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CHAPTER ONE








  November


  
    
      The pomp of funerals has more regard to the vanity of the living than to the honour of the dead.


      (LA ROCHEFOUCAULD, Maxims)

    

  


  WHEN THE OLD man died, there was probably no great joy in heaven; and quite certainly little if any real grief in Charlbury Drive, the pleasantly
  unpretentious cul-de-sac of semi-detached houses to which he had retired. Yet a few of the neighbours, especially the womenfolk, had struck up some sort of distanced acquaintance with him as they
  pushed prams or shopping trolleys past his neatly kept front lawn; and two of these women (on learning that things were fixed for a Saturday) had decided to be present at the statutory obsequies.
  Margaret Bowman was one of them.


  Do I look all right? she asked.


  Fine! His eyes had not left the racing page of the tabloid newspaper, but he knew well enough that his wife would always be an odds-on favourite for looking all right: a tall,
  smart woman upon whom clothes invariably hung well, whether for dances, weddings, dinners  or even funerals.


  Well? Have a look then! Yes?


  So he looked up at her and nodded vaguely as he surveyed the black ensemble. She did look fine. What else was there to say? You look fine, he said.


  With a gaiety wholly inappropriate she twirled round on the points of her newly purchased black leather court shoes, fully aware, just as he was, that she did look rather attractive. Her hips
  had filled out somewhat alarmingly since that disappointing day when as a willowy lass of twenty (a year before marrying Tom Bowman) her application to become an air hostess had proved
  unsuccessful; and now, sixteen years later, she would have more than a little trouble (she knew it!) in negotiating the central aisle of a Boeing 737. Yet her calves and ankles were almost as
  slender as when she had slipped her nightgowned body between the stiff white sheets of their honeymoon bed in a Torquay hotel; it was only her feet, with a line of whitish nodules across the middle
  joints of her slightly ugly toes, that now presaged the gradual approach of middle age. Well, no. It wasnt only that  if she were being really honest with herself. There was
  that hebdomadal visit to the expensive clinic in Oxford . . . But she cast that particular thought from her mind. (Hebdomadal was a word shed become rather proud of, having
  come across it so often in her job in Oxford with the University Examining Board.)


  Yes? she repeated.


  He looked at her again, more carefully this time. Youre going to change your shoes, arent you?


  What? Her hazel eyes, with their markedly flecked irises, took on a puzzled, appealingly vulnerable aspect. Involuntarily her left hand went up to the back of her freshly brushed
  and recently dyed blonde hair, whilst the fingers of her right hand began to pluck fecklessly at some non-existent speck that threatened to jeopardize her immaculate, expensive nigritude.


  Its bucketing down  hadnt you noticed? he said.


  Little rivulets were trickling down the outside of the lounge window, and even as he spoke a few slanted splashes of rain re-emphasized the ugly temper of the windswept sky.


  She looked down at the specially purchased black leather shoes  so classy-looking, so beautifully comfortable. But before she could reply he was reinforcing his line of argument.


  Theyre going to inter the poor sod, didnt you say?


  For a few moments the word inter failed to register adequately in her brain, sounding like one of those strangely unfamiliar words that had to be sought out in a dictionary. But
  then she remembered: it meant they wouldnt be cremating the body; they would be digging a deep, vertically sided hole in the orange-coloured earth and lowering the body down on straps.
  Shed seen the sort of thing on TV and at the cinema; and usually it had been raining then, too.


  She looked out of the window, frowning and disappointed.


  Youll get your feet drenched  thats all Im trying to say. He turned to the centre pages of his newspaper and began reading about the extraordinary
  sexual prowess of a world-famous snooker player.


  For a couple of minutes or so at that point the course of events in the Bowman household could perhaps have continued to drift along in its normal, unremarkable neutral gear. But it was not to
  be.


  The last thing Margaret wanted to do was ruin the lovely shoes shed bought. All right. Shed bought them for the funeral; but it was ridiculous to go and waste more than
  50. It wasnt necessary to go and trample all over the muddy churchyard of course; but even going out in them in this weather was pretty foolish. She looked down again at her
  expensively sheathed feet, and then at the clock on the mantelpiece. Not much time. But she would change them, she decided. Most things went reasonably well with black, and that pair of
  grey shoes with the cushioned soles would be a sensible choice. But if she was going to be all in black apart from just her shoes, wouldnt it be nicely fashionable to change her handbag as
  well? Yes! There was that grey leather handbag that would match the shoes almost perfectly.


  She tripped up the stairs hurriedly.


  And fatefully.


  It was no more than a minute or so after this decision  not a decision that would strike anyone as being particularly momentous  that Thomas Bowman put down his newspaper and
  answered the confidently repeated stridencies at the front door, where in friendly fashion he nodded to a drably clad young woman standing at the porch in the pouring rain under a garishly
  multicoloured golf umbrella, and wearing knee-length boots of bright yellow plastic that took his thoughts back to the Technicolor broadcasts of the first manned landing on the moon. Some of the
  women on the estate, quite clearly, were considerably less fashion-conscious than his wife.


  Shes nearly ready, he said. Just putting on her ballet shoes for your conducted tour across the ploughed fields.


  Sorry Im a bit late.


  You coming in?


  Better not. Were a bit pushed for time. Hello Margaret!


  The chicly clad feet which moments ago had flitted lightly up the stairs were now descending more sombrely in a pair of grey, thickish-soled walking shoes. A grey-gloved hand hurriedly pushed a
  white handkerchief into the grey handbag  and Margaret Bowman was ready, at last, for a funeral.


  





CHAPTER TWO








  November


  
    
      Nobody ever notices postmen, somehow, said he thoughtfully; yet they have passions like other men.


      (G.K. CHESTERTON, The Invisible Man)

    

  


  IT WAS A little while after the front door had closed behind the two women that he allowed himself an oblique glance across the soggy lawn that
  stretched between the wide lounge window and the road. He had told Margaret that she could have the car if she wanted it, since he had no plans for going anywhere himself. But clearly they had gone
  off in the other womans since the maroon Metro still stood there on the steepish slope that led down to the garage. Charlbury Drive might just as well have been uninhabited, and the rain
  poured steadily down.


  He walked upstairs and went into the spare bedroom, where he opened the right-hand leaf of the cumbrous, dark mahogany wardrobe that served to store the overflow of his wifes and his own
  clothing. Behind this leaf, stacked up against the right-hand side of the wardrobe, stood eight white shoe boxes, one atop the other; and from this stack he carefully withdrew the third box from
  the bottom. Inside lay a bottle of malt whisky about two-thirds empty  or about one-third full, as a man who is thirsting for a drink would probably have described it. The box was an old
  one, and had been the secret little hiding place for two things since his marriage to Margaret. For a week, in the days when he was still playing football, it had hidden a set of crudely
  pornographic photographs which had circulated from the veteran goalkeeper to the fourteen-year-old outside-left. And now (and with increasing frequency) it had become the storage space for the
  whisky of which he was getting, as he knew, rather dangerously over-fond. Guilty secrets both, assuredly; yet hardly sins of cosmic proportions. In fact, he had slowly grown towards the view that
  the lovely if somewhat overweight Margaret would perhaps have forgiven him readily for the photographs; though not for the whisky, perhaps. Or would she have forgiven him for the whisky?
  He had sensed fairly early on in their married life together that she would probably always have preferred unfaithful sobriety to intoxicated fidelity. But had she changed? Changed recently? She
  must have smelled the stuff on his breath more than once, although their intimacy over the past few months had been unromantic, intermittent, and wholly unremarkable. Not that any such
  considerations were bothering his mind very much, if at all, at this particular juncture. He took out the bottle, put the box back, and was just pushing two of his old suits back into place along
  the rail when he caught sight of it  standing on the floor immediately behind the left-hand leaf of the wardrobe, a leaf which in his own experience was virtually never opened: it was the
  black handbag which his wife had at the very last minute decided to leave behind.


  At first this purely chance discovery failed to register in his mind as an incident that should occasion any interest or surprise; but after a few moments he frowned a little  and then he
  frowned a lot. Why had she put the handbag behind the door of the wardrobe? He had never noticed any of her accessories there before. Normally she would keep her handbag on the table beside the
  twin bed that stood nearer the window  her bed. So why . . .? Still frowning, he walked across the landing into their bedroom and looked down at the two black leather shoes, one toppled on
  to its side, which had been so hurriedly taken off and carelessly left at the foot of her bed.


  Back in the spare bedroom he picked up the handbag. An incurious man who had seldom felt any fascination for prying into others affairs, he would never have thought of opening one of his
  wifes letters  or opening one of her handbags. Not in normal circumstances. But why had she tried to conceal her handbag? And the answer to that question now seemed very obvious
  indeed. There was something, perhaps more than one thing, inside the handbag that she didnt want him to see; and in her rush she hadnt had the time to transfer all its
  contents to the other one. The catch opened easily and he found the letter, four pages of it, almost immediately.


  
    
      You are a selfish thankless bitch and if you think you can just back out of things when you like youd better realize that youve got another big thick
      headaching think coming because it could be that Ive got some ideas about what I like. Youd better understand what Im saying. If you can act like a bitch
      youd better know I can be a bit of a sod too. You were glad enough to get what you wanted from me and just because I wanted to give it to you you think that we can just drop everything
      and go back to square one. Well this letter is to tell you we cant and like I say youd better understand what Im telling you. You can be sure Ill get my own back on
      you . . .

    

  


  His throat was dry as he rapidly skimmed the rest of the letter: it had no salutation on page one, no subscription on page four. But there was no doubt about the message of the letter  a
  message that screamed so loudly at him that even some under-achieving idiot would require no prompting about its import: his wife was being unfaithful to him  probably had been for
  a period of several months.


  A sharp pain throbbed in the centre of his forehead, the blood was pounding in his ears, and for several minutes his thought processes were utterly incapable of any sharp tuning. Yet curiously
  enough he appeared to be adequately in control of the rest of his body, for his hands trembled not the merest millimetre as he filled the shabby little cylindrical glass he always used for the
  whisky. Sometimes he added a little cold tap water; sometimes not. Now he sipped the whisky neat: first just a small sip; then a large sip; then two large gulps of the burning liquor, and the glass
  was empty. He refilled his glass and soon had drained that, too. The last drops from the bottle just filled the third glass to the brim and this he sipped more slowly, feeling as he did so the
  familiar surge of warmth that slowly suffused his brain. And now it happened, paradoxically and totally unexpectedly, that instead of the vicious jealousy which a few minutes ago had threatened to
  swamp his foundering senses he was gradually becoming ever more conscious of the love he felt for his wife. This renewed consciousness reminded him vividly of the day when, under-prepared and
  over-confident, she had failed her first driving test; and when, as she sadly and quietly explained to him where she thought she had gone wrong, he had felt an overwhelming surge of sympathy for
  her. Indeed such had been his awareness of her vulnerability that day, so fierce his determination to protect her whenever possible from future disappointment, that he would willingly have shot the
  examiner who had been allotted the unavoidable task of reporting adversely on his wifes incompetence.


  The glass was empty  the bottle was empty; and Thomas Bowman walked slowly but steadily down the stairs, the empty bottle in his left hand, the letter in his right. The car keys were on
  the kitchen table, and he picked them up and put on his mackintosh. Before getting into the Metro, he inserted the bottle beneath the four or five bundles of kitchen refuse which almost filled the
  larger of the two dustbins standing beside the garden shed. Then he drove off: there was one very simple little job he would do immediately.


  It was only a mile or so to his place of work in Chipping Norton, and as he drove he was conscious of the surprisingly clear-cut logicality of what he was proposing to do. It was only when
  hed returned some fifteen minutes later to Charlbury Drive and replaced the letter in the handbag that he became fully aware of the blazing hatred he was feeling against the man, whoever he
  was, who had robbed him of his wifes affection and fidelity; a man who hadnt even got the guts to sign his name.


  The woman with the grey handbag stood at the graveside, the purplish-yellow clay sucking and clinging to her sensible shoes. The rain had now almost stopped, and the
  fresh-faced young vicar intoned the interment rites with unrushed and edifying dignity. From the snatches of conversation she had heard, Margaret Bowman learned that the old fellow had been with
  the Allied spearhead on the Normandy beaches and that he had fought right through to VE Day. And when one of his old colleagues from the British Legion had thrown a Remembrance Day poppy down on to
  the top of the coffin lid, she had felt the tears welling up at the back of her eyes; and before she could turn her head away (though no one noticed it) a great blobby tear had splashed down on her
  gloves.


  Thats it, then! said the woman in the yellow boots. No port and ham sandwiches today, Im afraid.


  Do they usually have that after funerals?


  Well, you need something to cheer you up. Specially on a day like this.


  Margaret was silent, and remained so until she got into the car.


  Would you like to nip along to the pub? asked her companion.


  No. Id better not. Id better get home I think.


  Youre not going to cook him a meal, are you?


  I said Id get us a snack when I got in, she said, rather weakly.


  The yellow-booted driver made no further attempt to influence the course of events: it would be sensible, she knew, to get her nervous-looking passenger home as quickly as possible and then go
  and join some of the others at the local.


  Margaret Bowman wiped her shoes on the front door mat and slid her latchkey into the Yale lock.


  Im ho-ome, she called.


  But she received no reply. She looked quickly into the kitchen, the lounge, the bedroom  and then the spare room: but he wasnt there, and she was glad. The Metro hadnt been
  in the drive when she had come in; but he might of course have driven it into the garage out of the rain. More likely though hed driven down to the local for a drink  and if he had,
  she was glad about that, too. In the spare room she opened the door of the wardrobe, picked up her handbag, and looked inside it: obviously she neednt have worried at all, and she began to
  wish shed agreed to join her fellow mourners for a consolatory gin at the Black Horse. But that didnt really matter. The pile of shoe boxes on the right looked rather precariously
  askew and she squared them into a neater stack. In all, it was a great relief, and she promised herself that she would be far more careful in the future.


  She reheated the leftovers from the chicken risotto shed cooked the previous evening, but the few mouthfuls she managed to swallow tasted like the Dead Sea apples. What a mess she was in!
  What an unholy, desperate mess shed landed herself in! She sat in the lounge and listened to the one oclock news, and learned that the pound had perked up a little overnight on the
  Tokyo Stock Exchange. Unlike her heart. She turned on the television and watched the first two races from Newbury without having any recollection whatsoever of which horses had been first past the
  post. It was only after the third race had similarly bypassed her consciousness that she heard the squeak of the Metros brakes on the drive. He kissed her lightly on the cheek, and his voice
  sounded surprisingly sober as he asked a few perfunctory questions about the funeral. But he had been drinking heavily, she could tell that; and she was not one whit surprised when he declared that
  he would have a lie-down for the remainder of the afternoon.


  But Thomas Bowman rested little that Saturday afternoon, for a plan of action had already begun to form in his mind. The room at the post office housing the Xerox machine had been empty; and
  after copying the letter he had stood there looking out at the fleet of postal vans in the rear park. A small post office van (he had never quite seen things this way before) was as anonymous as
  any vehicle could be: no passer-by was interested in the identity of its driver, hemmed in as the latter was (from all but a directly frontal encounter) by the closed side of the secretive little
  red van that could creep along unobtrusively from one parking point to the next, immune from the tickets of the predatory traffic wardens who prowled the busier streets of Oxford. In the letter,
  the man who was making such a misery of Margarets life had begged her to meet him at ten minutes to one on Monday outside the Summertown Library in South Parade  and yes! he, Tom
  Bowman, would be there too. There would be no real problem about borrowing one of the vans; he could fix that. Furthermore, he had often picked up Margaret, before she had passed her test, along
  exactly that same road, and he remembered perfectly clearly that there was a little post office right on the corner of South Parade and Middle Way, with a post-box just outside. There could hardly
  have been a more suitable spot . . .


  Suddenly the thought struck him: how long had the letter been in her bag? There was no date on the letter  no way at all of telling which particular Monday was meant. Had it been
  last Monday? There was no way he could be certain about things; and yet he had the strong conviction that the letter, presumably addressed to her at work, had been received only a day or
  so previously. Equally, he felt almost certain that Margaret was going to do exactly what the man had asked her. On both counts, Thomas Bowman was correct.


  In the wing-mirror at ten minutes to one the following Monday he could see Margaret walking towards him and he leaned backwards as she passed, no more than two or three yards
  away. A minute later a Maestro stopped very briefly just ahead of him, outside the Summertown Library, the driver leaning over to open the passenger door, and then to accelerate away with Margaret
  Bowman seated beside him.


  The post office van was three cars behind when the Maestro came to the T-junction at the Woodstock Road, and at that moment a train of events was set in motion which would result in murder
   a murder planned with slow subtlety and executed with swift ferocity.


  





CHAPTER THREE








  December


  
    
      
        I have finished another year, said God,


        In grey, green, white, and brown;


        I have strewn the leaf upon the sod,


        Sealed up the worm within the clod,


        And let the last sun down.


        (THOMAS HARDY, New Years Eve)

      

    

  


  THE TREE-LINED BOULEVARD of St Giles is marked at three or four points by heavy cast-iron street-plaques (the latter painted white on a black
  background) that were wrought at Lucys foundry in nearby Jericho. And Oxford being reckoned a scholarly city, the proper apostrophe appears after the final s: indeed, if a
  majority vote were to be taken in the English Faculty, future signwriters would be exhorted to go for an extra s, and print St Giless. But few of the leading
  characters who figure in the following chronicle were familiar with Fowlers advice over the difficulties surrounding the possessive case, for they were people who, in the crude distinction
  so often drawn in the city, would be immediately  and correctly  designated as Town rather than Gown.


  At the northern end of St Giles, where in a triangle of grass a stone memorial pays tribute to the dead of two world wars, the way divides into the Woodstock Road, to the left, and the
  Banbury Road, to the right. Taking the second of these two roads (the road, incidentally, in which Chief Inspector Morse has lived these many years) the present-day visitor will find, after he has
  walked a few hundred yards, that he is viewing a fairly homogeneous stretch of buildings  buildings which may properly be called Venetian Gothic in style: the houses have
  pointed arches over their doorways, and pointed arches over their clustered windows which are themselves vertically bisected or trisected by small columns of marble. It is as though Ruskin had been
  looking over the shoulders of the architects as they ruled and compassed their designs in the 1870s. Most of these houses (with their yellowish-beige bricks and the purple-blue slates of their
  roofs) may perhaps appear to the modern eye as rather severe and humourless. But such an assessment would be misleading: attractive bands of orange brick serve to soften the ecclesiastical
  discipline of many of these great houses, and over the arches the pointed contours are re-emphasized by patterns of orange and purple, as though the old harlot of the Mediterranean had painted on
  her eye-shadow a little too thickly.


  This whole scene changes as the visitor walks further northwards past Park Town, for soon he finds houses built of a cheerful orange-red brick that gives an immediate impression of warmth and
  good fellowship after the slightly forbidding faades of the Venetian wedge. Now the roofs are of red tile, and the paintwork around the stone-plinthed windows of an almost uniform white.
  The architects, some fifteen years older now, and no longer haunted by the ghost of Ruskin, drew the tops of their windows, sensibly and simply, in a straight horizontal. And thus it is that the
  housing for about half a mile or so north of St Giles exhibits the influences of its times  times in which the first batches of College Fellows left the cloisters and the quads to
  marry and multiply, and to employ cohorts of maids and under-maids and tweeny maids in the spacious suburban properties that slowly spread northward along the Banbury and Woodstock Roads in the
  last decades of the nineteenth century  their annual progress leaving its record no less surely than the annular tracings of a sawn-through tree of mighty girth.


  Betwixt the two rings sketched briefly above, and partaking something of each, stands the Haworth Hotel. It will not be necessary to describe this building  or, rather, these buildings
   in any great detail at this point, but a few things should be mentioned immediately. When (ten years since) the house had been put on the market, the successful purchaser had been one John
  Binyon, an erstwhile factory-hand from Leeds who had one day invested a 1 Treble Chance stake on the Pools, and who (to the incredulity of the rest of the nation) had thought fit to presume,
  in an early round of the FA Cup, that the current leaders of the First Division would be unable to defeat a lowly bunch of non-league part-time no-hopers from the Potteries  Binyons
  reward for such effrontery being a jackpot prize of 450,000 from Littlewoods. The large detached residence (first named the Three Swans Guest House and then the Haworth Hotel) had been his
  initial purchase  a building that paid tribute both to the staid Venetian planner of the 1880s and to his gayer rosy-fingered colleague of the 1890s. Yellow-bricked, red-roofed, the tops of
  doors and windows now compromised to gentle curves, the house openly proclaimed its divided loyalties in a quietly genteel manner, standing back from the road some ten yards or so with a slightly
  apologetic air, as if awaiting with only partial confidence the advent of social acceptability. After a few disappointing months, trade began to pick up for Binyon, and then to prosper most
  satisfactorily; after two years of a glorified B & B provision, the establishment was promoted to the hotel league, boasting now a fully licensed restaurant, colour-TVd and showered or
  bathroomed accommodation, and a small exercise room for fitness fanatics; and four years after this, the proprietor had been able to stand under his own front porch and to look up with pride at the
  yellow sign which proclaimed that the AA had deemed it appropriate to award the Haworth Hotel one of its stars. Thereafter such was mine hosts continued success that he was soon deciding to
  expand his operations  in two separate directions. First, he was able to purchase the premises immediately adjacent on the south side, in order to provide (in due course and after
  considerable renovation) a readily accessible annexe for the increasingly large number of tourists during the spring and summer seasons. Second, he began to implement his growing conviction that
  much of the comparatively slack period (especially weekends and holidays) from October to March could be revitalized by a series of tastefully organized special-rate functions. And it was for this
  reason that a half-page advertisement for the Haworth Hotel appeared (now for the third year running) in the Winter Breaks with Christmas and New Year Bonanzas brochures which were to
  be seen on the racks of many a travel agent in the autumn of the year in which our story begins. And in order that the reader may get the flavour of the special features which attracted those men
  and women we are to meet in the following pages we reproduce below the prospectus in which the hotel was willing to offer at prices decidedly too difficult to resist for a three-day
  break over the New Year.


  TUESDAY


  NEW YEARS EVE


  
    
      	
        12.30 p.m.

      

      	
        Sherry reception! John and Catherine Binyon extend a happy welcome to as many of their guests as can make this early get-together.

      
    


    
      	
        1.00 p.m.

      

      	
        Buffet lunch: a good time for more introductions  or reunions.


        The afternoon will give you the opportunity for strolling down  only ten minutes walk to Carfax!  into the centre of our beautiful University City. For those who
        prefer a little lively competition to keep them busy and amused, tournaments are arranged for anyone fancying his (her!) skills at darts, snooker, table-tennis, Scrabble, and video games.
        Prizes!

      
    


    
      	
        5.00 p.m.

      

      	
        Tea and biscuits: nothing  but nothing!  else will be available. Please keep a keen edge on your appetite for . . .

      
    


    
      	
        7.30 p.m.

      

      	
        OUR GRAND FANCY DRESS DINNER PARTY.


        It will be huge fun if everyone  yes, everyone!  comes to the dinner in fancy dress. But please dont think that we shall be any less liberal with the pre-prandial
        cocktails if you cant. This years theme is The Mystery of the East, and for those who prefer to improvise their costumes our own Rag Bag will be available in the
        games room throughout the afternoon.

      
    


    
      	
        10.00 p.m.

      

      	
        Fancy Dress Judging: Prizes!!  continuing with live Cabaret and Dancing to keep you in wonderful spirits until . . .

      
    


    
      	
        Midnight  1.00 a.m.

      

      	
        Champagne! Auld Lang Syne! Bed!!!

      
    

  


  WEDNESDAY


  NEW YEARS DAY


  
    
      	
        8.3010.30 a.m.

      

      	
        Continental Breakfast (quietly please, for the benefit of any of us  all of us!  with a mild hangover).

      
    


    
      	
        10.45 a.m.

      

      	
        CAR TREASURE-HUNT, with clues scattered round a care-free, car-free (as we hope) Oxford. There are plenty of simple instructions, so youll never get lost. Be
        adventurous! And get out for a breath of fresh air! (Approximately one and a half hours to complete.) Prizes!!

      
    


    
      	
        1.00 p.m.

      

      	
        English Roast Beef Luncheon.

      
    


    
      	
        2.00 p.m.

      

      	
        TOURNAMENTS once more for those who have the stamina; and the chance of an afternoon nap for those who havent.

      
    


    
      	
        4.30 p.m.

      

      	
        Devonshire Cream Tea.

      
    


    
      	
        6.30 p.m.

      

      	
        Your pantomime coach awaits to take you to Aladdin at the Apollo Theatre.


        There will be a full buffet awaiting you on your return, and you can dance away the rest of the evening at the DISCO (live music from Paper Lemon) until the energy (though not the bar!)
        runs out.

      
    

  


  THURSDAY


  
    
      	
        9.00 a.m.

      

      	
        Full English Breakfast  available until 10.30 a.m. The last chance to say your farewells to your old friends and your new ones, and to promise to repeat the whole
        enjoyable process again next year!

      
    

  


  Of course (it is agreed) such a prospectus would not automatically appeal to every sort and condition of humankind. Indeed, the idea of spending New Years Eve being
  semi-forcibly cajoled into participating in a darts match, or dressing up as one of the Samurai, or even of being expected de rigueur to wallow in the company of their fellow men, would
  drive some solid citizens into a state of semi-panic. And yet, for the past two years, many a couple had been pleasingly surprised to discover how much, after the gentlest nudge of persuasion, they
  had enjoyed the group activities that the Binyons so brashly presented. Several couples were now repeating the visit for a second time; and one couple for a third  although it is only fair
  to add that neither member of this unattractive duo would ever have dreamed of donning a single item of fancy dress, delighting themselves only, as they had done, in witnessing what they saw as the
  rather juvenile imbecilities of their fellow guests. For the simple truth was that almost all the guests required surprisingly little, if any, persuasion to dress up for the New Years Eve
  party  not a few of them with brilliant, if bizarre effect. And such (as we shall see) was to be the case this year, with several of the guests so subtly disguised, so cleverly bedecked in
  alien clothing, that even long-standing acquaintances would have recognized them only with the greatest difficulty.


  Especially the man who was to win the first prize that evening.


  Yes, especially him.


  





CHAPTER FOUR








  December 30th/31st


  
    
      The feeling of sleepiness when you are not in bed, and cant get there, is the meanest feeling in the world.


      (E.W. HOWE, Country Town Sayings)

    

  


  WHENEVER SHE FELT tired  and that was usually in the early hours of the evening  the almost comically large spherical spectacles which
  framed the roundly luminous eyes of Miss Sarah Jonstone would slowly slip further and further down her small and neatly geometrical nose. At such times her voice would (in truth) sound only
  perfunctorily polite as she spoke into whichever of the two ultramodern phones happened to be purring for her expert attention; at such times, too, some of the belated travellers who stood waiting
  to sign the register at the Haworth Hotel would perhaps find her expression of welcome a thing of somewhat mechanical formality. But in the eyes of John Binyon, this same slightly fading woman of
  some forty summers could do little, if anything, wrong. He had appointed her five years previously: first purely as a glorified receptionist; subsequently (knowing a real treasure when he spotted
  one) as his unofficial manageress  although his wife Catherine (an awkward, graceless woman) had still insisted upon her own name appearing in that senior-sounding capacity on
  the hotels general literature, as well as in the brochures announcing bargain breaks for special occasions.


  Like Easter, for example.


  Or Whitsun.


  Or Christmas.


  Or, as we have seen, like New Year.


  With Christmas now over, Sarah Jonstone was looking forward to her official weeks holiday  a whole week off from everything, and especially from the New Year festivities 
  the latter, for some reason, never having enthused her with rapture unconfined.


  The Christmas venture was again likely to be oversubscribed, and this fact had been the main reason  though not quite the only reason  why John Binyon had strained every nerve to
  bring part of the recently purchased, if only partially developed, annexe into premature use. He had originally applied for planning permission for a single-storey linking corridor between the
  Haworth Hotel and this adjoining freehold property. But although the physical distance in question was only some twenty yards, so bewilderingly complex had proved the concomitant problems of
  potential subsidence, ground levels, drains, fire exits, goods access and gas mains, that he had abandoned his earlier notions of a formal merger and had settled for a self-standing addendum
  physically separated from the parent hotel. Yet even such a limited ambition was proving (as Binyon saw it) grotesquely expensive; and a long-term token of such expenditure was the towering yellow
  crane which stood like some enormous capital Greek Gamma in what had earlier been the chrysanthemumed and foxgloved garden at the rear of the newly acquired property. From late August, the dust
  ever filtering down from the planked scaffolding had vied, in degrees of irritation, with the daytime continuum of a revolving cement mixer and the clanks and hammerings which punctuated all the
  waking and working hours. But as winter had drawn on  and especially during the record rainfall of November  such inconveniences had begun to appear, in retrospect, as little more
  than the mildest irritancies. For now the area in which the builders worked day by day was becoming a morass of thick-clinging, darkish-orange mud, reminiscent of pictures of Passchendaele. The mud
  was getting everywhere: it caked the tyres of the workmens wheelbarrows; it plastered the surfaces of the planks and the duckboards which lined the site and linked its drier spots; and
  (perhaps most annoying of all) it left the main entrance to the hotel, as well as the subsidiary entrance to the embryo annexe, resembling the approaches to a milking parlour in the Vale of the
  Great Dairies. A compromise was clearly called for over the hotel tariffs, and Binyon promptly amended the Christmas and New Year brochures to advertise the never-to-be-repeated bargain of 15 per
  cent off rates for the rooms in the main hotel, and 25 per cent (no less!) off the rates for the three double rooms and the one single room now available on the ground floor of the semi-completed
  annexe. And indeed it was a bargain: no workmen; no noise; no real inconvenience whatsoever over these holiday periods  except for that omnipresent mud . . .


  The net result of these difficulties, and of further foul weather in early December, had been that, in spite of daily Hooverings and daily scrapings, many rugs and carpets and stretches of
  linoleum were so sadly in need of a more general shampoo after the departure of the Christmas
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