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Part One


1

Jill knew at once that the woman was dead. The knowledge struck her like a revelation, absolute and unassailable. Her certainty had something to do with the woman’s grotesquely abandoned pose and something to do with the smell in the little room, which reminded her not unpleasantly of compost and incense.

The Reverend Alec Sutton sucked air through his teeth in a lingering hiss. He half-turned in the vestry doorway, spreading his elbows like a pair of wings in an attempt to prevent Jill from seeing what lay inside. His plump face was pale, his eyes huge behind the gold-rimmed glasses.

‘There’s been an accident, Miss Francis. Would you run across to the Vicarage and ask my wife to ring the doctor?’

Jill craned past Sutton’s arm. The woman lay on her back in the far right-hand corner of the vestry. One of her knees was bent, and the skirt of her flowered dress had ridden up. Over the dress was an unbuttoned coat the colour of milk chocolate. You could see the ribbed top of a stocking with a triangle of white thigh above it, and a handful of dark, curling hairs on the skin. Jill glimpsed a pink, lacy suspender – an oddly decorative touch in an outfit so clearly chosen with practicality in mind.

‘The doctor, Miss Francis,’ the vicar prompted.

The woman had fallen with her head propped against the wall, which gave her an incongruous appearance of alertness. She was wearing gloves. The pallor of her face contrasted sharply with the dull and improbable black of the hair that had escaped from the headscarf. The eyes were open, cloudy blue with dilated pupils. The mouth gaped too, revealing grey fillings, well-brushed teeth and the pink intimacies of the gums and the tongue. On the wall above her was a memorial tablet flanked by smirking cherubs, each with a stone cornucopia balanced precariously on his head.

‘Who is it?’ Jill asked.

‘Her name is Catherine Kymin. Now please hurry.’

Jill blurted, ‘But she’s dead.’

‘Perhaps. But phone for the doctor. Run.’

Sutton probably knew far more about death than she did, Jill realised: in a manner of speaking it was part of his job. She turned and bolted out of the vestry.

It was such a pleasant church, she thought with a sense of outrage – tall, large and well lit, with aisles almost as wide as the nave. The sunlight caught the brass eagle of the lectern and converted it into glittering gold, so bright that it hurt the eyes. Behind the eagle stood the facing rows of richly carved, late-mediaeval choir stalls, stately and silent like disapproving witnesses. One of the stained glass windows threw a patch of reddish-purple like a pool of blood on the floor of the south aisle. She swerved round the font to avoid it. Motes of golden dust danced in the air.

To her surprise she wanted to justify herself to Mr Sutton: to explain that her curiosity had not been idle: it was part of her job to be curious, just as it was part of his to know about death.

The iron latch on the south door was cold to the touch, cold as charity, cold as death. She wondered whether the church was locked at night.

The door closed behind her. She stumbled over the worn flagstones of the porch into the sunlit churchyard. Time seemed to have slowed and the workings of her mind to have accelerated. The warmth of the outside world was a pleasant contrast to the cool of the church. She followed the path round the west tower. The northern side of the churchyard sloped away before her. Everything was so strangely normal. The colours were supernaturally crisp and fresh: the blue sky, the grey stones, the yellow lichen, the green of the cropped grass and the darker green of the yews, and beyond the lych gate the flaking cream façade of the Vicarage.

Jill ran down the path to the gate. Once she tripped and nearly fell, and she managed to graze her hand against the gatepost; it was as if her mind and her body were no longer operating entirely in tandem. A stone angel stared down at her from his perch on a tomb, and for a split second she thought he was smiling at her. I must be going mad, she thought, for some part of her mind was still capable of standing aside and observing her thoughts and actions with clinical interest.

The road seemed empty. But when Jill ran across she heard the frantic ringing of a bell. A butcher’s delivery boy swerved to avoid her, and the wheels of his bicycle collided with the kerb. He was a fat youth with short red hair and a neck like a ham. He shouted something at her as he rode off but she could distinguish only the outrage.

‘Oh, do be quiet,’ Jill called over her shoulder.

The panelled front door of the Vicarage had been recently painted yellow, a cheerful colour precisely suited to this sunny June morning. The brass door furniture was in need of a clean, a task for servants who no longer existed. She twisted the heavy handle and charged into the house.

At the time she barely registered what she saw. Her mind, however, continued to record everything with the eidetic clarity of shock. She was in a square, stone-flagged hall. There were stairs to the right with a passage beyond; and to the left and in front of her were four white-painted doors, all closed. Directly opposite the front door was a cast-iron fireplace with a blue-and-white tiled surround.

A small woman with close-cropped brown hair was standing by the fireplace. She was reading a letter on blue paper, and her pale face wore an expression of intense concentration. All this Jill must have observed in a flash because, as soon as she entered, the woman’s head snapped round.

‘What is it?’ She crumpled the letter in her hand. ‘Who are you?’

‘Mr Sutton sent me.’ Jill’s voice emerged in a gabble, the syllables clattering together like a goods train rattling over points. ‘There’s a woman in the church.’ She was for the moment unable to find words for the enormity of what was in the vestry. ‘He said to fetch a doctor.’

‘You must be the journalist from the Gazette. Miss Francis, isn’t it? I’m Mrs Sutton – Mary Sutton. Sit down while I telephone the doctor.’

Jill sat down more suddenly than intended on the leather chair beside the fireplace. Mrs Sutton opened one of the doors. In the room beyond, Jill saw bookshelves, a desk and a large watercolour of an unfamiliar church. Mary Sutton picked up the phone on the desk. Jill stared down at her hands and stretched her fingers until they hurt to prove to herself that she was still alive.

‘Ambulance,’ Mrs Sutton said into the phone.

Jill lifted her head. ‘And police, I think.’

‘And police,’ Mrs Sutton echoed, still calm.

‘It looked as if she’d been attacked in the church,’ Jill went on. ‘Hit over the head or something. She’s in the vestry under the tower.’

Sentence by sentence Mary Sutton relayed what Jill told her.

‘Her name’s Catherine Kymin,’ Jill concluded. ‘I think she may be dead.’

Mary Sutton repeated this last piece of information in an impassive voice. A moment later she came back into the hall. ‘I’d better go over to the church. Would you like to stay here? Shall I fetch someone to sit with you?’

‘There’s no need.’

Mrs Sutton opened another door and went into another room. For a few seconds she was out of sight. Jill heard what sounded like a key turning in a lock. When Mrs Sutton reappeared, she was carrying a handbag.

‘Are you sure you’ll be all right?’

‘Yes, thank you. Would you mind if I make a telephone call? I should let my editor know where I am.’

‘Of course. Use the extension in here.’

She ushered Jill into the study and left her alone. The room smelled of pipe smoke and old paper. There was a crucifix on the mantelpiece. Jill felt faint and had to support herself on the desk. She worked her way round and collapsed in the vicar’s swivel chair. She picked up the telephone receiver and dialled the number of Philip’s private line.

There was a click at the other end. A genteel voice wished Jill good morning and identified itself as the Gazette.

‘Miss Gwyn-Thomas? This is Jill Francis. May I speak to Mr Wemyss-Brown?’

‘I am afraid that won’t be possible. He is engaged. Would you like me to take a message?’

Jill thought quickly. It was Monday morning. Philip had his weekly meeting with the advertising manager on Monday mornings. He was almost certainly in the latter’s office, smoking cigarettes and talking about the weekend’s golf.

‘I’m afraid it’s urgent,’ Jill said, carefully matching Miss Gwyn-Thomas’s icy politeness. ‘Please fetch him at once. He is not going to be pleased if the Post gets this story first.’

There was a short but pregnant silence at the other end of the line. The Gazette’s rivalry with the Post went back almost fifty years to the first decade of the century. Jill could have invoked no greater threat. As Philip had once remarked with an uncharacteristic lack of charity, Miss Gwyn-Thomas considered herself wedded to the interests of the Gazette because she could find no one else to marry her. Jill thought privately that Miss Gwyn-Thomas would really have preferred to be wedded to Philip, but she kept this thought to herself.

‘I’ll see what I can do,’ Miss Gwyn-Thomas said. ‘But on your head be it, Miss Francis.’

While she waited Jill stared out of the window, which looked out on the road. There was no sign of the police. Somewhere in the house a clock ticked like a beating heart. She glanced round the room. The furniture in the study was shabby and old, but not old enough to be valuable. How could you run a house this size on a clergyman’s income, let alone furnish it as it deserved to be furnished? There was a pile of unread copies of the Church Times on one corner of the desk. An overflowing ashtray rested on the minutes of the Parochial Church Council. Directly behind the blotter were two photographs in black lacquer frames: a head-and-shoulders studio shot of a much younger Mrs Sutton wearing a ball gown and staring defiantly at the camera, her fine features drawn into a frown; and a snapshot of two boys in caps and blazers on a railway platform.

At last she heard Philip’s heavy footsteps approaching the phone, and the sound of his voice demanding a cup of coffee from Miss Gwyn-Thomas.

‘Jill. What can I do for you? Have you got the measurements?’

‘What measurements?’

‘The chalice, of course.’

Jill remembered, as if across a vast chasm of time past, her reason for coming to St John’s: to measure the Lydmouth Chalice. Philip’s wife needed the dimensions for her wretched little article. Charlotte was either too dignified or too lazy to obtain the information herself – so she’d told Philip to ask Jill to do it for her. It had not been simply a matter of convenience, Jill suspected: Charlotte’s pulling rank was also designed to stress the fact to both her husband and to Jill that she was the owner of the Gazette.

‘Something’s happened,’ Jill said quickly. ‘Have you got a pad?’

She described as precisely as she could what she and the vicar had found in the church. She omitted a few details – the rucked-up dress and the dyed black hair among them; the dead deserved their dignity.

‘I’m phoning from the Vicarage,’ she finished. ‘I thought I’d go over to the church now.’

‘Are you all right?’ Philip asked. ‘Why don’t I collect you in the car?’

‘I’d rather stay here.’

‘Are you sure you feel up to it?’ Underneath the concern in his voice there was a layer of excitement: this was the stuff of journalistic romance, the first hint of a story which might reach the nationals. ‘Shall I come over and join you?’

‘I don’t think there’s any point at the moment. And would it be wise? I’m on the spot as a witness. But if you turn up with press written all over you, it may not go down well.’

‘With the police, you mean?’

‘Yes. Actually, I was really thinking of the Suttons.’

‘You know best – but phone me as soon as you can.’

Jill put down the phone and rubbed her forehead. She sensed Philip’s excitement and part of her shared it. Another part of her worried that she should be making a living out of other people’s suffering.

She picked up her handbag and went out into the sunshine. The road was still empty apart from two parked cars near the High Street end. Church Street itself, though so near the town centre, was a relative backwater. She was tempted to linger in the safe, sun-filled churchyard but forced herself to go straight into the church.

The vestry occupied the ground floor of the tower at the west end, separated from the nave by a heavy wooden partition. The Suttons were sitting side by side on the pew nearest the vestry door. Their heads turned towards her in unison. Mary Sutton’s right hand lay on the seat between them, and the vicar’s left hand rested protectively on top of it. Apart from the setting, their pose was eerily normal: they might have been waiting for a bus.

‘The police should be here soon,’ Jill said brightly.

Mrs Sutton nodded. No one spoke. Jill was aware of her heart beating like the Vicarage clock. The thoughts pulsed through her mind. A building as old as this must be full of the dead, row upon row, century after century; some with names, most without; flesh, bones, dust and ashes. Only three or four yards away, Jill estimated, was a freshly dead woman. The knowledge filled her with foreboding. Something had recently gone, someone who could never return; and one day Jill herself would go and not return. She rubbed her arms. Why me? Why couldn’t someone else have found the stupid woman? The chill in the air had already raised goose pimples on the bare skin. Her eyes drifted towards the closed door of the vestry. She noticed that there were splinters of fresh, bright wood around the lock and on the jamb beside it.

‘Someone broke in?’ Jill asked, as much to break the silence as to hear the answer.

Sutton’s hand tightened over his wife’s. ‘That’s what it looks like.’

‘The chalice?’

‘It’s gone.’

The creak of the latch on the south door took them all by surprise. Two men hurried into the church. Jill recognised the elder of them at once: Detective Inspector Richard Thornhill of the Lydmouth CID. He was a slim man with dark hair and a narrow, intent face. He glanced quickly round the church, saw the three of them by the vestry door and strode towards them with the younger man almost running behind him; their heels clashed like hammer blows on the stone floor.

For a second Thornhill looked straight at Jill. She sensed the anger behind his neat, regular features and knew that it was directed at her. They were both recent arrivals in Lydmouth but they had already discovered a talent for disagreeing with each other. It occurred to her, not for the first time, that if he didn’t look so cross, he would be quite a good-looking man. His dark pin-stripe suit was reasonably well-cut and made him look more like a solicitor than a policeman. He was carrying grey gloves and a black homburg hat.

The vicar and his wife stood up.

‘Are you the police?’ Sutton said.

‘Of course he is, dear,’ Mary Sutton said. ‘He’s Mrs Thornhill’s husband, remember? He was at the patronal service yesterday.’

‘I was expecting a constable. Someone in uniform.’ Sutton blinked. ‘I’m afraid something terrible has happened.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Thornhill’s eyes darted to and fro. ‘This is Detective Constable Wilson.’

The younger policeman tried the effect of a smile. He was indeed very young, with thin, tight lips and small eyes permanently narrowed as though trying to calculate the value of everything they saw.

‘You know my wife, I think,’ Alec Sutton said, clinging to the social niceties like a lifeline in a rough sea. ‘And this is—’

‘Miss Francis and I have already met. I understand that someone has been hurt.’

‘I think you’ll find hurt is an understatement, Inspector,’ Sutton said, his voice suddenly crisp. ‘Our chalice is missing too.’

‘The mediaeval one?’

Sutton nodded. ‘Is the doctor—’

‘He’s on his way, sir.’ Thornhill turned to Mrs Sutton. ‘Would you go back to the Vicarage with Miss Francis? I’d like to talk to you later but I don’t think I need trouble you now.’

‘I’ll put the kettle on,’ Mary Sutton said to no one in particular.

The two women left the church. Jill was aware of the silence behind them – the men waiting until the women were out of the way before they got down to business; it infuriated her.

A silent command must have passed from Thornhill to Wilson: Jill heard hurried footsteps behind them; the young constable shot across the church like a startled rabbit and reached the south door just in time to hold it open for them.

Neither of the women spoke until they were out in the sunshine.

‘So that’s Lydmouth’s answer to Sherlock Holmes, is it?’ Mary Sutton’s voice was so dry that it was impossible to tell whether she was joking. ‘As a journalist you must see quite a lot of him.’

‘I’ve not been in Lydmouth long,’ Jill said, avoiding the question. ‘Nor has he, come to that.’

‘Quite a formidable man. Just as well, I suppose. Have you met his wife?’

Jill shook her head.

‘She’s rather nice. We often see her and the children – they’ve two dear little children, a boy and a girl. He doesn’t usually come to church – I suppose his work must make it rather difficult – but he managed it yesterday. Though of course I didn’t really notice him, what with the church being so full and worrying about the lunch and trying to remember the names of all the visitors’ wives.’ She stopped talking and looked up at Jill. ‘Sorry. I’m talking too much. It’s the shock, I think. I made my husband open the vestry door.’

‘Because seeing the reality was better than letting the imagination run riot?’

‘Exactly. That poor woman.’ Mary Sutton squeezed her lips together as if trying to hold something back. ‘It’s rather ironic, actually.’

There was a sudden hiatus in the conversation – it lasted no more than a couple of seconds; just long enough for Jill to wonder why Mrs Sutton had used the word ‘ironic’.

‘Luckily he understood about my wanting to see for myself.’ Mrs Sutton held open the gate to the road. For an instant her control crumbled. ‘Oh, dear. I know it’s selfish of me but I do wish this hadn’t happened. Everything went so splendidly yesterday.’

‘I know. These things come out of a blue sky. There’s no warning.’

‘And poor Miss Kymin. That’s the real tragedy. I keep forgetting she’s – I can’t take it in somehow.’

‘Did you know her well?’

Again there was a tiny hesitation, a hint of calculation. ‘Not really. She was a regular churchgoer but we didn’t see much of her outside church.’

They crossed the road. To the right of the Vicarage was a pair of black gates, and on the right of the gates was the gable wall of an outbuilding which butted against a low cottage whose front door opened on to the pavement. A curtain twitched at one of the upstairs windows. One of the neighbours was monitoring the unusual comings and goings at the church.

‘Tea,’ muttered Mrs Sutton to herself. ‘The ritual response to crisis. I wonder what they did before they had tea.’

Jill hesitated in the doorway. ‘Mrs Sutton? I should really see my editor.’

‘Of course – you have a job to do.’ It was a statement of fact, neither approving nor dismissive. ‘But what about Mr Thornhill? I thought he wanted us both to stay here.’

‘There’s nothing I could tell him that you and Mr Sutton couldn’t. I’ll see him later. In any case I’ll probably be back by the time he wants to see us.’ Jill added mendaciously, ‘I’m sure he’ll understand.’

She wondered if she had imagined the flash of amusement in Mrs Sutton’s eyes. The two women said goodbye. The door of the Vicarage closed. Jill walked briskly down Church Street.

‘Excuse me, miss.’

Jill stopped sharply. The voice was little louder than a whisper. It appeared to come from a vacant spot a few inches away from her elbow.

The door of the cottage by the gates was now standing open. An old woman hovered on the threshold, her face in shadow. She was small, plump and hunched over, with a snout-like nose poking towards Jill; she wore an apron over a long dark dress.

‘What is it?’

‘Trouble at the church, is there?’

‘There’s been an accident.’

The old woman stepped on to the pavement. ‘If it’s just an accident, what’s the police doing? I know that man – his picture was in the paper. He’s an inspector.’

‘I’m sorry. There’s nothing I can tell you.’

‘You was white as a sheet the first time you come out of the church.’

The woman stretched out a hand with long, horny nails. Jill sidestepped with undignified urgency to prevent the fingers touching her arm. Without another word she walked as fast as she could towards the High Street.

‘I was only asking,’ the woman called after her. ‘No harm in that, is there?’
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