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    Chapter 1


    The Boyling Corner Chapel Choir sped across the heart of England like a nest of singing birds and as they crossed the Welsh border there was a spontaneous outburst of Well Keep a Welcome in the Hillsides. Not even when the coach ground to a halt an hour or so later in a puff of smoke dark enough to hide a demon king did their spirits sink.


    Not at first anyway.


    No sweat, assured their driver, Merv Golightly, whose broad smile and cheerful manner had been honed at the wheel of a Luton taxi. Were only half an hour away and Ill fix this in a jiffy.


    Several jiffies later, Joe Sixsmith got out and strolled round to join Merv at the open bonnet. The two of them had been workmates at Robco Engineering of Luton till the economic miracle workers of the sick eighties had told them to take up their P45s and walk. Joes years of working at a lathe and on a much-loved, much-regretted Morris Oxford, had left him with a high degree of mechanical expertise, but Mervs years of driving a fork-lift truck had never taken him beyond the bang-it-with-a-spanner school of repair.


    The spanner was in Mervs hand now, the same outsize length of metal nicknamed Percy which he kept beneath his taxi seat for those situations which neither his cheerful manner nor broad smile could defuse.


    Hang about, Merv, said Joe, seeing the spanner poised menacingly. Let the dog see the rabbit.


    It didnt take long and it wasnt a rabbit but a dead donkey.


    Oil pumps gone, he said. Merv, whered you buy this heap of junk? At a Transport Museum boot sale?


    Hey, Ive got all the safety certs and such, you seen them, said Merv, hurt.


    This was true. Joe had insisted on seeing them soon as he heard Merv had not only extended his personal transport service to include coach hire but had put in the lowest bid for the Boyling Corner expedition to Wales. It was Rev. Pot, pastor and choirmaster, who made the final choice, but many of the choristers, led by Joes Aunt Mirabelle, were convinced Joe had put in a fix.


    Can you patch it up? asked Merv hopefully.


    His hope was mirrored on the faces of Rev. Pot and others whod also congregated round the bonnet.


    No way, said Joe dolefully. Needs a new pump. At least. Which means it needs a garage.


    All eyes turned to the empty road ahead. There were fewer signs of life there than in Westminster on a Friday, and theyd passed no human habitation for at least ten miles.


    Then Joe, with a politicians timing, let a broad smile dawn on his face and said, So, no problem. Ill just call up help, and produced his mobile phone.


    The effect was slightly spoilt when he couldnt get it to work till Beryl Boddington took it gently out of his hand and switched it on.


    Five minutes later he was able to announce that a mechanic was on the way with the necessary part.


    Aunt Mirabelle gave him a dont-think-thats-going-to-change-my-mind glower. She still regarded his post-lathe career in private investigation as a symptom of stress-induced brain fever which marriage to a good woman, plus regular attendance at chapel and the job centre, would soon cure. Shed reacted to the news that Joe had bought a mobile like a Sally Army captain catching a reformed drunk coming out of an off-licence with a brown paper parcel.


    What you need that thing for? shed demanded.


    For my work, Joe explained.


    For your work? For the devils work, you mean!


    No, Auntie, Joe had retorted with a rare flash of open rebellion. Sos I can keep in touch with my clients. Not everyone in our familys got such big ears they can hear other folks private business twenty miles off just by flapping them!


    But now she confined herself to the glower, then set about distributing the sandwiches which shed packed, on the grounds that when you visited a foreign country, there was no telling how long before youd be able to find something a Christian soul could eat.


    It was a mild late-spring afternoon and soon the choristers were sprawled out along the rock-strewn banks of the fast-flowing stream which ran parallel to the road. Joe lay next to Beryl Boddington, who was high among the runners in his aunts nuptial stakes. But Joe had long since come to realize that Beryl ran under no colours but her own, and now it came into his mind how very much he was enjoying his present situation. Only way it could be improved was by beaming the rest of the choir out of sight somewhere. Or failing that, moving himself and Beryl somewhere a little more private.


    He sat upright and said casually, Thought I might take a little stroll and stretch my legs. You fancy a bit of exercise?


    She didnt answer but lay there looking up at him and smiling broadly.


    What? he said.


    Joe Sixsmith, she said. I recall you telling me you were a through and through city boy, couldnt get on with country life. Now I see why.


    Yeah? Why?


    Its all this fresh air, turns you into some kind of wild animal. Like a werewolf.


    Shoot, all I said was, lets take a walk.


    And thats all you want, Joe? A walk?


    She pouted as if disappointed and, emboldened, he said, Thatll do for starters. So, what you say?


    Well, Im tempted, Joe. Only


    Yeah?


    Hadnt you better be around when the breakdown truck arrives to see Merv dont get ripped off?


    Joe followed her gaze. About a mile ahead along the road a van was approaching. Whod have thought theyd be so quick out here in the sticks? Then he glanced at his watch and saw that more than an hour had passed since he rang. Hed never make a Don Juan. A real operator would have got to work at least forty-five minutes ago.


    On the other hand, a real operator probably wouldnt have enjoyed simply lying alongside Beryl in the warm sunshine the way he did.


    He smiled at her and she smiled back.


    Weve got all this countryside for the next three days, Joe. Plenty of time to be stretching our muscles.


    That sounded like a promise. Jauntily he made his way back to the coach.


    The van bore the single word BREAKDOWN like a command, and its engine coughed asthmatically as if eager to obey.


    Merv scowled and said, Listen to that. And hes coming to mend my machine.


    Not to worry, said Joe. Best barbers always have the worst haircuts.


    Oh yeah? said Merv. Well, if he draws in his breath sharply when he sees my engine, Im going to hit him with Percy.


    Youll need to aim low, said Joe as the van halted and the driver slid out.


    He was square-shaped, about five by five, with no visible neck, so that his head sat on his shoulders like a traitors displayed on a city wall. Joe was reminded of Starbright Jones, another Welshman hed met on a recent case, whod been carved out of the same rough granite. The memory made him smile  hed grown quite fond of Starbright  and the smile won an indifferent nod, or maybe it was directed at Mervs scowl, and without other greeting the man went straight to the bonnet.


    There was no sharp intake of breath but there was a note of incredulity as he said, Just the oil pump you want me to sort out, is it? like the Good Samaritan told that half an aspirin and a Band-aid would do.


    Percy twitched and Joe said quickly, What else you got in mind?


    The man said, In alphabetical order and listed half a dozen areas of trouble or potential trouble. His alphabet was erratic but his diagnosis confirmed many of Joes own fears.


    Better take a look then, he said, interposing his body between Merv and the Welshman. Want a hand?


    He got a pro sneer in reply, which might have annoyed a more self-regarding man, but Joe took it in his stride and after ten minutes, when his assistance had demonstrated he was no know-it-all amateur, the man thawed a little and let it be known his name was Nye.


    Nye Garage they call me, from the job, see? Round here knowing what people do is important.


    This might have been a lure but Joe ignored it. Professionally hed spent a lot of time experimenting with subtle techniques for getting people to talk and the sum total of his wisdom was, if a man wants to know something, best way usually is to ask.


    Eventually Nye got round to it.


    Trippers, is it? he said, glancing at the lounging choristers. Going to the seaside?


    Look like trippers, do we? said Joe grinning.


    Dont look like mountain climbers, said Nye.


    There was no gainsaying this, and Joe replied, Were singers. A choir. Were on our way to the Llanffugiol Choral Festival.


    He spoke with modest pride, confident of making some kind of impression. After all, this was the land of song where a good voice vied with the ability to run very fast with a pointed ball as the gift most desired from your fairy godmother.


    He was disappointed. Nye looked at him blankly for a long moment. Perhaps he was deaf, thought Joe. Or tone deaf. Or maybe it was his own poor pronunciation.


    The Llanffugiol Choral Festival, he said carefully, blowing out the double-L sound with a singers breath.


    Never heard of it, said the Welshman indifferently. Pass me that wrench, will you, boyo?


    Boyo, Joe had learned from Starbright, wasnt a racist put-down but a term of familiarity in Welsh-speak. He passed the wrench and would have liked to discover whether it was just the festival or Llanffugiol itself Nye hadnt heard of, which would be odd as Merv had assured them they were only half an hours drive away. But Merv was lurking menacingly and an enquiry could have sounded like a vote of no confidence in his navigation, so Joe held his peace.


    It took almost an hour for Nye to finish and another ten minutes to tot up his bill. Merv looked at it and indulged in an intake of breath so sharp that in another it would have merited a very severe whipping from Percy.


    A full and frank discussion followed with Joe as arbiter. Finally forced to admit the justice of the claims, Merv produced his clincher.


    Dont carry that kind of cash, he said, producing his wallet to demonstrate its leanness. Joe, well need a whip-round.


    Joe, imagining Aunt Mirabelles reaction if he went to her with a collection plate, shook his head firmly.


    Its your coach, Merv, he said.


    Its your choir, retorted Merv.


    For a moment, deadlock. Then Nye broke it by reaching forward to pluck a credit card from the open wallet.


    Plastics fine, he said.


    On the passenger seat of his van was a credit-card machine and a camera. As Merv with ill grace signed the counterfoil, Nye snapped him, then again full face as he looked up, and finally he took a couple of the coach after cleaning the dust from the numberplate.


    Souvenirs, he said. I like to remember my customers.


    Hope that cards good, Merv, said Joe, as they watched the van hiccup into the distance.


    Makes no matter, said Merv evilly. Cos Im going to run that squat little bastard off the road when I overtake him. Everyone aboard! Lets get this wagon train arolling.


    It was now early evening with the sun lipping the western hills and curls of mist patterning the surface of the stream.


    How far to go, Mr Golightly? enquired Rev. Pot as he climbed aboard.


    Fifteen, twenty miles, maybe a little more, said Merv vaguely.


    The Reverend Percy Potemkin had not spent half a lifetime curing souls without developing a sharp ear for human vaguenesses. But he was not a man to rush to judgement. His gaze met Joes and asked for confirmation that this lack of precision was merely a form of speech. Joe loyally gave an optimistic smile. But he knew that if his friend had a fault, it was his reluctance to admit the possibility of anything being wrong till the trout came belly up in the milk churn.


    At least the engine had a sweeter sound now. Someone started a chorus of To Bea Pilgrim, but their hearts werent in it and after a while most of the travellers settled down to inner contemplation or sleep.


    Joe studied his information sheet. Llanffugiol, it told him, was a substantial village which in recent years had become the focal point of musical life in this area of rural Wales. This was its very first Choral Festival so there was no list of previous winners, but there was an impressive roll-call of top choirs which had been invited to take part. It was a bit less impressive if you studied the small print and worked out those which had actually accepted at the time the info sheet was sent out, but it still contained enough first-class opposition, like the German Guttenberg Singverein, to make this a tough competition. But Boyling Corners triumph three years in a row at the Bed and Bucks Choriad had clearly given the chapel choir the beginnings of a national reputation which they were determined to live up to. As Rev. Pot said, We sing for the Lord not for glory, but if the Lord fancies a bit of glory thrown in, who are we to argue?


    Their accommodation was in the dormitories of Branddreth College, a boys boarding school a couple of miles out of Llanffugiol. There was a sketch map showing the relation of the college to the village, but nothing to relate the area to the outside world. Written directions had been sent and these were now in Mervs possession, so all should have been straightforward, but Joes heart misgave him when he recalled Mervs cavalier attitude to route-finding in his taxi. During daylight hours he used the sun, at night the stars, and when the weather was overcast, he fell back on instinct. Salmon and swallows do it every year, he said. And if mans no better than fish or fowl, hes got no right to be organizing the World Cup.


    Well, it would be instinct tonight, thought Joe, glancing out of the window.


    Darkness was falling fast, accelerated by the mist which had long since escaped from the river and was now printing its bloomy patterns on the outside of the glass.


    Mervs threat to the wellbeing of Nye Garage had proved empty as, despite the apparent debility of his van, they hadnt overtaken it. Indeed, they hadnt seen anybody to overtake or be overtaken by for over an hour, which was just as well as the roads seemed to be getting narrower and narrower.


    Suddenly the coach halted. In the headlights through the mist it was just possible to see a triple parting of the ways. There was a signpost, and Joes heart, always a buoyant organ, rose sharply as he made out the letters Llan. Merv got out with his flashlight to take a closer look and Joe joined him. It was crash-dive time again. True, each of the three arms pointed to somewhere beginning with Llan but none of them was Llanffugiol.


    Merv, dont you think its time to look at a map?


    Been looking at a sodding map for the past half-hour, said Merv, like an atheist admitting to prayer. Trouble is, none of the funny names on the sodding map match any of the funny names on these sodding signposts!


    What you going to do then?


    Take the middle one till we reach the place mentioned then consult the natives, he said. Then, his irrepressible optimism returning, he added, Maybe therell be a pub!


    He climbed back in the coach and called, Not long now, folks.


    So he knows where we are? said Beryl as Joe returned to his seat.


    Dont think so, said Joe.


    Dont think so? Joe, isnt it time you got on that phone of yours and rang someone to ask for directions?


    Yeah, maybe. Only you cant ask for directions lessn you know where you are. Soon as we reach this village were heading for, Ill give it a go.


    But no village appeared. The coach was now full of anxious and mutinous muttering. Rev. Pot went up the aisle and started talking to Merv. Joe knew it was strictly none of his business, but an accusatory glance from Aunt Mirabelle sent him to join the debate, which was getting so heated that Merv brought the bus to a halt in order to bring both arms to the discussion.


    Well, whose fault is it, then? Rev. Pot was demanding. Youre the driver.


    Thats right, Im the driver. I just follow directions. You know so much, why dont you tell me where to go, Reverend?


    If I wasnt a man of the cloth, I might just do that, brother, thundered Rev. Pot.


    Out of the corner of his eye, Joe thought he glimpsed a light moving way to his left. He blinked. Yes, there it was. Looked like a single headlight. On a tractor maybe. Some farmer out working late. Maybe some crops were best gathered at night. Joe was a little vague on matters agricultural.


    Joe turned to the disputants and said, Why dont we ask that guy?


    What guy?


    That guy wheres he gone?


    The light had vanished.


    You seeing things now, Joe? said Merv sceptically.


    No, Im not. Ill go talk to him.


    He grabbed the flashlight Merv carried under the dash and got out of the coach. It was so dark and alien out there, he felt like hed just been beamed down from the Enterprise. Hastily he switched on his light. That was better. Still alien but not so dark. There was a gate into the field where hed seen the light. He unlatched it and stepped into what felt like a bog. Did the Welsh grow rice? He shone the torch down and saw it was a pungent mixture of mud and cow dung.


    Oh shoot, he said. But he wasnt going to retreat. He reasoned all the farmer had done was switch off his light and engine till the coach went on its way. Reason? Maybe he was shy.


    He aimed the beam forward and squinted along it. Nothing but its light reflected from the drifting mist wraiths. Then his straining eyes glimpsed something more solid. A shape. A sort of vehicle shape. Hed been right.


    He began to move forward. As he got nearer he saw that it wasnt a tractor after all, but one of those farm buggies with the big tyres. But before he could take in any detail, the headlight blossomed again, full in his face, dazzling.


    Hi there, he called, shielding his eyes. Sorry to trouble you but were a bit lost. Wondered if you could give us some directions.


    Silence. Then a muffled voice said, Where to?


    Place called Llanffugiol, said Joe. Where the Choir Festival is.


    More silence.


    Never heard of it, said the voice.


    The buggys engine burst into life and it started moving forward. For a second, Joe thought it was going to go straight over him, then it swung away in a semicircle and bounced off into the mist.


    He raised his flashlight and for a second caught the drivers back full in its beam. Long narrow body in a black fleecy jacket. Matching narrow head, bald or close-shaven, could have passed for that guy who played the King of Siam in the old musical. Maybe I shouldve tried singing Getting to Know You, thought Joe.


    Then the mist closed behind him.


    Joe returned to the coach. He tried to clean his shoes on the grass verge, but the smell of the countryside came in with him and he didnt have any good news to compensate.


    Merv rolled his eyes heavenwards as if the farmers response was Joes fault, engaged gear noisily and set the coach rolling forward along the narrow road once more.


    Even Rev. Pot seemed to have forgotten his duty of Christian charity.


    Now thats real helpful, Joe, he said sarcastically. So whats your guess? I mean, just how many miles away do you think we are if folk round here havent even heard of the place?


    Half a miles a long way in the country, said Joe, his anti-rural prejudices now in full cry. These natives probably never been out of their own village.


    Rev. Pot gave him a glance which had he been in the exorcism business would have cast Joe back into the outer darkness, no problem.


    Then Merv said, Hang about. Look, that has to be civilization.


    He was looking ahead. The mist was of the ground-clinging variety which occasionally permitted glimpses of treetops while their bases were hidden at ten paces. Joe saw what had caught Mervs eye. There was a distinct glow in the sky, the kind of light which could only come from a substantial settlement.


    The road ahead rose steeply and as the coach laboured up it, the mist began to fall away behind and the glow increased. Then they reached the crest and saw its source was much closer than theyd imagined.


    Far from being a substantial settlement, it was a solitary house. And the reason it was casting such light was it was on fire.


    Merv ran the coach through an open gate and came to a halt some thirty yards from the building. Joe got out. Even from this distance he could feel the heat.


    The others crowded round him.


    It wasnt his charisma that attracted them, it was his phone.


    Better ring for help, said Beryl.


    He pulled out the mobile. Someone said, You see that? and pointed.


    On the side of a small outbuilding someone had sprayed the words, ENGLISH GO HOME!


    This the welcome they keep in the hillside? said Merv.


    Joe stabbed 999.


    Shoot, he said. Not getting anything.


    Wouldnt say that, said Merv. Best service Ive ever seen.


    A car had come up behind the bus at speed and a uniformed police sergeant got out and came running to join them. Had a look of that Welsh movie actor who kept on getting married to Liz Taylor, thought Joe. The voice too.


    What the hells going on here? he demanded.


    Merv, never one to miss the chance of sending up a copper, said, Could be a millennium bonfire, got the dates wrong.


    The cop ignored him. His face expressed a strange mixture of anger and bafflement. Might look like Richard Burton but he was far from word perfect in his role, which was to take charge of the situation, thought Joe. He punched 999 once more.


    Beryl said, Joe, have you forgotten to switch on again?


    Now the cop found his lines.


    Leave this to me, he snapped. And move back, will you? Now!


    He ran back to his car, presumably to call up help.


    Joe examined his phone. Beryl was right. Again. He smiled sheepishly at her. He didnt mind being wrong. You got used to it. And it was nice that now he could relax and enjoy the fire without feeling he had to do anything about it.


    Then Beryl screamed, Joe, theres someone in there!


    And looking up along the line indicated by her pointing finger, Joe saw the black outline of a human figure against the dark-red glow in one of the upstairs windows.

  


  
    Chapter 2


    If Beryl hadnt prefaced her cry with Joe! he might not have done it.


    And if hed taken thought, he certainly wouldnt have done it, not because thought would have brought self-interest into play and there was a presumably fully paid-up public servant in calling distance, but simply because for Joe problem-solving by the cerebral route usually involved a paper and pencil and two pints of Guinness.


    But pausing only to thrust the phone into Beryls hand, hed set off running around the back of the house before hed had time to work out by reason alone that just because the front of the house was an inferno didnt mean the back was burning fiercely too.


    It wasnt. Not yet. At least not upstairs, though the flicker of the flames was clearly visible through the ground-floor windows. Meaning it was pointless going in at that level.


    Against the rear wall stood a lean-to wash house with a sloping roof angling up to a first-floor window. There was a large aluminium water butt under the wash house downspout. With difficulty Joe clambered on it and used it as a step up on to the roof.


    Here he paused. Through the chill night air he could feel draughts of heat drifting from the house. Must be hot as hell in there. He looked down into the water butt. From the black mirror of the waters surface, cold-eyed stars stared back at him.


    Again, no thought. Just a deep breath, then he crouched down and slid off the roof.


    Spring might be bursting out all over but winter was still lurking here. He shot out like a missile from a nuclear sub and found himself back on top of the lean-to with no recollection of how hed got there.


    Dripping water from every orifice, he knelt on the slates, looking up at the first-floor window. A taller man could easily have reached the sill by stretching out his arm, but Joe wasnt a taller man. In fact, he was a good inch shorter than Beryl Boddington, and when she wore her nurses cap, he felt a good foot shorter. But uniforms generally had that effect on him.


    He tried to scramble up the roof. It was like being a squirrel in a wheel. The slates started sliding under his knees so that he had to scramble even faster just to stay on the spot. Much more of this and he was going to be back in the water butt. He flung himself forward, caught at the lip of the sill with the tips of his fingers, and got just enough purchase to draw himself up.


    The window was open, which was good. It was also very small, which was bad. For while no man by taking thought can add one cubit to his stature, any man by taking the Great British Breakfast and lunching regularly on cheeseburgers with double chips can add a couple to his girth.


    There was a moment when he thought he was stuck and he tried to reconcile himself to the prospect of having his head toasted crisp while his legs kicked wildly in the chilly air. Far from composing himself, the notion made him struggle so violently, he erupted through the window like a cork from a bottle and found himself lying on a rug in a small but nicely furnished bedroom.


    He felt beneath the rug. The floorboards felt warm but still well this side of combustion. The closed door was not so promising. It felt definitely hot to the touch and hed seen enough disaster movies to know that opening it could be like throwing a canful of paraffin on to a bonfire.


    But having got so far, he couldnt just retreat. Could he?


    He looked up for inspiration.


    And found himself looking at a small trap door in the ceiling.


    Fortunately, like most old farmhouses this one had been built for sixteenth-century dwarves, and standing on a chest of drawers elevated him right to the low ceiling.


    The trap was a tight fit. As he pushed up with all his strength, it occurred to him that if the flames had got into the attic via the front bedrooms, this too could produce the can of paraffin effect.


    Then all at once it gave way and he was standing with his head in the roof space, and it wasnt being burnt off.


    But there was smoke up here. It caught at his throat and made him cough in a manner which would have had Rev. Pot glaring. In the Rev.s eyes, all ailments which affected the larynx were self-induced and totally undeserving of sympathy.


    He ducked his head back into the bedroom, pulled off his sodden jacket and draped it over his head. Then he took a deep breath of air and dragged himself through the narrow gap into the attic.


    It was unboarded so he had to lie flat across a couple of beams till his eyesight adjusted. Something scuttled over his outstretched arm. Mouse, or maybe a rat, getting the message there was trouble on the way and looking for an exit. He hoped it made it.


    He rose to his feet and tore a couple of slates out of the roof. Air might feed fire but it also fed humans and anyway it was good to take a last look at the starry sky. He edited out last, took a deep breath and started moving forward.


    Lack of height was now an advantage. If hed been built like Arnie Schwarzenegger hed have been bent double. On the other hand, he guessed the poor devil trapped in the fire would probably have preferred even a contorted Arnie.


    Where he was moving to he didnt know. What he needed was a plan. Break through the ceiling below him was an option. He considered it. Probably go up like a Roman Candle as the fire funnelled through the hole, and in any case it only made sense if he had some idea where the trapped man was situated.


    Which, he realized, he might have.


    There was a water tank up ahead. Not very big, looked like the header tank for a shower, and the water in it was bubbling like the shower was switched on. Meaning maybe the trapped man had sought refuge here from the flames.


    He checked the fall of the pipes. Chances were they went straight down into the shower room. He touched the plasterboard around them. Still cool.


    He raised his right foot and stamped. The plasterboard cracked. He stamped again, harder. His left foot slipped off the narrow beam, his whole body hit the floor and he went through the ceiling in an avalanche of dust and plaster. And water.


    He landed soft and noisy. The softness was a human body. The noise was the human whose body it was, shrieking.


    Hed have felt pleased with himself if thered been time. It was a shower room and the trapped man had sought refuge here. Only it wasnt a man. It was a young woman. He knew that because she was naked.


    She was in a bad way. Shed probably breathed in too much of the smoke which was gradually filling the cubicle for anything but incoherent shrieks to come out. Her arms were gashed like shed pushed them through a windowpane, and her face and body were heat-blistered, but worst of all was her left leg which was both burnt and torn. Went through a burning floorboard, he guessed. If shed headed for the back of the house she might have made it the way hed come in. Instead shed headed into the shower, back into the shower most likely, which would explain both why she had no clothes on and why she hadnt heard any noise as the fire took a hold below.


    Shoot, here he was thinking like a detective when what he should be doing was thinking like big Arnie. The heat in here was growing by the second and it couldnt be long before the flames came licking through and all that the rapidly diminishing flow of water would do was let them boil before they burnt.


    He said, Weve got to get out. Can you move at all?


    Her eyes struggled to focus. They were grey and he could see that her face, even though blistered, was the face of a pretty girl, late teens maybe.


    The eyes had got him now. They registered puzzlement for a moment. Couldnt blame her. Even if he had been Arnie, shed still have wondered where the shoot he came from.


    He said, Ive come down from the attic. Weve got to get back up there. Are you ready?


    Stupid question. Her gaze went up to the hole in the ceiling then back to his face. She nodded. He could see that even that movement caused pain. He knew there was worse to come and he guessed she knew it too.


    He stood up and pulled her upright with him. She let out what was a shriek in any language but she wasnt a deadweight, not quite. She was giving what help she could. He looked up at the hole into the attic. Even with munchkin-level ceilings, this was going to be the impossible side of difficult. What he needed was a ladder. He looked down. Best he could find was a low plastic stool, presumably for Arnie-sized showerers to sit on so they didnt bang their heads. He propped the woman up against the wall, which was getting hotter by the second. Then he squatted down, positioned the stool, thrust his head between her legs from behind, took her weight on his shoulders and stood upright like a weightlifter doing a lift-and-press.


    He presumed she shrieked some more but he couldnt hear for the sound of the blood drumming in his ears, or maybe it was the fire raging beyond the wall.


    Try to pull yourself up, he yelled.


    He didnt know if she could hear or, if she could, whether shed have the strength or the will to obey.


    But she was brave, braver than he guessed hed have been in like circumstances. And she had the resilience of youth. He felt her body move, and he stepped up on to the stool and grabbed her thighs in his hands and thrust upwards with all his might.


    There was a moment when he thought she was stuck, and all his strength was gone, and there was nothing to do but subside into the cubicle and pray they suffocated before the flames got to them.


    Then suddenly she was through, and the weight was off Joes shoulders.


    Dont come off the beams! he yelled, easing her legs through the hole.


    Now it was his turn. He reached up, took a strong grip on the beams on either side of the hole, and hoisted himself through with the fluency of an Olympic gymnast on the parallel bars.


    Gold medal? he thought. Piece of cake. All you needs a fire under your bum.


    But there was no time for the National Anthem. With a series of cracks like an old sailing ship taking a broadside, the attic floor burst open at half a dozen points and tongues of flame came shooting through to lick greedily at the ancient beams.


    Suddenly Joe was back in his childhood schoolroom. If a nine-inch beam burns at one cubic inch every five seconds, how long will it be before the house collapses in on itself? Answer: doesnt matter cos youll have suffocated long before that.


    OK, another problem. (Shoot! I must be dying. My life flashing before me, like they say in the books.) If a middle-aged, out-of-condition, overweight PI picks up an eight-stone woman and tries to run along a narrow burning beam in dense smoke which reduces visibility to nil and breathing to less, how does someone explain to his pet cat, Whitey, why he never came home again?


    Answer: not applicable. Man would have to be mad to try it. Man would have to be very stupid indeed not to work out that one life was preferable to two deaths and abandon the woman to her fate.


    Such was the verdict of rational thought. But Joe was a slow thinker and hed been up and running before good old rational thought had even got out of its blocks. The woman was in his arms. He hit the slope of the roof at the point where hed already removed the slates to make a breathing hole, erupted into the cold Welsh night like a comet, went straight over the edge, crash-landed on the lean-to roof, bounced twice, caught the edge of the water butt with his heels, twisted in the air to give the woman the soft landing, and found himself lying on the blessed ground, looking up at a sky so packed with stars, he felt he was trembling on the brink of eternity.


    Earth beneath him, water pouring over him, fire behind him, and the bright clear air above. The four first things. It was right they should be the four last things also. He felt his whole being drawn up towards that starry infinity.


    Then this peace was disturbed by the arrival of moving shapes and chattering voices, growing ever louder and calling his name, all trying to get him back to the world of here and now. But his wise old body knew that this world was full of pain and tribulation, so it gave commands.


    Joe closed his eyes, and light and noise and thought and feeling all died together.

  


  
    Chapter 3


    When he awoke he was still on his back and he still had a naked female body in his arms.


    Only now it was Beryl Boddingtons and it smelled of wild strawberries and honey and she was sighing with pleasure, like a cello accompanying a Brahms love song. And, amazingly, he could see this marvellous body, every bit of it, even as his other four senses took their perfect pleasure.


    Even their minds seemed twined. He yearned towards her, eager for consummation, and in his head he heard her laugh as she pulled away a little.


    No need to rush, Joe, boy. Not here, this is for ever, this is the place where you can pick all the flowers along the way, and see them grow again even while youre drinking in their scent.


    This was beyond anything Rev. Pot had ever promised in his most optimistic sermons. If Joe had known heaven was going to be like this hed have paid a lot more heed to Aunt Mirabelle and never turned over and gone back to sleep on a Sunday morning. Let word of this get around, and thered be queues forming at first light outside chapels and churches and mosques and temples and tabernacles and synagogues


    He looked at Beryls smiling loving face above his, felt her warm scented breath on his lips. He strained up to press his hungry mouth to hers, got so close that her beloved features blurred. He relaxed and blinked once, twice, and smiled as that lovely, loving, beloved visage slowly came back into focus, till once more he saw clearly those big brown eyes, so full of compassion and concern


    Oh shoot! said Joe. At least thats what he tried to say, only his throat was so rough it came out halfway between a cough and a groan.


    Joe, youre awake, said Merv Golightly.


    Joe blinked again, but it was no use. Merv remained. He let his gaze drift slowly round the room. There were half a dozen other beds in it, though no one in them moved. It was either a hospital ward or a mortuary.


    He pushed himself up in the bed and groaned again as the movement set off a small symphony of aches and pains. When Merv tried to help him, he shook his head and pointed to a jug of water on the bedside locker. The big man poured him a glassful and he drank it greedily.


    Then he tried his voice again and this time got a result, though it sounded like something coming out of an old-fashioned gramophone that needed winding up.


    Where am I? he said,


    Some place called Caerlindys, think thats how you say it, but I couldnt swear. Joe, my friend, its really great to have you back. But how come, all these years, and you never told me your big secret?


    Eh? croaked Joe.


    Last night, wed just got you definitely down for dead and long gone, then you come bursting through the roof of that burning building and fly through the air with this rescued lady in your arms, and even twist round so its you who hits hard and her who lands soft. Joe, your secret is out. Everyone knows now youre really Superman!


    Youre a real joker, Merv, croaked Joe. No wonder folk throw themselves out of your taxi while its still moving.


    Merv laughed loud enough to raise a couple of heads off pillows, which was a relief. Then he leaned close and murmured, Seriously, man, though I aint putting this in writing, Im truly proud to know you.


    Embarrassed, Joe downed another half-pint of water and asked, So wheres the others? Whered you all end up last night?


    Merv put his head on one side and gave a modest shrug.


    That burning house, just another half-mile on, and there it was. Branddreth College, place where were staying. Didnt I say I had the instinct?


    And wheres this place were at now, Caerlindys, is it?


    Sound like a native, Joe. Twenty miles going on seventy from the college, depending whether you know the lingo. Bad news is the towns not much bigger than the Hypermart back home, good news is the hospitals almost as big as the town.


    You bring me here, Merv?


    No. That cop, never caught his name, conjured up the whole circus, cop cars, ambulance and fire engine turned up. Too late to do any good, mind. House is ashes, which youd have been too if you hadnt pulled your Y-fronts over your trousers and done the switch. Youre a hero, Joe, but dont be surprised if the cops treat you like an idiot or a suspect. Guy in charge is a DI called Ursell, pronounced arsehole from the sound of him. Ive met some miserable bastards but he beats them all. Hes like Chivers without the charm.


    This was a poor recommendation, Sergeant Chivers of Luton CID being the founder member of the Sixsmith-sucks club.


    He around, is he?


    Oh yes. Asking more questions than Ruby Wax and cheekier with it. Hell surely want to talk to you, Joe. Numero duo on his list after the woman, and shes not talking to anyone.


    The woman? Oh shoot. Joe was racked with guilt he hadnt thought about the woman till now. Hows she doing, Merv? Youre not saying shes out of it?


    No, still with us, they say, but only just. She looked a real mess last night. Then so did you and look at you now! Hey, heres something to cheer you up.


    Joe looked towards the door and groaned, but only inwardly. Groaning outwardly at Aunt Mirabelle was never a good idea. In a hospital bed, it could have you on your belly receiving an enema. In her eyes, any treatment that didnt start with a good clear-out was doomed to failure.


    Then his spirits lifted as he spotted Beryl close behind her, talking to a tiny nurse who looked about twelve, with an elfin face and the brightest red hair hed ever seen, bursting out of the confines of her cap like tongues of fire. Not a comfortable image.


    You awake at last, Joseph? said Mirabelle. Bout time. Doctor says theres not much wrong with you.


    Now thats not exactly true, said Beryl, breaking off her conversation.


    Mirabelle gave her a reprimanding glare, then stooped to kiss Joe on the cheek, at the same time whispering in his ear, You did real well, Joseph. Your ma, God rest her soul, would have been real proud of you.


    Thanks, Auntie, said Joe, touched.


    She straightened up and at her normal volume said, Why you speaking that funny way? You aint gone and done something to that voice of yours, I hope. Its rough enough the way the Lord made it without you sticking in your sixpennth.


    Joe sighed. He had no desire to play the big hero, but he didnt really see why everyone should find it necessary to hide his light under their bushel. Surely modesty was his prerogative?


    Rescue was close. Beryl gently moved Mirabelle aside and stood smiling down at him.


    Hi, Joe, she said. Reckon you owe me an apology.


    Huh?


    There we are, middle of a conversation, suddenly you take off without a pardon-me-maam, next time I see you, youre flying out of a burning house with a naked woman in your arms. Hope youd do the same for me if the occasion arose.


    The memory of his waking dream rose in Joes mind and he felt himself blushing.


    You got a fever, Joe? she said anxiously.


    Then she stooped and kissed him full on the lips.


    No, that feels about normal, she said.


    This a new NHS economy measure? he croaked. All the nurses taking my temperature this way?


    In your dreams, she laughed. And Joe blushed again.


    He took another drink of water. The red-headed nurse came forward and picked up the empty jug. She wore a name badge which told him he was being cared for by Nurse Tilly Butler, which was nice. Made it feel like a user-friendly hospital.


    Throat bad, is it? she said sympathetically. Doctor will be along shortly, get you something to soothe it then.


    Guinness? said Joe hopefully.


    She laughed and said to Beryl, You were right about him then. Back in a mo.


    What you been saying?


    Nothing that needs bother you. Shes a nice kid.


    I noticed. Shouldnt she be at school?


    You think? Maybe she thinks you should be in the gerry ward.


    Sorry, said Joe, reproved. So hows it look to an expert, this place? They got chloroform yet?


    There you go again, Joe, sighed Beryl. You and that lady you saved hit real lucky. Nurse Butler was telling me, they closed a lot of small hospitals round the region and put all their resources into this one. State of the art is what you got here. Makes where I work look ancient.


    Yeah, but they got you to keep them young, croaked Joe gallantly.


    It got him a smile. Then a voice said, Excuse me, and Beryl was edged aside by a weary-looking young man in a white coat whose name badge said he was Dr Godsip, though from the way he glanced down at it from time to time, Joe got the impression he wouldnt have minded finding he was somebody else.


    After a yawn which looked like it might be terminal, he started checking off Joes ailments. Joe was reminded of a mechanic doing an MOT.


    Superficial burns to the face and hands; dislocated left shoulder, replaced; wrenched right knee; heavy bruising to the back and buttocks; various other minor strains, sprains, and contusions of the arms and legs; nothing life-threatening; Id say youve been very lucky, Mr Sixsmith.


    It didnt feel that way. Like warning lights on a test circuit, each of the injuries flashed pain as the doctor listed them, and by the time he finished, Joe felt much worse than he had before.


    What about his lungs and throat, Doctor? asked Mirabelle. He sounds real funny.


    Yes, that was the most worrying thing. Often its not fire that does the real damage, but smoke inhalation. But as far as we can see, hes been lucky there too. Therell be some discomfort if he breathes too deeply, and his oesophagus will feel like its been pulled through with a pineapple for a while, but no lasting damage. Now, normally wed keep him in for observation for another day or two, but if hes happy to discharge himself


    Joe sat straight up, ignoring the pain.


    Hey, man, he said. What is this? I know you folk get short of beds, but how many legs do I need amputated before you let me stay here?


    It was Beryl who answered.


    Dont be exciting yourself, Joe, she said. Yes, they are short of beds, but no, theyre not throwing you out. Only theres a nice little sickbay at Branddreth College, and with me being a nurse, the docll be happy to let me take care of your medication. Also therell be a doctor in attendance at the festival wholl be able to check you out if necessary. We thought you might like it better to be close to the others rather than stuck here, miles away. But its your say-so.


    Joe scowled thoughtfully, but inside he was chortling with delight. Cosy little sickbay with Beryl as his private nurse or stuck here among the living dead with hospital hours and hospital food no contest!


    Where do I sign? he wheezed.


    Godsip, who was still young enough to feel guilty at giving a patient the bums rush, wanted to put him in a wheelchair but Joe insisted on getting dressed and walking under his own steam.


    He regretted it the moment he stood up but he wasnt going to back off now and by the time hed got into his clothes, hed adjusted to the discomfort, but tying his shoelaces made him wince.


    Ill get that, said Merv, kneeling before him.


    Heard you English were into hero worship but didnt realize how far it went, said a sardonic Welsh voice.


    It came from a tall thin man with eyes screwed up as if against the sun and a weathered face who looked like Clint Eastwood at early Dirty Harry age. His suit looked about the same vintage too.


    Brynner, Burton and Eastwood, all in the same neck of the woods. Maybe Ive wandered into an old movie, thought Joe, and these burns and bruises are just make-up.


    Merv stood up. He didnt tower over the newcomer but he had a couple of inches advantage which he used to good effect.


    Joe, this is DI Ursell I told you about, but I expect youd have recognized him anyway.


    Ursell regarded Joe as though thinking about inviting him to make his day.


    Glad to meet you, said Joe. Hows the lady?


    Im a copper not a quack, said Ursell. What bothers me isnt how she is but who she is. Thought you could help me there.


    Sorry? said Joe.


    Ursell rolled his eyes and said very slowly, as to a backward foreigner, Did she say anything which might give us a clue who she is?


    Not a thing, said Joe. Didnt have time for introductions and she wasnt in a fit state anyway. But dont you folk keep records of who lives round here, council tax, electoral register, that sort of thing?


    It was a genuine question. Joe knew the Scots had a different legal system because it had come up in an episode of Dr Finlays Casebook, so maybe the Welsh moved in their own mysterious way too.


    Ursell, however, looked like he was taking it as a crack.


    Oh, yes, we keep very good records, as you may find, Mr Sixsmith. We like to know all about everyone who lives round here, or comes visiting for that matter. But nothings known about this woman, nothing at all, which I find very puzzling. I suppose everyone on your coach is accounted for?


    He glared accusingly at Merv, but it was Mirabelle who leapt into the breach.


    What you saying? This poor lady jumped off our coach and ran into that burning house just so my nephew could risk his life saving her? And while were disputing the matter, how come that other policeman who was there didnt do the saving? Aint that what we pay our taxes for?


    Even without the backing of rational argument, Mirabelle was a fearsome disputant. With it, she towered like the sons of Anak, and Ursell became as a grasshopper in her sight.


    Sorry, no, you misunderstand me, he said, trying without much success for a placating smile. Far as I understand it, Sergeant Prince was in his car, summoning help, and didnt know there was anyone in the house till a few minutes later when he rejoined you all. House should have been empty, see? So what we have here is a woman nobody knows, and shes in a bad way, and all of us are very keen to let her next of kin know whats happened, so as they can get here to give her support and comfort.


    He didnt sound very convincing but he suddenly sounded very Welsh, in the same way the Scots become very Scottish and the Irish very Irish at times they want to be defensively disarming. This was a phenomenon Joes radical solicitor friend, Butcher, had pointed out in reference to himself. You saying I come over all Uncle Tommish? hed demanded indignantly. Worse than that, she replied. You come over all poor-me-deprived-Luton-laddish.


    Mirabelle wasnt disarmed.


    If that wasnt her own house burning, why you not hassling the folk whose house it is? she demanded.


    Thats Mr and Mrs Haggard of Islington, London, said Ursell. Theyre on their way but over the phone theyve made it clear no one was staying in Copa Cottage with their permission.


    He made Islington, London, sound like Gomorrah, thought Joe. And also he got an impression that this Mr and Mrs Haggard were not people of good standing in Ursells eyes. Of course it could be it was just this anti-Anglocolonization thing hed once read about in a magazine at the dentists.


    Maybe they got children, said Mirabelle. Young uns can be pretty free with what aint their own.


    She shot Joe an unjustifiably significant glance.


    Thank
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