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‘Taylormade to suit all who enjoy clawing at clues.’

Sunday Times

‘Taylor is, as always, adept at showing the reality beneath the surface, as the characters interact and the unsavoury truth behind the murder is gradually revealed’ Sunday Telegraph

Full of nostalgic detail, this is old-fashioned crime at its best – perfect for a cold winter night in front of a roaring fire.’ Sunday Times

‘The creepiest private eye in the business, William

Dougal . . .’ Literary Review

Andrew Taylor is a master story-teller’ Daily Telegraph

‘Andrew Taylor . . . was given the thumbs up long ago for beautifully crafted, well written narratives combining subtlety, depth and that vital “Oh, my God, what the hell is going to happen next?” factor, which is the driving force of the story-teller. He is also that rarity that can manage the semi-historical as well as the modern.’ Daily Express

I hope to meet the lively and amoral William Dougal again. And again . . .’ The Times
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William Dougal said the first thing which came into his head: ‘The last time I saw your name in The Times, it was in the obituary column.’

‘Times change, my dear William. And we must change with them.’

James Hanbury picked up the newspaper and read the relevant entry aloud, perhaps because he feared that Dougal might have missed something in his excitement.

‘“The engagement is announced between James, the son of Mr C. E. Hanbury, of Gloucester, and the late Mrs Hanbury, and Mary, daughter of the late Colonel A. J. and the late Mrs Margaret Burnham, of the Dower House, Charleston Parva, Cambridgeshire.” It sounds very well, you must admit. Molly will be sending you an invitation, of course.’

‘I don’t think I’ll be able to come.’

‘Why ever not?’

Dougal shrugged. ‘It would be unwise.’

‘No one would recognize you. It’s over two years since you went to Rosington.’

‘But it must be the same Molly Burnham. The one with Sophie.’

‘I call her Oaf – Sophie, I mean. I’ve never liked fox terriers, and she’s a remarkably ugly specimen of the breed, both physically and spiritually. Molly’s short-sighted – of course she won’t remember you.’

Before Dougal could raise another objection, the older man adroitly changed the subject. There was plenty to talk about, since they had not seen one another for nearly two years. Dougal had hoped this desirable state of affairs might last for ever; but Hanbury had dashed the hope by turning up on his front doorstep with two bottles of malt whisky. It would have been churlish to turn away such a house-warming present. Besides, before Dougal had time to make up his mind, Hanbury was already in the tiny hall.

The obvious topic of conversation was Dougal’s new flat. Until three weeks ago, Dougal had rented a converted billiards room in a decaying mansion in West Hampstead. Now he was the owner-occupier of a first-floor flat in a terrace house in Kilburn. In geographical terms, he had moved about a mile westwards; the social distance was considerably further. In Kilburn, you saw life in the raw; in West Hampstead, it usually wore its best clothes.

Hanbury insisted on taking a guided tour of the flat. This did not take very long because, apart from the kitchen and the bathroom, there were only two rooms; and neither of them contained much furniture. He winced when he saw the bedroom, which had nothing but a trunk, a double-mattress and two tins of white paint on its bare floorboards.

‘Décor minceur, as it were.’ He picked up the photograph on the trunk. ‘Is this the latest? Nice bone structure. You must bring her to the wedding.’

‘I doubt it.’ Dougal had no intention of introducing Celia to Hanbury. Moreover, as far as he was aware, Celia had no desire to be taken anywhere by him. He took the photograph from Hanbury and restored it to the trunk.

They returned to the living room. Hanbury, perhaps sensing that he had been treading on dangerous ground, hastened to introduce another subject. He nodded towards the table by the window; on it were three box files, a pile of library books and a typewriter.

‘Have you gone back to university? I seem to remember you were doing an M. Phil. when we first met. I always thought it was a pity you didn’t finish it.’

A snort of laughter escaped Dougal. One reason why he had not completed the M. Phil. was that Hanbury had garrotted his tutor. He turned the laugh into a cough and offered Hanbury some more of the whisky he had brought.

‘It’s not exactly academic work. I do freelance research these days. It earns a modest living.’

‘Dear me,’ said Hanbury. ‘How enterprising of you.’ He sounded faintly puzzled, as if the concepts of modesty and earning a living were equally foreign to him. ‘Don’t tell me you’ve got a mortgage as well?’

Dougal, whose present existence was haunted by the monthly repayment to his bank, ignored this remark. ‘I had no idea how exciting being a home-owner is. I’ve acquired a completely different set of interests. Last night I dreamed about buying a door mat. The night before it was window-boxes; I thought I might grow some herbs.’

‘I’m rather looking forward to being a householder myself. Molly and I will live at the Dower House, of course. I believe you know it?’

‘Only very slightly.’ Dougal had been there only once, as Hanbury knew very well. Since a murderer had been among his fellow guests, it was not an occasion he cared to remember.

‘Old Mrs Burnham died last autumn. Quite senile, of course. She left everything to Molly, which was only right and proper. The house is in a terrible state of repair, but at least the money’s available to do it up.’

‘How did you come to know Molly?’ The question had been puzzling Dougal ever since he had read the news of the engagement.

‘Oh, I’ve known her for years. Have I never mentioned I was at school in Rosington? The Burnhams have always had a strong connection with the school.’

‘A long courtship with a happy ending?’

Hanbury began to frown but thought better of it. ‘Now don’t be cynical, William. The fact that Molly’s now a wealthy woman has got nothing to do with this. Well, perhaps a little: but not much. I really want to settle down. I’ve had enough of living on my – ah – wits. I want my own fireside and a place in the community. I’ve reached my climacteric, as it were. The time has come to follow your example and become a solid citizen.’

‘I wish you luck.’ Dougal drained his glass and glanced at his watch.

Hanbury took the hint. ‘I must be off. Molly and I are dining with some extremely stuffy cousins of hers tonight, and I shall almost certainly be late. Besides, I’ve kept my taxi waiting for the last half-hour.’

He picked up his umbrella and led the way into the hall. He glanced at his reflection in the mirror which Dougal had hung there in an attempt to create an illusion of spaciousness. His dark-blue suit was in his usual restrained taste; but the silk tie, which consisted of alternating stripes of pink and silver, added an uncharacteristically garish touch. Hanbury straightened it. His eyes met Dougal’s in the mirror.

‘Rather lurid, isn’t it? But tactful – it’s an Old Rosingtonian tie. Molly likes me to wear it.’

Dougal opened the door. ‘Thanks for the whisky.’

‘You will come to the wedding, won’t you? My side of the church is going to be very sparsely populated compared with Molly’s. The trouble is, most of my acquaintances aren’t the sort of people you want at your wedding.’

Dougal hardened his heart against the note of pleading in Hanbury’s voice. ‘I’m sorry, James. There’s an outside chance that someone might recognize me – and might remember I had a different name the last time I was in Rosington.’

‘Think it over. Just for me.’ Hanbury glanced at the head of the stairs which led to the communal front door. ‘You could always grow a beard. You’re halfway there already.’

Dougal fingered the stubble on his chin and shook his head. ‘Beards itch.’

‘I would be happy to defray your expenses.’

‘Isn’t that your taxi hooting outside?’

One Saturday nearly five weeks later, Dougal found himself in the cloister garth of Rosington Cathedral. He wore his father’s morning coat and carried a top hat which was a size too small to wear on his head. The weather was unseasonably fine for an English June, as if God wished to emphasize that the newly wedded couple enjoyed his entire approval. A perspiring photographer was trying to persuade the guests to stand still for a moment.

The organ thundered faintly inside the cathedral. By a special dispensation of the Dean and Chapter, the new Mrs Hanbury’s dogs had been allowed into the cloisters. David and Benji, the Airedales, had been infected by the decorum of the occasion. They sat gravely on guard a few feet away from Mr and Mrs Hanbury, and allowed the younger guests to pat them respectfully on their massive heads.

The third dog, Sophie, was less constrained by her surroundings. She trundled round the little garden, as ineluctable as Fate, obeying some obscure canine imperative of her own. This imperative led her to urinate on the tombstones of two minor canons and to nip the photographer on the ankle.

Her mistress called her, but to no avail. ‘It’s the heat,’ she explained to her husband. ‘The poor thing doesn’t know what she’s doing.’

‘Rubbish!’ said a voice on the level of Dougal’s elbow. ‘It’s bad temper. That dog should be put down.’

A wizened man with a shock of white hair was sitting in a wheelchair just behind him. A uniformed nurse was several yards away with her back to them; she was talking to the school chaplain who had helped the dean conduct the service.

The old man glanced behind him to make sure she was still engaged. A gnarled hand shot out and gripped Dougal’s.

‘Hanbury. Groom’s father. Got a drink? Or a cigarette? She’s not looking, is she?’

Dougal shook his head. He was in the middle of giving up smoking for the third time this year; he wasn’t in the habit of carrying a flask around with him; and the nurse, six feet tall and broad to match, was tittering at something the chaplain had said.

‘I hate weddings,’ the elder Hanbury confided in a whisper which echoed round the cloisters. ‘You drive all the way from Gloucester, then you sit for hours in a damned draughty church; you hang around while other people play with their cameras; and then if you’re lucky you get a mouthful of bubbles. Pa! I’m damned if I’ll let that stupid woman rot my insides with tea.’

Hanbury glanced round, noted that he was attracting attention, and changed his piercing whisper to a quavering shriek. ‘Sunnyvale! That’s where me and that woman live. I call it the vale of tears.’

The nurse returned in a hurry to discipline her charge and Dougal wandered away. The wedding was proving much less of an ordeal than he had expected. He recognized only two people apart from Hanbury – the bride and the best man, Sir Thomas Graver. Neither of them had known him well. In any case his new beard, scruffy though it was, camouflaged his face with surprising efficiency; when he caught sight of his own reflection, it seemed to belong to someone else.

He moved through the crowd, eavesdropping on conversations and trying to categorize the other guests. He was still a little uncertain why he was here. It was true that Hanbury had characteristically refused to take no for an answer: the wedding invitation had duly arrived, accompanied by a first-class return by British Rail from London to Rosington. There was also a note to the effect that Dougal needn’t bother with a wedding present since Hanbury had already bought it for him.

But curiosity had been a stronger motive for coming: It was almost impossible to envisage a domesticated and respectable Hanbury; it was necessary to see the transformation in the flesh.

For Hanbury occupied a peculiar, almost mythological position in Dougal’s memory. It was he who had pitchforked Dougal into two distinctly dubious enterprises, several years ago. The well-bred and impeccably dressed exterior was misleading: Hanbury was a broker of crime – or at least had been until his marriage. On one occasion he had appeared to die; but the report of his death, though published in both The Times and the Daily Telegraph, had proved premature.

In one way, Hanbury had done Dougal a favour: he had given him the best of reasons for trying to be a sober and law-abiding citizen. It followed that Hanbury’s own metamorphosis into apparent respectability was a bizarre and fascinating event. Dougal felt rather as he imagined a lapsed Catholic would, on the news that the Pope had embraced atheism.

In a word, he felt oddly cheated.

‘No sign of Jonathan Stride, I notice,’ said a gaunt, middle-aged woman beside him.

At first Dougal thought she was talking to him. But a short, dumpy lady, approaching across the close-cut grass, swiftly disabused him.

‘I should think not. He’s got more sense. Look at James Hanbury. As bold as brass! And still with that dreadful smirk on his face.’

‘Molly Burnham is going to regret this. You mark my words, Miss Carrot.’ The gaunt lady inched closer to her friend. ‘It won’t last.’

The two women were now so close together that their conversation became inaudible, to Dougal’s great regret. He had already divided the guests into five tentative groups. These ladies, he guessed, belonged to the genteel substratum which developed in the shadow of the clergy in any small cathedral city. In the other categories were the clergy themselves; the people connected with Rosington School and its linked foundation, the Choir School; the people with booming voices and weather-beaten faces from the Fenlands around Rosington; and, finally and least cohesively, the group of strangers from the groom’s side of the cathedral choir which included Sir Thomas Graver, the elder Mr Hanbury and himself.

Dougal was forced to step backwards sharply to avoid a small girl who was sprinting towards the door to the south side of the cloisters. The girl’s face was pink with terror, making it much the same colour as her sash, half of which trailed behind her. Sophie, the other half of the sash firmly clamped between her jaws, waddled purposefully after her. She was followed in turn by the bride and by an agitated young couple who were presumably the little girl’s parents.

In his haste to move back out of harm’s – and specifically Sophie’s – way, Dougal trod on a foot belonging to an old gentleman.

The man brushed aside his apologies. ‘No harm done.’ He nodded towards the scrimmage which had developed by the door to the south walk of the cloister. ‘“The unspeakable in full pursuit of the uneatable,” as dear Oscar would have said. Ah! I see Molly is restraining Sophie. In some ways that is rather a pity. That pink was really a great mistake. Have you noticed how it clashes with the red carnations?’

Dougal observed that a white carnation was always a much wiser choice. It seemed a safe thing to say, since it implied that both he and the old gentleman were wise.

‘How true. If you look around you here, you won’t see any of my boys wearing a red carnation. Oh no! Grandpa’s trained them – and that training lasts for life.’

For a delightful instant Dougal wondered if every male with a white carnation present among the guests was a grandson of the old gentleman; there must have been at least fifty of them.

‘But we have not been introduced. My name is Pantry – Evelyn Pantry.’

Dougal mentioned his own name and they shook hands solemnly – and for rather longer than Dougal thought customary.

Pantry relinquished his hand with a sigh. ‘Such a lovely day for the wedding. You must be one of James’s London friends.’ The pale-blue eyes behind the thick glasses were hard with curiosity.

‘In a manner of speaking,’ Dougal admitted. ‘Have you known James for long?’

‘Since he was thirteen. Best head of house I ever had. I’ve known Molly since she was a girl as well. Dear me, yes! I remember old Colonel Burnham saying to me: “I wish she was a boy, Evie: I could give her to you to lick into shape.’”

‘I must confess I’m a little confused: there seem to be two schools.’

‘Ah yes, many outsiders find it difficult to grasp. The original foundation is the Choir School – that goes back to the Middle Ages.Then Henry VIII founded a grammar school, which eventually turned into the public school we are today. The Choir School is still in the cathedral precincts and serves in a sense as a prep school for Rosington School. Rosington itself was moved to a site outside the city in the last century. You follow me?’

‘More or less. And James was at Rosington School?’

‘Yes – but he was also at the Choir School beforehand. He had a lovely voice as a boy – quite angelic. And that’s why he could be married in the cathedral. Ex-choristers have that privilege.’

‘Are you still at the school?’

‘Alas no. “His golden locks time hath to silver turned,” and so forth. They’ve put the old horse out to grass. Not that I don’t canter around the paddock for them occasionally.’ Mr Pantry looked faintly bemused, as if his metaphor had got out of control. ‘I still do a great deal of honorary work,’ he explained en clair. ‘Grandpa’s retirement is more notional than actual. Still, one has a certain obligation – Ah! I think James needs me for the photographs. You’ll excuse me, I’m sure.’

Mr Pantry set off across the lawn, walking with a remarkably spry step. The photographer had just succeeded in marshalling the protagonists of the event into the recess between two of the buttresses of the north wall of the cloister. Hanbury, top hat in hand, looked large, magnificent and protective. Molly, her grey hair askew and her square face alight with joy, was hanging on his arm and staring up at his face. She was flanked by Leo Cumblesham, a benign old man, strongly resembling a grizzly bear, who had given her away; beyond him was the matron of honour, who belonged without a doubt to the booming-voice-and-weather-beaten-face brigade. Next to Hanbury was Sir Thomas, who was staring unhappily at the ground, and Mr Hanbury Senior who was apparently asleep.

‘Here I am, James!’ Pantry slid between Sir Thomas and the wheelchair. ‘Now, my man,’ he said to the photographer, ‘I suggest you use the buttresses and the arch of the window behind us to frame your photograph.’ He turned to Sir Thomas. ‘I remember dear Cecil saying – Cecil Beaton, that is—’

A howl of rage drowned Mr Pantry’s voice and silenced the murmur of chatter in the cloister garth. Everyone, Dougal included, had been looking in the direction of the photographer and his subjects. Now, with one accord, they swung round.

A short, pear-shaped man in his early thirties was framed in the south doorway. He had long black hair, already receding at the temples; he wore a torn T-shirt and faded black jeans; his bare feet were much the same colour as his jeans.

‘Look at you,’ he screamed. He arched back his arm and threw something red and round, for all the world like a fielder aiming at a wicket. The crowd parted beneath its path like the Red Sea. Every face was upturned and frozen with shock.

Sophie gave two short, sharp barks.

The missile was aimed directly at Mr and Mrs Hanbury; it was impossible to tell whether one or both of them was the target. Molly’s face was blank with horror. She was clinging to her husband’s arm. With his free hand, Hanbury doffed his top hat.

The overripe tomato smacked on to the crown of the hat. Without this barrier, it would have hit the linked arms of the couple. The impetus of its flight pulped the fruit against the grey material which covered the hat. Juice spurted; red flesh and yellow seeds slid from the hat to the grass.

‘Well played, sir!’ screeched the elder Mr Hanbury.

A number of the younger male guests converged on the intruder. Mr Pantry scampered across the grass and directed operations from the rear. Sophie knocked over the photographer’s tripod and slobbered over Molly’s hand. The Airedales tried to pretend that nothing had happened.

A few yards away from Dougal, the rosy colour drained away from Miss Carrot’s well-padded cheeks. She collapsed on the lawn in a huddle of turquoise chiffon.

Dougal and Hanbury collided as they rushed to help the stricken lady. For an instant as they disentangled themselves, their eyes met. Dougal glimpsed an unfamiliar expression on the older man’s face. It was not until they were both kneeling beside Miss Carrot that he recognized the expression for what it was.

Hanbury was afraid.

Seven weeks later, towards the end of July, the name Hanbury reappeared in The Times.

Dougal noticed it quite by chance as he was skimming through the paper in the direction of the crossword. The name leapt out at him from the section of the Personal Columns which was devoted to memorial services. His immediate reaction was to assume that Hanbury’s delinquent father had finally evaded his nursemaid.

HANBURY – A Service of Thanksgiving for the life of Mrs Mary Elizabeth Hanbury, JP, will be held in Rosington Cathedral on Thursday, 25th July, at 12 noon.
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Hanbury had aged.

Usually he looked like a young forty; now he looked like an elderly fifty. He was waiting on the platform as the train drew in, his head bowed, jabbing the asphalt with the tip of his umbrella. There were more streaks of grey in his hair than there had been before; and the hair itself needed cutting. He did not look up as the train wheezed to a halt.

Dougal got out of the second-class smoker – his resolution had cracked again – and, bag in hand, walked up to his host.

‘William,’ said Hanbury dully. ‘Good of you to come.’

Dougal muttered something which began as ‘Not at all’ and ended as ‘Only too glad’ with an awkward hiatus of silence in the middle.

Hanbury’s clothes lacked their usual dapper formality. He wore neither jacket nor tie; his shirt was grubby and frayed; and his trousers looked as if he had slept in them.

‘I’ve got the car outside.’ He took Dougal’s bag and led the way towards the barrier. ‘Yesterday went very well. We got the bishop.’

‘I’m sorry I couldn’t come to the service.’

Dougal privately wished that he had been sufficiently ruthless to refuse Hanbury’s invitation for the weekend instead. But he had found it impossible to resist the misery in Hanbury’s voice over the telephone last night: For God’s sake, William, you must come. I shall go mad if I spend another night alone in this house.

The tarmac on the station forecourt glistened with rain. As Hanbury put up the umbrella there was a flash of lightning, followed by a long roll of thunder directly overhead. Dougal glanced up the hill at the cathedral, half a mile away. It dwarfed the roofs of the town which clustered around its protective bulk. It was like a great stone insect, squatting on the haunches of its west towers; the octagonal central spire was a proboscis which stabbed the firmament.

‘The car’s over there,’ Hanbury said, pointing towards a Range Rover from which a muffled chorus of barking could be heard. ‘I had to bring the dogs. They keep thinking I’m going to take them for a walk.’

A taxi drew up, spraying muddy water on Hanbury’s trousers. A dumpy lady, whom Dougal recognized as Miss Carrot, got out and hurried into the station. Hanbury half bowed and started to say something; but she cut him dead.

There was little chance of conversation on the seven-mile drive to Charleston Parva. The two Airedales had compressed themselves into the smallest possible area; they crouched in the corner, between the side window and the metal grille which divided the rear of the Range Rover from the front, alternately whining and yapping. Sophie confronted them, her legs planted widely apart, barking monotonously and piercingly.

Hanbury said: ‘I don’t think that bloody dog has stopped barking since Molly died.’ He had to repeat it twice before Dougal could catch what he was saying.

The rain beat against the windscreen, and the wipers slapped to and fro, adding to the noise. Their route took them across the Fens by a series of B-roads which zigzagged, often on embankments, above the limitless sea of mud. It looked as if the Fens were doing their best to return to their primeval waterlogged state.

There was little traffic on the roads, which was just as well because Hanbury’s driving was reckless. For most of the journey the roads were as straight as a surveyor could make them, and Hanbury pushed the Range Rover up to a steady 90 m.p.h. This led to problems when the zigs became zags, and vice versa, for many of the bends were unexpectedly acute.There was one particularly nasty moment when they rounded a corner on the wrong side of the road and found themselves confronting a tractor.

Hanbury swerved, stamping on the brakes. Rubber squealed and the Range Rover buried its nose in the embankment on the far side of the road. Dougal jerked forward against his seatbelt. There was a mighty clatter as Sophie collided with the grille. She was so surprised that for a few seconds she forgot to bark.

The tractor driver, a black-browed woman with a headscarf, shook her fist and upbraided them in a broad and incomprehensible Fen accent. Hanbury rolled down his window and stuck out his head.

‘You’re a bloody boggo, ma’am,’ he snarled. ‘You should keep off the roads and stay in the mud where you belong.’

He engaged four-wheel drive and roared off, spraying the tractor with mud. Dougal prayed silently to St Christopher. It was not just Hanbury’s driving which terrified him: it was the change in his temperament. Usually Hanbury was urbane to a fault; this boorish savagery was wholly unexpected.

The road rose as, to Dougal’s relief, they reached the rocky outcrop on which Charleston Parva, like most Fen villages, was built. The hamlet clustered round a crossroads. Each of the principal buildings – the Parish Church of St Tumwulf, the pub, the village shop and the Dower House – was tucked into one corner of the crossroads. Beyond the village shop was a row of studiously unpicturesque cottages built of dirty yellow brick.

They turned left, between the Dower House and the Burnham Arms, and left again into a courtyard behind the house. Hanbury drove straight into what had once been a coach-house.

Once released from their confinement, the dogs rushed through an archway which connected the courtyard with the garden at the side of the house. Dougal and Hanbury followed, sheltering under the umbrella. The dogs bounded across the overgrown lawn and plunged into a dank and luxuriant shrubbery.

Hanbury sighed with relief. ‘We’ll get a few minutes’ peace, with luck.’

He led Dougal down a gravel path, parallel with the side of the house, to a pair of french windows. The windows, which were unlocked, gave
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