicion falls on everyone and each member of staff keeps a wary eye open. Gilbert is both authoritative in his narrative and writes with such style and pace that ‘Smallbone Deceased’ is regarded as one of his best. |
![]() | Stay Of Execution Michael Gilbert was never afraid in his stories to attack unnecessary and pettifogging bureaucracy, not to cover up the seedier side of the law, or fail to show that justice does not always prevail. Nonetheless, this was always done with his hallmark wit and dry humour, and the general themes can be found in ‘Stay of Execution and Other Stories of Legal Practice’. ‘Back on the Shelf’, in which less than scrupulous lawyers get away with it, is regarded as a classic. Stories in this collection also feature Henry Bohun, who will be familiar to Gilbert readers from the novel ‘Smallbone Deceased’ and also other short story collections. |
![]() | They Never Looked Inside This novel followed ‘Close Quarters’ and once again featured Inspector Hazlerigg. It is a gangster suspense thriller about the post-war black market. There is robbery, murder, and smuggling in a volume that contains all of the ingredients of a first class tale, with Gilbert’s particular trademarks of dry humour and wit, and an obvious knowledge of the subject written about with fascinating and revealing detail and description. |
![]() | Trouble Explosives, destined for a terrorist bombing campaign, are being smuggled into the UK via the Channel coast. One plot is foiled but the security services suspect another. A seemingly unconnected problem occurs when there are race riots in London. However, the overstretched authorities, ranging from the magistracy to the Prime Minister throw everything they have at the two problems, which soon appear to be connected in some way. The true extent of the nightmare facing the government and the solution depends on a single, quite astonishing, piece of evidence. |
![]() | Young Petrella Patrick Petrella is considered something of a curiosity by his fellow police officers. He is the son of a Spanish policeman and an English school mistress. He speaks four languages and is as good at picking fine wines as he is locks. The short stories contained in this volume follow his career as a constable, dealing with burglars, delinquents of various shapes and sizes, bent lawyers, gangs, drugs trafficking and murder. They are classic police procedural stories and show Michael Gilbert at his best with an eye for detail, wit and humour, and above all suspense right up to the end of each episode in Petrella’s varied life. |
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