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Praise for Naked to the Hangman

‘I am a fan of Andrew Taylor, who continues to evoke provincial England brilliantly in his Lydmouth novels . . . Naked to the Hangman fills in the personal history of his tormented detective, Chief Inspector Thornhill, revealing the horrors that he witnessed as a young police officer in Palestine in the closing days of the British mandate. It is a far cry from those events to a dancing class in Lydmouth, which is where the English scenes open, but Taylor draws the two worlds perfectly.’ The Sunday Times

‘Atmospheric’ Daily Mail

‘The strength of Andrew Taylor lies in his characters and their complex emotions . . . Taylor never disappoints and Naked to the Hangman is no exception.’ Spectator

‘Andrew Taylor’s novels have long been the quiet successes of contemporary British crime writing . . . His latest novel, Naked to the Hangman, is yet another engaging and atmospheric tale, reinforcing his deserved reputation as one of the best crime writers of his generation . . . Taylor’s novels are always intelligent, well-structured and engrossing reads.’ Yorkshire Post

‘This murder tale is anything but formulaic’ Mirror

‘A brilliant take on the classic golden-age mystery updated with contemporary candour and enhanced by Taylor’s ability to make characters rounded and real through his intuitive understanding of obsolete habits . . . a gripping and intelligent novel; highly recommended.’ Literary Review

‘Andrew Taylor’s Lydmouth series becomes more impressive with each book . . . Taylor’s special skill is getting under the skin of his characters and creating a vivid portrait of even the dullest setting. It’s a very accomplished novel.’ Sunday Telegraph

‘Complex and absorbing’ Woman & Home
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And naked to the hangman’s noose

The morning clocks will ring

A neck God made for other use

Than strangling in a string.

A. E. Housman, A Shropshire Lad, ix
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Palestine

However hard he tries to avoid it, Ricky returns in his dreams. Occasionally he glimpses it in his waking life too, when tired or worried. But does he ever really leave? He thinks of it as equivalent to the hiss of static in a radio broadcast – always there, but sometimes you notice it more than others.

The pattern is fixed. This is how the worst of it happens.

It is already growing dark, the light fading stealthily and swiftly from a sky streaked with purple and gold in the west. The drive has taken them longer than they expected. The gates of the compound stand open. Anything worth looting has already gone.

The lieutenant tells the driver to reverse the truck into the compound and park immediately inside the gates in case they have to leave in a hurry. Ricky climbs out of the cab and the stored heat of the day bounces up from the cracked concrete.

Apart from themselves, there is no one in sight, either within the compound or on the scrubby hillside that slopes up from the dusty road. He knows that someone will be watching. Someone always is. He waits with the lieutenant while the sergeant lets down the back flap. The rattle of chain and the clash of metal are terrifyingly loud in the silence. Something or someone scrabbles among a pile of rusting oil drums in the corner of the compound.

‘Bloody cats,’ the officer says, an expression of hope rather than a statement of fact. He is a young man with a prominent Adam’s apple that jerks up and down like a yo-yo.

One by one, the soldiers jump down from the lorry. All of them are carrying rifles. The last one out pulls a mine-detector after him. They look so young, Ricky thinks, children playing at soldiers, and not for the first time they make him feel old.

‘Right,’ says the lieutenant, pretending a confidence he does not feel. ‘We check the perimeter first, then we go inside.’

They work their way along the rusting fences of the compound. At the back is a row of sheds, already derelict. Ricky and the sergeant examine the external walls of the main building, where the workshops are. The windows are barred. The surviving glass is opaque with dust. It is not much more than six months since the Finbowes left but already the place has become an unloved ruin; man and nature have seen to that.

Ricky knows this place has been chosen on purpose. The Finbowes are significant not for themselves but because of the piano, and without the piano none of them would have any reason to be here.

‘We take it slowly,’ the lieutenant says in a low monotone, as if talking to himself in somebody else’s dream. ‘Take nothing for granted.’

The big doors are large enough for a lorry to pass through, and one leaf is standing open. Young though they are, the soldiers have become expert at this. They enter slowly, one by one, each covering the other. They follow the man with the mine-detector. Two torch beams sweep up and down the interior of the long, dirty building.

Ricky hears the fast, noisy breathing of the fat boy on his left. The boy on his right is chewing gum with his mouth open. He makes a squelching sound that reminds Ricky of himself as a child walking across a muddy field on a rainy afternoon.

‘Christ,’ says the heavy breather. ‘Can you smell something?’

Nobody answers. It’s not a smell, not yet, but something less defined, a taint in the air.

‘Nothing in here, it seems,’ the officer says, swinging round and bringing the barrel of his Sten gun in a lazy arc after him.

‘There’s a smaller workshop through the door at the end,’ Ricky says. He’s talked to a man who used to work here in the old days. ‘A couple of offices beside it.’

The officer nods but says nothing. His Adam’s apple bobs up and down. Doorways are always bad. You can never tell what’s on the other side. They constrict movement, too, leaving you vulnerable.

He pushes the door open. The taint is now a smell. The torches rake the emptiness beyond. No trip wires. Another concrete floor. The man with the mine-detector advances, his movements as precise and patterned as a dance step.

The smell grows suddenly worse. The boy with the chewing gum retches. National Service children, Ricky thinks angrily, too young for this job, too young for this place. He feels nausea rising in his own throat and fights to force it back. The fat boy is swearing behind him, a monotonous stream of obscenity and blasphemy inextricably entangled.

‘There,’ the lieutenant whispers. ‘Over there, see? In the corner.’

It is much darker in this part of the building. The windows are shuttered. Stripes of evening light criss-cross the floor, with the paler torchlight dancing among them. One beam swoops up a wall towards the ceiling. That is when Ricky sees the rope. It is tied to a girder that runs across the width of the building, holding the walls together. The light drops lower and suddenly it is all over.

The body is naked. The torch beam runs rapidly down from the head to the feet, up again and then away. The body is barely visible again. But Ricky knows it is too late. The body will always be there, for him and probably for the others too. It’s part of him now, a part that he will never be able to throw away, however hard he tries.

‘Fucking ants,’ the gum-chewer says. ‘They’re all over the fucking shop. Fucking flies as well.’

Somebody vomits, violently, repeatedly, and liquid splatters on the concrete.

‘Is that him?’ the lieutenant demands, his voice suddenly haughty because fear can have that effect on people.

The torch’s spotlight returns to the face. Ricky studies it. Not strangled, he thinks, despite the rope round the poor bastard’s neck. He must have been already dead when they strung him up.

‘Oh yes,’ Ricky says. ‘That’s him. Have you got a knife?’

‘Don’t touch him. The body may be mined. They’ve done it before.’

Ricky nods, aware that he deserved the reproof, aware that the strain is affecting him too, affecting the way he thinks.

‘Move back,’ the lieutenant snaps. ‘All of you. Into the other workshop.’

Slowly, sheepishly, they withdraw. They fan out, sheltering behind the wall. The officer stands in the doorway, feet apart, Sten gun cradled. Ricky watches over his shoulder.

There is a burst of sound, jagged and ugly. The naked body dances on the end of its string. Silence creeps back, broken only by the scratching of small paws and the rustle of falling plaster. The officer fires again. The body bucks and sways. But it does not explode. The sound dies away. The stench is fouler than before.

The young man’s voice shakes as he tells three men to search the offices. The rest of them cluster around the body, keeping a healthy distance from it as though death itself were infectious. They have their hands over their mouths and noses. Liquid trickles to the floor. It sounds like a dripping tap. Suddenly, with a whoosh of sound, trapped air bursts out of the corpse in an enormous moist fart. Someone laughs.

‘Not with a bang, old chap,’ the lieutenant murmurs with a high, nervous giggle. ‘With a whimper.’

Ricky ignores this. ‘For God’s sake. Let’s get him down. Give me a knife.’

‘Need to stand on something,’ the officer says, and he sounds quite normal now.

The boy with the chewing gum lunges towards a metal desk lying on its side a few yards from the body. For an instant, he is poised between here and there, oddly graceful, his left arm weighed down by the rifle, his right arm stretching towards the desk. In that same instant, another drop of liquid falls from the naked body. The boy seizes one of the desk legs and pulls.

Ricky hears his own voice shouting a single word. ‘No!’


Chapter One

On Tuesday, 3 April, Edith Thornhill was sitting in the Ruispidge Hall and staring out of the window. It was still raining and she was still worrying. Her younger daughter, Susie, squirmed on her lap. Susie would have liked to join two four-year-old boys who were playing hide-and-seek among the raincoats hanging near the door.

‘Heads up!’ cried Miss Awre in a firm, carrying voice. ‘Point those toes!’

The line of children moved obediently round the hall under her direction, while Miss Buckholt, seated at the piano, pounded an accompaniment. There were fifteen children, all girls, in the junior class. The second one in the line was Edith’s elder daughter, Elizabeth, with her friend Gwen Raven immediately behind her.

Miss Awre glanced at the clock and clapped her hands. Instantly the wriggling, skipping line of little girls came to a halt. At the piano, however, Miss Buckholt thumped through a rebellious half-bar that culminated in a majestic discord.

Hands on hips, Miss Awre allowed her eyes to travel round the room, from the girls against the wall to the mothers and toddlers on the chairs. The silence was absolute. Even the boys playing by the raincoats were still. Miss Buckholt, squat as a toad in a baggy yellow cardigan, might have been a Buddhist statue. Miss Awre had inherited both the face and the authority of her father, who had once commanded a regiment of Bengal Lancers.

‘Good,’ she said. ‘Well done, everyone. Now we want to end promptly today. The seniors are having extra classes because of the dance. I shall see you all at the same time next week.’ She allowed her features to relax into a grim smile. ‘After the dance.’

Even Edith responded with a sycophantic titter. But Miss Buckholt was not laughing. Instead she was looking at the doorway between the hall itself and the lobby that led to the outside world. Edith followed her gaze. Beatrice Winderfield had just come in. She was hardly taller than some of the children. She wore a large khaki waterproof, glistening with rain, which enveloped her like a tent.

Miss Awre clapped her hands, a signal of release. The junior class dissolved. The buzz of a dozen conversations filled the hall. Families reassembled. Miss Awre blinked at Beatrice Winderfield as though trying to remember who she was.

Miss Buckholt left the piano and shooed the little boys away from the coats with unnecessary vigour. She picked up the raincoats that had fallen to the floor and jammed them back on their hooks. Edith noticed her stuffing something into the pocket of her cardigan.

Elizabeth came over to Edith and Susie. Her friend Gwen was a few paces behind her. Gwen was Miss Winderfield’s niece, and she had her aunt’s small features and slanting blue eyes.

‘Can I go to tea at Gwen’s, Mummy?’ Elizabeth asked.

Edith glanced at the two girls. ‘I suppose so. But is it all right with Miss Winderfield?’

Gwen nodded. ‘I haven’t asked her yet, Mrs Thornhill, but I’m sure it will be.’

Miss Winderfield crossed the room to them and smiled at Edith. ‘It’s Mrs Thornhill, isn’t it?’

Edith admitted that it was.

‘Gwen’s talked such a lot about Elizabeth,’ Miss Winderfield went on. She had a soft and rather beautiful voice. Everyone said that she might have been a musician if it hadn’t been for her parents.

‘Auntie Beatrice,’ Gwen said, touching her sleeve. ‘Can Elizabeth come back for tea?’

The smile was still there. ‘Of course she may. If Mrs Thornhill agrees, that is.’

The matter was arranged very quickly. Edith would collect Elizabeth at five o’clock.

‘You know where we are?’ Miss Winderfield asked.

‘I think so,’ Edith said, pretending she wasn’t sure. ‘Castle Green, isn’t it?’

‘Yes – The Chantry. Now we must rush, I’m afraid. I’ve got to find Walter and make sure he comes to the senior class.’

‘Walter hates dancing,’ Gwen confided to Elizabeth in a loud whisper.

‘Gwen’s brother,’ Beatrice Winderfield explained. ‘He’s home from school and feeling rather like a fish out of water.’

She said goodbye. Susie, who had been hiding her head against her mother’s shoulder while this conversation was going on, struggled off her lap. Edith watched Miss Winderfield leaving with Gwen on one side of her and Elizabeth on the other. They hadn’t far to go. There was a gate in the high wall of The Chantry’s garden almost opposite the Ruispidge Hall.

Miss Awre was watching them, too. At the door, Miss Winderfield glanced over her shoulder, not at Edith but at Miss Awre.

It was still raining and Edith Thornhill was still worried. She walked down the Chepstow Road with Susie stumbling beside her. Part of her mind was dealing with the practicalities of the afternoon – how to get home, give Susie something to eat, dry herself off, and then walk back to The Chantry, probably with Susie, almost certainly in the rain. She didn’t regret allowing Elizabeth to go to Gwen’s house – far from it – but it caused complications. Nothing she couldn’t cope with, however. What really worried her was the other problem, the one she couldn’t cope with.

She heard the sound of a horn behind her. A car pulled up like an answer to prayer just in front of her. Mrs Drake leaned across and opened the passenger door from the inside.

‘You’ll get drowned in this weather, Edith. I’ll give you a lift.’

‘We’re very wet.’

‘It really doesn’t matter. Come along, dear. You’re letting in the rain.’

It was never easy to say no to the wife of the Deputy Chief Constable, and in this case Edith didn’t want to. She passed Susie to Mrs Drake and climbed into the front passenger seat of the Armstrong Siddeley. She sighed and drew Susie on to her lap.

Mrs Drake looked at her for a moment. ‘Can you spare half an hour or so?’

‘Yes – I have to be in town to collect Elizabeth at five but I’ve nothing on until then.’

‘Why don’t you come back and have a cup of tea with me? I can run you back into town afterwards – I’ll have to go and collect Vincent, so it’s no trouble.’

Edith accepted. It was a relief to be told what to do. It was a relief to be driven in a comfortable car towards the prospect of a cup of tea, made by somebody else.

The Drakes lived just outside town on the Chepstow Road in a substantial modern house. They had tea in the sitting room. Mildred Drake produced a box of battered toys and allowed Susie to spread them over the hearthrug.

‘This is Lizzie,’ Susie said, gripping a leaden First World War private with only one arm. She seized a headless Highland piper with the other. ‘This is Gwennie.’ She pushed the soldiers together and twirled them in a circle. ‘Dancing.’

‘We’ve been at the dancing school at the Ruispidge Hall,’ Edith explained. ‘Elizabeth and her friend Gwen are in the juniors.’

‘Ah. The formidable Miss Awre. I imagine she’s rather busy at present. Isn’t it the Ruispidge Charity Dance at the end of the week?’

‘Everyone’s in a bit of a flap, as usual. I think the mothers are the worst. I suppose we’ll have to go through it with David in a year or two, and then the girls. Frankly, I’m not looking forward to it.’

The conversation meandered from dances past and present to the Drakes’ grandchildren and the Thornhills’ plans for the summer holidays. With the second cup of tea, however, Mrs Drake abruptly changed tack.

‘Now, dear,’ she said. ‘What’s on your mind?’

Edith looked up. She knew Mildred Drake well enough not to be surprised. She said, ‘Is it that obvious?’

Mrs Drake said nothing. Edith wondered whether the edge of panic in her voice had been as obvious to her hostess as to herself. Susie gave a great crow of delight as she succeeded in completing a puzzle consisting of a picture of small furry animals having a picnic and formed of nine wooden blocks.

Edith sighed. ‘The thing is, I’m worried about Richard.’


Chapter Two

‘A little bird told me,’ said Amy Gwyn-Thomas, ‘that Edith Thornhill is a teenie weenie bit miffed.’

Jill Francis watched the rain sliding like clear grease down the window. ‘Why?’

‘I’m not sure she approves.’

‘But why wouldn’t she approve of her uncle Bernie opening a coffee bar?’

Amy lowered her voice. ‘People say that perhaps he and Mrs Merini were . . . well, very good friends at one point. She doesn’t look like . . . like that – now. In fact quite the opposite. But some women lose their figures very quickly when they grow older, don’t they?’ As she spoke, Amy ran her hand over her waist and down her left hip. No one could call her fat, even her worst enemy. ‘So perhaps Mrs Merini is an old flame of Bernie Broadbent’s. And he’s installed her as manager as a sort of . . . well, a way of paying her off.’

Jill nodded, though from what she knew of Bernie it was far more likely that his old flame had been Mr Merini. She wished the rain would stop. There was a leak in the Gazette’s roof and the more rain there was, the worse it got and the more it would cost to repair. She glanced at the clock on her desk. It was only half-past three.

Amy was still following a train of thought of her own. ‘Of course, if she was like the daughter, one could understand.’

‘Whose daughter?’

‘Mrs Merini’s. She is only fifteen or sixteen but she’s rather well developed for her age, if you know what I mean. But of course Italian girls are like that. She’s at the High School. My niece says she’s not very well liked. Not by the girls.’

Jill ignored the implication. ‘What’s the coffee like?’

Amy looked blankly at her. ‘What?’

‘The coffee. It is a coffee bar, isn’t it?’

‘I haven’t tried it. Rather strong, I imagine.’ Amy glanced at the notebook in her hand. ‘Oh – I nearly forgot: Miss Awre phoned. She wanted to know whether we would be sending a photographer to the dance.’

‘Oh, I think so – we usually do, don’t we?’

‘She said Lady Ruispidge was likely to make an appearance. I gather she’s hoping that the booklet will be ready.’

‘That’s out of our hands,’ Jill said sharply. ‘The Charity Committee should have got the typescript to us weeks ago. And now they’re taking ages to check the proofs. It’s a bit much, considering we’re printing it free of charge.’

‘I did remind Miss Awre of that. She promised to jolly things along.’

Jill was sick and tired of the whole business. At present the Gazette could ill afford to make philanthropic gestures, and the committee’s delays were playing havoc with the Printing Office’s schedule.

The ostensible purpose of the annual dance for young people was to raise money for the Ruispidge Charity, which had been founded by one of Lady Ruispidge’s predecessors in the early nineteenth century. Funds from the charity did a great deal to support two schools, one in Lydmouth, the other in the nearby village of Mitchelbrook, and a children’s home. At Lady Ruispidge’s request, Charlotte Wemyss-Brown, the principal shareholder of the Gazette and a keen amateur historian, had written a short history of the charity, and had arranged for the Gazette’s Printing Office to print it. Sales of the booklet would go towards the charity, and Lady Ruispidge wanted it published in time for the dance.

Jill discovered that she was toying with her cigarette case again. She was trying to cut down on her smoking. She put the case down on the desk, stood up and moved to stand out of temptation’s way beside the window. She was just in time to see Richard Thornhill walking very fast along the opposite pavement. The rain was beating down on him and his coat glistened with moisture. He wasn’t wearing a hat and he didn’t have an umbrella either, which was unlike him in that he was usually careful, almost fussy, about his appearance. On impulse, she turned back into the room.

‘I think I might try this coffee bar,’ she said.

‘Now? This afternoon?’

‘Yes – why not? I could do with a decent cup of coffee. Whatever they say on the menu, it’s not really coffee you get at the Gardenia Café. And the coffee at the Bull is even worse.’

Amy looked sharply at her. Jill felt a twinge of worry. Amy could not have seen Richard Thornhill from where she was standing. It was a physical impossibility. On the other hand, Jill had come to realise over the years that Amy’s powers of information-gathering and inference sometimes verged on the supernatural.

‘But it’s raining,’ Amy said.

‘It’s always raining.’

By the time she had left the Gazette, of course, Richard Thornhill had long gone. But Jill’s restlessness was still there. She walked up the High Street, sheltering under her umbrella, half hoping and half fearing she would see him. She wasn’t sure what, if anything, she wanted from him – or, for that matter, what he might be able to give.

The rain was keeping people inside. It had been raining since Good Friday, for nearly five days, and if it had stopped for any length of time, Jill hadn’t noticed. The council had issued a flood warning. Flooding wasn’t uncommon in Lydmouth – spring and autumn were always the worst times, especially near the equinoxes, and the town was used to its two rivers bursting their banks.

Merini’s was in Monkswell Road, a turning on the left beyond the Bull Hotel and Police Headquarters. It took Jill ten minutes to walk there, and by the time she reached the coffee bar she rather regretted coming out in the first place. Her shoes and stockings were damp and the umbrella wasn’t much use against rain that had a tendency to come at you from unexpected angles, often in defiance of gravity.

The coffee bar occupied a shop that a few years before had housed a cobbler’s. The big ground-floor windows were steamed up. An illuminated sign glowed above the door. According to Amy, Bernie Broadbent had bought the entire building, and the Merinis lived in the flat over the café.

Jill went inside. The air smelled of boiled milk and cigarettes. Black-and-white linoleum marched across the floor; there were posters on the walls and Formica tops on the tables; the place was full of sharp angles and bright colours. Somewhere the radio was playing dance music. Ten or twelve customers with an average age of seventeen were sitting on the spindly chairs at the tables and the leatherette benches along the walls – not bad for a rainy afternoon in Lydmouth.

A middle-aged woman in a spotless white coat was behind the counter. She was sallow-skinned and squarely built, with short, tightly permed hair. When she took Jill’s order, there was nothing Italian about her accent, which was pure East End.

Jill sat at a table by the window and took out her cigarette case. She was aware of someone watching her – a big man, red-faced, in his forties perhaps, and probably the oldest person in the room. He perched on a banquette with his legs apart, eating fast, as though timing himself with a stopwatch. Jill looked away. When she next glanced at him he had finished the sandwich and was smoking a cigarette with equal hunger. Even from this distance she could see that the fingers were dark with nicotine.

The woman behind the counter was joined by a girl, also dressed in a white coat. Amy was right – Gina Merini was certainly well developed for her age. She had dark hair, creamy skin and regular features. She and her mother worked separately and for the most part in silence; but occasionally whispers would dart from one to the other like poisoned arrows.

The bell over the door rang. The boy who entered was tall and thin and with more than his fair share of spots. Most of the other customers were roughly the same age but there were no signs of recognition. He zigzagged up to the counter, like a moth drawn half reluctantly towards a candle flame. He didn’t look at Gina and she didn’t look at him. He ordered coffee, sat down and lit a cigarette with careful ceremony.

The older woman murmured something to Gina and went through a doorway at the back. The girl picked up a cloth and listlessly wiped the glass cabinet that displayed an array of sandwiches and cakes. Jill sipped her coffee and waited. The boy watched the girl. He wasn’t the only one. She drew eyes towards her.

The boy stubbed out his cigarette, half smoked. There was something dramatic about the gesture, as though a decision had been made. He got up and sauntered over to Gina. He leaned on the counter, feigning nonchalance, and muttered something that she seemed not to hear.

The girl’s playing hard to get, Jill thought, and the poor lad’s out of his depth. She took out another cigarette. She was about to light it when the bell above the door jingled again and a man came in.

‘Walter,’ he said. ‘Your aunt’s been looking for you.’

The boy turned sharply. In that moment Jill saw their two faces in profile, looking at each other. There was no doubt that they were related. The man was tall and thin, with deep-set eyes under heavy brows. His hair was dark and streaked with grey and his shoulders were stooped.

‘Come on,’ he said. ‘There’s no time to waste.’

The boy blushed. He looked back at the girl and then allowed himself to be shepherded out of the coffee bar. The man glanced back from the doorway. For an instant his eyes met Jill’s. His mouth softened into something that might have been a smile.

Jill rubbed the condensation on the window. She was in time to see the man and the boy walking up Monkswell Road, away from the High Street, towards the castle ruins and the junction of Chepstow Road and Narth Road. On the opposite pavement was a girl in a brown duffel coat, with purple ribbons in her hair. She turned, revealing a pale face and National Health glasses, and raised her hand in greeting.

‘Gina!’ Mrs Merini had returned to the café. ‘Time for you to get ready. Come on, young lady – don’t dawdle.’

Jill was still watching the other girl, the one outside. She crossed the road and set off, perhaps in pursuit of the boy and the man. As she passed, she took off her glasses and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. Something or someone had made her cry.

Mrs Merini followed her daughter into the room behind the coffee bar. Gina ignored her and headed for the stairs. But her mother could move fast if she wanted to. She gripped Gina’s arm, forcing her to stop.

‘I don’t want you making eyes at boys,’ Mrs Merini hissed at her, keeping her voice low because of the customers next door.

‘I wasn’t.’

‘I saw you in there. That boy. It’s got to stop.’

‘But nothing happened. I’m not doing anything. It’s not fair.’

Mrs Merini drew her daughter closer. ‘You’ve got a second chance. Not many people get that. You can make something of yourself down here, make a new start. So don’t go spoiling it with boys.’

‘But I know him,’ Gina said. ‘He goes to dancing class. He’ll be at the dance on Saturday.’

Mrs Merini relaxed her grip. ‘I want to see you before you go out, mind, I want to see what you’re wearing. I don’t want you looking fast, Gina. I want you to look like a lady. Everyone respects a lady.’
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