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With rue my heart is laden

For golden friends I had,

For many a rose-lipt maiden

And many a lightfoot lad.

By brooks too broad for leaping

The lightfoot boys are laid;

The rose-lipt girls are sleeping

In fields where roses fade.

A. E. Housman, A Shropshire Lad, LIV




The Principal Characters

JOAN AILSMORE – WPC, Lydmouth Division

BERNIE BROADBENT– County Councillor; cousin of Edith Thornhill

MRS BROWNING – manageress of the Gardenia Café

MINNIE CALDER – a retired nurse; aunt of Jimmy Leigh

VIOLET EVANS – a secretary; and her parents TED and JUNE EVANS

JILL FRANCIS – deputy editor of the Lydmouth Gazette

MATTIE HARRIS – a waitress; and her parents MR and MRS HARRIS of Eastbury

BRIAN KIRBY – Detective Sergeant, Lydmouth Division

JIMMY LEIGH – nephew of Minnie Calder

GERALD PEMBRIDGE – County Director of Planning; EDNA, his wife; and BILL, his son

ROBERT SEDBURY – estate agent and auctioneer, and his wife; MALCOLM, his son

RICHARD THORNHILL – Detective Inspector, Lydmouth Division; EDITH, his wife; DAVID and ELIZABETH, their children

CHARLOTTE WEMYSS-BROWN – owner of the Lydmouth Gazette; and PHILIP her husband, editor of the newspaper

RAYMOND WILLIAMSON – Detective Superintendent; and BUNTY, his wife


SWIMMING DANGER

Councillor Warns Young Swimmers

Once again the Town Council has asked police to keep a close eye on children swimming in the Lyd during the summer. Some members felt the practice should be banned altogether for the duration of the War because police resources were so stretched.

‘There was too much dangerous horseplay last year.’ said Councillor Bryant. ‘I urge boys to act responsibly, especially when diving or jumping from New Bridge. Someone could have a very nasty accident indeed.’

Lydmouth Gazette, Friday, 28 May, 1943

Threats are dark prayers.

‘Jimmy Leigh,’ he said, so softly only he could hear, ‘Jimmy Leigh, I’ll kill you, Jimmy Leigh.’

He felt his lips move, his tongue flicking against the top of his mouth, the feather-like touch of his breath slipping away from him and into the warmth of the summer night. He imagined the words swooping through the high-ceilinged room, then hovering like buzzards above their prey.

‘Jimmy Leigh, I’ll kill you, Jimmy Leigh.’

Down the words went, dark prayers, down to the sleeping mind of Jimmy Leigh.

Not buzzards now: the words would work their way like burrowing worms into what his father called the old grey matter. Perhaps Jimmy Leigh didn’t have grey matter. Everyone knew he wasn’t all there.

The boy in the next bed whimpered in his sleep. It was never silent here, never entirely dark either. Someone else stirred and springs creaked. A teaspoon clattered in the little office at the end of the ward. Nurse Calder was playing cards with Nurse Jones, and sometimes he heard them say ‘spades’ or ‘your deal’, the soft click as a card went down on the table, and the rustle as the pack was shuffled.

Nurse Calder hated him. Nurse Calder was Jimmy Leigh’s aunt.

‘You dirty boy, Malcolm Sedbury, the next time you do that in your bed, I’ll make you eat it.’

He cringed at the memory, his stomach contracting. Now she left it as long as possible when he asked for the bedpan, hoping he would have another accident, so that she would have the excuse that she needed.

‘Why haven’t you finished your porridge, Malcolm Sedbury? Think yourself too smart for it, do you?’ Nurse Calder haunted his mealtimes too, and encouraged her colleagues to do likewise. ‘Well, I know one little boy who’s not going to see his mummy and daddy this afternoon.’

He stared up at the ceiling far above his head. It looked as remote as the sky. Like everything else in the ward, the scale was wrong for him. The beds were too big, too far from the floor. The meals too large, the blankets too heavy. They were in Lydmouth Cottage Hospital, a building which before he had known only from the outside. He remembered his father once saying that the place looked like a lunatic asylum. It had pointed windows and battlements like a castle. It was built of local stone, a murky purple streaked with soot. Inside was worse. It did not look like a lunatic asylum, it was one.

Usually this was where old men came to die – Malcolm had heard Nurse Calder muttering about it to one of the parents. Now it was the boys’ long-term orthopaedic ward. There were twenty-four of them here, twelve a side, from a four-year-old boy who slept or whined like a puppy, to a seventeen-year-old who was almost a man and had a soft black moustache. Once there had been a three-year-old boy who called endlessly for his mother. But they must have moved him out of the fever ward before they should have done, or perhaps there was something else the matter with him. In any case, one day they’d put the curtains around his bed and, in the morning, the curtains were gone and the bed was empty, waiting for the next patient.

Everyone told Malcolm he was lucky to be alive. They had told him it had been much worse in the fever ward, where he had so nearly died. He had jumbled dreamlike memories of that time, of terrible pains, especially in his head, of the doctors and the nurses moving slowly between the beds with long, sad faces as if they too were in a dream. They hadn’t even allowed his parents to come in. Once or twice, a nurse had pointed out their faces bobbing like white fish in goldfish bowls behind the porthole windows of the ward doors.

But this ward was worse. This ward had Nurse Calder and Jimmy Leigh. He almost wished the fever and the pain would come back again, just so they would have to move him. Here, in this ward, was another fear. He saw it in the pity in the faces of his parents and his sisters. He saw it in the expensive presents they brought him, the toys, the soldiers, the books, most of which never felt truly his, or not for very long.

‘You won’t mind if Jimmy borrows this for five minutes, will you?’ Nurse Calder would say. ‘It’s only right. He’s not got anyone to give him expensive presents, after all. He’s not a lucky little boy like you.’

After Jimmy had played with a toy, it was never the same. Lead soldiers had come back without their weapons or even entire limbs. Cars lost wheels and sometimes had the unmistakable marks of teeth scarring the paint work. Jimmy was as old as Malcolm, but he chewed toys.

‘You mustn’t mind, dear,’ Malcolm’s mother told him in a whisper when he complained to her. ‘The poor little boy’s not quite right in his head. He’s very sweet, though, isn’t he?’

Jimmy was one of the more mobile patients. He could drag himself around the ward on crutches. Once he came over to Malcolm’s bed while Malcolm slept, and woke him by poking him in the eye with a finger. Malcolm had screamed his way into consciousness. Nurse Calder had slapped his palm with a ruler for disturbing everyone.

If only they would let Bill come and see him. Bill was his best friend. If he knew what Jimmy was doing to Malcolm when the nurses weren’t looking, Bill would soon sort him out. Bill was big, and good with his fists.

Yet another night stretched itself out as if time had become infinitely elastic. No raids tonight, unfortunately. He welcomed the raids because the sirens and distant drone of the engines punctuated the great desert of the night. They gave him something to think about, something normal to be afraid of. They stopped him thinking of the last day.

The last day. Over and over again he remembered it until he wished he could drown his memories, drown himself. He remembered the Whit weekend, with the sun shining from a sky the colour of his elder sister’s new dress, with the river swollen with recent rain, cool and inviting.

That afternoon he and Bill went down to New Bridge. This was where people often fished, and when the weather was hot young men and boys climbed on the broad stone parapet on the downstream side and leapt into the brown water below. Most of them came from Templefields, were what his mother would call ‘vulgar’. That added an element of danger to the excitement. Malcolm and Bill were in their last year at the prep department of Ashbridge School, and therefore would often be considered natural prey by the boys who went to elementary schools and lived in Templefields.

Not that afternoon, however. Perhaps it was the sunshine, or the thrill of plummeting into the water, but there had been a carnival spirit in the air. Bill and Malcolm sauntered on to the bridge, hands in pockets, nerves as taut as violin strings. They paused to look down at the Lyd flowing between the massive piers. Jimmy Leigh was nearby, swinging his legs over the river, staring foolishly at the water.

A deep voice said, ‘You kids going to jump or just get in everyone else’s way?’

It was one of the bigger boys, cigarette dangling from the corner of his mouth, still good humoured. He looked in turn at the three of them, Bill and Malcolm leaning on the parapet, and Jimmy Leigh sitting a few feet beyond them.

‘Jump,’ Jimmy said, nodding his head slowly as if he had suddenly and unexpectedly understood something. ‘Jump?’

Malcolm had thought, why not? He didn’t answer the boy but he unstrapped his sandals and kicked them off his feet. He pulled his green Aertex shirt over his head. His mother might kick up a bit of a stink, he didn’t think she would really mind if his old khaki shorts were a little damp when he got home. Besides, it was such a hot day that with a bit of luck they would be dry by the time he saw her.

Fear fluttered in his stomach. He glanced at Bill, who was pulling off his shirt, following Malcolm’s lead, as usual. Why did Bill always follow, never lead?

‘Jump,’ Jimmy Leigh said, beaming at the older boy. ‘I knows how to jump.’

He was wearing a shirt and shorts, shoes and socks. He didn’t take off any of them. With his hands he pushed himself up from the parapet and launched himself into space. A scream hung in the air where he had been. He belly-flopped into the river, sending up silver wings of water on either side of his body.

‘Bet that hurt,’ said the older boy with quiet satisfaction. ‘Who’s next? Not yellow, are you? Afraid the Drowner’s going to get you?’

He moved a little nearer Malcolm as he spoke and there was something in the movement which was a threat, which gave Malcolm the sense that if he didn’t jump he would very soon be lifted and thrown. He had his pride to consider, too. He climbed up onto the parapet – right up until he was standing, arms outstretched over the void, just as he’d seen the older boys and the young men do. He tried to suppress the memory of that scream, of the great splash that Jimmy Leigh’s body had made.

‘Come on, Bill,’ he said as coolly as he could. ‘Last one in’s a sissy.’

When he jumped, he tightened the muscles of his stomach and squeezed his buttocks together, as if trying to make his body as small as possible. No time even to feel afraid. Then the cool, brown water sucked him into itself. His arms and legs moved automatically. He swallowed a mouthful of the Lyd, felt himself choking, drowning.

His head broke the surface of the water and he opened his eyes. Drops of water flew through the air like broken glass. Everything was unbearably bright. He gasped for air. Joy as fierce as anger filled him. He had never seen anyone as small as him jump off New Bridge. No one could say he was yellow, not now. He floated on his back and swam a few strokes upstream. He squinted up through the sunlight.

Bill was still on the parapet of the bridge, tall and blond like a Greek god in the encyclopaedia in the school library, looking down at him in the water.

‘Come on,’ Malcolm croaked because his mouth was watery. ‘It’s—’

Something hard collided with his forehead and forced his head underwater. He swallowed another mouthful of the Lyd. A second later he resurfaced, coughing. Jimmy Leigh was a few yards away, his arms flailing in a grossly violent doggy paddle, the hands balled into fists, swimming towards the bank.

You did it on purpose, Malcolm thought, you bloody oik.

Later that day, in the warmth of a glimmering early summer evening, when the pains began and when his temperature began to rise, he was convinced that the dagger-like centre of the headache was at the precise spot where Jimmy Leigh’s fist had hit him when they were both in the River Lyd.

On purpose.


Chapter One

Another warm evening between another spring and another summer.

The rivers were high. There had been much rain in the previous week and now the water was draining down from the hills upstream. The Lyd rustled and surged between the piers of New Bridge. The water slid like a brown, whispering snake down the Minnow, the broad tributary which joined the Lyd a few hundred yards north of New Bridge.

The girl saw nothing of this. Her head swam as she sat up in the bath and turned on the hot tap. The Ascot heater above the bath belched and gave out a subdued roar. It was almost dark now outside, and the bluey orange flames of the gas swamped the soft grey twilight. She adjusted the tap, gradually turning down the flow to increase the heat of the water. The temperature rose. She raised her right arm. The glistening skin was already rosy with the heat.

‘Christ,’ she muttered, ‘why are they so long?’

Loneliness was the one thing she really feared. She lay back in the long bath, and tried not to think about the fact that an old man had died in this house. He must have lain here, time after time.

The heat stung her skin like nettle rash. She lifted her leg away from the stream of water coming from the hot tap. That was the trouble with baths, you were either too hot or too cold. She needed it as hot as possible, as hot as she could bear. A few seconds later, she hooked her big toe around the tap and turned off the flow. The roaring stopped, the flames died, and in the darkening silence she felt more lonely than ever.

If only they hadn’t run out of cigarettes. She put out her hand in the darkness, fingers outstretched, until she felt the tips brush against the glass. Not quite alone. She picked up her glass. The raw spirit had made the inside of her mouth numb. It was no longer hard to swallow. She felt suddenly superhuman, as though she could go on drinking and drinking. Perhaps that was the way to deal with the loneliness, to deal with everything. She put down the glass and let the fingers of her right hand slide through the water and trail down her body.

Just skin and flesh and bone, after all. Why do men want it? Wouldn’t it be simpler if we none of us had bodies? They only get in the way.

‘Come on,’ she whispered, afraid to speak more loudly. ‘Come on, you stupid buggers, where are you?’

The sky beyond the window was almost black. She saw half a dozen pinpricks of light, the stars. The window was open a few inches because she had not wanted to run the risk of condensation. She thought she heard movement outside. It was almost like slow stealthy footfalls. Perhaps they were coming back. But the bathroom was at the back of the house, overlooking the lawn which sloped down to the Minnow, and they would come to the front. Perhaps she had imagined the noise. Shivering despite the heat, she hugged herself and listened. No sound now, apart from a faint rustling which might have been the leaves of the chestnut tree near the river.

She was imagining things. She had always had too much imagination for her own good, everyone said so. What she needed was a drink.

She stretched out her hands to the glass again, then remembered it was empty. She should have told them to leave the bottle up here. Need to settle my nerves. She sat up in the bath, clasping her arms around her knees. The evening air was cooler now and she felt a chill across her shoulders.

The thought of that squat green bottle glowed in her mind like a vision of the Holy Grail. It would be in the morning room at the back of the house. They had sat there when they had first arrived because there was less risk of being seen. She moistened her lips, running her tongue over the slight tackiness of the lipstick. She would need to repair her make-up. Later, though.

First things first. And the first thing of all was another drink. She should have had the bottle upstairs. It was bloody stupid leaving it downstairs. She wasn’t going to put up with it.

She clung to the side of the bath and slowly hauled herself to her feet. Suddenly it was much colder. The night air lapped around her body like a tide. She seemed to have become much heavier, too, and when she tried to lift her right leg over the side of the bath, it was as though the air had turned to treacle. She leant against the wall for a moment, gathering strength. Then, with a huge effort, she climbed out of the bath, pushing through the invisible treacle. She staggered, saved herself from falling by gripping the back of the chair and at last stood triumphantly on her own feet.

‘I’ll do it,’ she said aloud. ‘I’ll bloody show them.’

Part of her mind, the part that was still sober, registered the fact that she had slopped water on the floor, made a mental note that something would have to be done about it. Settle my nerves first. She pulled a towel from the wooden rail near the basin – the house was almost fully furnished still, and she had found towels and bed linen, faintly musty but dry, neatly folded on the slatted shelves of a large cupboard on the landing. She dried her feet and then draped the towel around her. It clung to her body like a second skin and made her think of the cocktail dress she had seen in Madame Ghislaine’s window the other day. Mid calf-length cream satin, embroidered with sprays of flowers, with a strapless bodice and a fitted straight skirt. Perhaps she could persuade one of the men to buy it for her.

She took a deep breath and opened the bathroom door.

Silly to feel scared of shadows, she told herself. But the landing was darker than the bathroom and the head of the stairs was a black pit. What was there to be frightened of? She laughed to show herself she wasn’t scared. The sound that emerged was high and nervous, not like her usual laugh at all. Like someone else’s laugh. She walked down the landing towards the stairs as briskly as the tightness of the towel and the surrounding gloom would let her.

Carpeting ran along the middle of the landing and flowed on down the stairs. Its warmth was comforting. She followed it down to the hall, where she peeped out of the window by the front door. No sign of anybody on the drive. Not that she could see properly. There were no street lights here so it was hard to disentangle shapes from the twilight. The white gates glimmered faintly at the end of the drive.

She turned and went into the morning room. There was a round table near the door to the kitchen, and nearer the window several armchairs where they had sat before she came upstairs for the bath. The bottle was still on the table. She had forgotten to bring her glass, but it didn’t matter. She would take the bottle to the glass, she thought with a giggle, rather than the other way round. Not straightaway, though. The mouth of the bottle clattered against her teeth and some of the gin ran over her chin and rolled into the valley between her breasts. She was warmer now, braver. What she needed was a cigarette, and then everything would be bearable.

She walked to the armchairs by the window, banging her hip against the sideboard. They had left the ashtray on the little table by the French windows. With a bit of luck there would be something left on at least one of the stubs. People were very wasteful with their cigarettes, especially those who didn’t have to worry about the price of another packet.

She sat down heavily and not entirely intentionally in one of the armchairs and prodded the contents of the ashtray with her forefinger. Just as she’d hoped – one of the butts was more than an inch long. There were matches on the table and a moment later the cigarette was in her mouth and a match was in her hand.

It was in that moment, just as the match scraped along the side of the box, just before the flame burst out of the match head, that she sensed movement on the other side of the glass. The flame flared. She lit the cigarette automatically, despite the panic welling up inside her.

Someone tapped on the window.

Lost the front door key?

A face swam into focus, the features pushed against the window. The panic dwindled, pushed away by relief as she recognised who it was.

The lips moved soundlessly. Once again there was a tapping on the glass.

Well, why not?

She struggled out of the chair, unbolted the French window, top and bottom, and pulled one leaf open. Night air flowed into the room.

‘Don’t just stand there,’ she said. ‘Come in before I catch my death of cold.’

Swaying like a leaf in the breeze, she smiled. The familiar sense of power flooded through her, blanketing all the things she did not want to think about. She beckoned with the cigarette, its tip a fiery line.

‘Come on. I’ve not got all night, you know.’

This time she swayed too far. She stepped backwards hurriedly to regain her balance. Her calves collided with something yielding. She collapsed into the seat of the armchair behind her, so neatly that the move might have been planned. The towel slackened its grip on her body.

Well, why not?

The idea amused her and she began to laugh. She noticed with pride that the sound did not come out as a nervous giggle as it had in the bathroom. She was no longer scared – she was herself again. No, this was her usual laugh, husky, and full of promise.

People liked it when she laughed.
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