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  For Natalie

  in celebration of the growth of the spirit

  and the triumph of the soul


  AND HE SAID, Ye have taken away my gods

  which I made, and the priest and ye are gone


  away; and what have I more?


  Judges 19:24


  Author's Note


  If one can acknowledge an area of the world for existing and thus being a source of inspiration, I would acknowledge the tremendous and changing beauties of Yorkshire that so much became the heart of this book.


  I am grateful to the people who have read and criticized the rough drafts of all my work: Sheila Hillinger, Julie Mayer, Paul Berger, Susan Berner, Steve Mitchell, and Cathy Stephany.


  I thank my parents and husband for their patience and support, Dr H. M. Upton for his generous input, and especially Deborah Schneider and Kate Miciak for their willingness to take a chance on someone unknown.


  And of course Don Martin, whose annual injunctions against my addressing him in writing ultimately became the spur that so decisively pricked the sides of my intent.
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  It was a solecism of the very worst kind. He sneezed loudly, wetly, and quite unforgivably into the woman's face. He'd been holding it back for three-quarters of an hour, fighting it off as if it were Henry Tudor's vanguard at the Battle of Bosworth. But at last he'd surrendered. And after the act, to make matters worse, he immediately began to snuffle.


  The woman stared. She was exactly the type whose presence always reduced him to blithering idiocy. At least six feet tall, dressed in that wonderfully insouciant mismatch of clothing so characteristic of the British upper classes, she was ageless, timeless, and she peered at him through razor blue eyes, the sort that must have reduced many a parlourmaid to tears forty years ago. She had to be well over sixty, possibly closer to eighty, but one could never tell. She sat bolt upright in her seat, hands clasped in her lap, a finishing-school posture which made no concessions towards comfort.


  And she stared. First at his Roman collar, then at his undeniably dripping nose.


  Do forgive, darling. A thousand apologies. Let's not allow a little faux pax like a sneeze to come between such a friendship as ours. He was always so amusing when engaged in mental conversations. It was only aloud that everything became a terrible muddle.


  He snuffled again. Again she stared. Why on earth was she travelling second class? She'd swept into the carriage at Doncaster, like a creaking Salome with rather more than seven veils to her ensemble, and for the remainder of the trip she'd alternated between imbibing the railway's foul-smelling tepid coffee and staring at him with a disapproval that shouted Church of England at every available opportunity.


  And then came the sneeze. Unimpeachably correct behaviour from Doncaster to London might have somehow excused his Roman Catholicism to her. But, alas, the sneeze condemned him for ever.


  ‘I … ah … that is … if you'll excuse…’ It was simply no good. His handkerchief was deep within his pocket. To reach it he would have to loosen his grasp on the battered attaché case in his lap, and that was unthinkable. She would just have to understand. We aren't talking about a breach of etiquette here, madam. We are talking about MURDER. Upon that thought, he snuffled with self-righteous vigour.


  Hearing this, the woman sat even more correctly in her seat, every fibre of her body straining to project disapproval. Her glance said it all. It was a chronicle of her thoughts, and he could read each one: Pitiful little man. Pathetic. Not a day under seventy-five and looking positively every second of it. And so very much what one would expect of a Catholic priest: a face with three separate nicks from a poor job at shaving; a crumb of morning toast embedded in the corner of his mouth; shiny black suit mended at elbows and cuffs; squashed hat rimmed with dust. And that dreadful case in his lap! Ever since Doncaster, he had been acting as if she'd boarded the train with the deliberate intention of snatching it from him and hurling herself out the window. Lord!


  The woman sighed and turned away from him as if seeking salvation. But none was apparent. His nose continued to dribble until the slowing of the train announced that they were finally approaching their journey's end.


  She stood and scourged him with a final look. ‘At last I understand what you Catholics mean by purgatory,’ she hissed and swept down the aisle to the door.


  ‘Oh dear,’ muttered Father Hart. ‘Oh dear, I suppose I really have…’ But she was gone. The train had come to a complete halt under the vaulted ceiling of the London station. It was time to do what he had come to the city to do.


  He looked about to make sure that he was in possession of all his belongings, a pointless operation since he had brought nothing with him from Yorkshire save the single attaché case that had as yet not left his grip. He squinted out the window at the vast expanse of King's Cross Station.


  He had been more prepared for a station like Victoria — or at least the Victoria he remembered from his youth — with its comforting old brick walls, its stalls and buskers, these last always staying one step ahead of the Metropolitan Police. But King's Cross was something altogether different: long stretches of tiled floor, seductive advertisements hanging from the ceiling, newsagents, tobacconists, hamburger shops. And all the people — many more than he had expected — in queues for tickets, gobbling down hurried snacks as they raced for trains, arguing, laughing, and kissing goodbye. Every race, every colour. It was all so different. He wasn't sure he could bear the noise and confusion.


  ‘Getting out, Father, or planning to stop t' night?’


  Startled, Father Hart looked up into the ruddy face of the porter who had helped him find his seat earlier that morning upon the train's departure from York. It was a pleasant North Country face with the winds of the moors etched upon it in a hundred separate blood vessels that rode and broke near the surface of his skin.


  His eyes were flinty blue, quick and perceptive. And Father Hart felt them like a touch as they slid in a friendly but querying movement from his face to the attaché case. Tightening his fingers round the handle, he stiffened his body, hoping for resolution and getting an excruciating cramp in his left foot instead. He moaned as the pain balled hotly to its zenith.


  The porter spoke anxiously. ‘Maybe you oughtn't be travellin' alone. Sure you don't need no help, like?’


  He did, of course he did. But no one could help. He couldn't help himself.


  ‘No, no. I'm off this very moment. And you've been more than kind. My seat, you know. The initial confusion.’


  The porter waved his words away. ‘Don't mind that. There's lots of folks don't realize them tickets means reserved. No harm done, was there?’


  ‘No. I suppose…’ Father Hart drew in a quick, sustaining breath. Down the aisle, out the door, find the Tube, he told himself. None of that could be as insurmountable as it seemed. He shuffled towards the exit. His case, clutched two-handed upon his stomach, bounced with each step.


  Behind him, the porter spoke. ‘'Ere, Father, the door's a bit much. I'll see to 't.’


  He allowed the man space to get past him in the aisle. Already two surly-looking railway cleaners were squeezing in the rear door, rubbish sacks over their shoulders, ready to prepare the train for its return trip to York. They were Pakistani and, although they spoke English, Father Hart found that he couldn't understand a single word beneath the obfuscation of their accents.


  The realization filled him with dread. What was he doing here in the nation's capital where the inhabitants were foreigners who looked at him with cloudy, hostile eyes and immigrant faces? What paltry good could he hope to do? What silliness was this? Who would ever believe—?


  ‘Need some help. Father?’


  Father Hart finally moved decisively. ‘No. Fine. Simply fine.’


  He negotiated the steps, felt the concrete platform beneath his feet, heard the calling of pigeons high in the vaulted ceiling of the station. He began to make his distracted way down the platform towards the exit and Euston Road.


  Behind him again he heard the porter. ‘Someone meeting you? Know where you're going? Where you off to now?’


  The priest straightened his shoulders. He waved a goodbye. ‘Scotland Yard,’ he replied firmly.


  St Pancras Station, directly across the street from King's Cross, was such an architectural antithesis of the latter that Father Hart stood for several moments simply staring at its neo-Gothic magnificence. The clamour of traffic in Euston Road and the malodorous belching of two diesel-fuelled lorries at the pavement's edge faded into insignificance. He was a bit of an architecture buff, and this particular building was architecture gone wild.


  ‘Good heavens, that's wonderful,’ he murmured, tilting his head to have a better view of the railway station's peaks and valleys. ‘A bit of a cleaning and she'd be a regular palace.’ He looked about absently, as if he would stop the next passer-by and give a discourse on the evils that generations of coal fires had wrought upon the old building. ‘Now, I wonder who…’


  The two-note siren of a police van howled suddenly down Caledonian Road, shrieking through the intersection on to Euston Road. It brought the priest back to reality. He shook himself mentally, part in irritation but another, greater part in fear. His mind was wandering daily now. And that signalled the end, didn't it? He swallowed a gagging lump of terror and sought new determination. His eyes fell upon the scream of a headline across the morning paper propped up on a nearby newsstand. He stepped towards it curiously. RIPPER STRIKES AT VAUXHALL STATION!


  Ripper! He shrank from the words, cast a look about, and then gave himself over to one quick paragraph from the story, skimming it rapidly lest a closer perusal betray an interest in morbidity unseemly in a man of the cloth. Words, not sentences, caught his sight. Slashed … semi-nude bodies … arteries … severed … victims male …


  He shivered. His fingers went to his throat and he considered its true vulnerability. Even a Roman collar was no certain protection from the knife of a killer. It would seek. It would plunge.


  The thought was shattering. He staggered back from the newsstand, and mercifully saw the Underground sign a mere thirty feet away. It jogged his memory.


  He groped in his pocket for a map of the city's Underground system and spent a moment painstakingly perusing its crinkled surface. ‘The Circle Line to St James's Park,’ he told himself. And then again with more authority, ‘The Circle Line to St James's Park. The Circle Line to St James's Park.’


  Like a Gregorian chant, he repeated the sentence as he descended the stairs. He maintained its metre and rhythm up to the ticket window and did not cease until he had placed himself squarely on the train. There he glanced at the other occupants of the car, found two elderly ladies watching him with unveiled avidity, and ducked his head. ‘So confusing,’ he explained, trying out a timid smile of friendship. ‘One gets so turned about.’


  ‘All kinds is what I'm tellin' you, Pammy,’ the younger of the two women declared to her companion. She shot a look of practised, chilling contempt at the cleric. ‘Disguised as anything, I hear.’ Keeping her watery eyes on the confused priest, she dragged her withered friend to her feet, clung to the poles near the door, and urged her out loudly at the very next stop.


  Father Hart watched their departure with resignation. No blaming them, he thought. One couldn't trust. Not ever. Not really. And that's what he'd come to London to say: that it wasn't the truth. It only looked like the truth. A body, a girl, and a bloody axe. But it wasn't the truth. He had to convince them, and … Oh Lord, he had so little talent for this. But God was on his side. He held on to that thought. What I'm doing is right, what I'm doing is right, what I'm doing is right. Replacing the other, this new chant took him right to the doors of New Scotland Yard.


  ‘So damned if we don't have another Kerridge-Nies confrontation on our hands,’ Superintendent Malcolm Webberly concluded. He paused to light a thick cigar that immediately permeated the air with a nasty pall of smoke.


  ‘Christ in heaven, Malcolm, open a window if you insist on smoking that thing,’ his companion replied. As chief superintendent, Sir David Hillier was Webberly's superior, but he liked to let his men run their individual divisions in their own way. He himself would never dream of launching such an olfactory assault so shortly before an interview, but Malcolm's ways were not his own and they had never been proven ineffectual. He moved his chair to escape the worst of the fumes and let his eyes take in the worst of the office.


  Hillier wondered how Malcolm ever managed his department as efficiently as he did, given his bent for chaos. Files and photographs and reports and books covered every surface. There were empty coffee cups and overfull ashtrays and even a pair of ancient running shoes high on a shelf. Just as Webberly intended, the room looked and smelt like the disordered digs of an undergraduate: cramped, friendly, and fusty. Only an unmade bed was missing. It was the sort of place that made gathering, lingering, and talking easy, that bred camaraderie among men who had to work as a team. Clever Malcolm, Hillier thought. Five or six times shrewder than his ordinary, stoop-shouldered, overplump looks would indicate.


  Webberly pushed himself away from his desk and played about with the window, grunting and straining with the latch before finally forcing it open. ‘Sorry, David. I always forget.’ He sat back down at his desk, surveyed its litter with a melancholy gaze, and said, ‘What I didn't need was this right now.’ He ran one hand back through his sparse hair. Ginger once, it was now mostly grey.


  ‘Trouble at home?’ Hillier asked carefully, eyes fixed on his gold signet ring. It was a difficult question for both of them since he and Webberly were married to sisters, a fact that most of the Yard knew nothing about, of which the two men themselves rarely spoke.


  Their relationship was one of those quirks of fate in which two men find themselves locked together in a number of ways which are generally better not discussed between them. Hillier's career had mirrored his marriage. Both were successful, deeply satisfying. His wife was perfection: a rock of devotion, an intellectual companion, a loving mother, a sexual delight. He admitted that she was the very centre of his existence, that his three children were merely tangential objects, pleasant and diverting, but nothing at all of real importance compared to Laura. He turned to her — his first thought in the morning, his last thought at night — for virtually every need in his life. And she met each one.


  For Webberly it was different: a career that was, like the man, plodding along, one not brilliant but cautious, filled with countless successes for which he rarely took credit, for Webberly simply was not the political animal he needed to be to succeed at the Yard. Thus, no knighthood loomed seductively on his professional horizon, and this was what had put the enormous strain upon the Webberly marriage.


  Knowing that her younger sister was Lady Hillier clawed at the fabric of Frances Webberly's life. It had turned her from a shy but complacent middle-class housewife to a social climber of the pushiest kind. Dinner parties, cocktail parties, dreary buffets which they could ill afford were given for people in whom they had no interest, all of them part of what Frances perceived as her husband's climb to the top. And to them all the Hilliers faithfully went, Laura out of sad loyalty to a sister with whom she no longer lovingly communicated and Hillier himself to protect Webberly as best he could from the piercingly cruel comments Frances often made publicly about her husband's lacklustre career. Lady Macbeth incarnate, Hillier thought with a shudder.


  ‘No, not there,’ Webberly was responding. ‘It's merely that I thought I'd got Nies and Kerridge sorted out years ago. To have a confrontation crop up again between them is disconcerting.’


  How typical of Malcolm to take responsibility for the foibles of others, Hillier thought. ‘Refresh my memory on their last fray,’ he said. ‘It was a Yorkshire situation, wasn't it? Gypsies involved in a murder?’


  Webberly nodded. ‘Nies heads up the Richmond police.’ He sighed heavily, forgetting for a moment to blow the smoke from his cigar towards the open window. Hillier strained not to cough. Webberly loosened his tie a fraction and absently fingered the frayed collar of his white shirt. ‘An old gypsy woman was killed up there three years ago. Nies runs a tight CID. His men are meticulous, accurate to the last detail. They conducted an investigation and arrested the old crone's son-in-law. It was an apparent dispute over the ownership of a garnet necklace.’


  ‘Garnets? Were they stolen?’


  Webberly shook his head, tapping his cigar against a dented tin ashtray on his desk. The action dislodged debris from previous cigars, which drifted like dust to mingle with papers and manila folders. ‘No. The necklace had been given to them by Edmund Hanston-Smith.’


  Hillier sat forward in his chair. ‘Hanston-Smith?’


  ‘Yes, you're remembering it now, aren't you? But that case was after all this. The man arrested for the old woman's murder — Romaniv, I think his name was — had a wife. About twenty-five years old and beautiful in the way only those women can be: dark, olive-skinned, exotic’


  ‘More than a bit enticing to a man like Hanston-Smith?’


  ‘In truth. She got him to believe that Romaniv was innocent. It took a few weeks — Romaniv hadn't come up before the assizes yet. She convinced Hanston-Smith that the case needed to be reopened. She swore that they were only being persecuted because of their gypsy blood, that Romaniv had been with her the entire night in question.’


  ‘I imagine her charms made that easy to believe.’


  Webberly's mouth quirked. He stubbed out the tip of his cigar in the ashtray and clasped his freckled hands over his stomach. They effectively hid the stain on his waistcoat. ‘From the later testimony of Hanston-Smith's valet, the good Mrs Romaniv had no trouble keeping even a man of sixty-two more than busy for one entire night. You'll recall that Hanston-Smith was a man of some considerable political influence and wealth. It was no difficult matter for him to convince the Yorkshire constabulary to become involved. So Reuben Kerridge — he's still Yorkshire's chief constable in spite of all that happened — ordered Nies' investigation reopened. And, to make matters worse, he ordered Romaniv released.’


  ‘How did Nies react?’


  ‘Kerridge is his superior officer, after all. What could he do? Nies was wild with anger, but he released Romaniv and ordered his men to begin again.’


  ‘It would seem that releasing Romaniv, while making his wife happy, would bring a premature end to Hanston-Smith's joy,’ Hillier noted.


  ‘Well, of course, Mrs Romaniv felt duty-bound to thank Hanston-Smith in the manner to which he'd become so accustomed. She slept with him one last time — wore the poor bloke out until the wee hours of the morning, if I have the story straight — and then let Romaniv into the house.’ Webberly looked up at a sharp knock on the door. ‘The rest, as they say, is a bit of bloody history. The pair murdered Hanston-Smith, took everything they could carry, got to Scarborough, and were out of the country before dawn.’


  ‘And Nies' reaction?’


  ‘Demanded Kerridge's immediate resignation.’ The knock sounded again. Webberly ignored it. ‘He didn't get it, however. But Nies' mouth has been watering like the devil for it ever since.’


  ‘And here we are back with them again, you say.’


  A third knock, much more insistent. Webberly called entrance to Bertie Edwards, the Met's head of forensics, who entered the room in his usual brisk manner, scribbling on his clipboard and speaking to it at the same time. To Edwards, the clipboard was as human as most men's secretaries.


  ‘Severe contusion on the right temple,’ he was announcing happily, ‘followed by the main laceration to the carotid artery. No identification, no money, stripped down to the underclothes. It's the Railway Ripper, all right.’ He finished writing with a flourish.


  Hillier surveyed the little man with profound distaste. ‘Christ, these Fleet Street appellations. We're going to be haunted by Whitechapel till the end of time.’


  ‘Is this the Waterloo corpse?’ Webberly asked.


  Edwards glanced at Hillier, his face an open book in which he considered whether he should argue the merits of nameless killers being dubbed something — anything — for the sake of public awareness. He apparently rejected that line of communication, for he wiped at his forehead with the sleeve of his lab coat and turned to his immediate superior.


  ‘Waterloo.’ He nodded. ‘Number eleven. We've not quite finished Vauxhall yet. Both are typical of the Ripper victims we've seen. Transient types. Broken nails. Dirty. Badly cut hair. Body lice as well. King's Cross is still the only one out of sync, and that's the bloody devil after all these weeks. No ID. No missing-person's call on him yet. I can't make it out.’ He scratched his head with the end of his pen. ‘Want the Waterloo snap? I've brought it.’


  Webberly waved towards the wall on which were already posted the photographs of the twelve recent murder victims, all of them killed in an identical manner in or near London railway stations. Thirteen murders now in just over five weeks. The papers were screaming for an arrest. As if he were oblivious to this, Edwards whistled airily between his teeth and rooted on Webberly's desk for a drawing-pin. He carried the latest victim to the wall.


  ‘Not a bad shot.’ He stepped back to admire his work. ‘Sewed him up quite nice.’


  ‘Jesus!’ Hillier exploded. ‘You're a ghoul, man! At least have the decency to remove that filthy coat when you come here! Have you no sense at all? We've women on these floors!’


  Edwards wore the guise of patient attention, but his eyes flicked over the chief superintendent and lingered longest on the fleshy neck that hung over his collar and on the thick hair that Hillier liked to have called leonine. Edwards shrugged at Webberly in mutual understanding. ‘Quite the gent, he is,’ he commented before leaving the room.


  ‘Sack him!’ Hillier shouted as the door shut behind the pathologist.


  Webberly laughed. ‘Have a sherry, David,’ he said. ‘It's in the cabinet behind you. We none of us ought to be here on a Saturday.’


  Two sherries considerably palliated Hillier's irritation with the pathologist. He was standing before Webberly's display wall, staring morosely at the thirteen photographs.


  ‘This is one hell of a mess,’ he noted sourly. ‘Victoria, King's Cross, Waterloo, Liverpool, Blackfriars, Paddington. God damn it, man, why can't he at least be alphabetical!’


  ‘Maniacs often lack that little organizational touch,’ Webberly responded placidly.


  ‘Five of these victims don't even have names, for God's sake,’ Hillier complained.


  ‘ID is always removed, so are money and clothes. If there's no missing-person report filed, we start with prints. You know how long something like that takes, David. We're doing our best.’


  Hillier turned round. The one thing he knew for a certainty was that Malcolm would always do his absolute best and would quietly remain in the background when the kudos was given. ‘Sorry. Was I frothing?’


  ‘A bit.’


  ‘As usual. So this new Nies–Kerridge squabble? What's it all about?’


  Webberly glanced at his watch. ‘Another Yorkshire murder being disputed, no less. They're sending someone down with the data. A priest.’


  ‘A priest? Christ — what kind of case is this?’


  Webberly shrugged. ‘Evidently he's the only third party that Nies and Kerridge could agree upon to bring us the information.’


  ‘Why's that?’


  ‘Seems he found the body.’


  2


  Hillier walked to the office window. Afternoon sunlight shafted across his face, detailing lines that spoke of too many late nights, highlighting puffy pink flesh that spoke of too much rich food and port. ‘By God, this is irregular. Has Kerridge gone quite mad?’


  ‘Nies has certainly been claiming that for years.’


  ‘But to have the first person on the scene…and not even a member of the force! What can the man be thinking?’


  ‘That a priest is the only person they both can trust.’ Webberly glanced at his watch again. ‘He should be here within the hour, in fact. That's why I asked you to come down.’


  ‘To hear this priest's story? That's certainly not your style.’


  Webberly shook his head slowly. He had come to the tricky part. ‘Not to hear the story. Actually, to hear the plan.’


  ‘I'm intrigued.’ Hillier went to pour himself another sherry and held the bottle towards his friend, who shook his head. He returned to his seat and crossed one leg over the other, careful not to destroy the razor crease in his beautifully tailored trousers. ‘The plan?’ he prompted.


  Webberly poked at a stack of files on his desk. ‘I'd like Lynley on this.’


  Hillier cocked an eyebrow. ‘Lynley and Nies for a second go-round? Haven't we had trouble enough in that quarter, Malcolm? Besides, Lynley's not on rota this weekend.’


  ‘That can be dealt with.’ Webberly hesitated. He watched the other man. ‘You're letting me hang here, David,’ he said at last.


  Hillier smiled. ‘Forgive me. I was waiting to see how you were going to ask for her.’


  ‘Damn you,’ Webberly cursed softly. ‘You know me too well by half.’


  ‘Let's say I know you're too fair for your own good. Let me advise you on this, Malcolm. Leave Havers where you put her.’


  Webberly winced and swiped at a nonexistent fly. ‘It grates on my conscience.’


  ‘Don't be a bloody fool. Don't be worse than that — don't be a sentimental fool. Barbara Havers proved herself incapable of getting along with a single DI for her entire tenure in CID. She's been back in uniform these past eight months and doing a better job there. Leave her.’


  ‘I didn't try her with Lynley.’


  ‘You didn't try her with the Prince of Wales either! It's not your responsibility to keep moving detective sergeants around until they find a little niche in which they can grow old happily. It's your responsibility to see that the flaming job gets done. And no job got done with Havers on it. Admit it!’


  ‘I think she's learned from the experience.’


  ‘Learned what? That being a truculent pigheaded little bitch is not likely to advance her up the ranks?’


  Webberly let Hillier's words scathe the air between them. ‘Well,’ he said finally, ‘that was always the problem, wasn't it?’


  Hillier recognized the sound of defeat in his friend's voice. That was indeed the problem: advancing through the ranks. God, what an ignorant thing to say. ‘Forgive me, Malcolm.’ He quickly finished his sherry, an act that gave him something to do other than look at his brother-in-law's face. ‘You deserve my job. We both know it, don't we?’


  ‘Don't be absurd.’


  But Hillier stood. ‘I'll put a call out for Havers.’


  Detective Sergeant Barbara Havers tugged the door of the super's office shut, walked stiffly past his secretary, and made her way into the corridor. She was white with rage.


  God! God, how dare they! She pushed her way past a clerk, not bothering to stop when the folders he was carrying slipped from his grasp and scattered. She marched right through them. Who did they think they were dealing with? Did they think she was so stupid she couldn't see the ploy? God damn them! God damn them!


  She blinked, telling herself that there would be no tears, that she would not cry, that she would not react. The sign LADIES appeared miraculously in front of her and she ducked inside. No one was present. Here, it was cool. Had it really been so hot in Webberly's office? Or had it been her outrage? She fumbled at her tie, jerked it loose, and stumbled over to the basin. The cold water gushed out of the tap beneath her fumbling fingers, sending a spray on to her uniform skirt and across her white blouse. That did it. She looked at herself in the mirror and burst into tears.


  ‘You cow,’ she sneered. ‘You stupid, ugly cow!’ She was not a woman easily given to tears, so they were hot and bitter, tasting strange and feeling stranger as they coursed down her cheeks, making unattractive rivulets across what was an extremely plain, extremely pug-like face.


  ‘You're a real sight, Barbara,’ she upbraided her reflection. ‘You're an absolute vision!’ Sobbing, she twisted away from the basin, resting her head against the cool tile of the wall.


  At thirty years old, Barbara Havers was a decidedly unattractive woman, but a woman who appeared to be doing everything possible to make herself so. Fine, shiny hair the colour of pinewood might have been suitably styled for the shape of her face. But instead she wore it cut bluntly at an unforgivable length just below her ears as if a too-small bowl had been placed upon her head for a model. She used no make-up. Heavy, unplucked eyebrows drew attention to the smallness of her eyes rather than to their fine intelligence. A thin mouth, never heightened in any way by colour, was pressed permanently into a disapproving frown. The entire effect was that of a woman stubby, sturdy, and entirely unapproachable.


  So they've given you the golden boy, she thought. What a treat for you, Barb! After eight miserable months, they bring you back from the street ‘for another chance’ — and all the while it's Lynley!


  ‘I will not,’ she muttered. ‘I will not do it! I will not work with that sodding little fop!’


  She pushed herself away from the wall and returned to the basin. She ran cold water into it carefully this time, bending to bathe her hot face and scrub away the incriminating sign of her tears.


  ‘I'd like to give you another opportunity in CID,’ Webberly had said. He'd been fingering a letter-opener on his desk, but she'd noticed the Ripper photos on the walls and her heart had soared. To be on the Ripper! Oh God, yes! When do I start? Is it with MacPherson?


  ‘It's a peculiar case involving a girl up in Yorkshire.’ Oh, so it's not the Ripper. But, still, it's a case. A girl, you say? Of course I can help. Is it Stewart, then? He's an old hand in Yorkshire. We'd work well together. I know we would.


  ‘In fact, I'm expecting to receive the information in about three-quarters of an hour. I'll need you here then — if you're interested, that is.’ If I'm interested! Three-quarters of an hour gives me time to change. Have a bite to eat. Get back here. Then be on the late train to York. Will we meet up there? Shall I see about a car?


  ‘I'll need you to pop round to Chelsea before then, I'm afraid.’


  The conversation ground to a sudden halt. ‘To Chelsea, sir?’ What on earth had Chelsea to do with all this?


  ‘Yes,’ Webberly said easily, dropping the letter-opener on to the general clutter on his desk. ‘You'll be working with Inspector Lynley, and unfortunately we've got to pull him out of the St James wedding in Chelsea.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘The wedding was at eleven, so no doubt they're well into the reception by now. We've been trying to raise him on the phone, but apparently it's been left off the hook.’ He looked up in time to see the shock on her face. ‘Something wrong, Sergeant?’


  ‘Inspector Lynley?’ She saw it all at once, the reason they needed her, the reason why no one else would really quite do.


  ‘Yes, Lynley. Is there a problem?’


  ‘No, no problem at all.’ And then, as an afterthought, ‘Sir.’


  Webberly's shrewd eyes evaluated her response. ‘Good. I'm glad to hear it. There's a lot you might learn from working with Lynley.’ Still the eyes watched, gauging her reaction. ‘Try to be back here as fast as you can.’ He gave his attention back to the papers on his desk. She was dismissed.


  Barbara looked at herself in the mirror and fumbled in the pocket of her skirt for a comb. Lynley. She tugged the plastic through her hair mercilessly, dragging it against her scalp, abrading the skin, welcoming the pain. Lynley! It was only too obvious why they'd brought her back out of uniform. They wanted Lynley on the case. But they needed a woman as well. And every person in Victoria Street knew that there wasn't a female in CID who was safe near Lynley. He'd slept his way through department and division, leaving a trail of the discarded behind him. He had the reputation of a racehorse put out to stud and, from all the tales told, the endurance as well. She angrily shoved the comb back into her pocket.


  So, how does it feel, she demanded of her reflection, to be the one lucky woman whose virtue is quite secure in the presence of the almighty Lynley? No wandering hands while our Barb's in the car! No confidential dinners to ‘go over our notes’. No invitations to Cornwall to ‘think the case out’. No fear here, Barb. God knows that you're safe with Lynley. In her five years working in the same division with the man, she was certain he'd managed to avoid so much as saying her name, let alone having a single second's foul contact with her. As if a grammar-school background and a working-class accent were social diseases that might infect him if he were not scrupulously careful to keep himself clear of them.


  She left the room and stalked down the corridor towards the lift. Was there anyone in all of New Scotland Yard whom she hated more than she hated Lynley? He was a miraculous combination of every single thing that she thoroughly despised: educated at Eton, a first in history at Oxford, a public-school voice, and a bloody family tree that had its roots somewhere just this side of the Battle of Hastings. Upper class. Bright. And so damnably charming that she couldn't understand why every criminal in the city simply didn't surrender to accommodate him.


  His whole reason for working at the Yard was a joke, a flaming little myth that she didn't believe for a moment. He wanted to be useful, to make a contribution. He preferred a career in London to life on the estate. What a ruddy good laugh!


  The lift doors opened and she punched furiously for the garage. And hadn't his career been convenient and sweet, purchased lock, stock, and barrel with the family funds? He bought his way right into his current position and he'd be a Commissioner before he was through. God knew inheriting that precious title hadn't hurt his chances for success one bit. He'd gone from sergeant to inspector in record time straight away. Everyone knew why.


  She headed for her car, a rusty Mini in the far corner of the garage. How nice to be rich, to be titled like Lynley, to work only for a lark, and then to swing home to the Belgravia townhouse or, better yet, fly to the Cornish estate. With butlers and maids and cooks and valets.


  And think of it, Barb: picture yourself in the presence of such greatness. What shall you do? Shall you swoon or vomit first?


  She flung her handbag into the rear seat of the Mini, slammed the door, and started the car with a sputter and a roar. The wheels squealed on the pavement as she ascended the ramp, nodded brusquely towards the officer on guard in the kiosk, and headed for the street.


  The light weekend traffic made getting from Victoria Street to the Embankment a manoeuvre of a few minutes only, and, once there, the mild breeze of the October afternoon cooled her temper, calmed her nerves, and coaxed her into forgetting her indignation. It was a pleasant drive, really, to the St James house.


  Barbara liked Simon Allcourt-St James, had liked him from the first time she had met him ten years ago when she was a nervous twenty-year-old probationary police constable all too aware of being a woman in a closely guarded man's world where women police were still called Wopsies after a few drinks. And she'd been called worse than that — she knew it. Damn them all to hell. To them, any woman who aspired to CID was a bona-fide freak and made to feel that way. But to St James, two years her senior, she had been an acceptable colleague, even a friend.


  St James was now an independent forensic scientist, but he had begun his career at the Yard. By his twenty-fourth birthday, he was the very best of the scene-of-crime men, quick, observant, intuitive. He could have gone in any direction: investigations, pathology, administration, anywhere. But it had all ended one night eight years ago on a drive with Lynley, a wild junket through the back roads of Surrey. They had both been drunk — St James was always prompt to admit this fact. But everyone knew that it was Lynley who had been driving that night, Lynley who had lost control on a curve, Lynley who had walked away without a scratch while his childhood friend, St James, had emerged a cripple. And, although he could have continued his career at the Yard, St James had instead retired to a family house in Chelsea, where for the next four years he had lived like a recluse. Score that to old Lynley, she thought sourly.


  She couldn't believe that St James had actually maintained his friendship with the man. But he had, and something, some sort of quirky situation, had cemented their relationship nearly five years ago and had brought St James back into the field where he belonged. Score that, she thought reluctantly, to Lynley as well.


  She pulled the Mini into an available space in Lawrence Street and walked back along Lordship Place towards Cheyne Row. Not far from the river, it was an area of the city where elaborate white plaster and woodwork decorated deep umber brick buildings and black paint restored the wrought iron at windows and balconies. In keeping with the village that Chelsea once had been, the streets were narrow, metamorphosed into bright autumn tunnels by sycamores and elms. St James' house stood on a corner, and as she passed by the high brick wall that fenced in the garden, Barbara heard the sounds of the party in progress. A voice was raised in a toast. Shouts of approval followed applause. An old oak door in the wall was closed, but that was just as well. Dressed as she was, she hardly wanted to burst into the festivities as if she were making an arrest.


  She rounded the corner to find the front door of the tall, old house open to the late-afternoon sun. The sound of laughter floated towards her, the pure tones of silver and china, the popping of champagne, and somewhere in the garden the music of violin and flute. There were flowers everywhere, right out on to the front steps where the balustrades were twined with white and pink roses that filled the air with a heady perfume. Even the balconies above held potted convolvuluses that tumbled trumpet-shaped flowers in a riot of colours over the edge.


  Barbara drew in a breath and mounted the steps. There was no point to knocking, for although several guests near the door gave her inquisitive glances as she hesitated outside in her ill-fitting uniform, they strolled back towards the garden without speaking to her, and it soon became apparent that if she wanted to find Lynley she would have to barge right into the wedding reception to do so. The thought made her more than a little bit ill.


  She was about to retreat cravenly to her car to retrieve an old mackintosh that would at least cover up her clothes — too tight in the hips and straining the material at shoulder and neck — when the sounds of footsteps and laughter close by directed her attention to the stairway in the hall. A woman was descending, calling over her shoulder to someone who remained on the floor above.


  ‘Just the two of us are going. You must come as well and we'll make a party of it, Sid.’ She turned, saw Barbara, and stopped where she was, one hand on the banister. It was very nearly a pose, for she was the kind of woman who could manage to make yards of haphazardly arranged teal-coloured silk look like the very latest word in haute couture. She was not particularly tall, but very slender, with a fall of chestnut hair framing a perfect oval face. From the dozens of times she had been to fetch Lynley from the Yard, Barbara recognized her at once. She was Lynley's longest-running mistress and St James' lab assistant, Lady Helen Clyde. Lady Helen completed her descent and crossed the hall to the door. So confident, Barbara noted, so completely self-possessed.


  ‘I've the most dreadful feeling that you've come for Tommy,’ she said immediately, extending her hand. ‘Hello. I'm Helen Clyde.’


  Barbara introduced herself, surprised at the firmness of the woman's grip. Her hands were thin, very cool to the touch. ‘He's wanted at the Yard.’


  ‘Poor man. How miserable. How damnably unfair.’ Lady Helen spoke more to herself than to the other woman, for she suddenly shot Barbara an apologetic smile. ‘But it's not your fault, is it? Come, he's just this way.’


  Without waiting for a reply, she moved down the hallway to the garden door, giving Barbara no choice but to follow. However, at her first glimpse of the cluster of linen-covered tables at which fashionably clad guests chatted and laughed, Barbara stepped quickly back into the dimly lit hall. Her fingers wandered up to her neck.


  Lady Helen paused, her dark eyes reflective. ‘Shall I search Tommy out for you?’ she offered with another quick smile. ‘It's a crush out there, isn't it?’


  ‘Thank you,’ Barbara replied stiffly and watched her walk across the lawn to a group standing in merry conversation round a tall man who managed to look as if somehow he'd been born wearing morning dress.


  Lady Helen touched his arm and said a few words. The man looked towards the house, revealing a face that bore the unmistakable stamp of aristocracy. It was a Greek sculpture sort of face, unaccountably timeless. He brushed his blond hair back from his forehead, placed his champagne glass on a table nearby, and, after exchanging a quip with one of his friends, came towards the house with Lady Helen at his side.


  From the safety of the shadows, Barbara watched Lynley's approach. His movements were graceful, fluid, like a cat's. He was the handsomest man she had ever seen. She loathed him.


  ‘Sergeant Havers.’ He nodded when they joined her. ‘I'm not on call this weekend.’ Barbara read the implication clearly: You're interrupting me, Havers.


  ‘Webberly sent me, sir. Ring him if you like.’ She didn't look at him directly as she replied but, rather, focused her eyes somewhere just over his left shoulder.


  ‘But surely he knows that today's the wedding, Tommy,’ Lady Helen protested mildly.


  Lynley let out his breath in a puff of anger. ‘Damn and blast, of course he knows.’ He glanced out at the lawn, then sharply back to Barbara. ‘Is this Ripper business? I'd been told that John Stewart would join MacPherson.’


  ‘It's business in the North as far as I know. Some girl's involved.’ Barbara thought he'd appreciate that piece of information. Some spice to the case, just the way he liked it: a tart for dessert. She waited for him to demand the particulars that, no doubt, were first and foremost on his mind: age, marital status, and measurements of the damsel whose distress he was only too willing to alleviate.


  His eyes narrowed. ‘In the North?’


  Lady Helen laughed regretfully. ‘Well, there go our plans to go dancing tonight, Tommy darling, and I was just persuading Sidney to come as well.’


  ‘I suppose it can't be helped,’ Lynley replied; But he moved abruptly from the shadows into the light, and both the tightness of the movement and the play of a repressed reaction on his face told Barbara how irritated he really was.


  Lady Helen evidently saw this as well, for she spoke again cheerfully. ‘Of course, Sid and I could easily go dancing alone. With androgyny the rage, no doubt one of us might be taken for a man no matter how we dress. Or there's Jeffrey Cusick. We could telephone him.’ It was somehow a personal joke between them and it had its desired effect, for Lynley relaxed into a smile. He followed it with a dry chuckle.


  ‘Cusick? My God, these are desperate times.’


  ‘Oh, you may laugh,’ Lady Helen replied and did so herself, ‘but he took us to Royal Ascot when you were far too busily engaged in some bloodthirsty murder watch at St Pancras Station. Cambridge men, you see, have all sorts of fine qualities.’


  Lynley laughed outright, ‘Among which is the tendency to look like a penguin when formally dressed.’


  ‘You dreadful creature!’ Lady Helen gave her attention to Barbara. ‘May I at least offer you some lovely crab salad before you drag Tommy back to the Yard? Years ago, I was served the most terrifying egg sandwich there. If the food's not improved, this may be your last chance to eat well today.’


  Barbara glanced at her watch. She sensed an undercurrent of urgency in Lynley and knew quite well that he wanted her to accept the invitation so that he'd have a few more minutes with his friends before being called back to duty. She wasn't about to accommodate him. ‘There's a meeting in twenty minutes, I'm afraid.’


  Lady Helen sighed. ‘Well, that's hardly enough time to do it the justice it deserves. Shall I wait for you, Tommy, or shall I phone Jeffrey?’


  ‘Don't do that,’ Lynley responded. ‘Your father would never forgive you for putting your future into the hands of Cambridge.’


  She smiled. ‘Very well. If you're off, then, let me fetch the bride and groom to bid you farewell.’


  His face altered swiftly. ‘No. Helen. I … just make my excuses.’


  A look passed between them, something said without being said. ‘You must see them, Tommy,’ Lady Helen murmured. There was another pause, a compromise being sought. ‘I'll tell them you're waiting in the study.’ She left quickly, giving Lynley no chance to respond.


  He uttered something inaudible under his breath, following Lady Helen with his eyes as she wove back through the crowd. ‘Have you brought a car?’ he asked Barbara suddenly and started down the hall, away from the celebration.


  Nonplussed, she followed. ‘A Mini. You're not exactly dressed for its splendour.’


  ‘I'll adjust, I'm sure. Chameleon-like. What colour is it?’


  She was puzzled by the query, an ill-concealed attempt to make conversation as they walked to the front of the house. ‘Mostly rust, I'm afraid.’


  ‘My favourite.’ He held open a door and motioned her into a dark room.


  ‘I'll just wait in the car, sir. I've left it—’


  ‘Stay here, Sergeant.’ It was a command.


  Reluctantly, she preceded him. The curtains had been drawn; the only light came from the door which they had opened. But Barbara could see it was a man's room, richly panelled in dark oak and filled with shelves of books, well-used furniture, and an atmosphere redolent of comfortable old leather and the fragrance of Scotch.


  Lynley gravitated absently to a wall that was covered with framed photographs and stood there quietly, his eyes on a portrait that was central to the display. It had been taken in a cemetery, and the man who was its subject bent to touch the inscription on a tombstone whose carving had long since been obliterated by time. The skilful composition of the piece directed the viewer's eyes not to the awkward leg brace that distorted the man's posture but to the piercing interest that lit his gaunt face. Studying the picture, Lynley seemed to have forgotten her presence.


  The moment, Barbara decided, was probably as good as any to give him the news.


  ‘I'm off the street,’ she announced bluntly. ‘That's why I've come, if you're wondering.’


  He turned slowly towards her. ‘Back in CID?’ he asked. ‘Good for you, Barbara.’


  ‘But not for you.’


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘Well, someone's got to tell you, since Webberly obviously hasn't. Congratulations: you're stuck with me.’ She waited to see his look of surprise. When it was evident that none was forthcoming, she pushed on. ‘Of course, it's damned awkward having me assigned to you — don't think I don't know it. I can't figure out what Webberly wants.’ She was stumbling on, barely hearing her own words, uncertain whether she was trying to forestall or provoke his inevitable reaction: the sharp explosion of anger, the movement to the telephone to demand an explanation, or, worse, the icy politeness that would last until he got the superintendent behind closed doors. ‘All that I can think is that there's no one else available or that I've got some sort of wonderful latent talent that only Webberly knows of. Or maybe it's a bit of a practical joke.’ She laughed, a little too loudly.


  ‘Or perhaps you're the best for the job,’ Lynley finished. ‘What do you know about the case?’


  ‘I… nothing. Only that—’


  ‘Tommy?’ They swung around at the sound of the voice, the single word spoken as if on a breath. The bride stood in the doorway, a spray of flowers in one hand and others tucked into the tumble of coppery hair that fell round her shoulders and down her back. Backlit from the hallway, she looked in her ivory dress as if she were surrounded entirely by a cloud, a Titian creation come to life. ‘Helen tells me you're leaving…?’


  Lynley appeared to have nothing to say. He felt in his pockets, brought out a gold cigarette case, opened it, and then snapped it shut with a flash of annoyance. During this operation, the bride watched him, the flowers in her hand trembling momentarily.


  ‘It's the Yard, Deb,’ Lynley finally answered. ‘I have to go.’


  She watched him without speaking, fingering a pendant she wore at her throat. Not until he met her eyes did she reply. ‘What a disappointment for everyone. It's not an emergency, I hope. Simon told me last night that you might be reassigned to the Ripper case.’


  ‘No. Just a meeting.’


  ‘Ah.’ She looked as if she might say something more — indeed, she began to do so — but instead she turned to Barbara with a friendly smile. ‘I'm Deborah St James.’


  Lynley rubbed his forehead. ‘Lord, I am sorry.’ Mechanically, he completed the introduction. ‘Where's Simon?’


  ‘He was right behind me, but I think Dad caught him. He's absolutely terrified to let us off on our own, certain I'll never take care of Simon well enough.’ Her laughter bubbled up. ‘Perhaps I should have considered the problems of marrying a man my father is so inordinately fond of. “The electrodes,” he keeps lecturing me. “You mustn't forget to see to his leg every morning.” I think he's told me that ten times today.’


  ‘I imagine it was all you could do to keep him from going on the honeymoon as well.’


  ‘Well, of course, they've not been apart for more than a day since…’ She stopped suddenly, awkwardly. Their eyes met. She bit the inside of her lip and an ugly flush stained her cheeks.


  There was an immediate, anxious silence between them, the kind in which the most telling sort of communication exists in body language and tension in the air. It was finally — mercifully, Barbara decided — broken by the sound of slow, painfully uneven footsteps in the hall, awkward harbinger of Deborah's husband.


  ‘I see that you've come to capture Tommy.’ St James paused in the doorway but continued to speak quietly, as was his habit, to direct attention away from his disability and put others at ease in his presence. ‘That's a strange twist on tradition, Barbara. Time was when the brides were kidnapped, not the best man.’


  He was, Barbara decided, very much Hephaestus to Lynley's Apollo. Aside from his eyes, the satin blue of a highland sky, and his hands, the sensitive tools of an artist, Simon Allcourt-St James was singularly unattractive. His hair was dark, unruly with curls, and haphazardly cut in a way that did nothing to make it manageable. His face was a combination of aquilinity and angles, harsh in repose, forbidding in anger, yet vibrant with good nature when softened by his smile. He was sapling thin, but not sapling sturdy, a man who had known too much pain and sorrow at far too young an age.


  Barbara smiled as he joined them, her first genuine smile of the entire afternoon. ‘But even best men are generally not kidnapped to New Scotland Yard. How are you, Simon?’


  ‘Fine. Or so my father-in-law continues to tell me. Lucky as well. It seems he saw it all from the beginning. He knew it directly the day of her birth. You've been introduced to Deborah?’


  ‘Only just now.’


  ‘And we can keep you no longer?’


  ‘Webberly's called a meeting,’ Lynley put in. ‘You know how that is.’


  ‘How I do. Then, we won't ask you to stay. We're off ourselves in a very little while. Helen has the address if anything should come up.’


  ‘Don't give a thought to that.’ Lynley paused as if he were not quite sure what to do next. ‘My warmest congratulations, St James,’ he settled on saying.


  ‘Thank you,’ the other man replied. He nodded to Barbara, touched his bride's shoulder lightly, and left the room.


  How odd, Barbara thought. They didn't even shake hands.


  ‘Will you go to the Yard dressed like that?’ Deborah asked Lynley.


  He looked at his clothes ruefully. ‘Anything to keep up my reputation as a rake.’ They laughed together. It was a warm communication that died as suddenly as it had risen. From it grew yet another little silence.


  ‘Well,’ Lynley began.


  ‘I'd a speech all planned,’ Deborah said quickly, looking down at her flowers. They trembled once again in her hand and a shower of baby's breath fell to the floor. She raised her head. ‘Something … it was just the kind of thing Helen might say. Talk about my childhood, Dad, this house. You know the sort of thing. Witty and clever. But I'm absolutely pathetic at that sort of thing. Quite out of my depth. A hopeless incompetent.’ She looked down again to see that a very small dachschund had come into the study and carried in its jaws a woman's sequined handbag. The dog placed the bag at Deborah's satin-shod feet, supremely confident that the offering had merit. A tail wagged in the friendliest fashion. ‘Oh, no! Peach!’ Laughing, Deborah bent to retrieve the purloined article, but when she straightened, her green eyes glittered with tears. ‘Thank you, Tommy. For everything. Really. For it all.’


  ‘The best, Deb,’ he said lightly in reply. He went to her, hugged her quickly to him, and brushed a kiss against her hair.


  And it came to Barbara, as she stood there watching, that for some reason St James had left the two of them together precisely so that Lynley could do just that.


  3


  The body had no head. That single, grisly detail was the most prominent feature of the police photographs that were being passed among the three CID officers gathered at the circular table in the Scotland Yard office.


  Father Hart looked nervously from one face to the next, and he fingered the tiny silver rosary in his pocket. It had been blessed by Pius XII in 1952. Not an individual audience, of course. One could never hope for that. But certainly that trembling, numinous hand making the sign of the cross over two thousand reverential pilgrims counted for a powerful sort of something. Eyes closed, he'd held the rosary high above his head as if somehow that would allow the Pope's blessing to strike it more potently.


  He was well on his way into the third decade of the sorrowful mysteries when the tall, blond man spoke.


  ‘“What a blow was there given,”’ he murmured, and Father Hart looked his way.


  Was he a policeman? Father Hart couldn't understand why the man was dressed so formally, but now, upon hearing the words, he looked at him hopefully. ‘Ah, Shakespeare. Yes. Just the very thing somehow.’ The big man with the awful cigar looked at him blankly. Father Hart cleared his throat and watched them continue to scrutinize the pictures.


  He'd been with them for nearly a quarter of an hour and in that time barely a word had been exchanged. A cigar had been lit by the older man, the woman had twice bitten off something she'd intended to say, and nothing more had occurred until that line from Shakespeare.


  The woman tapped her fingers restlessly on the top of the table. She at least was some sort of police person. Father Hart knew that by the uniform she wore. But she seemed so entirely unpleasant with her tiny, shifting eyes and her grim little mouth. She would never do. Not what he needed. Not what Roberta needed. What should he say?


  The horrid photographs continued to be passed among them. Father Hart did not need to see them. He knew far too well what they captured. He'd been there first, and it was all so unspeakably engraved on his mind. William Teys sprawled out on his side — all six feet four of him — in a ghastly, quasi-foetal position, right arm extended as if he'd been reaching for something, left arm curled into his stomach, knees drawn up halfway to his chest, and where the head had been … there was simply nothing. Like Cloten himself. But no Imogen there to awaken in horror by his side. Just Roberta. And those terrifying words: ‘I did it. I'm not sorry.’


  The head had rolled into a mound of sodden hay in a corner of the stall. And when he'd seen it … Oh God, the stealthy eyes of a barn rat glittered in the cavity — quite small, of course — but the quivering grey snout was brilliant with blood and the tiny paws dug! Our Father, who art in heaven…Our Father, who art in heaven…Oh, there's more, there's more and I can't remember it now!


  ‘Father Hart.’ The blond man in the morning coat had removed his reading spectacles and had taken from his pocket a gold cigarette case. ‘Do you smoke ?’


  ‘I…yes, thank you.’ The priest snatched quickly at the case so that the others might not see how his hand trembled. The man passed the case to the woman, who shook her head sharply in refusal. A silver lighter was produced. It all took a few moments, blessed time to allow him to gather together his fragmented thoughts.


  The blond man relaxed in his chair and studied a long line of photographs that had been posted on one of the walls of the office. ‘Why did you go to the farm that day, Father Hart?’ he asked quietly, his eyes moving from one picture to the next.


  Father Hart squinted myopically across the room. Were those pictures of suspects? he wondered hopefully. Had Scotland Yard seen fit to begin pursuing this malevolent beast already? He couldn't tell, wasn't even certain from this distance that the photographs were of people at all.


  ‘It was Sunday,’ he replied as if that would somehow say everything.


  The blond man turned his head at that. Surprisingly, his eyes were an engaging brown. ‘Were you in the habit of going to Teys' farm on Sundays? For dinner or something?’


  ‘Oh … I … excuse me, I thought the report, you see…’ This would never do. Father Hart sucked eagerly at the cigarette. He looked at his fingers. The nicotine stains climbed past every joint. No wonder he'd been offered one. He shouldn't have forgotten his own, should have bought a packet back at King's Cross. But there was so very much then.…He puffed hungrily at the tobacco.


  ‘Father Hart?’ the older man said. He was obviously the blond's superior. They'd all been introduced but he'd stupidly forgotten their names. The woman's he knew: Havers. Sergeant, by her garments. But the other two had slipped his mind. He gazed at their grave faces in mounting panic.


  ‘I'm sorry. You asked …?’


  ‘Did you go to Teys' farm every Sunday?’


  Father Hart made a determined effort to think clearly, chronologically, systematically for once. His fingers sought the rosary in his pocket. The cross dug into his thumb. He could feel the tiny corpus stretched out in agony. Oh Lord, to die that way. ‘No,’ he answered in a rush. ‘William is … was our precentor. Such a wonderful basso profundo. He could make the church ring with sound and I…’ Father Hart took a ragged breath to put himself back on the track. ‘He'd not come to Mass that morning, nor had Roberta. I was concerned. The Teys never miss Mass. So I went to the farm.’


  The cigar smoker squinted at him through the pungent smoke. ‘Do you do that for all your parishioners? Must certainly keep them in line if you do.’


  Father Hart had smoked his cigarette down to the filter. There was nothing for it but to stub it out. The blond man did the same although his was not half-smoked. He brought out the case and offered another. Again the silver lighter appeared; the flame caught, produced the smoke that seared his throat, soothed his nerves, numbed his lungs.


  ‘Well, it was mostly because Olivia was concerned.’


  A glance at the report. ‘Olivia Odell?’


  Father Hart nodded eagerly. ‘She and William Teys, you see, had just become engaged. The announcement was to be made at a small tea that afternoon. She'd rung him several times after Mass but got nothing. So she came to me.’


  ‘Why didn't she go out there herself?’


  ‘She wanted to, of course. But there was Bridie and the duck. He'd got lost somehow, the usual family crisis, and she couldn't be settled down until he was recovered.’


  The three others glanced at one another warily. The priest reddened. How absurd it all sounded! He plunged on. ‘You see, Bridie is Olivia's little girl. She has a pet duck. Well, not really a pet, not in the actual sense.’ How could he explain all of it to them, all the twists and turns of their village life? Even the predominantly Catholic persuasion of the villagers was odd in an English village.


  The blond man spoke, kindly. ‘So while Olivia and Bridie were looking for the duck, you went out to the farm.’


  ‘That's so exactly right. Thank you.’ Father Hart smiled gratefully.


  ‘Tell us what happened when you arrived.’


  ‘I went to the house first, but no one was there. The door wasn't locked, and I remember thinking that was strange. William always locked everything tight as a drum if he went out. He was peculiar that way. Insisted I do the same with the church if I wasn't about. Even when the choir practised on Wednesdays, he never once left until every person was gone and I'd seen to the doors. That's the way he was.’


  ‘I imagine his unlocked house gave you a bit of a turn,’ the blond man said.


  ‘It did, really. Even at one o'clock in the afternoon. So, when I couldn't raise anyone with a knock’ — he looked at them all apologetically — ‘I suppose I walked right in.’


  ‘Anything peculiar inside?’


  ‘Nothing at all. It was perfectly clean, as it always was. There was, however…’ His eyes shifted to the window. How to explain?


  ‘Yes?’


  ‘The candles had burned down.’


  ‘Have they no electricity?’


  Father Hart looked at them earnestly. ‘These are votive candles. They were always lit. Always. Twenty-four hours a day.’


  ‘For a shrine, you mean?’


  ‘Yes, that's exactly what it is. A shrine,’ he agreed immediately and hurried on. ‘When I saw that, I knew at once something was wrong. Neither William nor Roberta would ever have let the candles go out. So I went through the house. And from there, out to the barn.’


  ‘ And there…?’


  What was there really left to report? The chilling tranquillity had told him at once. Outside, in the near pasture, the bleating of sheep and the cry of birds spoke of sanity and peace. But in the barn, the absolute quiet was the core of diablerie. Even from the door, the rich cloying smell of pooled blood had reached him, over the mixed odours of manure and grain and rotting hay. It had drawn him forward with seductive, unavoidable hands.


  Roberta had been sitting on an overturned pail in one of the stalls, a big girl born of her father's stock, used to the labour of a farm. She was motionless, staring not at the headless monstrosity that lay at her feet but at the opposite wall and at the cracks that mapped its surface.


  ‘Roberta?’ he had called urgently. He felt sickness rising from stomach to throat and his bowels loosening.


  There was no response, not a breath, not a movement. Just the sight of her broad back, her sturdy legs curled beneath her, the axe at her side. And then, over her shoulder, he'd seen the body clearly for the first time.


  ‘I did it. I'm not sorry.’ The only thing she'd said.


  Father Hart squeezed his eyes shut against the memory. ‘I went at once to the house and rang Gabriel.’


  For a moment Lynley believed that the priest was talking about the archangel himself. The odd little man did seem a bit in touch with other worlds as he sat there painfully struggling through his story.


  ‘Gabriel?’ Webberly asked incredulously. Lynley could tell that the super's patience was wearing thin. He fingered through the report for some indication of the name and found it quickly enough.


  ‘Gabriel Langston. Village constable,’ he said. ‘And I take it, Father, that Constable Langston phoned the Richmond police at once?’


  The priest nodded. He looked warily at Lynley's cigarette case and the other man opened it and offered another round. Havers refused and the priest was about to do so as well until Lynley took one himself. His throat felt raw, but he knew they'd never get to the end of the story unless the cleric was supplied with nicotine, and it appeared that he needed a companion in his vice. Lynley swallowed uncomfortably, longed for a whisky, lit up again, and let the cigarette burn itself to nothing in the ashtray.


  ‘Police came down from Richmond. It was all very quick. It was … they took Roberta.’


  ‘Well, what could you expect? She admitted to the crime.’ Havers had spoken. She'd risen from her seat and wandered to the window. Her voice clearly informed them that in her opinion they were wasting their time with this foolish old man, that they ought to be barrelling towards the North at this very moment.


  ‘Lots of people admit to crimes,’ Webberly said, motioning her back to her seat. ‘I've had twenty-five confessions to the Ripper killings so far.’


  ‘I just wanted to point out—’


  ‘That can come later.’


  ‘Roberta didn't kill her father,’ the priest went on as if the other two had not spoken. ‘It's just not possible.’


  ‘But family crimes happen,’ Lynley said gently.


  ‘Not when there's whiskers.’


  To the priest's bizarre comment — so obviously logical and satisfactory to himself — no one made a response. No one spoke at all or looked particularly at anyone else. There was a lengthy, unendurable pause in the proceedings, broken by Webberly, who pushed away from the table. ‘Jesus,’ he muttered. ‘I'm terribly sorry, but…’ He stalked to a cabinet in a corner of the room and pulled out three bottles. ‘Whisky, sherry, or brandy?’ he asked the others.


  Lynley sent a prayer of thanksgiving to Bacchus. ‘Whisky,’ he replied.


  ‘Havers?’


  ‘Nothing for me,’ she said primly. ‘I'm on duty.’


  ‘Yes, of course. Father, what'll it be?’


  ‘Oh, a sherry would be only too—’


  ‘Sherry it is.’ Webberly tossed back a small, neat whisky before pouring again and returning to the table.


  They all stared meditatively into their glasses, as if each wondered who'd be the first to ask the question. Lynley finally did so, his throat newly soothed by the fragrant single malt. ‘Ah … whiskers?’ he prompted.


  Father Hart looked down at the papers spread out on the table. ‘Isn't it in the report?’ he asked plaintively. ‘About the dog?’


  ‘Yes, it does mention the dog.’


  ‘That was Whiskers,’ the priest explained, and sanity was restored.


  There was collective relief. ‘It was dead in the stall with Teys,’ Lynley noted aloud.


  ‘Yes, don't you see? That's why we all of us know Roberta's innocent. Aside from the fact that she was devoted to her father, there's Whiskers to consider. She would never hurt Whiskers.’ Father Hart eagerly sought out the words to explain. ‘He was a farm dog, part of the family since Roberta was five. He was retired, of course, a bit blind, but one just doesn't put down dogs like that. Everyone in the village knew Whiskers. He was a bit of a pet to all of us. He'd wander down of an afternoon to Nigel Parrish's house on the common, have a bit of a lie in the sun whilst Nigel played the organ — he's our organist at church, you see. Or sometimes he'd have his tea at Olivia's.’


  ‘Got on with the duck, did he?’ Webberly asked, straight-faced.


  ‘Oh, famously!’ Father Hart beamed. ‘Whiskers got on with us all. And when Roberta was out and about, he followed her everywhere. That's why, when they took Roberta, I had to do something. And here I am.’


  ‘Yes, indeed, here you are,’ Webberly concluded. ‘You've been more than helpful, Father. I believe Inspector Lynley and Sergeant Havers have all that they need for now.’ He got to his feet and opened the door of his office. ‘Harriman?’


  The Morse-like tapping of word-processor keys stopped. A chair scraped on the floor. Webberly's secretary popped into the room.


  Dorothea Harriman bore a modest resemblance to the Princess of Wales, which she emphasized to a disconcerting degree by tinting her sculptured hair the approximate shade of sunlight on wheat and refusing to wear her spectacles in the presence of anyone likely to comment upon the Spencerian shape of her nose and chin. She was eager to advance, swept up in her ‘c'reer,’ as she monosyllabically called it. She was intelligent enough to make a success of her job and would most likely do so, especially if she could bring herself to renounce her distracting manner of dress, which everyone referred to as Parody Princess. Today she was wearing what looked like a drop-waisted pink ball gown that had been shortened for everyday wear. It was utterly hideous.


  ‘Yes, Superintendent?’ she asked. In spite of threats and imprecations, Harriman insisted upon calling every employee at the Yard by his or her full title.


  Webberly turned to the priest. ‘Are you staying in London, Father, or returning to Yorkshire?’


  ‘I'm on the late train back. Confessions were this afternoon, you see, and as I wasn't there I did promise to have them until eleven tonight.’


  ‘Of course.’ Webberly nodded. ‘Call a cab for Father Han,’ he told Harriman.


  ‘Oh, but I haven't enough—’


  Webberly held up a restraining hand. ‘It's on the Yard, Father,’


  On the Yard. The priest mouthed the words, coloured with pleasure at the implication of brotherhood and acceptance behind them. He allowed the superintendent's secretary to shepherd him from the room.


  ‘What do you drink when you do drink, Sergeant Havers?’


  Webberly asked when Father Hart had gone.


  ‘Tonic water, sir,’ she replied.


  ‘Right,’ he muttered and opened the door again. ‘Harriman,’ he barked, ‘find a bottle of Schweppes for Sergeant Havers.… Don't pretend you haven't the slightest idea where to get one. Just get one.’ He slammed the door, went to the cabinet, and brought out the bottle of whisky.


  Lynley rubbed his forehead and pressed tightly at his temples. ‘God, what a headache,’ he murmured. ‘Has either of you any aspirin ?’


  ‘I have,’ Havers replied crisply and rooted through her handbag for a small tin. She tossed it across the table to him. ‘Take as many as you like, Inspector.’


  Webberly regarded them both thoughtfully. He wondered, not for the first time, if this partnership of two such antipodal personalities had even the ghost of a chance for success. Havers was like a hedgehog, curling herself into a protective ball of thistle at the least provocation. Yet underneath that prickly exterior of hers was a fine, probing mind. What was left to question was whether Thomas Lynley was the right combination of patience and congeniality to encourage that mind to overcome the wrangling of the termagant personality that had made it impossible for Havers to work in successful partnership with anyone else.


  ‘Sorry to take you out of the wedding, Lynley, but there was no other way. This is the second run-in Nies and Kerridge have had up North. The first one was a disaster: Nies was right all along, and crisis ensued. I thought’ — he fingered the rim of his glass and chose his words carefully — ‘that your presence might serve to remind Nies that he can sometimes be wrong.’


  Webberly watched carefully for a reaction from the younger man — a stiffening of muscles, a movement of the head, a flicker behind the eyelids. But there was nothing to betray him. It was no particular secret among his superior officers at the Yard that Lynley's single run-in with Nies nearly five years before in Richmond had resulted in his own arrest. And, however premature and ultimately spurious that arrest had been, it was the only black mark on an otherwise admirable record of service, a denigration that Lynley would have to live with for the rest of his career.


  ‘It's fine, sir,’ Lynley replied easily. ‘I understand.’


  A knock on the door announced Miss Harriman's successful quest for the Schweppes, which she placed triumphantly on the table in front of Sergeant Havers. She glanced at the clock. Its hands were nearing six.


  ‘As this isn't a regularly scheduled workday, Superintendent,’ she began, ‘I thought I might—’


  ‘Yes, yes, go on home.’ Webberly waved.


  ‘Oh, no, it isn't that at all,’ Harriman said sweetly. ‘But I think in Regulation Sixty-five-A regarding compensatory time…’


  ‘Take Monday and I'll break your arm, Harriman,’ Webberly said with equivalent sweetness. ‘Not in the middle of this Ripper business.’


  ‘Wouldn't think of it, sir. Shall I just put it on the slate? Regulation Sixty-five-C indicates that—’


  ‘ Put it anywhere, Harriman.’


  She smiled understandingly at him. ‘Absolutely, Superintendent.’ The door closed behind her.


  ‘Did that vixen wink at you as she left the room, Lynley?’ Webberly demanded.


  ‘I didn't notice, sir.’


  It was half-past eight when they began gathering together the papers from the table in Webberly's office. Darkness had fallen and the fluorescent lighting did nothing to hide the room's genial air of disarray. If anything, it was worse now than it had been before, with the additional files from the North spread out on the table and an acrid cirrus of cigarette and cigar smoke that, in conjunction with the mixed scents of whisky and sherry, produced the effect of being in a rather down-at-heel gentlemen's club.


  Barbara noticed the deep lines of exhaustion that were drawn on Lynley's face and judged that the aspirin had done him little good. He had gone to the wall of Ripper photographs and was inspecting them, moving from one to the next. As she watched, he lifted a hand to one of them — it was the King's Cross victim, she noted needlessly — and traced a finger along the crude incision that the Ripper's knife had made.


  ‘“Death closes all,”’ he murmured. ‘He's black and white, flesh with no resilience. Who could ever recognize a living man from this?’


  ‘Or from this, for that matter,’ Webberly responded. He brusquely gestured to the photographs that Father Hart had brought.


  Lynley rejoined them. He stood near Barbara but was, she well knew, oblivious of her. She watched the expressions pass quickly across his face as he sorted through the photographs one last time: revulsion, disbelief, pity. His features were so easy to read that she wondered how he ever managed to conduct a successful investigation without giving everything away to a suspect. But he did it all the time. She knew his record of success, the string of follow-up convictions. He was the golden boy in more ways than one.


  ‘We'll head up there in the morning, then,’ he said to the superintendent. He picked up a manila envelope and tucked all the materials inside.


  Webberly was examining a railway timetable which he had unearthed from the jumble on his desk. ‘Take the eight forty-five.’


  Lynley groaned. ‘Have a bit of mercy, sir. I'd like at least the next ten hours to get rid of this migraine.’


  ‘Then, the nine-thirty. And no later than that.’ Webberly glanced round his office one last time as he shrugged into a tweed overcoat. Like his other clothing, it was becoming threadbare in spots, and a small patch was worked poorly into the left lapel where, no doubt, cigar ash had done its worst. ‘Report in on Tuesday,’ he said as he left.


  The superintendent's absence seemed to rejuvenate Lynley at once, Barbara noted, for he moved with amazing alacrity of spirit to the telephone the moment the man was gone. He dialled a number, tapped his fingers rhythmically against the desk top, and peered at the face of the clock. After nearly a minute, his face lit with a smile.


  ‘You did wait, old duck,’ he said into the phone. ‘Have you broken it off with Jeffrey Cusick at last? … Ha! I knew it, Helen. I've told you repeatedly that a barrister can't possibly make you happy. Did the reception end well? … He did? Oh Lord, what a scene that must have been. Has Andrew ever cried in his life? … Poor St James. Was he absolutely slain with mortification? … Well, it's the champagne does it, you know. Did Sidney recover? … Yes, well, she did look for a while as if she'd get a bit maudlin at the end. She's never made a secret of it that Simon's her favourite brother. … Of course dancing's still on. We promised ourselves, didn't we? … Can you give me, say, an hour or so? … Hmm, what was that? … Helen! My God, what a naughty little girl!’ He laughed and dropped the phone back on to its cradle. ‘Still here, Sergeant?’ he asked when he turned from the desk.


  ‘You've no car, sir,’ she replied stonily. ‘I thought I'd wait to see if you needed a ride home.’


  ‘That's awfully good of you, but we've all been kept here long enough for one evening, and I'm sure you've far better things to do on a Saturday night than see me home. I'll take a cab.’ He bent over Webberly's desk for a moment, writing quickly on a piece of paper. ‘This is my address,’ he said, handing it to her. ‘Be there at seven tomorrow morning, will you? That should give us some time to make more sense of all this before we head to Yorkshire. Good evening, then.’ He left the room.


  Barbara looked down at the paper in her hand, at the handwriting which even in a hurry still managed to be an elegant scrawl. She studied it for more than a minute before she ripped it into tiny pieces and tossed them into the rubbish. She knew quite well where Thomas Lynley lived.


  The guilt began on the Uxbridge Road. It always did. Tonight it was worse when she saw that the travel agency was closed, preventing her from gathering the material on Greece as she'd promised. Empress Tours. Where had they ever come up with a name like that for such a grubby little shop where people sat behind plastic-topped desks that were painted to look as if they were wood? She slowed the car, peering through the dirty wind-screen to look for signs of life. The owners lived above the shop. Perhaps if she banged on the door a bit, she could rouse them. No, it was too ridiculous. Mum was no more going to Greece than to the moon; she'd just have to wait for the brochures a bit longer.


  Still, she'd passed at least a dozen agencies in the city today. Why hadn't she stopped? What else did Mum have to live for but those silly little dreams? Overcome with the need to compensate in some way for her failure, Barbara pulled the car over in front of Patel's Grocery, a ramshackle affair of green paint, rusting shelves, and precariously stacked crates from which emanated that peculiar blend of odours that comes from vegetables not quite as fresh as they ought to be. Patel was still open, at least. Leave it to him never to miss a chance to make ten pence.


  ‘Barbara!’ He greeted her from inside the shop as she bent over the boxed fall fruit on the pavement outside. Mostly apples. A few late peaches shipped in from Spain. ‘Whassa doin' out so late?’


  He couldn't imagine her having a date, of course. No one could. She couldn't herself. ‘Had to work late, Mr Patel,’ she replied. ‘How much for the peaches?’


  ‘Eighty-five a pound, but for you. Pretty Face, we say eighty.’


  She picked out six. He weighed them, wrapped them, and handed them over. ‘I was seeing your father today.’


  She looked up quickly and caught the guard dropping over Mr Patel's dark face like a mask when he saw her expression. ‘Was he behaving himself?’ she asked casually, shouldering her handbag.


  ‘My goodness, yes. He always behaves!’ Mr Patel took her money, counted it twice carefully, and dropped it into his register. ‘You take care now, Barbara. Men see a nice girl like you and—’


  ‘Yes, I'll take care,’ Barbara interrupted. She tossed the peaches on to the front seat of the car. Nice girl like you, Barb. You take care. Keep those legs crossed. Virtue like yours is definitely easy to lose, and a woman fallen is fallen for ever. She laughed bitterly, jerked the car into gear, and pulled out on to the road.


  In Acton there were two potential areas of residence, simply called by inhabitants the right and wrong streets. It was as if a dividing line split the suburb arbitrarily, condemning one set of residents while it elevated others.


  In the right streets of Acton, pristine brick houses boasted woodwork which always sparkled admirably in the morning sun in a multiplicity of colours. Roses grew in abundance there. Fuchsias flourished in hanging pots. Children played games on unlittered pavements and in patchwork gardens. Snow kissed gabled roofs in peaks of meringue in the winter, while in summer tall elms made green tunnels through which families strolled in the perfumed evening light. There was never an argument in the right streets of Acton, never loud music, the smell of cooking fish, or fists raised in a fight. It was sheer perfection, the single ocean on which every family's boat of dreams sailed placidly forward. But things were much different as close as a single street away.


  People liked to say that the wrong streets of Acton got the heat of the day and that's why things were so different there. It was as if an enormous hand had swept down from the sky and jumbled up houses and avenues and people so that everything was always just a bit out of sorts. No one worked quite so hard on appearances: houses sagged moodily into decay. Gardens once planted were soon ignored, then forgotten altogether and left to fend for themselves. Children played noisily on the dirty pavements, disruptive games that frequently brought mothers to doorways, shrieking for peace from the din. The winter wind spat through poorly sealed windows and summer brought rain that leaked through the roofs. People in the wrong streets didn't think much about being anywhere else, for to think of being elsewhere was to think of hope. And hope was dead in the wrong part of Acton.


  Barbara drove there now, turning the Mini in on a street lined with cars that were rusting like her own. Neither garden nor fence fronted her own house but, rather, a pavement-hard patch of dirt on which she parked her little car.


  Next door, Mrs Gustafson was watching BBC1. Since she was nearly deaf, the entire neighbourhood was nightly regaled with the doings of her favourite television heroes. Across the street, the Kirbys were engaging in their usual pre-intercourse argument while their four children ignored them as best they could by throwing dirt clods at an indifferent cat that watched from a nearby first-floor windowsill.


  Barbara sighed, groped for her front-door key, and went into her house. It was chicken and peas. She could smell it at once, like a gust of foul breath.


  ‘That you, lovey?’ her mother's voice called. ‘Bit late, aren't you, dear? Out with some friends?’


  What a laugh! ‘Working, Mum. I'm back on CID.’


  Her mother shuffled to the door of the sitting-room. Like Barbara, she was short, but terribly thin, as if a long illness had ravaged her body and taken it sinew by sinew on a march towards the grave. ‘CID?’ she asked, her voice growing querulous. ‘Oh, must you, Barbara? You know how I feel about that, my lovey.’ As she spoke, she raised a skeletal hand to her thin hair in a characteristic nervous gesture. Her overlarge eyes were puffy and rimmed with red, as if she had spent the day weeping.


  ‘Brought you some peaches,’ Barbara responded, gesturing with the bag. ‘The travel agent was closed, I'm afraid. I even banged on the door to get them down from above, but they must've gone out.’


  Diverted from the thought of CID, Mrs Havers' face changed, lighting with a dusty glow. She caught at the fabric of her shabby housedress and held it bunched in one hand, as if containing excitement. ‘Oh, that doesn't matter at all. Wait till you see. Go in the kitchen and I'll be right there. Your dinner's still warm.’


  Barbara walked past the sitting-room, wincing at the chatter of the television and the fusty smell of a chamber too long kept closed. The kitchen, fetid with the odour of tough broiled chicken and anaemic peas, was little better. She looked gloomily at the plate on the table, touched her finger to the withered flesh of the fowl. It was stone cold, as slippery and puckered as something kept preserved in formaldehyde for forensic examination. Fat had congealed round its edges, and a single rancid dab of butter had failed to melt on peas that looked as if they had had their last warming in a former decade.


  Wonderful, she thought. Could the ‘lovely crab salad’ have even come close to this epicurean splendour? She looked for the daily paper and found it, as always, on the seat of one of the wobbly kitchen chairs. She grabbed the front section, opened it to the middle, and deposited her dinner on the smiling face of the Duchess of Kent.


  ‘Lovey, you've not thrown away your nice dinner!’


  Damn! Barbara turned to see her mother's stricken face, lips working in rejection, lines drawn in deep grooves down to her chin, pale blue eyes filled with tears. She clutched an artificial leather album to her bony chest.


  ‘Caught me, Mum.’ Barbara forced a smile, putting an arm round the woman's bird-like shoulders and leading her to the table. ‘I had a bite at the Yard, so I wasn't hungry. Should I have saved it for you or Dad?’


  Mrs Havers blinked quickly. The relief on her face was pathetic. ‘I … I suppose not. No, of course not. We wouldn't want chicken and peas two nights in a row, would we?’ She laughed gently and laid her album on the table. ‘Dad got me Greece,’ she announced.


  ‘Did he?’ So that's what he was doing out of the cage. ‘All by himself?’ Barbara asked casually.


  Her mother looked away, fingering the edges of her album, picking nervously at the artificial gold leaf. She gave a sudden movement, a quick, brilliant smile, and pulled out a chair. ‘Sit here, lovey, let me show you how we went.’


  The album was opened. Previous trips through Italy, France, Turkey — now, there was a bizarre one — and Peru were flipped through quickly until they arrived at the newest section, devoted to Greece.


  ‘Now, here's the hotel we stayed at in Corfu. Do you see how it's just right there on the bay? We could have gone down to Kanoni to a newer one, but I liked the view, didn't you, lovey?’


  Barbara's eyes smarted. She refused to submit. How long will it take? Will it never end?


  ‘You've not answered me, Barbara.’ Her mother's voice quivered with anxiety. ‘I did work so hard on the trip all today. Having the view was better than the new hotel in Kanoni, wasn't it, lovey?’


  ‘Much better, Mum.’ Barbara forced the words out and got to her feet. ‘I've got a case tomorrow. Can we do Greece later?’ Would she understand?


  ‘What sort of case?’


  ‘It's a … bit of a problem with a family in Yorkshire. I'll be gone a few days. Can you manage, do you think, or shall I ask Mrs Gustafson to come and stay?’ Wonderful thought, the deaf leading the mad.


  ‘Mrs Gustafson?’ Her mother closed the album and drew herself stiffly upright. ‘I think not, my lovey. Dad and I can manage on our own. We always have, you know. Except that short time when Tony…’


  The room was unbearably, stiflingly hot. Oh God, Barbara thought, just a wisp of air. Just this once. For a moment. She went to the back door, which led out to the weed-choked garden.


  ‘Where're you going?’ her mother asked quickly, that familiar note of hysteria creeping into her voice. ‘There's nothing out there! You mustn't go outside after dark!’


  Barbara picked up the discarded chicken dinner. ‘Rubbish, Mum. I won't be a moment. You can wait by the door and see I'm all right.’


  ‘But I. … By the door?’


  ‘If you like.’


  ‘No, I mustn't be by the door. We'll leave it open just a bit, though. You can shout if you need me.’


  ‘That sounds the plan, Mum.’ She picked up the package and went hurriedly out into the night.


  A few minutes. She breathed the cool air, listened to the familiar neighbourhood sounds, and felt in her pocket for a crumpled packet of Players. She shook one out, lit it, and gazed up at the sky.


  What had started, the seductive descent into madness? It was Tony, of course. Bright, freckle-faced imp. Fresh spring air in the constant darkness of winter. Watchme, watchme, Barbie! I can do anything! Chemistry sets and nigger balls. Cricket on the common and tag in the afternoon. And horribly, stupidly chasing a ball right on to the Uxbridge Road.


  But he didn't die from that. Just a stay in hospital. A persistent fever, a peculiar rash. And a lingering, etiolating kiss from leukaemia. The wonderful, delicious irony of it all: go in with a broken leg, come out with leukaemia.


  It had taken him four agonizing years to die. Four years for them to make this descent into madness.


  ‘Lovey?’ The voice was tremulous.


  ‘Right here, Mum. Just looking at the sky.’ Barbara crushed her cigarette out on the rock-hard ground and walked back inside.


  4


  Deborah St James braked the car to a halt on a breath of laughter and turned to her husband. ‘Simon, have you never been told you're quite the world's worst navigator?’


  He smiled and closed the road atlas. ‘Never once. But have a heart. Consider the fog.’


  She looked through the windscreen at the large, dark building that loomed in front of them. ‘Poor excuse for not being able to read a road map, if you ask me. Are we at the right place? It doesn't look as if a soul's waited up for us.’


  ‘I shouldn't be surprised. I told them we'd arrive at nine and now it's…’ He peered at his watch in the weak interior light of the car. ‘Good God, it's half-past eleven.’ She heard the laughter in his voice. ‘Are you for it, my love? Shall we spend our wedding night in the car?’


  ‘Teenagers grappling hotly in the back seat, do you mean?’ She tossed her long hair back with a shake of her head. ‘Hmm, it is a thought. But I'm afraid in that case you should have hired something larger than an Escort. No, Simon, there's nothing for it, I'm afraid, but banging on the doors and rousing someone. But you shall make all our excuses.’ She stepped out into the chilly night air, taking a moment to study the building before her.


  It was a pre-Elizabethan structure by initial design, but one which had undergone a number of Jacobean changes that added to its air of rakish whimsicality. Mullioned windows winked in the moonlight that filtered through the wispy fog which had settled on the moors and was now drifting down into the dales. Walls were covered with Virginia creeper, its leaves burning the old stone to rich russet. Chimneys germinated upon the roof in a helter-skelter pattern of capricious warts against the night sky. There was a contumacy about the building that denied the very existence of the twentieth century, and this quality spread to the grounds that surrounded it.


  Here enormous English oaks stretched out their branches over lawns where statuary, encircled by flowers, interrupted the flow of the land. Pathways meandered into the woods beyond the house with a beckoning siren charm. In the absolute stillness, the play of water from a fountain nearby and the cry of a lamb from a distant farm were the only auditory concomitants to the whisper of the breeze that soughed through the night. They might have been Richard and Anne, home to Middleham at last.


  Deborah turned back to the car. Her husband had opened his door and was watching her, waiting in his usual patient fashion for her photographer's reaction to the beauty of the place. ‘It's wonderful,’ she said. ‘Thank you, my love.’


  He lifted his braced left leg from the car, dropped it with a thump on to the drive, and extended his hand. With a practised movement, Deborah helped him to his feet. ‘I feel as if we've been going round in circles for hours,’ St James remarked, stretching.


  ‘That's because we have,’ she teased. ‘“Just two hours from the station, Deborah. A wonderful drive.”’


  He laughed softly. ‘Well, it was, love. Admit it.’


  ‘Absolutely. The third time I saw Rievaulx Abbey, I was positively enchanted.’ She glanced at the forbidding oak door before them. ‘Shall we try it, then?’


  They crunched across the gravel drive to the dark recess into which the door was set. A pitted wooden bench was tipped drunkenly against the wall next to it, and two enormous urns stood on either side. With the perversity of plants, one urn held a burgeoning beauty of flowers while the other was home to a withering colony of geraniums whose dried leaves fluttered raspingly to the ground as Deborah and her husband passed.


  St James applied some considerable strength to the large brass fixture that hung in the centre of the door. Silence greeted its fading echoes. ‘There's a bell as well,’ Deborah noticed. ‘Have a go with that.’


  The ringing far back in the deepest reaches of the house immediately roused what sounded like an entire pack of hounds into furious howling. ‘Well, that's certainly done it,’ St James laughed.


  ‘Dammit, Casper! Jason! S'only the bell, you devils!’ Pitched very much like a man's but with the unmistakable cadence of a country woman born and bred, a raucous voice shouted brisk reprovals behind the door. ‘Down with you! Out! Get back t' the kitchen.’ A pause, followed by some desperate scuffling. ‘No, blast you! Out in the back! Why, you blackguard fiends! Give me my slips! Damn your eyes!’ With that, a bolt shrieked back from the inside of the door, which was pulled briskly open. A barefooted woman hopped back and forth on the icy stones of the entry, her frizzy grey hair flying about her shoulders in bursts of electricity. ‘Mr Allcourt-St James,’ she said without preamble. ‘Come in with you both. Damn!’ She removed the woollen shawl she had thrown about her shoulders and dropped it to the floor, where it immediately became a rug for her feet. She tugged the edges of a voluminous crimson dressing-gown more closely round her and, the moment the others entered, energetically slammed home the door. ‘There, that's better, thank God.’ She laughed, a bellow both ungoverned and unrefined. ‘Pardon me. I'm generally not so awfully Emily Bronte. Did you get lost?’


  ‘Extensively,’ St James admitted. ‘This is my wife, Deborah, Mrs Burton-Thomas,’ he added.


  ‘You must be frozen solid,’ their hostess noted. ‘Well, we'll take care of that soon enough. Let's get out of here and into the oak hall. I've a nice fire there. Danny!’ she shouted over her left shoulder. Then, ‘Come, it's just this way. Danny!’


  They followed her through the old stone-flagged room. White-walled, dark-beamed, it was bone-chillingly cold, with recessed windows uncovered by curtains, a single black refectory table in the centre of the floor, and a large unlit fireplace sinking deep into the far wall. Above it hung an assortment of firearms and oddly peaked military helmets. Mrs Burton-Thomas nodded as St James and Deborah gave their attention to these.


  ‘Oh, yes, Cromwell's Roundheads were here,’ she said. ‘They had a nice bite out of Keldale Hall for a stretch often months in the Civil War. Sixteen forty-four,’ she added darkly, as if expecting them to commit to memory the year of infamy in the history of the Burton-Thomas clan. ‘But we rid ourselves of them just as soon as we could. Blackguard devils, the lot!’


  She led them through the shadows of a darkened dining-room and from there to a long, richly panelled chamber where scarlet curtains were drawn across embrasured windows and a coal fire roared in the grate. ‘Well, Lord, where's she got herself to?’ Mrs Burton-Thomas muttered and went to the door through which they'd just come. ‘Danny!’ That brought a responding running of footsteps, and a tousle-haired girl of about nineteen appeared in the doorway.


  ‘Sorry!’ the newcomer laughed. ‘Got your slips, though.’ She tossed these to the woman, who caught them deftly. ‘Chewed a bit here and there, I'm afraid.’


  ‘Thanks, pet. Will you fetch some brandy for our guests? That dreadful Watson man finished off a good third of a decanter before he staggered off to bed tonight. It's gone dry and there's more in the cellar. Will you see to it?’


  As the girl went to do so, Mrs Burton-Thomas examined her slippers, frowning at a hole newly chewed in one heel. She muttered beneath her breath, put the slippers back on her feet, and replaced the shawl — which she had been using as a sort of earth-bound flying carpet in their progress through the house — on her shoulders.


  ‘Please do sit down. Didn't want to light the fire in your room till you arrived, so we'll have a bit of a chat whilst it heats up. Bloody cold for October, isn't it? Early winter, they say.’


  The cellar was obviously closer than the word itself implied, for within moments young Danny returned with a fresh bottle of brandy. She opened and decanted it at a Hepplewhite table which stood under a portrait of some glowering, hawk-featured Burton-Thomas ancestor, then returned to them with a tray on which three brandy glasses and a decanter sparkled.


  ‘Shall I see to the room, Aunty?’ she asked.


  ‘Please. Get Eddie for the luggage. And do apologize to that American couple if they're wandering about wondering what all the uproar is, will you?’ Mrs Burton-Thomas poured three healthy drinks as the girl left the room once again. ‘Ah, but they came here for atmosphere and, by God, I can dish it up in spades!’ She laughed uproariously and threw down her drink in a single gulp. ‘I cultivate colour,’ Mrs Burton-Thomas admitted gleefully, pouring herself another. ‘Give them a bit of the old eccentric, and you'll make every guidebook from Frommer to Ronay.’


  The woman's appearance served as complete verification of this last statement. She was a combination of stately home and gothic horror: imposingly tall, with a man's broad shoulders, she moved with a loose-limbed indifference to the priceless furniture with which the room was filled. She had the hands of a labourer, the ankles of a dancer, and the face of an ageing Valkyrie. Her eyes were blue, deep-sunken above cheekbones jutting across her face. She had a hook-shaped nose that with the passage of years had grown more pronounced, so that now in the uncertain light of the room it seemed to be casting a shadow upon her entire upper lip. She looked about sixty-five years old, but age to Mrs Burton-Thomas was obviously a very relative matter.


  ‘Well’ — she was looking them over — ‘hungry at all? You did miss dinner by about’ — a glance cast towards the grand-father clock ticking sonorously against a far wall — ‘two hours.’


  ‘Hungry, my love?’ St James asked Deborah. His eyes, Deborah saw, were alive with amusement.


  ‘Ah … no, not a bit.’ She turned to Mrs Burton-Thomas. ‘You've others staying here, then?’


  ‘Just one American couple. You'll see them at breakfast. You know the sort. Polyester and showy gold chains. Godawful diamond ring on the man's little finger. Kept me howlingly entertained last night with a discourse on dentistry. Wanted me to have my teeth sealed, it seems. The very latest thing.’ Mrs Burton-Thomas shuddered and downed another drink. ‘Bit Egyptian-sounding. Something for posterity, you know. Or was it to prevent cavities?’ She shrugged with grand indifference. ‘Haven't the slightest. What is this fixation Americans all have with their teeth, I ask you? All straight and shiny. Well, God! Crooked teeth give a face a bit of dash, I say.’ She poked ineffectually at the fire, sent a shower of sparks out on to the rug, then stamped on these with terrific energy. ‘Well, delighted you're here, is all I can say. Not that Grandpapa isn't still doing flip-flops in the grave at my opening the place up to the tourist trade. But it was that or the bleeding National Trust.’ She winked at them over the rim of her glass. ‘And pardon me for saying so, but this sort of life is ever so roaringly more amusing.’


  There was a clearing of the throat from the direction of the doorway, where a boy stood awkwardly in plaid flannel pyjamas, an antique smoking jacket several sizes too large belted clumsily round his slender waist. It gave his appearance an anachronistic panache. He carried a pair of crutches in his hands.


  ‘What is it, Eddie?’ Mrs Burton-Thomas asked impatiently. ‘You've done the luggage, haven't you?’


  ‘These're in the boot, Aunty,’ he responded. ‘Shall I do 'em as well?’


  ‘Of course, you ninny!’ He turned and scurried from her sight. She shook her head darkly. ‘I'm a martyr to my family. An absolute religious martyr. Well, come now, little ones, let me show you to your room. You must be dropping with fatigue. No, no, bring the brandy with you.’


  They followed her back through the dining-room to the stone hall and from there through another doorway that took them to the stairway. Polished, uncarpeted oak stairs led to the upper regions of the house, swathed in deep shadows. ‘Baronial stairway,’ Mrs Burton-Thomas informed them, slapping her hand on its thick wood railing. ‘Don't even make these dandies any more. Come, it's just this way.’


  In the upper hall, she led them down a dimly lit corridor in which ancestral portraits battled with three Flemish tapestries. Mrs Burton-Thomas nodded moodily towards the latter. ‘Simply must move them. God knows they've been hanging there since 1822, but no one could ever convince Great-Grandmamma that these things look better from a bit of a distance. Tradition. You understand. I battle it everywhere. Here we are, little ones.’ She threw open a door. ‘I shall leave you here. All the mod cons. But you'll find them, no doubt.’ With that she was gone, dressing-gown flapping round her ankles, slippers slapping comfortingly upon the floor.


  A tumble of coals upon the hearth welcomed them into the bedroom. It was, Deborah thought as she entered, the most beautiful room she had ever seen. Oak-panelled, with the beguiling faces of two Gainsborough women smiling down from either end, it embraced them with centuries-old welcome and grace. Small table lamps with rose shades put forth a diffused radiance that burnished the mahogany of the enormous four-poster. A looming wardrobe cast an elongated shadow against one wall, and a dressing-table held an array of crystal atomizers and silver-backed brushes. At one of the windows stood a cabriole-legged table on which an arrangement of lilies had been placed. Deborah walked to this and touched her fingers to the fluted edge of one ivory flower.


  ‘There's a card,’ she said, pulled it off and read it. Her eyes filled with tears. She turned to her husband. He had gone to the hearth and lowered himself into an overstuffed chair that sat to one side of it. He was watching her as he so often did, with that familiar reserve, the only communication coming from his eyes. ‘Thank you, Simon,’ she whispered. She tucked the card back into the flowers, swallowed an emotion she couldn't define, and forced herself to speak lightly. ‘How did you ever find this place?’


  ‘Do you like it?’ he asked in answer.


  ‘You couldn't possibly have chosen anything more wonderful. And you know it, don't you?’


  He didn't reply. A knock at the door, and he looked at her, a smile dancing round the corners of his mouth, his expression plainly saying: What's next? ‘Come in,’ he called.


  It was the girl, Danny, a pile of blankets in her arms. ‘Sorry. Forgot these. There's an eiderdown already, but Aunty thinks the world's as cold as herself.’ She walked into the room with an air of friendly proprietorship. ‘Eddie get your things in?’ she asked, opening the wardrobe and plopping the blankets unceremoniously inside. ‘He's just a bit thick, you know. Got to excuse him.’ She studied herself in the wavy mirror on the inside of the wardrobe door, fingered a few wandering hairs just a bit more out of place than they'd been before, and caught them watching her. ‘Now, you'd best beware of the baby's cry,’ she pronounced solemnly. It was as if she'd spoken exactly on cue. The hounds would surely howl next.


  ‘The baby's cry? Have the Americans a child with them?’ Deborah asked.


  Danny's dark eyes widened. She looked from woman to man. ‘You don't know? Has no one ever told you?’


  Deborah saw from the girl's behaviour that they were soon to be enlightened, for Danny wiped her hands prefatorily down the sides of her dress, glanced from one end of the room to the other for unwanted listeners, and walked to the window. In spite of the cold, she unfastened the latch and swung it open. ‘Has no one told you about that?’ she asked dramatically, gesturing out into the night.


  There was nothing for it but to see what ‘that’ was. Deborah and St James joined Danny at the window, where, in the distance, the skeletal walls of a ruined building rose through the fog.


  ‘Keldale Abbey,’ Danny intoned and settled right in next to the fire for a confidential chat. ‘That's where the cry of the baby comes from, not from here.’


  St James pulled the window closed, drew across the heavy curtains, and led Deborah back to the fire. She curled up on the floor next to his chair, warming herself, allowing the fire to tingle against her skin.


  ‘A ghost baby, I take it?’ she said to Danny.


  ‘An absolute one that I heard myself. You'll hear it as well. Wait and see.’


  ‘Ghosts always have legends attached,’ St James noted.


  Glad you asked, Danny's posture replied as she wriggled back into her chair. ‘As does this,’ she said solemnly. ‘Keldale was Royalist, you know, during the war.’ She spoke as though the late seventeenth century were only a week removed. ‘Loyal t' the last man of 'em t' the King. The village of Keldale, down the road a mile. You've seen it?’


  St James chuckled. ‘We should have, but I'm afraid we came in from a … different direction.’


  ‘The scenic route,’ Deborah added.


  Danny chose to ignore the diversion. ‘Well,’ she went on, ‘was towards the end of t' war. And old blackguard devil Cromwell’ — obviously Danny had learned her history at her aunty's knee — ‘got word that the Lords o' the North were planning an uprising. So he swept through the dales one last, grand time, taking manor houses, ruining castles, destroying Royalist villages. Keldale's well hidden.’


  ‘So we discovered,’ St James put in.


  The girl nodded earnestly. ‘But days in advance the village got word that the murd'rous Roundheads were coming. 'Twasn't the village that old Cromwell wanted, but the villagers themselves, all o' them that was loyal t' King Charlie.’


  ‘To kill them, of course,’ Deborah prompted as the girl paused in her story to catch her breath.


  ‘T' kill every last one!’ she declared. ‘When word came that Cromwell was looking for the Kel, the village got a plan together. They'd move every stick, every stitch, every soul t' the grounds o' the abbey. So when the Roundheads arrived, there'd be Keldale, all right, but not a soul in her.’


  ‘Rather an ambitious plan,’ St James remarked.


  ‘An' it worked!’ Danny replied proudly. Her pretty eyes danced above rosy cheeks, but she lowered her voice. ‘'Cept for the baby!’ She inched forward in her chair; obviously they had reached the climax of the tale. ‘The Roundheads arrived. 'Twas just as the villagers hoped. 'Twas deserted, and silent with a heavy fog. And throughout all the village, not a soul, not a stitch, not a living creature. And then’ — Danny's swift glance made certain her audience was with her — ‘a baby began t' cry in the abbey where all the villagers were. Ah God!’ She clutched her lovely bosom. ‘The terror! For they'd escaped Cromwell only t' be betrayed by a babe! The mother hushed the baby by offering her breast. But 'twas no good. The wee baby cried and cried. They were desperate in terror that the dogs from the village would begin t' howl with the noise and Cromwell would find them. So they hushed the poor child. An' they smothered it!’


  ‘Good heavens!’ Deborah murmured. She edged closer to her husband's chair. ‘Just the sort of story one longs to hear on a wedding night, isn't it?’


  ‘Ah, but you must know.’ Danny's expression was fervent. ‘For the sound of the babe is terrible luck 'less you know what t' do.’


  ‘Wear garlic?’ St James asked. ‘Sleep with a crucifix clutched in one's hand?’


  Deborah punched him lightly on the knee. ‘I want to know. I insist upon knowing. Shall I have my life blighted because I've married a cynic? Tell me what to do, Danny, should I hear the baby.’


  Gravely, Danny nodded. ‘'Tis always a' night when the baby cries from the abbey grounds. You must sleep on your right side, your husband on his left. An' you must hold on t' one another close till the wailing stops.’


  ‘That's interesting,’ St James acknowledged. ‘Sort of an animated amulet. May we hope that this baby cries often?’


  ‘Not terrible often. But I…’ She swallowed and suddenly they saw that this was no amusing legend for love-struck honeymooners, for to her the fear and the story were real. ‘But I heard i' myself some three years back! 'Tis not something I'll soon forget!’ She got to her feet. ‘You'll remember what t' do? You'll not forget?’


  ‘We'll not forget,’ Deborah reassured the girl as she vanished from the room.


  They were quiet at her departure. Deborah rested her head against St James' knee. His long, thin fingers moved gently through her hair, smoothing the curly mass back from her face. She looked up at him.


  ‘I'm afraid, Simon. I didn't think I would be, not once this last year, but I am.’ She saw in his eyes that he understood. Of course he did. Had she ever truly doubted that he would?


  ‘So am I,’ he replied. ‘Every moment today I felt just a little bit mad with terror. I never wanted to lose myself, not to you, not to anyone in fact. But there it is. It happened.’ He smiled. ‘You invaded my heart with a little Cromwellian force of your own that I couldn't resist, Deborah, and I find now that, rather than lose myself, the true terror is that I might somehow lose you.’ He touched the pendant he'd given her that morning, nestling in the hollow of her throat. It was a small gold swan, so long between them a symbol of commitment: choosing once, choosing for life. His eyes moved from it back to her own. ‘Don't be afraid,’ he whispered gently.


  ‘Make love to me, then.’


  ‘With great pleasure.’


  Jimmy Havers had little pig's eyes that darted round the room when he was nervous. He might feel as if he were putting on the bravura performance of a lifetime, lying his way grandly out of everything from an accusation of petty larceny to being caught in flagrante delicto, but the reality was that his eyes betrayed him every time, as they were doing now.


  ‘Didn't know if you'd be home in time to get your mum the Greece stuff, so Jim went out himself, girl.’ It was his habit to speak of himself in the third person. It allowed him to evade responsibility for virtually any unpleasantness that cropped up in his life. Like this one now. No, I didn't go to the turf accountant. Didn't pick up snuff, either. If it was done at all, was Jimmy that done it, not me.


  Barbara watched her father's eyes dance their way round the sitting-room. God, what a grim little death pit it was: a ten-by-fifteen-foot room whose windows were permanently sealed shut by years of filth and grime, crammed with that wonderful three-piece suite so essential to delicate living, but this one a creation that had billed itself as ‘artificial horsehair’ thirty-five years ago when even real horsehair was a hideous concept of comfort. The walls were papered with a maddening design of interlocking rose-buds that simpered their way to the ceiling. Racing magazines overflowed from tables on to the floor and argued there with the fifteen simulated-leather albums that assiduously documented every inch, every mile of her mother's breakdown. And through it all Tony smiled and smiled and smiled.


  A corner of the room held his shrine. The last picture of him before his illness — a distorted, unfocused little boy kicking a football into a temporary goal net set up in a garden that had once leapt with flowers — was enlarged to beyond life-size proportions. On either side, suitably framed in mock oak, hung every school report he had ever done, every note of praise from every teacher he'd had, and — God, have mercy on us all — given pride of place, the certificate of his death. Beneath this, an arrangement of plastic flowers did obeisance, a rather dusty obeisance considering the state of the room itself.


  The television blared, as it always did, from the opposite corner, placed there ‘so Tony can watch it as well’. His favourite shows still played regularly to him, frozen in time, as if nothing had happened, as if nothing had changed. While the windows and doors were closed and locked, chained and barred to hold out the truth of that August afternoon and the Uxbridge Road.


  Barbara strode across the room and switched off the set.


  ‘Hey, girl, Jim was watching that!’ her father protested.


  She faced him. My God, he was a pig. When was the last time he'd had a bath? She could smell him from here — the sweat; the body oils that collected in his hair, on his neck, behind the creases of his ears; the unwashed clothing.


  ‘Mr Patel told me you were by,’ she said, sitting down on the horrible couch. It prickled against her skin.


  The eyes flicked around. From the dead television to the plastic flowers to the obscene roses scaling the wall. ‘Jim went to Patel's sure.’ He nodded.


  He grinned at his daughter. His teeth were badly stained, and along the gumline Barbara saw the liquid building within his mouth. The coffee tin was by his chair, inexpertly hidden by a racing form. She knew he wanted her to look away for a moment so that he'd have time to do his business without getting caught. She refused to play along.


  ‘Spit it out, Dad,’ she said patiently. ‘There's no use swallowing it and making yourself sick, is there?’ Barbara watched her father's body sag in relief as he reached for the tin and spat the snuff-induced brown slime from his mouth.


  He wiped himself off with a stained handkerchief, coughed into it heavily, and adjusted the tubes that fed the oxygen into his nose. Mournfully, he looked at his daughter for tenderness and found none. So his eyes quickly shifted and began their slither round the room.


  Barbara watched him thoughtfully. Why wouldn't he die? she wondered. He'd spent the last ten years decaying by degrees; why not one big jump into black oblivion? He'd like that. No more gasping for breath, no more emphysema. No more need for snuff to soothe his addiction. Just emptiness, nothingness, nothing at all.


  ‘You'll get cancer, Dad,’ she said. ‘You know that, don't you?’


  ‘'Ey, Jim's OK, Barb. Don't you worry, girl.’


  ‘Can't you think of Mum? What would happen if you had to go into hospital again?’ Like Tony. It hung unspoken in the air. ‘Shall I speak to Mr Patel? I don't want to have to do that, but I shall, you know, if you persist in this business with snuff.’


  ‘Patel gave Jim the idea in the first place,’ her father protested. His voice was a whine. ‘After you told him to cut off Jim's fags.’


  ‘You know I did that for your own good. You can't smoke round an oxygen tank. The doctors told you that.’


  ‘But Patel said snuff was OK for Jim.’


  ‘Mr Patel is not a doctor. Now, give me the snuff.’ She held out her hand for it.


  ‘But Jim wants—’


  ‘No argument, Dad. Give me the snuff.’


  He swallowed. Twice. Hard. His eyes darted here and there. ‘Got to have something. Barbie,’ he whimpered.


  She winced at the name. Only Tony had called her that. On her father's lips it was a malediction. None the less, she moved to him, put her hand on his shoulder, and forced herself to touch his unwashed hair. ‘Dad, try to understand. It's Mum we have to consider. Without you, she would never survive. So we've got to keep you healthy and fit. Don't you see? Mum … loves you so much.’


  Was there a glimmer there at that? Did they still see each other in this little hell they so richly deserved, or was the fog too thick?


  He gave a choked sob. A dirty hand went into his pocket and the small round tin was produced. ‘Jim don't mean no harm. Barbie,’ he said as he handed the tin to his daughter. His eyes slid from her face to the shrine, to the plastic flowers in their plastic vases beneath it. She went to them at once, dumped out the flowers, and confiscated the additional three tins of snuff hidden there.


  ‘I'll speak to Mr Patel in the morning,’ she said coldly and walked out of the room.


  Of course it would be Eaton Terrace. Eaton Place was simply too, too Belgravia, and Lynley would never stoop to ostentation. Besides, this was just the city townhouse. Howenstow — the Cornish estate — was where the Lynleys really hung their hats.


  Barbara stood looking at the elegant white building. How enchantingly clean everything was in Belgravia, she thought. How upper-class chic. It was the only area in the city where people would consent to live in converted stables and boast about it to all their friends!


  We're in Belgravia now. Did we mention it? Oh, do stop by for tea! It's nothing much. Just three hundred thousand pounds, but we like to think of it as such an investment. Five rooms. With the sweetest little cobblestone street that you've ever seen. Do say you'll be here at half-past four. You'll recognize the place. I've planted begonias in every window-box.


  Barbara mounted the spotless marble steps and, with a scornful shake of her head, noted the small Asherton coat of arms beneath the brass light fixture. Armigerous, Lynley! No converted stable for you.


  She lifted her hand to press the bell but stopped herself and turned to survey the street. Since yesterday there had been no time to consider her position. Her initial meeting with Webberly, fetching Lynley from the wedding, and the subsequent meeting at Scotland Yard with the peculiar little priest had all followed so swiftly that there had been no moment in which she could sort out her feelings and devise a strategy for surviving this new apprenticeship.


  True, Lynley had not been as appalled at the assignment as she had thought he would be, certainly not as appalled and outraged as she herself had been. But, then, his mind had been occupied with other matters: the wedding of his friend and, no doubt, his late-night assignation with Lady Helen Clyde. Now, with some time to reflect upon it, he would surely allow her to feel the full brunt of his irritation at being saddled with such a pariah as herself.


  So what to do? Here it was at last, the opportunity she had been waiting for — hoping for, praying for — the chance to prove herself in CID once and for all. It was the chance to make up for the arguments, the slips of the tongue, the impetuous decisions, the foolish mistakes of the past ten years.


  ‘There's a lot you might learn from working with Lynley.’ Webberly's words returned to her, and she knotted her brow. What could she possibly learn from Lynley? The right wine to order with dinner, a few dance steps, how to dazzle a roomful of people with engaging conversation? What could she learn from Lynley?


  Nothing, of course. But she knew too well that he represented her only chance of being reassigned to CID. So, as she stood on his fine doorstep, she considered thoughtfully her best approach to getting along with the man.


  It would have to be complete co-operation, she decided. She would offer no suggestions, would agree with every thought he had, with every statement he made.


  Survive, she told herself, and turned and pressed the bell.


  She had been expecting a buxom, uniformed, pert little maid to answer her ring, so she was surprised. For Lynley himself opened the door, a piece of toast in one hand, slippers on his feet, and his reading spectacles perched on the end of his aristocratic nose.


  ‘Ah, Havers,’ he said, looking over them at her, ‘you're early. Excellent.’


  He led the way to the back of the house and into an airy morning-room, fresh with white wainscoting, pale-green walls, and an unusually restrained Adams ceiling. French doors at one end were bare to allow a view of a late-blooming garden, and breakfast was laid out in silver serving dishes along an ornate walnut sideboard. The room smelt invitingly of warm bread and bacon, and in answer to the odour Barbara felt her stomach rumble hollowly. She pressed her arm against it and tried not to think of her own morning's fare of a single overboiled egg and toast. The dining table was laid for two, a number that momentarily surprised Barbara until she remembered Lynley's evening rendezvous with Lady Helen Clyde. Her ladyship was no doubt at this moment still in his bed, unused to rising before half-past ten.


  ‘Do help yourself.’ Lynley motioned absently towards the sideboard with his fork and gathered up a few sheets of the police report that lay in haphazard fashion among the china. ‘There isn't a person I know who can't think better while eating. But avoid the kippers. They seem a bit off.’


  ‘No, thank you,’ she replied politely. ‘I've eaten, sir.’


  ‘Not even a sausage? They, at least, are remarkably good. Do you find that the butchers are finally having a whack at putting more pork than meal into sausages these days? It's refreshing, to say the least. Nearly five decades after the Second World War and we're finally coming off rationing.’ He picked up a teapot. Like everything else on the table, it was antique bone china, no doubt part of the man's family history. ‘What about something to drink? I have to warn you, I'm addicted to Lapsang Souchong tea. Helen claims that it tastes like dirty socks.’


  ‘I … I could do with a cuppa. Thank you, sir.’


  ‘Good,’ he declared. ‘Have some and tell me what you think.’


  She was adding a lump of sugar to the brew when the front bell rang again. Footsteps came running up a stairway in the back. ‘I'll get it, my lord,’ a woman's voice called. It was a Cornish accent. ‘Sorry about the last time. The baby and all.’


  ‘It's the croup, Nancy,’ Lynley murmured to himself. ‘Take the poor child to the doctor.’


  The sound of a woman's voice floated down the hall. ‘Breakfast?’ A lighthearted laugh. ‘What a propitious arrival I've effected, Nancy. He'll never believe it's purely coincidental.’ Upon her last sentence Lady Helen breezed into the room and paralysed Barbara into a moment of breath-catching, ice-sheathed despair.


  They were wearing identical suits. But while Lady Helen's had obviously been cut by the designer himself to fit her figure, Barbara's own was off-the-rack, a through-the-looking-glass chain-store copy with rucked seams and altered hemline to prove it. Only the differing colours might possibly save her from complete humiliation, she thought. She grasped her teacup but lacked the will to lift it to her lips.


  Lady Helen paused only fractionally at the sight of the policewoman. ‘I'm in a mess,’ she said frankly. ‘Thank God you're here as well, Sergeant, for I've a terrible feeling it'll take three heads to see me clear of the muddle I've made for myself.’ That said, she deposited a large shopping bag on the nearest chair and went directly to the sideboard, where she began browsing through the covered dishes as if food alone were sufficient to see her through her dilemma.


  ‘Muddle?’ Lynley asked. He glanced at Barbara. ‘How do you like the Lapsang?’


  Her lips felt stiff. ‘It's very nice, sir.’


  ‘Not that awful tea again!’ Lady Helen groaned. ‘Really, Tommy. You're a man without mercy.’


  ‘Had I known you were coming, I'd hardly have been so remiss as to serve it twice in one week,’ Lynley replied pointedly.


  Unoffended, she laughed. ‘Isn't he piqued, Sergeant? From the way he talks, you'd think I was here every morning, eating him out of house and home.’


  ‘There is yesterday, Helen.’


  ‘You vicious man.’ She turned her attention back to the sideboard. ‘These kippers smell appalling. Did Nancy bring them up in her suitcase?’ She joined them at the table with a plate piled high with a gastronomic argument of eggs and mushrooms, grilled tomatoes and bacon. ‘What's she doing here, by the way? Why isn't she at Howenstow? Where's Denton this morning?’


  Lynley sipped his tea, his eyes on the report on the table before him. ‘As I'll be out of town, I've given Denton the next few days off,’ he replied absently. ‘No need for him to come with me.’


  A crisp piece of bacon halted in mid-air. Lady Helen stared. ‘You're joking, of course. Tell me you're joking, darling.’


  ‘I'm perfectly capable of getting along without my valet. I'm not totally incompetent, Helen.’


  ‘But that's not what I mean!’ Lady Helen drank a mouthful of the Lapsang Souchong, grimaced at the taste, and set down the cup. ‘It's Caroline. She's gone off on holiday for this entire week. You don't think … Tommy, if she's run off with Denton, I'll be absolutely lost. No’ — this as he was about to speak — ‘I know what you're going to say. They have every right to their personal lives. I agree completely. But we simply must come to some sort of compromise over this — you and I — because if they get married and live with you—’


  ‘Then, you and I shall get married as well,’ Lynley replied placidly. ‘And we'll be as happy as hedgehogs, the four of us.’


  ‘You think it's amusing, don't you? But just look at me. One morning without Caroline in the flat and I'm a complete disaster. Surely you don't think this is an ensemble that she would approve of?’


  Lynley regarded the ensemble in question. Barbara didn't need to do so. The vision of Lady Helen was branded into her mind: a smartly tailored burgundy suit, silk blouse, and a mauve scarf that cascaded down to a trim waist.


  ‘What's wrong with it?’ Lynley asked. ‘It looks fine to me. In fact, considering the hour’ — he glanced at his pocket watch — ‘I'd say you're almost too sartorially splendid.’


  Lady Helen turned to Barbara in exasperation. ‘Isn't that every bit just like a man, Sergeant? I end up this morning looking like an overripe strawberry and he murmurs “looks fine to me” and buries his nose in a murder file.’


  ‘Far better that than assist you with your clothing for the next few days.’ Lynley nodded at the ignored shopping bag that had toppled over and now spilled a few assorted pieces of material on to the floor. ‘Is that why you've come?’


  Lady Helen pulled the bag towards her. ‘I only wish it were that simple,’ she sighed. ‘But it's worse by far than the Denton-Caroline affair — we've not finished with that, by the way — and I'm at a total loss. I've mixed up Simon's bullet holes.’


  Barbara was beginning to feel as if she'd walked into something designed by Wilde. Surely at any moment Lane would enter stage left with the cucumber sandwiches.


  ‘Simon's bullet holes?’ Lynley, more accustomed to Lady Helen's pirouettes of thought, was patient.


  ‘You know. We were working on the patterns of blood-splattering based on trajectory, angle, and calibre. You remember that, don't you?’


  ‘The piece to be presented next month?’


  ‘The very one. Simon had left it all organized for me in the lab. I was supposed to run off the preliminary set of data, attach them to the cloth, and set up the lab for the final study. But I—’


  ‘Mixed up the cloths,’ Lynley finished. ‘St James will go on about that, Helen. What do you propose to do?’


  She looked forlornly down at the samples that she had dumped unceremoniously on to the floor. ‘Of course, I'm not hopelessly ignorant in the matter. After four years in the laboratory, at least I recognize the twenty-two calibre and can easily find the forty-five and the shot-gun. But as to the others … and, even worse, as to which blood pattern goes with each trajectory…’


  ‘It's a muddle,’ Lynley finished.


  ‘In a word,’ she agreed. ‘So I thought I'd pop by this morning to see if perhaps we could sort it all out.’


  Lynley leaned down and fingered his way through the pile of material. ‘Can't be done, old duck. Sorry, but you've hours of work here and we've a train to catch.’


  ‘Then, whatever shall I say to Simon? He's been working on this for ages.’


  Lynley pondered the question. ‘There's one thing…’


  ‘What?’


  ‘Professor Abrams at Chelsea Institute. Do you know him?’ When she shook her head, he went on. ‘He and Simon both have testified as expert witnesses. They did in the Melton case only last year. They know each other. Perhaps he'd help. I could phone him for you before I leave.’


  ‘Would you, Tommy? I'd be so grateful. I'd do anything for you.’


  He lifted an eyebrow. ‘Surely not the thing to say to a man over breakfast.’


  She laughed engagingly. ‘Even the dishes! I'd even give up Caroline if it came to that.’


  ‘And Jeffrey Cusick?’


  ‘Even Jeffrey. Poor man. Traded for bullet holes without a second thought.’


  ‘All right, then. I'll see to it as soon as we've finished our breakfast. I take it that we may now finish our breakfast?’


  ‘Oh, yes, of course.’ She dug happily into her plate while Lynley put on his spectacles and looked at his papers once more. ‘What kind of case is it that has you two rushing off so early in the morning?’ Lady Helen asked Barbara, pouring herself a second cup of tea, to which she added sugar and milk with a liberal hand.


  ‘A decapitation.’


  ‘That sounds particularly grim. Are you travelling far?’


  ‘Up to Yorkshire.’


  The teacup was suspended and then lowered carefully to the saucer beneath. Lady Helen's eyes moved to Lynley, regarding him for a moment before she spoke. ‘Where in Yorkshire, Tommy?’ she asked impassively.


  Lynley read a few lines. ‘A place called … here it is, Keldale. Do you know it?’


  There was a minute pause. Lady Helen considered the question. Her eyes were on her tea and, although her face was without expression, a pulse began to beat in the vein at her throat. She looked up but the smile she offered did not touch her eyes. ‘Keldale? Not at all.’


  5


  Lynley tossed down his newspaper and considered Barbara Havers. There was no need to do so surreptitiously, for she was bent over the glaucous-hued Formica train table between them, perusing the Keldale murder report. He gave momentary, idle consideration to the depths to which British Rail was sinking with its current colour scheme designed to take maximum wear with minimum upkeep, but then his thoughts returned to the officer opposite him.


  He knew about Havers. Everyone did. She'd failed miserably through her first tenure in CID, swiftly alienating MacPherson, Stewart, and Hale, three of the easiest DIs with whom one could ever hope to work. MacPherson especially, with his rolling Highland humour and his paternal approach, should have been a mentor extraordinaire for someone like Havers. The man was a virtual teddy bear. Had any DS ever failed to work successfully at his side? Only Havers.


  Lynley remembered the day of Webberly's decision to put her back in uniform. Everyone had known it was coming, of course. It had been coming for months. But no one had been quite prepared for the woman's reaction.


  ‘If I was lah-dee-dah Eton, you'd be keeping me,’ she'd shouted in Webberly's office in a broken voice loud enough for the entire floor to hear. ‘If I'd a cheque-book large enough and a title on my name and a willingness to screw everything in sight — woman, man, child, or animal — I'd be quite good enough for your precious department!’


  At the mention of Eton, three heads had swivelled in Lynley's direction. By the end of the diatribe, a quick cessation of workday noise indicated to him that every person within range of vision was looking his way. He'd been standing at a cabinet, rooting about for the file on that miserable little worm Harry Nelson but found that his fingers had suddenly become clumsy. Of course, he really didn't need the file. Not exactly at the moment. Indeed, he couldn't stand there for ever; he had to turn, to go back to his desk.


  He made himself do it, made himself say quite lightly, ‘Good Lord, I always draw the line at animals,’ and made himself walk casually across the room.


  Nervous, uncomfortable laughter greeted his remark. Then Webberly's door slammed and Havers stormed wildly down the corridor. Her mouth was twisted with rage, her face blotched and mottled with tears that she wiped off savagely with the sleeve of her coat. Lynley felt the entire force of her hatred wash over him as her eyes met his and her lips curled in contempt. It was like being struck by an illness for which there was no cure.


  A moment later, MacPherson lumbered by his desk, tossed down the file on Harry Nelson, and said, ‘Ye're a class act, laddie,’ in his amiable rumble. But, still, it had taken at least ten minutes for his hands to stop shaking so that he could dial the phone for Helen.


  ‘Lunch, old duck?’ he had asked her.


  She could tell. She could hear it at once. ‘Absolutely, Tommy. Simon's been forcing me all morning to look at the most hideous hair samples imaginable — did you know that scalp actually comes off when you pull out someone's hair, darling? — and somehow lunch seems just the very thing. Shall we say the Connaught?’


  Blessed Helen. God, what a wonderful anchor she'd been in his life this past year! Lynley pushed the thought from his mind and returned to his study of Havers. She reminded him just a bit of a turtle. Especially this morning when Helen had come into the room. The poor wretch had absolutely frozen, muttered less than ten words, and retreated right into her shell. What bizarre behaviour! As if she had something to fear from Helen! He felt in his pockets for his cigarette case and lighter.


  Sergeant Havers glanced up at his movement, then returned to her report, her face impassive. She doesn't smoke or drink, Lynley thought and smiled wryly. Well, get used to it, Sergeant. I'm not at all a man who neglects his vices. Not in the past year, at least.


  He'd never quite been able to comprehend the woman's remarkable antipathy towards him. There was, if one thought about it, the entire ridiculous subject of class — and God knows he'd taken a fair share of ribbing once his colleagues discovered he'd inherited a title. Yet after a week or two of their mocking bows and fanfares whenever he entered a room, the title had simply ceased to be an issue at all. But not for Havers, who seemed to hear the orotund words Eighth Earl of Asherton booming out every time he walked anywhere near her, something he'd scrupulously avoided doing since she'd been returned to uniform.


  He sighed. And here they were now together. What was it exactly that Webberly had in mind in establishing this grotesque alliance of theirs? The super was by far the most intelligent man he'd ever run across at the Yard, so this quixotic little partnership hadn't come out of nowhere. He looked out of the rain-splattered window. If I can only determine which one of us is Sancho Panza, we'll get on famously. He laughed.


  Sergeant Havers looked up curiously but said nothing. Lynley smiled. ‘Just looking for windmills,’ he told her.


  They were drinking the railway's Styrofoam coffee from its Styrofoam cups when Sergeant Havers tentatively brought up the question of the axe.


  ‘No prints on it at all,’ she observed.


  ‘It does seem odd, doesn't it?’ Lynley replied. He winced at the taste of the liquid and shoved the cup aside. ‘Kill your dog, kill your father, sit there waiting for the police to arrive, but wipe the axe handle clean of your fingerprints? It doesn't follow.’


  ‘Why do you think she killed the dog, Inspector?’


  ‘To silence it.’


  ‘I suppose so,’ she agreed reluctantly.


  Lynley saw that she wanted to say something more. ‘What do you think?’


  ‘I … It's nothing. You're probably quite right, sir.’


  ‘But you have another idea. Let's hear it.’ Havers was eyeing him warily. ‘Sergeant?’ he prompted.


  She cleared her throat. ‘I was only thinking that she really wouldn't need to silence it. I mean … it was her dog. Why would it bark at her? I could be wrong, but it seems that it would bark at an intruder and an intruder would want to silence it.’


  Lynley studied the tips of his steepled fingers. ‘“The curious incident of the dog in the night-time,”’ he murmured. ‘It would bark at a girl it knew if she were killing her father,’ he argued.


  ‘But … I was thinking, sir.’ Havers nervously pushed her clipped hair behind her ears, a gesture that made her more unattractive than ever. ‘Doesn't it look as if the dog was killed first?’ She leafed through the papers that she had replaced in the folder and took out one of the photographs. ‘Teys' body has collapsed right over the dog.’


  Lynley examined the picture. ‘Yes, of course. But she could have arranged it.’


  Havers' sharp little eyes widened in surprise. ‘I don't think she could, sir. Not really.’


  ‘Why not?’


  ‘Teys was six feet four inches tall.’ She clumsily pulled out more of the report. ‘He weighed … here it is, fourteen and a half stone. I can't see this Roberta slinging round fourteen and a half stone of dead weight just to arrange a crime scene. Especially if she intended to confess immediately after. It doesn't seem possible. Besides, the body had no head, so you'd think there'd be a bit of blood on the walls if she'd slung it about. But there wasn't.’


  ‘Score a point for you, Sergeant,’ Lynley said, pulling his reading spectacles out of his pocket. ‘I think I agree. Here, let me have a look at that.’ She handed him the entire file. ‘Time of death was put at between ten and midnight,’ he said, more to himself than to her. ‘Had chicken and peas for dinner. Something wrong, Sergeant?’


  ‘Nothing, sir. Someone walked over my grave.’


  A charming expression. ‘Ah.’ He read on. ‘And barbiturates in the blood.’ He looked up, his brow furrowed, and stared sightlessly at Sergeant Havers over the top of his spectacles. ‘Somehow one never thinks of a man like that needing sleeping pills. There he is, putting in a hard day's work on a farm, out in that wonderful fresh air of the dales. He eats a hearty dinner and just drops off to sleep by the fire. Bucolic bliss. So why sleeping pills?’


  ‘It looks as if he'd only just taken them.’


  ‘Obviously. One hardly expects him to have somnambulated his way out to the barn.’


  She froze at once at his tone, retreated back into her shell. ‘I only meant—’


  ‘Excuse me,’ Lynley interrupted quickly. ‘I was joking. I do sometimes. It relieves the tension. You'll have to try to get used to it.’


  ‘Of course, sir,’ she replied with deliberate courtesy.


  The man accosted them as they walked over the pedestrian bridge towards the exit. He was extremely thin, anaemic-looking, obviously someone who was victim to at least a thousand different kinds of stomach problems that were the bane of his existence. Even as he approached them, he popped a tablet into his mouth and began chewing upon it with furious determination.


  ‘Superintendent Nies,’ Lynley remarked affably. ‘Have you come all the way from Richmond to meet us? That's quite a drive for you.’


  ‘Sixty bloody miles, so let's get it straight right from the top, Inspector,’ Nies snapped. He'd stopped dead in front of them, blocking their way to the stairs that would lead them down to the departures platform and out of the station. ‘I don't want you here. This is Kerridge's goddamned game and I've nothing to do with it. You want anything, you get it from Newby Wiske, not from Richmond. Is that perfectly clear? I don't want to see you. I don't want to hear from you. If you've come up here with a personal vendetta in mind, Inspector, then just shove it up your arse right now. Got it? I've no time for poncy schoolboys itching for a pretty scratch of revenge.’


  There was a moment of silence. Watching Nies' dyspeptic face, Barbara wondered if anyone ever spoke to Lord Asherton in such a colourful manner on his Cornish estate.


  ‘Sergeant Havers,’ Lynley said mildly, ‘I don't believe you've ever been introduced to Chief Superintendent Nies of the Richmond police force.’


  She had never seen a man driven to a loss so swiftly, done with an impeccable show of manners. ‘Nice to meet you, sir,’ she said dutifully.


  ‘Damn you to hell, Lynley,’ Nies snarled. ‘Just stay out of my way.’ With that, he turned on his heel and pushed his way through the crowd towards the exit.


  ‘Nicely done, Sergeant.’ Lynley's voice was serene. His eyes searched through the swarm of humanity in the terminal. It was nearly noon, and the usual bustle of York's station was intensified by the lunch hour as people took the opportunity to purchase tickets, to argue car-hire prices with the station agents, to meet loved ones who had timed arrivals to fit into the schedules of a working world. Lynley found the person he was looking for, said, ‘Ah, I see Denton up ahead,’ and raised his hand in acknowledgement to a young man who was approaching them.


  Denton had just come out of the cafeteria, caught in the midst of a meal. He was chewing, swallowing, and wiping his mouth with a paper napkin as he dodged through the crowd. He additionally managed to comb his thick dark hair neatly, straighten his tie, and give a quick glance at his shoes, all before reaching them.


  ‘Good trip, my lord?’ he asked, handing Lynley a set of keys. ‘The car's just outside.’ He smiled pleasantly, but Barbara saw that he avoided Lynley's eyes.


  Lynley gazed at his valet critically. ‘Caroline,’ he said.


  Demon's round, grey eyes grew immediately rounder. ‘Caroline, my lord?’ he repeated innocently. His cherubic face became, if possible, even more cherubic. He flicked a nervous glance back in the direction from which he'd just come.


  ‘Don't “Caroline, my lord?” me. We've a few things to straighten up here before you go off on this holiday of yours. This is Sergeant Havers, by the way.’


  Denton gulped and nodded quickly at Barbara. ‘Pleased, Sergeant,’ he said and turned his eyes back to Lynley. ‘My lord?’


  ‘Stop being so obsequious. You don't do it at home and in public it makes my skin positively crawl with embarrassment.’ Impatient, Lynley shifted his black overnight case from one hand to the other.


  ‘Sorry.’ Denton sighed and dropped the pose. ‘Caroline's in the cafeteria. I've a cottage lined up in Robin Hood's Bay.’


  ‘What a romantic you are,’ Lynley observed drily. ‘Spare me the details. Just tell her to phone Lady Helen and reassure her you're not off to Gretna Green. Will you do that, Denton?’


  The young man grinned. ‘Will do. In a tick.’


  ‘Thank you.’ Lynley reached into his pocket and from his wallet extracted a credit card. He handed it to the man. ‘Don't get any ideas,’ he warned. ‘I want only the car on this. Is that clear?’


  ‘Absolutely,’ Denton replied crisply. He glanced over his shoulder to the cafeteria, where a pretty young woman had come outside and was watching them. She was as fashionably dressed and as fashionably coiffured as Lady Helen Clyde herself always was. Practically her clone if it came down to it, Barbara thought sourly and wondered if it was a requirement of the job: hand-maiden to the youngest daughter of an earl, just like someone stepping out of the nineteenth century. The only real difference between Caroline and her ladyship was a minor lack of self-assurance evidenced by Caroline's grip upon her handbag: a two-fisted clinging to the handles as if it were to be used as a defensive weapon.


  Denton spoke. ‘Shall I be off, then?’


  ‘Be off,’ Lynley responded, and added as the man scurried back in the direction he had come, ‘Take some care, will you?’


  ‘Not a fear, my lord. Not a fear,’ was the swift reply.


  Lynley watched him disappear into the crowd, the young woman on his arm. He turned to Barbara. ‘I think that's the last interruption,’ he said. ‘Let's be on our way.’


  With that, he led her out on to Station Road and directly up to a sleek silver Bentley.


  ‘I — have — got — the — poop,’ Hank Watson said confidentially from the next table. ‘The — straight — certified — verified poop!’ Satisfied that he had the undivided attention of the others in the dining-room, he went on. ‘About the baby-in-the-abbey story. JoJo-bean and I had the straight certified from Angelina this morning.’


  St James looked at his wife. ‘More coffee, Deborah?’ he asked politely. When she demurred, he poured some for himself and gave his attention back to the other couple.


  Hank and JoJo Watson hadn't wasted much time becoming elbow-rubbing intimates of the only other guests at Keldale Hall. Mrs Burton-Thomas had seen to that by seating them at adjoining tables in the hall's immense dining-room. She hadn't bothered with introductions. She knew quite well there would be no need. The beautiful bolection mouldings of the room's panelled walls, the Sheraton sideboard, and the William and Mary chairs became entirely lost to the American couple's interest once St James and Deborah entered the room.


  ‘Hank, hon, maybe they don't want to hear about the baby in the abbey.’ JoJo fingered her gold chain from which were hanging a veritable excrescence of trinkets. #1 Mom, Applepie and Sugarbean danced alongside a Mercedes-Benz symbol, a diminutive spoon, and a minuscule Eiffel Tower.


  ‘Hellsapoppin they don't!’ was Hank's riposte. ‘You just ask them, Bean.’


  JoJo rolled her eyes in apology at the other couple. ‘Hank's charmed with England. Just really charmed,’ she explained.


  ‘Love it.’ Hank nodded. ‘If I could just get some toast that's h-o-t, the place'd be perfect. Why in heck d'you people eat your toast cold ?’


  ‘I've always thought it was a cultural deficiency,’ St James responded.


  Hank brayed appreciatively, his mouth open wide to display a row of startlingly white teeth. ‘Cultural deficiency! That's good! That's real good! Hear that, Bean? Cultural deficiency!’ Hank always repeated any remark that made him laugh. Somehow, it gave him a certain authorship over it. ‘Now, back to the abbey.’ He was also not easily diverted.


  ‘Hank,’ his wife murmured. She was a bit like a rabbit, exophthalmic, with a little upturned nose that continually twitched and flexed on her face as if she were not quite used to the air she breathed.


  ‘Loosen up, Bean,’ her husband urged. ‘These people here are the salt – of – the – earth.’


  ‘I think I will have more coffee, Simon,’ Deborah said.


  Her husband poured, met her eyes, and said, ‘Milk, dear?’


  ‘Yes, please.’


  ‘H-o-t milk for the coffee!’ Hank remarked, seeing a new avenue in which to demonstrate his considerable verbal flexibility. ‘Now, that's something else I just haven't got used to. Hey! Here's Angelina now!’


  The said young girl — obviously by her physical resemblance to Danny yet another member of the curiouser and curiouser Burton-Thomas clan — was carrying a large tray into the dining-room with intense concentration. She was not as pretty as Danny: a plump little red hen of a girl whose scrubbed cheeks and rough hands made her look as if she'd be more at home on a farm than attempting to be part of her family's eccentric establishment. She bobbed a nervous good morning, avoiding their eyes, and awkwardly distributed breakfast, gnawing her bottom lip miserably as she did so.


  ‘Shy little thing,’ Hank observed loudly, squashing a square of toast into the centre of his fried egg. ‘But she gave us the true poop last night after dinner. Now, you've heard about that baby, right?’


  Deborah and St James looked at each other, deciding which one of them would take up the conversational ball. It was tossed to Deborah. ‘Yes, indeed we did,’ she replied. ‘Crying from the abbey. Danny told us about it just after we arrived.’


  ‘Ha! Bet she did,’ Hank said obscurely, and then, to make sure his meaning was clear, added, ‘Nice little piece. You know. Likes the attention.’


  ‘Hank …,’ his wife murmured into her porridge. Her hair was very short, strawberry blonde, and the tips of her ears, showing through it, had become quite red.


  ‘JoJo-bean, these people are not d-u-m,’ Hank replied. ‘They know the score.’ He waved a fork at the other two. A piece of sausage was poised perilously on the prongs. ‘You gotta excuse the Bean,’ he explained. ‘You'd think living in Laguna Beach'd make a swinger outa her, wouldn't you? You familiar with Laguna Beach, California?’ No pause for an answer. ‘It is the finest place in the world to live — no offence to you here, of course. JoJo-bean and I've lived there for — how long is it now, Pretty Face? Twenty-two years? — and she still blushes, I tell you, when she sees two queers getting personal! “JoJo,” I tell her, “there – is – no – use getting hot and bothered about queers.”’ He lowered his voice. ‘We got them coming out our verified ears in Laguna,’ he confided.


  St James could not bring himself to look at Deborah. ‘I beg your pardon?’ he asked, unsure if he had correctly heard the unusual gymnastic pun.


  ‘Queers, man! Faggots! Ho-mo-sex-shuls. By the certified, verified millions in Laguna! They all want to live there! Now, as to the abbey.’ Hank paused to slurp gustily at his coffee. ‘Seems the real story is that Danny and her you-know-what used to meet at the abbey on a regular basis. You know what I mean. For a little clutch-and-feel. And on the night in question some three years back they've just decided it's time to consecrate the relationship. You follow me?’


  ‘Completely,’ St James replied. He studiously avoided Deborah's eyes.


  ‘Now, Danny, see, is a little leery of this. After all, being a virgin on the wedding night's a puh-retty big item to let go of, don't you agree? 'Specially in this neck of the woods. And if little Danny lets this fella have his way … well, there's no backward road, is there?’ He awaited St James' response.


  ‘I should imagine not.’


  Hank nodded sagely. ‘So, as her sister Angelina tells it—’


  ‘She was there?’ St James asked incredulously.


  Hank spent a moment guffawing at the thought, banging his spoon with tympanic delight on the top of the table. ‘You're a card, fella!’ He directed his attention to Deborah. ‘He always like this?’


  ‘Always,’ she replied promptly.


  ‘That's great! Well, back to the abbey.’


  Of course, Deborah and St James' exchanged looks replied.


  ‘So here's this fella with Danny.’ Hank painted the scene in the air with his knife and fork. ‘The gun is loaded and the trigger cocked. When all of a sudden comes this baby wailing fit to beat the band! Can you see it? Huh, can you?’


  ‘In detail,’ St James replied.


  ‘Well, these two hear that baby and think it's the worda God himself. They get outa that abbey so fast that you'd think the devil was chasing them. And that, my friends, put an end to that.’


  ‘To the baby crying, do you mean?’ Deborah asked. ‘Oh, Simon, I was hoping we'd hear it tonight. Or perhaps even this afternoon. Warding off evil turned out to be so much more rewarding than I expected it to be.’


  Minx, his look said.


  ‘Not to the crying baby,’ Hank instructed. ‘To the you-know-what between Danny and whoever he was. Who the hell was he, anyway, Bean?’


  ‘A weird name. Ezra somebody.’


  Hank nodded. ‘Well, anyway, Danny comes back to the Hall here with a case of the who-ha's that just won't quit. Wants to confess her sins and go right to the Lord. So they call the local priest in. It is ex-or-cism time!’


  ‘For the abbey, the hall, or Danny?’ St James enquired.


  ‘All three, fella! So this priest comes rushing down and does the bit with the holy water, goes on to the abbey, and—’ He stopped completely, his face lit with joy, his eyes alive with delight: a master storyteller with the audience tearing and clawing to hear every last syllable.


  ‘More coffee, Deborah?’


  ‘Thank you, no.’


  ‘And what do you think?’ Hank demanded.


  St James considered the question. He felt his wife's foot nudge his good leg. ‘What?’ he dutifully responded.


  ‘Damn if there wasn't a real baby there. A newborn with the cord still attached. Couldn't be more than a couple hours old. Deader'n a door knocker by the time the old priest got there. Exposure, they say.’


  ‘How dreadful.’ Deborah's face paled. ‘What a horrible thing!’


  Hank nodded solemnly. ‘You're talking horrible, just think of poor Ezra! Bet he couldn't you-know-what for another two years!’


  ‘Whose baby was it?’


  Hank shrugged. He turned his attention to his now-cold breakfast. Clearly, the juicier elements of the story were the only ones that he had pursued.


  ‘No one knows,’ JoJo answered. ‘They buried it in the churchyard in the village. With the funniest epitaph on the poor little grave. I can't recall it, offhand. You'll have to go see it.’


  ‘They're newlyweds, Bean,’ Hank put in with a broad wink at St James. ‘I bet they got plenty m-o-r-e on their minds than traipsing through graveyards.’


  Obviously, Lynley favoured the Russians. They'd begun with Rachmaninov, moved to Rimsky-Korsakov, and were now slam-banging their way through the cannonades of the ‘1812’ Overture.


  ‘There. Did you notice it?’ he asked her, once the music had crashed to its finale. ‘One of the cymbalists was just a counter-beat behind. But it's my only bone of contention with that particular recording of “1812”.’ He flipped the stereo off.


  Barbara noticed for the first time that he wore absolutely no jewellery — no crested signet ring, no expensive wristwatch to flash gold richly when it caught the light. For some reason, that fact was as distracting to her as an unsightly display of opulent ornamentation would have been.


  ‘I didn't catch it. Sorry. I don't know a lot about music’ Did he really expect her — with her background — to be able to converse with him about classical music?


  ‘I don't know much about it either,’ he admitted ingenuously. ‘I just listen to it a great deal. I'm afraid I'm one of those ignoramuses who say, “I don't know a thing about it, but I know what I like”.’


  She listened to his words with surprise. The man had a first in history, an Oxford education. Why in the world would he ever apply the word ignoramus to himself? Unless, of course, it was designed to put her at ease with a liberal dose of charm, something he was capable of doing quite well. It was effortless for him, as easy as breathing.


  ‘I must have developed my liking for it during the very last part of my father's illness. It was always playing in the house when I could get away to see him.’ He paused, removed the tape, and the silence in the car became every bit as loud as the music had been, but far more disconcerting. It was some moments before he spoke again and, when he did, it was to pick up the thread of his original thought. ‘He simply wasted away to nothing. So much pain.’ He cleared his throat. ‘My mother wouldn't consider putting him into hospital. Even towards the end when it would have been so much easier on her, she wouldn't hear of it. She sat with him hour after hour, day and night, and watched him die by degrees. I think it was music that kept them both sane those last weeks.’ He kept his eyes on the road. ‘She held his hand and listened to Tchaikovsky. In the end he couldn't even speak. I've always liked to think the music did his speaking for him.’


  It was suddenly crucial to stop the direction the conversation was taking. Barbara gripped the stiff edges of the folded roadmap with dry, hot fingers and searched for another subject.


  ‘You know that bloke Nies, don't you?’ It blurted out badly, all too obviously an ill-concealed attempt to digress. She shot a wary look at him.


  His eyes narrowed, but otherwise he gave no immediate reaction to the question. One hand merely dropped from the steering wheel. For a moment, Barbara thought, ridiculously, that he intended to use it to silence her, but he simply chose another tape at random and slid it into the stereo. He did not, however, turn the unit on. She stared out at the passing countryside, mortified.


  ‘I'm surprised you don't know about it,’ he finally said.


  ‘Know about what?’


  He looked at her then. He appeared to be trying to read her face for insolence or sarcasm or perhaps a need to wound. Apparently satisfied with what he saw, he returned his eyes to the road.


  ‘Just about five years ago, my brother-in-law, Edward Davenport, was murdered in his home north of Richmond. Superintendent Nies saw fit to arrest me. It wasn't a long ordeal, just a matter of a few days. But quite long enough.’ A glance at her again, a self-deprecatory smile. ‘You've not heard that story, Sergeant? It's nasty enough to make good cocktail-party gossip.’


  ‘I … no … no, I'd not heard it. And, anyway, I don't go to cocktail parties.’ She turned blindly to the window. ‘I should guess the turn-off is near. Perhaps three miles,’ she said uselessly.


  She was shaken to the core. She could not have said why, did not want to think about it, and forced herself to study the scenery, refusing to be caught up in any further conversation with the man. Concentration on the land became imperative, and as she gave herself over to it the country began its process of seduction upon her, for she was so used to the frenetic pace of London and the desperate grime of her neighbourhood in Acton that Yorkshire came as a bit of a shock.


  The countryside was a thousand different shades of green, from the patchwork quilts of the cultivated land to the desolation of the open moors. The road dipped through dales where forests protected spotless villages and then climbed switch-backed curves to take them again up to the open land where the North Sea wind blew unforgivingly across heather and furze. Here, the only life belonged to the sheep. They wandered free and unfenced, unfettered by the ancient drystone walls that constructed boundaries for their fellows in the dales below.


  There were contradictions everywhere. In the cultivated areas, life burgeoned from every cranny and hedgerow, a thick vegetation that in another season would produce the mixed beauties of cow parsley, campion, vetch, and foxglove. It was an area where traffic was delayed while two dogs expertly herded a flock of plump sheep across pasture, down hillside, and along the road for a two-mile stroll into the centre of a village, directed only by the whistling of the shepherd who followed, his fate and the fate of the animals he owned left to the skill of the running dogs. And then suddenly the plants, villages, magnificent oaks, elms, and chestnuts — this truly insubstantial pageant — faded to nothing in the glory of the moors.


  Here, the cerulean sky exploded with clouds. It swept down to meet the rough, unconquered land. Earth and air: there was nothing else, save the sapient presence of the black-faced sheep, stalwart denizens of this lonely place.


  ‘It's beautiful, isn't it?’ Lynley asked after some minutes. ‘In spite of everything that's happened to me here, I still love Yorkshire. I think it's the loneliness here. The complete desolation.’


  Again Barbara resisted the confidence, the implicit message behind the words that here was a man who could understand. ‘It's very nice, sir. Not like anything I've ever seen. I think this is our turn.’


  The road to Keldale switched back and forth, taking them to the deepest section of the dale. Moments after the turn, the woods closed in on them. Trees arched over the road, ferns grew thickly at its sides. They came to the village the way that Cromwell had come, and they found it as he had: deserted.


  * * *


  The ringing of St Catherine's church bells told them immediately why there was no sign of life in the village. Upon the cessation of what Lynley was beginning to believe was surely Sayers' nine tailors, the church doors opened and the ancient building spewed forth its tiny congregation.


  ‘At last,’ he murmured. He stood leaning against the car, thoughtfully surveying the village. He'd parked in front of Keldale Lodge, a trim little hostelry, heavily hung with ivy and multipaned windows, from which he had a sweeping view in four directions. Taking it in, he concluded that there couldn't possibly have been a more unlikely spot on earth for a murder.


  To the north was the narrow high street, flanked by grey stone buildings with tiled roofs and white woodwork containing the requisite elements for comfortable village life: a shoebox-sized post office; a nondescript greengrocer's; a shop advertising Lyons cakes on a rusty yellow sign and looking like the purveyor of everything from motor oil to baby food; a Wesley an chapel wedged with delightful incongruity between Sarah's Tea Room and Sinji's Beauty Shoppe: ‘Pretty Curls Make Lovely Girls’. The pavement on either side of the street was raised only slightly off the road, and water pooled in front of doorways from the morning's rainfall. But the sky was clear now, and the air was so fresh that Lynley could taste its purity.


  To the west, a road called Bishop Furthing led off towards farmland, enclosed on either side by the ubiquitous drystone walls of the district. On its corner stood a tree-shaded cottage with a front door only steps from the street. It had an enclosed garden to one side from which the excited yelping of small dogs burst forth at regular intervals, as if someone were playing with them rough and tumble. The building itself was labelled as inconspicuously as possible with the single word POLICE, blue letters on a white sign that stuck out from a window. Home of the archangel Gabriel, Lynley concluded, suppressing a smile.


  To the south, two roads veered off from an overgrown two-bench common: Keldale Abbey Road, ostensibly leading to the same, and over the humped bridge that spanned the lazy movement of the River Kel, Church Street, with St Catherine's built on a hillock on the corner. It, too, was surrounded by a low stone wall, and embedded into this was a First World War memorial plaque, the sombre commonality of every village in the nation.


  To the east was the road down which they had wended their way to this bit of Yorkshire heaven. It had been deserted earlier, but now the bent form of a woman trudged up the incline, a scarf tucked into her black coat. Shod in heavy brogues and dazzling blue ankle-socks, she carried a mesh bag over one arm. It dangled there limply, empty. On a Sunday afternoon, there was little hope of filling it with foodstuffs purchased at the grocer's, for everything was locked up tight and, even if it were not, she was heading in the wrong direction to be making a purchase: out of the village, back up towards the moors. A farmer's wife, perhaps, having made some delivery.


  The village was surrounded by woods, by the upward slope of meadow, by the feeling of absolute security and peace. Once St Catherine's bells ceased ringing, the birds took up, tittering from rooftops and trees. Somewhere, a fire had been lit and wood-smoke, just the ghost of its fragrance, was like a whisper in the air. It was hard to believe that three weeks past, a mile out of town, a man had been decapitated by his only daughter.


  ‘Inspector Lynley? I hope I haven't kept you waiting long. I always lock up during church since there's no one else to watch the place. I'm Stepha Odell. I own the lodge.’


  At the sound of the voice, Lynley turned from his inspection of the village, but at the sight of her his polite introduction died on his lips.


  A tall, shapely woman — perhaps forty years old — stood before him. She was dressed for church in grey linen, a well-cut dress with a white collar. The rest of her was black: shoes, belt, handbag, and hat. Except for her hair, which was coppery red and fell to her shoulders. She was stunning.


  He found his voice. ‘Thomas Lynley,’ he said idiotically. ‘This is Sergeant Havers.’


  ‘Do come in.’ Stepha Odell's voice was warm and pleasant. ‘I've your rooms ready. You'll find us a quiet inn at this time of year.’


  There was a chill in the building they entered, an atmosphere produced by thick walls and stone floors. These were covered with a faded Axminster carpet. She led them into a tiny reception area, moving with a swift, unconscious grace, and produced an oversized register for them to sign. ‘You've been told I only do breakfast, haven't you?’ she asked earnestly, as if satisfying hunger were the uppermost thing on his mind at this moment.


  Do I look that desperate! ‘We'll manage, Mrs Odell,’ Lynley said. Tricky move, old boy. Transparent as hell. Havers stood mute at his side, her face without expression.


  ‘Miss,’ their hostess replied. ‘Stepha really. You can get meals at the Dove and Whistle in St Chad's Lane or at the Holy Grail. Or, if you want something special, there's Keldale Hall.’


  ‘The Holy Grail?’


  She smiled. ‘The pub across from St Catherine's.’


  ‘That name must certainly propitiate the abstinent gods.’


  ‘At least it does Father Hart. But he's been known to tip a pint or two in an evening there. Shall I show you your rooms?’


  Without waiting for an answer, she led them up the crooked stairs, displaying, Lynley noted, a remarkably pretty pair of ankles above which rose an even prettier pair of legs. ‘You'll find us glad to have you in the village, Inspector,’ she stated as she opened the door to the first room and then with a gesture of her hand indicated the room next door with the unspoken message that it was up to them to decide who stayed where.


  ‘That's helpful. I'm glad to hear it.’


  ‘We've none of us anything against Gabriel, you see. But he's not been a popular man round here since they carted Roberta off to the asylum.’
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