







A Willing Victim


A Willing Victim

LAURA WILSON

[image: Quercus]


First published in Great Britain in 2012 by

Quercus Editions

55 Baker Street

7th Floor,

South Block

London

W1U 8EW

Copyright © 2012 by Laura Wilson

The moral right of Laura Wilson to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

eBook ISBN 978 1 84916 895 3

HB ISBN 978 1 84916 311 8

TPB ISBN 978 1 84916 312 5

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places and events are either the product of the authors’ imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

You can find this and many other great books at:
www.quercusbooks.co.uk


    Laura Wilson's DI Stratton series:

    Stratton’s War

    An Empty Death

    A Capital Crime

Also by Laura Wilson

A Little Death

Dying Voices

My Best Friend

Hello Bunny Alice

The Lover

A Thousand Lies



To my father,

William Wilson

(1924–2010)


‘Why, sometimes I’ve believed as many as six impossible things before breakfast.’

Lewis Carroll, Alice in Wonderland.


CHAPTER ONE

31 October 1956

‘The Interplanetary Parliament.’ Mr Heddon nodded emphatically.

‘I beg your pardon?’ Behind him, Detective Inspector Stratton heard Feather the duty sergeant trying, unconvincingly, to turn a laugh into a cough.

‘The Interplanetary Parliament,’ Heddon repeated, apparently oblivious to the barely smothered snorts of mirth coming from behind the desk. Small, dapper and bright-eyed, he was standing in the middle of the West End Central police station entrance hall with an alert and sprightly bearing that made Stratton think of a Jack Russell standing on its hind legs. He tried vainly to suppress an image of the little chap jumping head-first through a hoop with a ruff around his neck as Heddon continued, ‘I felt it would be best to alert the proper authorities, to put things on an emergency footing – after all, we can’t be caught on the hop, can we?’

‘And this is because,’ said Stratton carefully, ‘you have received information from an alien being about a war between different planets.’

‘That’s right. The war is imminent. The being came from Venus. His name is Master Maitreya. I was cleaning my teeth at the time. It gave me quite a turn, I can tell you.’

‘I imagine it would,’ said Stratton. ‘Was there anyone with you?’

Heddon shook his head. ‘I live alone.’ I’m not bloody surprised, thought Stratton. ‘Obviously,’ Heddon continued, ‘the United Nations will also need to be told.’

‘I’m not sure about that, sir.’ Stratton fought back an image of a fleet of flying saucers like upside-down soup bowls with little green men peering from their portholes and wondered why on earth he was participating in such a ridiculous conversation. ‘I mean, the UN are wonderful in theory, but in practice . . . I mean, they don’t seem to be doing much good in Hungary, do they?’

‘Nevertheless,’ said Heddon, to the accompaniment of a choked-off explosion of laughter from Feather, ‘they do need to be informed. I trust,’ he added, ‘that you – all of you – will be treating this matter with the utmost seriousness.’

‘We’ll do our best, sir,’ said Stratton.

‘Good. Should I receive any more communications from Venus, I shall let you know immediately.’ Turning on his heel, the little man trotted out of the station.

Stratton stared after him. ‘I hope it keeps fine for you,’ he murmured. Turning to Feather, he added more loudly, ‘Fat lot of help you were.’

‘Sorry, sir.’ Feather, who was big, pink and jolly, sounded anything but apologetic. ‘Got a message for you from DCI Lamb. Urgent – wants you to see him as soon as possible. I’ll speak to the United Nations in the meantime, shall I? Tell them the Martians have arrived?’

‘Ha, bloody ha.’

‘Seriously, though.’ Feather shook his head, suddenly deflated. ‘I dunno why he bothered. Never mind the Martians – any minute now, we’ll all be blown to buggery by a bunch of idiot politicians with H-bombs.’

DCI Lamb had softened perceptibly towards Stratton in the last few years. Stratton thought that while this may have been partially due to the fact that his superior was soon to retire and so was, to a certain extent, marking time, the change of attitude dated from three years earlier, when, as the result of an investigation in which he’d taken a hand, an innocent man had hanged. When the real criminal was caught, the case had received a great deal of bad publicity which, as the resulting judicial inquiry was deemed a whitewash, had never, entirely, gone away. Lamb had never said as much, but Stratton knew that it had shaken his superior deeply. That said, he still looked like George Formby, still had the extraordinarily irritating habit of jabbing his forefinger on the desk for emphasis, still wanted everything done five minutes ago, and his recent attempts at chumminess and jocularity were buttock-clenchingly excruciating. This time, though, the interview was brief. ‘What kept you?’

‘Chap came in to report a visitation from the planet Venus, sir. Apparently, we’re to have a war of the worlds. Took a few minutes to get rid of him.’

Lamb shook his head in bewilderment. ‘Everyone seems to think the world’s coming to an end. But at least that sort are harmless, which is’ – he glanced downwards and to the side and Stratton, following his gaze, saw that it was directed at a newspaper sticking out of the wastepaper bin – ‘more than you can say for the Soviets. Anyway,’ Lamb cleared his throat, ‘we’ve got a suspicious death in Flaxman Court. It’s a chap – described as a student, although he seems to have been a bit old for it. Found in his room. Name of Jeremy Lloyd. You and Collins—’

‘He’s still on leave, sir.’ Detective Sergeant Collins had been rushed to hospital with what turned out to be a burst appendix three days before, and Stratton, who’d been to see him, doubted he’d be back any time soon.

‘Yes, of course. Poor chap . . .’ Lamb stared expectantly at Stratton for a moment, as if hoping he might pull a brand new DS from a pocket in the manner of a conjurer producing a rabbit from a hat, then said, ‘Well, take PC Canning with you, then. The death was reported by the landlady, a Mrs . . .’ Lamb paused to consult his notes, ‘Mrs Jean Linder. She was the one who found him. Says he looks as if he’s been stabbed, so we’d better get McNally to him before he’s moved. We’ve been onto Fingerprints, and the photographer’s on the way . . . Let’s just hope it’s not those wretched Teddy boys making their presence felt. Now that really is a sign that something’s wrong – they’ve no respect for anything.’

Standing on the steps of West End Central, Stratton stared upwards. Remembering what Feather had said about the H-bomb, he imagined the roiling iron-dark winter sky exploding, spread-eagled, into a mushroom cloud. He thought of the Pathé news-reels he’d seen of the tests at Bikini Atoll, suspended skeins of cloud like the skirts of a gigantic ballerina, the air all around dying in the sunless glare . . . What would be left of England then? Cockroaches and tyres?


CHAPTER TWO

Flaxman Court was less than five minutes away, so Stratton, accompanied by the giant and imperturbable PC Canning, went on foot through Berwick Street market where stalls were being dressed with fresh fruit and veg, treading carefully through the discarded stuff thrown on the road and turned to a slippery, multicoloured mulch by early rain.

‘DCI Lamb thinks it’s Teddy boys,’ said Stratton, as they walked past a Chinese restaurant with its window full of flat, varnished ducks and dried fish that looked like driftwood.

‘Been reading the papers again, sir,’ said Canning placidly. ‘Gives him ideas.’

By and large, Stratton agreed with this. In his experience, Teddy boys didn’t do much at all except hang about outside dance halls and cinemas and sneer at people. And preen, of course – they were more conscious of their appearance than girls, although their spotty pallid faces and general air of runtish under-privilege never really seemed to match their dandified clothes. They’d had a few fights on their patch – bicycle chains as weapons, which was a new one on him – a Cypriot café owner beaten up, and a West Indian, and a couple of scuffles down near Charing Cross Road, but that was about it. ‘Could be a burglary gone wrong, though.’

‘That would just be one of them, though, or two at most. When they’re in a group they’re ready to tear the place apart, but on their own . . .’ Canning shook his head. ‘They don’t say boo to a goose, never mind murder.’

Stratton was reminded momentarily of his nephew, Reg’s son Johnny. Now thirty-six, he’d so far managed – more by luck than judgement – to stay out of gaol. He’d been a car salesmen for a while, in Warren Street, and then there’d been a series of perfunctory trips to the Labour Exchange, yielding nothing, followed by his father’s boast that he was fixed up and ‘doing well for himself’. Exactly how he was fixed up, Stratton didn’t dare ask – in any case, he doubted that Johnny would have told Reg the truth about whatever he was actually doing. Just as well, he thought, that his nephew was far too old to be a member of one of the gangs.

‘Anyway, who’d go on the rob in Flaxman Court?’ Canning sounded incredulous. ‘There’s nothing to nick. And it’s not the sort of place they’d go just to cause trouble.’

This, Stratton felt, as they turned into the short and dismal-looking alleyway, passing a tramp who was half-heartedly rooting through a pile of refuse and startling a flock of scruffy-looking pigeons, was undoubtedly true. Horribly dilapidated, comfortless and dank even in summer, Flaxman Court consisted solely of a terrace of five tall and grim Victorian lodging houses that looked out onto the high, brick side-wall of a shop on the adjacent street. The house closest to them had a scrubby-looking bit of net curtain in the front window, held in place with what looked like bent forks. A young policeman, who Stratton recognised as the fresh-from-National-Service PC Standish, stood outside the peeling door of number three.

The woman who came to the door had such enormous breasts that Stratton’s initial impression was that she had her arm in a sling. ‘Mrs Linder?’

He identified himself and, when she stood back to let him enter the narrow hallway, tried to sidle in without making contact with her chest. Close to, she smelt of parma violets and wore so much powder that grains clustered at the roots of her hair in a way that reminded Stratton of grass growing out of sand dunes. Standing between her and the barrel-chested, dense-as-concrete form of PC Canning made him, despite being six feet three and an ex-boxer, feel positively concave.

‘I went in this morning and found him in his room,’ said Mrs Linder. ‘Always keep an eye on the lodgers . . . It wasn’t very nice at all, really.’ Her tone suggested that she considered finding a dead body to be on a par with discovering head lice or a blocked drain. ‘Anyway,’ she continued, before he could offer anything by way of condolence, ‘It’s upstairs. First floor, on the left. I shan’t come with you, if you don’t mind. Watch your step, won’t you?’ Having evidently concluded the matter to her satisfaction, she disappeared through the nearest doorway.

‘Take a statement,’ Stratton told Canning. ‘Find out who else lives here. I’ll go up.’ Left alone, he climbed the dingy stairs. The walls, ceiling and floorboards sloped and bulged alarmingly, and the landing was no better. Lloyd’s room was chilly, dusty, and had a smell that Stratton thought of as peculiarly male – the neglect, decay and loneliness of the home of a slovenly overgrown schoolboy. There was no immediate sign of a body, just hundreds and hundreds of books lined on shelves, stacked in tottering piles on, or strewn across, the floor, slewed over all the surfaces, including the narrow, unmade bed; there seemed to be more of them everywhere he looked, giving him the impression that they were, somehow, proliferating by themselves.

A large desk stood in the middle of the room on top of a thread-bare brown rug. Peering over the typewriter and other clutter, Stratton saw Jeremy Lloyd. Dressed in a tweed suit, with the handles of a large pair of scissors protruding from the right-hand side of his neck, he was sprawled on the floor, face waxen, eyes closed. Walking round the desk, Stratton could see that the dead man, who looked to be in his late twenties, was flat on his back with his arms by his sides and his legs bent awkwardly to the right, as if someone had tried to turn him over but only partially succeeded.

Stratton squatted down for a closer look and saw that there were wounds on the chest, too – slits in the tweed and the shirt beneath with small amounts of reddish-brown staining around them. As he leant forward to touch the man’s cheek – cold – he saw that what he’d initially taken to be blood on the side of his face was, in fact, a plum-coloured birthmark that disappeared into the dark mass of curly hair. It surprised him that there didn’t seem to be much blood at all around the wound, or on the handles of the scissors.

He stood up and looked about the room once more. There was some calligraphic writing, decorated with leaves and vines, in a picture frame beside the grimy window: The secret of life is to cure the soul by the means of the senses, and the senses by means of the soul. It didn’t actually seem to mean anything to Stratton, although as far as ‘the senses’ went, anyone searching for physical signs of a perverse sexual appetite would certainly be gratified by the dark circles under Lloyd’s eyes and his blue-white pallor – he would lay money on this man’s not having been dead long enough for either to be caused by the beginnings of decomposition. This, though, was the room of a scholar. He wasn’t going to find a cupboard full of flagellant pornography sent under plain wrapper, or anything like it.

He turned his attention to the bookshelves, reading the spines: The Secret Path, The Projection of the Astral Body, Esoteric Orders and their Work, In Secret Tibet and a lot more of the same, interspersed with a few philosophers whose names he recognised, such as Confucius and Plato. Leaning forward to blow dust off the pamphlets strewn across the narrow table under the windowsill, he read: Within You is the Power, The Power to Be Well, The Lemon Cure – blimey – and Can I Be a Mystic? by someone called Aelfrida Tillyard. In his case, thought Stratton, the answer was ‘not bloody likely’ and he didn’t need some woman with a daft name to tell him so.

‘Mumbo-jumbo.’ The voice made him jump and, turning, he saw the elongated and austere form of the pathologist Dr McNally. He nodded towards the ‘secret of life’ thing in the picture frame. ‘Sort of thing that attracts long-haired men and short-haired women. Let’s have a look him, shall we? Has the photographer been yet?’

‘No. I’ve only just got here myself,’ said Stratton, backing away as far from Lloyd as he could without colliding with any piles of books. ‘No sign of anyone from Fingerprints, either, so be careful . . . Lloyd’s hair’s not too bad, actually,’ he added, as an afterthought.

‘Still, nothing a short back and sides wouldn’t cure.’ McNally squatted down beside Lloyd, angling his head for a closer look at the scissor handles sticking out of the side of the dead man’s neck. ‘And there are plenty of male cranks with short hair, after all.’

‘Don’t I know it. I had a visit from a chap this morning who said he’d had a communication from Venus about a space war and we’ve got to be prepared.’

‘Well . . .’ McNally paused, and looked up at him, a challenge in his eye. ‘When you think about it, it’s no stranger than the Son of God being born to a virgin, and millions of people believe that, even nowadays.’

‘No,’ said Stratton, mildly. ‘I suppose it isn’t, really.’

McNally peered at him, momentarily disappointed, then turned his attention back to Lloyd.

‘Do you think someone’s tried to move him?’ asked Stratton.

‘Could be . . . if they did it must have been when the limbs were more pliant, of course. There’s some rigor, and he’s cooled down a lot . . .’

‘Do you think they closed his eyes, too?’

‘It’s possible.’ McNally sounded dubious.

‘He couldn’t have done this himself, could he?’

‘Can’t be sure yet – depends if he’s left- or right-handed.’

Stratton glanced at the desk. ‘Pen and pencil on the right-hand side, but that’s not conclusive.’

‘Someone’ll know. I’d be surprised if he did it himself, though.’ McNally stared intently at Lloyd’s neck, then said, ‘A suicidal stab to the throat is very unusual – I’ve certainly never seen one. Doesn’t mean it’s impossible, though, except . . . You didn’t touch him, did you?’

‘Of course not.’

‘Didn’t move his head at all?’

Stratton sighed. ‘No.’ McNally may have been a bloody sight easier to work with than some of the more celebrated pathologists he’d encountered, the types who, treated by the press (and, often, juries) as infallible, were constantly photographed, bowler-hatted and thoughtful, staring down at the gruesome remains of some tragedy or other, but he still asked stupid questions. Stratton was about to add something to the effect that he knew better than to touch anything when a clattering on the stairs heralded the photographer, with Redfern from Fingerprints in close pursuit. The small room now being very crowded, Stratton decided to leave them all to it and went downstairs to find Canning.

‘Lloyd’s been living here since . . .’ Canning, who’d been waiting for him at the foot of the stairs, consulted his notebook, ‘April. Hardly ever had visitors, except for the priest from the RC church in Soho Square – Mrs Linder says he came about once a week. No relatives that she knows of, and she laughed when I asked about a girlfriend and said he wasn’t the sort . . . Then she said he wasn’t the other sort, either. Said she’d often wondered if he wasn’t a bit funny in the head, but he’d share his last crust with you and wouldn’t hurt a fly. Didn’t have a job, but paid his rent in good time . . . Always going on about some book he was writing. Told her he knew Ambrose Tynan.’

‘The famous writer?’ Stratton had read a couple of Tynan’s books – a lot of guff about attempts to take over Britain by sinister foreign powers who could harness dark forces for their dire purposes (but never, of course, succeeding) and some pretty hot stuff about rogering virgins on altar-tops and Satanic orgies and the like. At the time, he’d enjoyed them mainly because they were full of things one couldn’t have, such as nice food, wine and cigars. Not that he’d ever particularly enjoyed cigars, but that was probably because he’d never smoked a Hoya de Whatever it was – and nor, come to think of it, was he ever likely to. Tynan’s name tended to appear in the society columns of newspapers, along with a lot of oleaginous twaddle about witless baronets and neighing debutantes, and Stratton couldn’t imagine what possible connection he might have with somebody like Lloyd.

‘That’s the one,’ said Canning.

‘I suppose Lloyd might have written to him asking for advice or something,’ said Stratton.

‘I had the impression it was a bit more than that. Mrs L. said he’d gone to visit him.’

‘And fancied himself part of a secret brotherhood, no doubt.’ Stratton sighed, envisioning himself and Canning having to spend the week dealing with a procession of wild-eyed conspiracy theorists and crackpots. ‘Did she mention any family?’

‘Not so far as she knows.’

‘Visitors last night?’

Canning shook his head. ‘Mrs L. was at the pictures – A Kid for Two Farthings at the Tivoli. She doesn’t recommend it.’ Canning’s mouth twitched slightly. ‘Thinks Diana Dors is vulgar. Anyway, she went with her pal Mrs Heilbron and her husband, and afterwards to the Nellie Dean for a drink . . . It’s a regular date, apparently. I’ve got all the details.’

‘And later?’

‘Says no one came into the house between quarter past eleven – which is when she came in and went to bed – and half past six, when she got up. Says she’s a light sleeper and she’s on the ground floor – she heard one of the lodgers come in at a quarter to twelve—’

‘How did she know it was a lodger and not someone else?’

‘She got up and had a look. Bloke’s name is Wintle . . .’ Canning turned a page, ‘Christian name Harry. Youngish chap, out at work at the moment. Mrs L. says she doesn’t know where – he’s a painter and decorator and they go all over – but he comes back at lunchtime if he’s working near enough. And there’s another one she called “Old Mr Beauchamp”. He’s not been here the last few weeks – on the halls, apparently.’

‘Music halls?’ Stratton imagined some rouged and wizened horror, tottering night after night through a fifty-year-old routine.

‘That’s right. Well, what’s left of them, anyway. Tours around a bit. Then there’s her aunt who lives up at the top.’

‘Right-oh. I’ll go and see her. Tell Standish to let me know if Wintle arrives. Oh, and ask Mrs Linder if she knows whether Lloyd was left- or right-handed, would you?’

Mrs Linder’s aunt turned out to be a hunchbacked crone called Violet Hendry, clad in a musquash coat with a flowery pinny and several cardigans underneath, her extremities covered in fingerless gloves, and socks and slippers respectively, and her legs mottled red from sitting too close to the fire. Once they’d established that she’d heard nothing and seen nothing and that Mrs Linder was very good to her, she volunteered the information that poor Mr Lloyd was a very clever man who knew about things.

‘What sort of things?’ asked Stratton.

‘Eh?’ Mrs Hendry cupped her hand to her ear.

‘You said Mr Lloyd knew about things.’

‘He knew about the spirits,’ said Mrs Hendry. ‘The afterlife. Like my friend.’ She fumbled inside her clothes and handed Stratton a dog-eared pasteboard square. Why Remain in Doubt? he read. Madame Beatrice Worth, Famous Trance Medium. Seances and readings. Inspirational Messages by Post. Fees to Suit All. 361 Oxford Street, W1 (over hairdresser’s shop).

‘She’s marvellous. I’ve had such comfort since my husband passed on. She talks to the spirits, you see. Really talks to them – doesn’t make it up, like some. He understood all that, Mr Lloyd. Writing a book about it, he was. He said that one day . . .’ Mrs Hendry lowered her voice dramatically, ‘one day, what was in that book would change the world. You know,’ here she put a hand as dry and gnarled as a hen’s foot on his arm, ‘that’s probably why they killed him.’

‘Who’s “they”?’ asked Stratton.

‘Sorry, dear.’ Mrs Hendry cupped her hand to her ear again. When Stratton repeated the question, she peered suspiciously round the room as if there might be spies crouched behind the enamel kitchen unit or under the bed, and then whispered, ‘Unbelievers. They were against him.’

‘Did he tell you this?’

‘Yes. Enemies of truth, he called them. Beset on all sides, he was, like Our Lord. He said it was like the Bible – reviled and persecuted, he was. Reviled.’ Mrs Hendry repeated, looking at Stratton intensely, to make sure he was taking it in, ‘and persecuted. Aren’t you going to write it down?’

Feeling foolish, Stratton scribbled the words hastily in his notebook.

‘If you want to find out who killed him,’ said Mrs Hendry, ‘you look for his papers. Oh, yes.’ She nodded sagely. ‘You’ll find the answer there, all right.’


CHAPTER THREE

Heart sinking, Stratton returned to Lloyd’s room and waited while the photographer finished doing his stuff and Redfern made the room even dustier than it was before. Once they’d gone, and McNally had finished his work and was packing his bag, he said – not expecting much in the way of a response – ‘Is there anything you can tell me now?’

‘Well, it wasn’t the wound to the neck that killed him. Look.’

McNally having turned Lloyd’s head slightly, Stratton saw that the scissors, blades hardly bloodied, were lying on the rug. ‘Did you take them out?’ he asked, surprised.

‘They weren’t in – just wedged between his neck and the floor. We couldn’t see because of all that hair. The wound on the neck is hardly more than a scratch. Probably done just before, or just after, death. Accounts for the lack of blood.’

‘But there’s not much blood anywhere else, either.’

‘Puncture wounds – such as those on the chest – don’t bleed much, or at least not externally, and unless I’m very much mistaken’ – McNally’s face suggested that he thought this was most unlikely – ‘it was one of those that killed him. That is not, of course, an official diagnosis.’

‘Of course,’ murmured Stratton. ‘And the time of death?’

‘Hard to be sure. There’s not much meat on him, and the room’s not warm . . . Ten or twelve hours ago, maybe a bit more. That’s the best I can do.’

Stratton glanced at his watch. ‘Midnight?’

‘Or it could be earlier. Or later.’ McNally picked up his bag. ‘I’ll get him collected. All being well,’ he added, ‘I’ll be able to let you know my findings in the next couple of days.’

The body having been removed, PC Canning, who’d informed Stratton that Lloyd was, according to Mrs Linder, right-handed, stood in the centre of the room staring gloomily at the sagging bookshelves. ‘Blimey. Just look at this lot. Somebody else with too many ideas.’

‘You can say that again,’ said Stratton. ‘He was writing a book, apparently. Told the woman upstairs it was going to change the world. She seems to think that was why he was killed.’

Canning shook his head. ‘God help us,’ he murmured.

‘Well,’ said Stratton, grimly, ‘it doesn’t look like any other bugger’s going to be much use. Unless that lodger . . .’

‘Wintle, sir.’

‘Unless Wintle knows something – but it doesn’t sound as if he’s going to be here for a bit, so let’s get cracking. You can start on the shelves and I’ll do the desk.’

Canning stared round the room. ‘I like a book myself, but this lot . . .’ He shook his head again. ‘I’m surprised the floor hasn’t caved in. He’s got a lot by Ambrose Tynan – I’ve read quite a few of them, too.’ He started pulling them off the shelves as he spoke. ‘Who Dines with the Devil. . . that was a good one . . . The Fourth Horseman, The Curse of Moloch. . . Tynan’s written in this one.’ Canning held out a book to Stratton, open at the title page on which was inscribed, in a dashing scrawl, To my dear friend Jeremy – May the courage and wisdom of the Timeless Ones, who order all things, be your guide, Blessings be upon you – Ambrose.

‘Sounds as if they were quite pally. What was that you said earlier about a secret brotherhood, sir?’

Stratton grimaced. ‘Let’s just get on with it, shall we?’

Lloyd’s desk yielded a heavy book, like a ledger, in which were copied hundreds of aphorisms, none attributed. In order to be what you are, you have to come out of what you are not, Stratton read, and Among thousands of men, one perchance strives for perfection; even among those who strive and are perfect, only one perchance knows Me in truth . . .

Some of them he recognised as biblical, but where the others might have come from, he had no idea. They were obviously meant to be inspirational or, he thought, to be sucked on like sweets, to offer comfort. ‘A real spiritual pick-and-mix.’

‘Spiritual junk shop, more like.’ Canning surveyed the room. ‘This is going to take all bloody day.’

After half an hour or so of fruitless pawing through the contents of the room, they heard a noise from downstairs, and a moment later PC Standish appeared in the doorway. ‘Someone come to see Mr Lloyd, sir. Padre.’

Relieved to abandon the airless chamber with its dusty clutter of scholarship, Stratton followed him down the stairs. The padre, whom Mrs Linder had ushered into her beaded and brocaded front parlour, turned out to be the visiting Catholic priest she’d mentioned to Canning. His church, popular with the female relatives of local Italian restaurateurs and coffee bar proprietors, was, Stratton recalled, dripping with gilt and crammed with garishly coloured statuettes. Elderly Father Shaw, small, gimlet-eyed, subfusc and drily unsentimental seemed, mercifully, to be the human opposite of the place of worship over which he presided. ‘I was concerned about Mr Lloyd, Inspector,’ he said, when Stratton asked the nature of his visit. ‘I wasn’t altogether sure that he was right in the head. I’ve frequently observed that overmuch lay interest in theological matters can be a prelude to insanity.’

This, thought Stratton, perking up a bit, was admirably frank. ‘What form did it take?’ he asked.

‘Wanting to lecture me on points of doctrine, most of the time.’ Father Shaw sighed. ‘He was writing a book, you see. Or so he said.’

‘So I gather. We haven’t found it yet.’

‘He talked about it a great deal. Kept it in a briefcase – always carried it with him. I’m sure you’ll find the case in his room.’ Father Shaw shook his head sadly. ‘To be honest, I shouldn’t be in the least surprised if it turns out to be nothing more than random jottings.’

‘He attended your church regularly, did he?’

‘Oh, no. He came two or three times to mass, once for confession.’

‘So . . .’

‘So why visit him? I suppose, Inspector . . .’ Father Shaw stopped and considered, concentrating as if about to negotiate a tricky set of stepping stones in a fast-moving river. ‘I felt . . . responsible.’

‘Oh? Why was that?’

‘Well, for one thing, he was a convert to the Faith. In his youth. It does,’ he added wryly, ‘have a certain attraction for the artistic temperament.’

‘Do you mean,’ asked Stratton, straight-faced, ‘that he liked the . . . er . . . millinery?’

Father Shaw’s mouth twitched. ‘I believe that is sometimes a factor, but not, I think, in this case. Lloyd was never vain of his appearance. Certainly, he took pleasure in the ceremonial side, but I think the attraction was more to do with the traditions of the Catholic Church – learning and art and so forth. He’d aspired to the priesthood – unusual for a convert, but not unknown – but unfortunately he was deemed unsuitable.’

‘Why was that?’

‘I imagine – and he did not tell me this so anything I say must, of necessity, be mere conjecture – that it was because his interest was largely, at least on the surface, to do with dogma and a great deal to do with self-aggrandisement. Not that he wasn’t a kind person, and he certainly wasn’t selfish or concerned with material wealth, but I cannot imagine there would have been much interest in the souls of others, no fineness of purpose or vocation – and certainly not for missionary work. He was too argumentative, Inspector. Unstable. Difficult. The fact is that from an early age he believed himself to be marked out for great things. He said the mark had been put upon him – the port wine stain, you know.’ Father Shaw tapped a finger to his left cheek. ‘It surprised me that he could regard such an affliction as an indication of divine favour, but there it is. His parents, I understand, believed him to have some talent for music – the piano – and encouraged him, but, despite their paying for him to study at a conservatoire in France, it came to nothing. He was very bitter about this, and expressed the view that his teachers’ lack of appreciation for his talents was occasioned by jealousy and spite. It was after this disappointment that he turned his attention to religion.’

‘And what happened after he was rejected for the priesthood?’

‘Some form of mental breakdown, apparently. He said little about it other than that he’d absconded from the sanatorium where he was being treated.’

‘Where did he go?’

‘I’m not sure. He told me he’d been taken in by people who’d cared for him, but not their names. He mentioned Ambrose Tynan,’ Father Shaw winced as if he’d bitten on a bad tooth, ‘the novelist. Said Tynan had helped him a great deal – giving him books, introducing him to like-minded people and so on . . . I’m not sure about the . . . degree . . . of friendship – to be honest, I thought he might have exaggerated it in order to make himself seem important, but I can’t say it was the sort of connection I’d have encouraged.’

‘Why not?’

Father Shaw pursed his lips. ‘Those books of his . . . Sensationalist nonsense.’

‘Did Lloyd go in for black magic and that sort of thing?’

‘Oh, no. But his interest was rather too . . . wide-ranging, shall we say. Lacking in coherence.’

‘I can’t imagine that many people would take Tynan’s books seriously,’ said Stratton, hoping to God that Lloyd hadn’t.

‘I don’t suppose so, but in poor Jeremy’s case . . .’ Father Shaw sighed heavily.

‘Easily influenced, was he?’

‘Yes, I’d say so. He wanted to find a meaning in everything, Inspector, and that was the sort of thing that attracted him. I told him that faith is – or ought to be – a simple matter.’ Father Shaw looked weary, and Stratton imagined that he must be recalling a series of long and exhausting wrangles over everything from the more obscure points of theological dogma to the meaning of life.

‘Did he mention any family?’

‘Estranged, I’m afraid. His parents had made little difficulty about his conversion, but they were adamantly opposed to his joining the priesthood. When his rejection was followed by nervous trouble, they – understandably, if inaccurately – blamed the Church. It was they who placed him in the sanatorium. He didn’t contact them afterwards. This was, I believe, nine or ten years ago, and I learnt recently that both parents have since died.’

‘Who told you this?’

‘His aunt. I was most anxious that he should be reunited with his family and begged him for the name of a relative with whom I could correspond – neither of us knew at that point that the parents were dead. He refused to contact his aunt himself, but he gave me her address and I wrote to her.’

‘What was his response when you told him of his parents’ deaths?’

Father Shaw’s face was a drooping mixture of kindness and despondency that made Stratton think of a solitary raindrop making its slow way down a windowpane. ‘I never had the chance,’ he said. ‘I wrote to Mrs Prentice – Lloyd’s aunt – last week, and received the answer this morning. That’s why I came today. She was most concerned about him. The family solicitor had been trying to contact him to deliver a bequest from his parents, but to no avail, and Mrs Prentice asked me to pass on this information. I have the letter here.’ He reached into his jacket pocket and passed a square of lavender-coloured notepaper, folded in four, to Stratton. Opening it, he saw an address in Roehampton written in uncertain, arthritic handwriting in the top right-hand corner.

‘Thank you. We’ll contact her. However, as she won’t have seen her nephew for some years, I wonder if you might be able to provide identification . . . ?’

‘Of the body? Of course, Inspector. And I would welcome the opportunity to say a prayer, if I may.’

Seeing that the clergyman was about to rise, Stratton said, ‘Before you leave, can you tell me if Mr Lloyd had any enemies that you know of?’

‘Specifically, no. I’m afraid, when he spoke of enemies, I considered it to be a symptom of his rather, shall we say, inflated view of himself. Enemies of Truth, he called them. I should have questioned him more closely about them, but . . .’ Father Shaw’s eyes flicked momentarily upwards, ‘I did not take him entirely seriously. I should have been more vigilant, because one of these enemies caused his death, didn’t they, Inspector?’
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