
  [image: Cover]


  Praise for The Suffocating Night


  ‘Andrew Taylor does not fall into the trap of mistaking drama for melodrama. Nor does he suffer from the insecure urge to say too much. Understatement is the rule of his Lydmouth novels, set in the Fifties and evoking the post-war restraint of that era without allowing anyone to notice quite how skilfully he recreates the atmosphere of that time through innuendo, attitude and detail rather than dogged description. Taylor is the master of the small lives writ large and, in the phrase coined in this era of surly pubs and poor food, he has carved a detective story which is deceptively calm and cool, but really smashing’

  Frances Fyfield, The Express


  ‘The latest of Andrew Taylor’s Lydmouth series of books, in which he has so effectively created the atmosphere of the 1950s . . . as usual with Taylor’s stories, there is more to the puzzle than is immediately apparent. It’s another satisfying read, in which the characters are as important as the events and the tension develops naturally, without contrivance’

  Susanna Yager, Sunday Telegraph


  ‘Marvellously creepy’ Mail on Sunday


  ‘Excellent’ Guardian


  ‘All the ingredients of a classic murder mystery . . . an excellent whodunnit that keeps you guessing right until the end’ Yorkshire Evening Post
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  AUTHOR’S NOTE


  The title comes from poem xxx in A Shropshire Lad by A.E. Housman.


  THE PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS


  NORAH COALWAY – wife and mother; and SIDNEY, her husband


  JILL FRANCIS – a journalist on the Lydmouth Gazette


  RICHARD THORNHILL – Detective Inspector


  EDITH THORNHILL – his wife; and DAVID and ELIZABETH, their children


  BRIAN KIRBY – Detective Sergeant


  RAYMOND WILLIAMSON – Detective Superintendent


  PC PORTER – Lydmouyth Division, Uniform Branch


  CHARLOTTE WEMYSS-BROWN – owner of the Gazette


  PHILIP WEMYSS-BROWN – husband of Charlotte; editor of the Gazette


  MR QUALE – factotum at the Bull Hotel


  OLIVER YATELEY, MP


  CAMERON ROWSE – a journalist from London


  HAROLD ALVINGTON – landlord of the Bathurst Arms


  GLORIA ALVINGTON – his wife; JANE – his daughter


  JOE VANCE – proprietor of a Lydmouth garage


  BERNARD BROADBENT – a County Councillor; cousin of Edith Thornhill


  ERIC BLAINES – a civil servant from London


  HOWARD SIMCOX – the man with the fish


  PHYLLIS RICHARDS – companion to MRS PORTLEIGH, of Edge Hill


  MRS VEALE – a widow, of Edge Hill


  DR BAYSWATER – a general practitioner and police surgeon


  IVOR FUGGLE – a journalist on the Post


  ANNOUNCEMENTS


  PARRY, Heather Margaret: – With all our love on the anniversary of the day you went away, Mother, Dad, Keith and Granny.


  The Lydmouth Gazette, 18 April
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  Timing is all, Cameron Rowse used to say. Get the timing right, and who needs luck? On his trip to Lydmouth, his timing was apparently perfect. But Rowse was murdered a few hours after he arrived so perhaps luck has its uses after all.


  On Tuesday morning, Rowse loaded his luggage into the panniers of the Triumph TRW and rode west out of London, enjoying the anonymity of leathers and goggles. The motorbike was army surplus, like all TRWs, a gutless beast but its engine, a 500 Twin, would probably keep going until the end of time. It was still relatively early. He had lunch at a roadside café west of Oxford. While he ate he read the clipping from the People once again.


  SQUATTERS INVADE CAMP ARMY HELPLESS


  The story below the headline was straightforward. Farnock Camp was a military base outside Lydmouth. The soldiers had left in 1946 and then for a year or two civilians had been allowed to live there while council housing was being built for them in the town. Since then it had been standing empty. Recently, however, a private housing development in Lydmouth had led to the eviction of several families, who had promptly moved into the camp. The army wanted them out, arguing that their occupation was illegal and in any case the international situation meant that the camp would almost certainly be required for military purposes in the near future. A Labour county councillor said that it was tragic that in this day and age any British citizen should not have a roof over his head. A Conservative county councillor said that the needs of the country must come first.


  Through the grime on the café window, Cameron Rowse saw a cloudless April sky. Lydmouth. The name stirred eddies in his memory. He had driven through the town with his parents on a camping holiday when he was a kid. He remembered a silver river snaking down a valley, old buildings and green hills that shaded to blue in the distance. For some reason the place glowed in his mind like a lost paradise. This was probably because of the contrast with the present. His bank account was overdrawn and his landlady was clamouring for a fortnight’s rent.


  Well, he had thought that morning, why not take a chance on it? He needed a break, and a working holiday would be just the ticket. Because of the international situation, the piece in the People had been slanted against the squatters, though the writer had made a pretence of being even-handed. Rowse hoped he would be able to place a feature, text and photographs, with the Picture Post. There were other possibilities – including the reassuring knowledge that if all else failed, he could find a less lucrative but more certain market in the Empire Lion.


  After lunch, Rowse pressed on to Gloucester. He rode through the city, followed the road westwards and then turned left. According to the map the shortest way to Lydmouth would take him into a forest. The road snaked through a switchback course over hills and along valleys. The trees, which he had assumed would be picturesque, pressed hard on the road as if they planned to smother it. He passed through several mining villages, their stonework dark with coal dust. Passers-by stared at him, their faces neither hostile nor friendly. The area was overrun with sheep. It’s springtime, Rowse thought, observing the lambs gambolling on the verges and at times on the road itself. He rounded a bend, taking it a little too fast.


  Bloody hell—


  There were two lambs in the middle of the road, staggering drunkenly in the same direction as he was going. From the shelter of the trees, a full-grown sheep – presumably their mother – stood with moving jaws, watching the lambs without much apparent interest.


  Rowse braked hard to avoid the nearer lamb, swerved, found the second lamb had turned into his path and swerved again, this time with less control than before. The front wheel of the Triumph hit the verge and then a stone that lay on the grass. The motorbike bucked and sliced sideways in a gradually flattening arc. Rowse flung himself clear, his arms round his head. His body hit the ground with a jolt that drove the breath out of his lungs. For a brief, agonising moment he waited for the bike to crash down on his left leg. To his enormous relief, he discovered he had landed inches clear of it.


  He stood up, too shaken even to swear. The Triumph’s engine had cut out. He stretched cautiously and tried to assess the damage he had done to himself: a few bruises on his left side, he thought; but nothing worse. But it was obvious that the Triumph had fared less well. He pulled the bike up and examined the damage. As it had fallen, the fork had collided with another rock, half hidden in the grass. The fork was bent, and several spokes on the front wheel were damaged as well. It was a garage job, and an expensive one at that.


  Rowse set the bike on its stand and checked the panniers. The buckle had been torn off the nearside pannier, but its contents – mainly clothes – were undamaged. The camera and typewriter had been in the other pannier, which had landed on top of the bike. He lit a cigarette and studied the map. Lydmouth could not be more than ten or twelve miles away.


  He heard the throb of an engine coming, as he had done, from the Gloucester direction. A moment later, a saloon car swept round the bend. Rowse stuck out his thumb. The car, a large dark green Humber, surged past him. Rowse glimpsed the silhouette of a man behind the wheel.


  Toffee-nosed bastard.


  A few yards down the road, the car braked, stopped and reversed back to where Rowse was waiting. He opened the passenger door. A smell of leather and cigar smoke swept out to greet him. The driver was a middle-aged man with heavy features.


  ‘Hello. Need a lift?’


  ‘You can say that again.’


  The driver saw the motorbike. ‘Spot of trouble?’


  Rowse snorted. ‘That’s what comes of trying to avoid a couple of lambs.’


  ‘I’m going to Lydmouth. I can take you there, if you like. Or I can drop you off at a garage on the way.’


  ‘I’m going to Lydmouth myself.’


  ‘Then why don’t you look for a garage there? It’s not far – they can send someone out for the bike.’


  Rowse nodded. ‘Is it OK if I bring my things? There’s not much.’


  The man got out and opened the boot of the Humber. It contained a couple of good leather suitcases. There was ample room for Rowse’s belongings. The man eyed the typewriter and camera. ‘Tools of the trade, eh?’


  Rowse blinked. ‘Well, yes.’


  ‘What do you do?’


  ‘I’m a journalist.’


  ‘Oh yes?’


  They got into the car. For a few seconds, Rowse relished the quietness, the comfort and the warmth of the Humber. Simultaneously he puzzled about the man’s voice. There was a hint of Yorkshire in it, and for some reason it was faintly familiar, even though the man himself was not.


  ‘Who do you work for?’ the man said. ‘One of the local rags?’


  ‘No, freelance.’


  ‘I shouldn’t have thought there’s enough work round here for a freelance.’


  ‘I live in London.’ Rowse was more comfortable asking questions than answering them.


  ‘So you’re following a story?’


  Damn the man. ‘Not really. Just down here for a little holiday.’ He glanced sideways at the driver. ‘Of course you never know – there may be a chance to do some work as well.’


  ‘You never know,’ the man agreed.


  They drove in silence for the next couple of miles, passing through a straggling village. The road began to descend, sweeping in great loops towards the valley below. The familiarity of the man’s voice niggled at Rowse.


  ‘Haven’t we met somewhere before?’ he said.


  The man glanced at him. ‘No, I don’t think we have.’


  There was another silence, longer this time. Rowse wondered what the man did for a living. Nice suit, well-cut hair; the hands on the steering wheel had been manicured; there was a box of Havanas from Harrods on the back seat.


  ‘Do you live in Lydmouth?’ Rowse asked.


  ‘No.’


  The driver blew his horn at a grubby, unshaven man idling on the road. Ahead of them was the stone bridge over the river Lyd. Just beforehand, on the right, there was a turning. Rowse glimpsed the word Farnock on the signpost as they passed it.


  ‘Holiday, then?’ Rowse suggested.


  ‘I think there’s a garage just over the bridge,’ the driver said. ‘Just down that side road beyond the station. Want me to drop you on the corner?’


  So the man had been to Lydmouth before. ‘Yes, please.’


  A moment later Rowse was standing on the forecourt of a small garage with his luggage beside him. There were a couple of petrol pumps at the front, then a ramshackle workshop with a corrugated iron roof, and behind that a large yard crammed with rusting vehicles, most of them ex-army. A man in khaki overalls came out of the workshop, rubbing oily hands on an oilier rag. He had red hair, close-set blue eyes and a small moustache like ginger bristles on a pair of toothbrushes. Rowse explained what had happened to the Triumph. It seemed to take much longer than it would have done if he had been in London. Yokels thought slowly as well as spoke slowly.


  ‘When can you collect it?’


  The mechanic stared over Rowse’s shoulder. ‘In an hour or so. Maybe. Depends when our Jack brings the truck back.’


  ‘I don’t want it to get nicked.’


  ‘It’ll be all right up there. So you’ll be wanting a new fork and a new front wheel?’


  ‘Do you have something in stock?’


  The man flicked the rag at the mechanical graveyard behind the workshop. ‘We’ve got just about everything.’


  ‘How long will it take to fix?’


  ‘Can’t tell. Not till I’ve seen it. Can’t give you a quote, either.’


  Rowse sighed. Whatever the price, it wouldn’t be cheap. ‘Can you suggest somewhere I could stay for a day or two?’


  ‘You could try the Bathurst at the bottom of Lyd Street.’


  ‘Is it far?’


  ‘Not if you walk back past the station to the river and then cut along the towpath. Otherwise you do three sides of a square. Tell them Joe Vance sent you.’


  It didn’t take long to find the Bathurst Arms. Harold Alvington was the name over the door, but there was no sign of him. A plain, plump girl showed Rowse the guest bedroom, which was over a garage at right angles to the rest of the pub, reached by a separate staircase that went up from the lobby by the back door to the yard. The room had a view across the river to the wooded hills beyond. He opened the window and leaned out.


  ‘Won’t take me a moment to make up the bed,’ the girl said. ‘Will you be wanting an evening meal?’


  ‘I’m not sure.’


  Outside, the sun was still shining, still bringing an illusion of warmth to the day. There were ducks on the river, squabbling over a piece of bread, and daffodils were growing wild on the further bank. Just like a picture postcard: just like the country was supposed to be.


  ‘You know Farnock?’


  ‘Yes, sir.’


  ‘How far is it?’


  ‘The camp?’


  He nodded.


  ‘You go over the river and turn left down the lane. It’s about half a mile.’


  ‘Do you know anything about these squatters?’


  She stared at him. ‘No, sir.’


  Christ. Her face was as expressionless as a scrubbed potato, and probably about as intelligent. Another bloody peasant, he thought, the result of centuries of inbreeding in the long winter evenings. How on earth did they survive in the modern world?
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