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1

Enter four or five players.

The whole affair began so very quietly. When I wrote, that summer, and asked my friend Louise if she would come with me on a car trip to Provence, I had no idea that I might be issuing an invitation to danger. And when we arrived one afternoon, after a hot but leisurely journey, at the enchanting little walled city of Avignon, we felt in that mood of pleasant weariness mingled with anticipation which marks, I believe, the beginning of every normal holiday.

No cloud in the sky; no sombre shadow on the machicolated walls; no piercing glance from an enigmatic stranger as we drove in at the Porte de la République and up the sun-dappled Cours Jean-Jaurès. And certainly no involuntary shiver of apprehension as we drew up at last in front of the Hôtel Tistet-Védène, where we had booked rooms for the greater part of our stay.

I even sang to myself as I put the car away, and when I found they had given me a room with a balcony overlooking the shaded courtyard, I was pleased.

And when, later on, the cat jumped on to my balcony, there was still nothing to indicate that this was the beginning of the whole strange, uneasy, tangled business. Or rather, not the beginning, but my own cue, the point where I came in. And though the part I was to play in the tragedy was to break and re-form the pattern of my whole life, yet it was a very minor part, little more than a walk-on in the last act. For most of the play had been played already; there had been love and lust and revenge and fear and murder – all the blood-tragedy bric-à-brac except the Ghost – and now the killer, with blood enough on his hands, was waiting in the wings for the lights to go up again, on the last kill that would bring the final curtain down.

How was I to know, that lovely quiet afternoon, that most of the actors in the tragedy were at that moment assembled in this neat, unpretentious little Provençal hotel? All but one, that is, and he, with murder in his mind, was not so very far away, moving, under that blazing southern sun, in the dark circle of his own personal hell. A circle that narrowed, gradually, upon the Hôtel Tistet-Védène, Avignon.

But I did not know, so I unpacked my things slowly and carefully, while, on my bed, Louise lay and smoked and talked about the mosquitoes.

‘And now – a fortnight,’ she said dreamily. ‘A whole fortnight. And nothing to do but drink, and sit in the sun.’

‘No eating? Or are you on a cure?’

‘Oh, that. One’s almost forgotten how. But they tell me that in France the cattle still grow steaks … I wonder how I shall stand up to a beefsteak?’

‘You have to do these things gradually.’ I opened one of the slatted shutters, closed against the late afternoon sun. ‘Probably the waiter will just introduce you at first, like Alice – Louise, biftek; biftek, Louise. Then you both bow, and the steak is ushered out.’

‘And of course, in France, no pudding to follow.’ Louise sighed. ‘Well, we’ll have to make do. Aren’t you letting the mosquitoes in, opening that shutter?’

‘It’s too early. And I can’t see to hang these things away. Do you mind either smoking that cigarette or putting it out? It smells.’

‘Sorry.’ She picked it up again from the ash-tray. ‘I’m too lazy even to smoke. I warn you, you know, I’m not going sight-seeing. I couldn’t care less if Julius Caesar used to fling his auxiliaries round the town, and throw moles across the harbour mouth. If you want to go and gasp at Roman remains you’ll have to go alone. I shall sit under a tree, with a book, as near to the hotel as possible.’

I laughed, and began putting out my creams and sunburn lotions on what the Hôtel Tistet-Védène fondly imagined to be a dressing-table.

‘Of course I don’t expect you to come. You’ll do as you like. But I believe the Pont du Gard—’

‘My dear, I’ve seen the Holborn Viaduct. Life can hold no more …’

Louise stubbed out her cigarette carefully, and then folded her hands behind her head. She is tall and fair and plump, with long legs, a pleasant voice, and beautiful hands. She is an artist, has no temperament to speak of, and is unutterably and incurably lazy. When accused of this, she merely says that she is seeing life steadily and seeing it whole, and this takes time. You can neither ruffle nor surprise Louise; you can certainly never quarrel with her. If trouble should ever arise, Louise is simply not there; she fades like the Cheshire Cat, and comes back serenely when it is all over. She is, too, as calmly independent as a cat, without any of its curiosity. And though she looks the kind of large lazy fair girl who is untidy – the sort who stubs out her cigarettes in the face-cream and never brushes the hairs off her coat – she is always beautifully groomed, and her movements are delicate and precise. Again, like a cat. I get on well with cats. As you will find, I have a lot in common with them, and with the Elephant’s Child.

‘In any case,’ said Louise, ‘I’ve had quite enough of ruins and remains, in the Gilbertian sense, to last me for a lifetime. I live among them.’

I knew what she meant. Before my marriage to Johnny Selborne, I, too, had taught at the Alice Drupe Private School for Girls. Beyond the fact that it is in the West Midlands, I shall say nothing more about the Alice Drupe as it is virtually impossible to mention it without risking a heavy libel action. Louise was still Art Mistress there, and owed her continued health and sanity to the habit I have described, of removing herself out of the trouble zone. As far as it was possible to do this at the Alice Drupe, she did it. Even there, she saw life steadily. At any rate she saw it coming.

‘Don’t speak too soon,’ I warned her. ‘You may yet come across Lloyd-Lloyd and Merridew sipping their Pernod in the restaurant downstairs.’

‘Not together, my dear. They don’t speak now. The Great Rupture paralysed the whole school for weeks …’ She paused and wrinkled her nose. ‘What a revolting metaphor … And not Pernod, Charity; Vichy water.’ She lit another cigarette.

‘What happened?’

‘Oh, Merridew put up a notice without asking Lloyd, or Lloyd put one up without asking Merridew, or something desperately frightful like that,’ she said indifferently. ‘I wasn’t there.’

Naturally not.

‘Poor things,’ I said, and meant it.

Louise flicked her ash neatly into the bowl, and turned her gold head on the pillow.

‘Yes, you can say that. You’re out of it now for good, aren’t you? You’re lucky.’

I didn’t answer. I laid Johnny’s photograph gently back in the case, where I had just come across it, and picked up a frock instead. I shook it out and laid it over a chair, ready to put on. I don’t think my expression changed at all. But Louise happens to know me rather well.

She ground out her cigarette, and her voice changed.

‘Oh God, Charity, I’m sorry. I forgot. I am a fool. Forgive me.’

‘Forget it,’ I said, lightly enough, ‘I do.’

‘Do you?’

‘Of course. It’s a long time now. I’d be silly and unnatural not to. And I am lucky, as you said.’ I grinned at her. ‘After all, I’m a wealthy widow … look at these.’

‘My dear girl! What gorgeous undies. …’

And the conversation slipped comfortably back to the things that really matter.

When Louise had gone to her own room, I washed, changed into a white frock with a wide blue belt, and did my face and hair very slowly. It was still hot, and the late sun’s rays fell obliquely across the balcony, through the half-opened shutter, in a shaft of copper-gold. Motionless, the shadows of thin leaves traced a pattern across it as delicate and precise as a Chinese painting on silk. The image of the tree, brushed in like that by the sun, had a grace that the tree itself gave no hint of, for it was merely one of the nameless spindly affairs, parched and dust-laden, that struggled up towards the sky from their pots in the hotel court below. But its shadow might have been designed by Ma Yüan.

The courtyard was empty; people were still resting, or changing, or, if they were the mad English, walking out in the afternoon sun. A white-painted trellis wall separated the court on one side from the street, and beyond it people, mules, cars, occasionally even buses, moved about their business up and down the narrow thoroughfare. But inside the vine-covered trellis it was very still and peaceful. The gravel between the gay little chairs was carefully raked and watered; shade lay gently across the tables, some of which, laid for dinner, gleamed invitingly with glass and silver. The only living thing in the court was a thin ginger cat, which was curled round the base of my spindly tree, like – who was it? Nidhug? – at the root of Yggdrasil.

I sat down by the half-shuttered window and began to think about where I should go tomorrow.

Avignon Bridge, where one dances, of course; and after Avignon itself, the Pont du Gard – in spite of the fact that I, too, had seen Holborn Viaduct. I picked up the Michelin Guide to Provence, and looked at the sketch of the great aqueduct which is on the cover …

Tomorrow, I said to myself, I would take things easy, and wander round the ramparts and the Popes’ Palace. Then, the day after …

Then fate, in the shape of Nidhug, took a hand.

My cue had come. I had to enter the stage.

The first hint I had of it was the violent shaking of the shadows on the balcony. The Chinese design wavered, broke, and dissolved into the image of a ragged witch’s besom, as the tree Yggdrasil vibrated and lurched sharply under a weight it was never meant to bear. Then the ginger cat shot on to my balcony, turned completely round on a space the size of a six-pence, sent down on her assailant the look to end all looks, and sat calmly down to wash. From below a rush and a volley of barking explained everything.

Then came a crash, and the sound of running feet.

The cat yawned, tidied a whisker into place, swarmed in a bored manner up an impossible drainpipe, and vanished on to the roof. I got up and looked over the balcony railing.

The courtyard, formerly so empty and peaceful, seemed all of a sudden remarkably full of a boy and a large, nondescript dog. The latter, with his earnest gaze still on the balcony, was leaping futilely up and down, pouring out rage, hatred and excitement, while the boy tried with one hand to catch and quell him, and with the other to lift one of the tables which had been knocked on to its side. It was, luckily, not one of those which had been set for dinner.

The table, which was of iron, was very heavy, and the boy seemed to be having some difficulty in raising it. Eventually he let go the dog, and taking both hands to the job, succeeded in lifting the table almost half-way. Then the dog, who appeared to be a little slow in the uptake, but a sticker for all that, realized that his prey was gone from the balcony and leaped madly in several directions at once. He crashed into the boy. The table thudded down again.

‘Oh Rommel!’ said the boy, surprisingly enough.

Before I could decide what language this was, the boy looked up and saw me. He straightened, pushed his hair back from his forehead, and grinned.

‘J’éspère,’ he said carefully, ‘que ce n’était pas votre chat, mademoiselle?’

This, of course, settled the question of his nationality immediately, but I am nothing if not tactful. I shook my head.

‘My French isn’t terribly good,’ I said. ‘Do you speak English, monsieur?’

He looked immensely pleased.

‘Well, as a matter of fact, I am English,’ he admitted. ‘Stop it, Rommel!’ He grabbed the dog with decision. ‘He hadn’t hurt the cat, had he? I just saw it jump for the balcony.’

‘It didn’t look very worried.’

‘Oh, that’s all right, then. I can’t persuade him to behave decently, as – as befits a foreigner. It seems funny to be foreigners, doesn’t it?’

I admitted that it did indeed.

‘Have you just arrived?’

‘At about four o’clock. Yes.’

‘Then you haven’t seen much of Avignon yet. Isn’t it a funny little town? Will you like it, do you think?’

‘I certainly like what I’ve seen so far. Do you like it here?’

It was the most trivial of small-talk, of course, but his face changed oddly as he pondered the question. At that distance I could not read his expression, but it was certainly not what one might expect of a boy – I judged him to be about thirteen – who was lucky enough to be enjoying a holiday in the South of France. Indeed, there was not much about him at that moment, if you except the outward signs of crumpled shirt, stained shorts, and mongrel dog, to suggest the average boy at all. His face, which had, even in the slight courtesies of small-talk, betrayed humour and a quick intelligence at work, seemed suddenly to mask itself, to become older. Some impalpable burden almost visibly dropped on to his shoulders. One was conscious, in spite of the sensitive youth of his mouth, and the childish thin wrists and hands, of something here that could meet and challenge a quite adult destiny on its own ground, strength for strength. The burden, whatever it was, was quite obviously recognized and accepted. There had been some hardening process at work, and recently. Not a pleasant process, I thought, looking at the withdrawn profile bent over the absurd dog, and feeling suddenly angry.

But he came out of his sombre thoughts as quickly as he had gone in – so quickly, in fact, that I began to think I had been an over-imaginative fool.

‘Yes, of course I like it. Rommel doesn’t, it’s too hot. Do you like the heat?’ We were back at the small-talk. ‘They said two English ladies were coming today; that would be you – Mrs. Selborne and Miss Crabbe?’

‘Cray. I’m Mrs. Selborne,’ I said.

‘Yes, that’s it.’ His grin was suddenly pure small-boy. ‘I’m bad at remembering names, and I have to do it by – by association. It sometimes goes awfully wrong. But I remembered yours because of Gilbert White.’

Now most people could see the connection between cray and crab, but not many thirteen-years-olds, I thought, would be so carelessly familiar with Gilbert White’s letters from his little Hampshire village, which go under the title of The Natural History of Selborne. I had been right about the intelligence. I only knew the book myself because one is apt to be familiar with most of the contexts in which one’s name appears. And because Johnny—

‘My name’s David,’ said the boy. ‘David Shelley.’

I laughed.

‘Well, that’s easy enough to remember, anyway. How do you do, David? I shall only have to think of the Romantic poets, if I forget. But don’t hold it against me if I address you as David Byron, or—’

I stopped abruptly. The boy’s face, smiling politely up at me, changed again. This time there could be no mistake about it. He went suddenly rigid, and a wave of scarlet poured over his face from neck to temples, and receded as quickly, leaving him white and sick-looking. He opened his mouth as if to speak, fumbling a little with the dog’s collar. Then he seemed to make some kind of effort, sent me a courteous, meaningless little smile, and bent over the dog again, fumbling in his pocket for string to fasten him.

I had made a mistake, it seemed. But I had not been mistaken when I had sensed that there was something very wrong somewhere. I am not a person who interferes readily in other people’s affairs, but suddenly, unaccountably, and violently, I wanted to interfere in this one.

I need not have worried; I was going to.

But not for the moment. Before I could speak again we were interrupted by a woman who came in through the vine-trellis, from the street. She was, I guessed, thirty-five. She was also blonde, tall, and quite the most beautiful woman I had ever seen. The simple cream dress she wore must have been one of Dior’s favourite dreams, and the bill for it her husband’s nightmare. Being a woman myself, I naturally saw the enormous sapphire on her left hand almost before I saw her.

She did not see me at all, which again was perfectly natural. She paused a moment when she saw David and the dog, then came forward with a kind of eye-compelling grace which would have turned heads in Piccadilly, Manchester, on a wet Monday morning. What it did in Provence, where men make a hobby of looking at women, I hesitated to think. I believe I had visions of the cafés along the Rue de la République emptying as she passed, as the houses of Hamelin emptied a different cargo after the Pied Piper.

She paused by the upturned table and spoke. Her voice was pleasant, her English perfect, but her accent was that of a Frenchwoman.

‘David.’

No reply.

‘Mon fils …’

Her son? He did not glance up.

She said, evenly: ‘Don’t you know what the time is? And what on earth happened to the table?’

‘Rommel upset it.’ The averted head, the sulky-sounding mumble which David accorded her, were at once rude and surprising. She took no notice of his manner, but touched him lightly on the shoulder.

‘Well, put it right, there’s a good boy. And hurry up and change. It’s nearly dinner-time. Where have you been today?’

‘By the river.’

‘How you can—’ She laughed and shrugged, all at once very French, then reached in her bag for a cigarette. ‘Well, put the table up, child.’

David pulled the reluctant Rommel towards a tree, and began to tie him to its stem. He said flatly:

‘I can’t lift it.’

A new voice interrupted, smoothly:

‘Permit me, madame.’

The man who had come quietly out of the hotel was dark and singularly good-looking. His clothes, his air, no less than his voice, were unmistakably French, and he had that look of intense virility and yet sophistication – the sort of powerful, careless charm which can be quite devastating. It was all the more surprising, therefore, that the woman, after a glance of conventional thanks, ignored him completely, and lit her cigarette without glancing in his direction. I would have gone to the stake for my conviction that she, where men were concerned, was the noticing type.

The newcomer smiled at David, lifted the heavy table without apparent effort, set it straight, then dusted his hands on a handkerchief.

‘Thank you, sir,’ said David. He began untying Rommel again from the tree.

‘De rien,’ said the Frenchman. ‘Madame.’ He gave a little bow in her direction, which she acknowledged with a faint polite smile, then he made his way to a table in the far corner of the courtyard, and sat down.

‘If you hurry,’ said David’s mother, ‘you can have the bathroom first.’

Without a word the boy went into the hotel, trailing a somewhat subdued dog after him on the end of the string. His mother stared after him for a moment, with an expression half puzzled, half exasperated. Then she gave a smiling little shrug of the shoulders, and went into the hotel after the boy.

The Frenchman had not noticed me either; his handsome head was bent over a match as he lit a cigarette. I went quietly back through my window, and stood for a moment in the cool shade of the room thinking over the little scene which, somehow, had hidden in it the elements of oddity. The exquisite film-starry creature, and the dilapidated dog … Christian Dior and Gilbert White … and she was French and the boy’s accent was definitely Stratford-atte-Bow … and he was rude to her and charmingly polite to strangers.

Well, it was no affair of mine.

I picked my bag up and went downstairs for a drink.
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Ther saugh I first the derke ymaginyng

Of felonye …

(Chaucer)

When I got down into the little courtyard, it was beginning to fill up. Louise was not down yet, so I found a table in the shade, and ordered a Cinzano.

I looked about me, resigned to the fact that almost everybody in the hotel would probably be English too. But the collection so far seemed varied enough. I began to play the game of guessing at people’s professions – and, in this case, nationalities. One is nearly always wrong, of course, and it is a game too often played by those self-satisfied people who are apt to announce that they are students of human nature … but I played it, nevertheless.

The two men at the next table to me were Germans. One was thin and clever-looking, and the other was the fat-necked German of the cartoons. And since I heard him say ‘Ach, so?’ to his companion, it didn’t need any great insight to hazard the rest. There was a young couple, honeymooning at a guess, and, at another guess, American. Then there was the handsome Frenchman, drinking his Pernod by himself in the corner, and another man sitting alone near the trellis, reading a book and sipping a bright green drink with caution and distrust. I puzzled for a long time over him – he might have been anything – until I saw the title of the book. Four Quartets, by T. S. Eliot. Which seemed to settle it. There were two other parties who might have been anything at all.

At this point Louise joined me.

‘I have been kept from my drink,’ she complained, bitterly for her, ‘by the patronne, who is convinced that I cannot wait to know the history, business, and antecedents, of everyone in the hotel. And who, incidentally, was panting to find out mine and yours.’

Her vermouth was brought, and she tilted it to the light with a contented sigh.

‘L’heure de l’apéritif. What a civilized institution. Ah, that must be M. Paul Véry.’ She was looking at the Frenchman in the corner. ‘Madame said he was handsome enough to suicide oneself for, and that hardly applies to anyone else here. He’s from Paris. Something to do with antiques.’

‘This is thrilling.’

‘The other lonely male is English, and a schoolmaster. His name is John Marsden and he is almost certainly a Boy Scout and a teetotaller as well.’

‘Why on earth?’ I asked, startled.

‘Because,’ said Louise drily, ‘any lonely male I ever get within reach of these days seems to be both, and to eschew women into the bargain. Is that the right word, eschew?’

‘I believe so.’

‘At any rate, one would not suicide oneself for that one. I wonder why he looks so solemn? Do you suppose he’s reading Whither England, or something?’

‘It’s T. S. Eliot,’ I said. ‘Four Quartets.’

‘Oh well,’ said Louise, who does not consider poetry necessary. Mr. Marsden was dismissed.

‘I suppose that couple are American?’ I said.

‘Oh yes. Their name is Cornell, or they come from Cornell, or something. My French had a breakdown at that point. And Mama and Papa under the palm tree are hot from Newcastle, Scotland.’

‘Scotland?’ I said blankly.

‘So Madame informed me. Scotland, zat is ze Norz of England, n’est-ce pas? I like the daughter, don’t you? The Young Idea.’

I looked cautiously round. The couple under the palm tree might have sat anywhere for the portrait of Suburban England Abroad. Dressed as only the British can dress for a sub-tropical climate – that is, just as they would for a fortnight on the North-East coast of England – they sat sipping their drinks with wary enjoyment, and eyeing their seventeen-year-old daughter with the sort of expression that barnyard fowls might have if they suddenly hatched a flamingo. For she was startling to say the least of it. She would have been pretty in a fair English fashion, but she had seen fit to disguise herself by combing her hair in a flat thick mat down over one side of her face. From behind the curtain appeared one eye, blue-shadowed to an amazing appearance of dissipation. Scarlet nails, spike-heeled sandals, a flowered dirndl and a cotton jersey filled to frankly unbelievable proportions by a frankly impossible figure … Hollywood had come to Avignon by way of the Scotswood Road. And it became apparent that this not inconsiderable battery of charm was turned full on for someone’s benefit.

‘The man in the corner …’ murmured Louise.

I glanced towards M. Paul Véry, who, however, appeared quite indifferent to the effort being made on his behalf. He had a slight frown between his brows, and he was tracing a pattern with the base of his glass on the table-top as if it were the only thing that mattered in the world.

‘She’s wasting her time, I’m afraid,’ I remarked, and, as if he had heard me (which was impossible) the Frenchman looked up and met my eyes. He held them deliberately for a long moment in a cool, appraising stare, then, just as deliberately, he raised his glass and drank, still with his eyes on me. I looked away to gaze hard at the back of the fat German’s neck, and hoped my colour had not risen.

‘She is indeed wasting her time,’ said Louise softly. She raised an amused eyebrow at me. ‘Here’s metal more attractive.’

‘Don’t be idiotic,’ I said with some asperity. ‘And control your imagination, for goodness’ sake. Don’t forget this is Provence, and if a woman’s fool enough to be caught staring at a man, she’s asking for it. That’s what’s called an æillade, which is French for leer.’

‘All right,’ said Louis tranquilly. ‘Well, that’s all that Madame told me. I think the other lot are Swiss – nobody else except Americans could afford a gorgeous vulgar car like that – and are just en passant. The only other resident is a Mrs. Bristol, who’s either a widow or divorced. Et voilà tous. Shall we have another drink?’

Then the blonde appeared, threading her way between the tables, to sit down near the trellis, two tables away from Mr. Marsden. She crossed one exquisite nyloned leg over the other, took out a cigarette, and smiled at the waiter. There was a sort of confusion, which resolved itself into three separate movements – the fat German beat the waiter and Mr. Marsden by a short head – to light her cigarette. But Mr. Marsden won on points, because the German’s lighter refused to work, and Marsden had a match. She flung a smile to Fat-Neck, an order for a drink to the waiter, and a look across the flame of the match to Marsden that made the flame look awfully dim. At any rate he read Burnt Norton upside down for quite some time afterwards. I had been right about the Pied Piper.

‘Eschew,’ said Louise, ‘was definitely not the right word. I suppose that is Mrs. Bristol.’

It was on the tip of my tongue to correct her when the waiter, travelling like a Derby winner, brought the drink.

‘Madame Bristole’s drink.’ He bowed it on to the table, and himself away.

She settled back in her chair, and looked about her. Seen at close quarters, she was as lovely as ever, which is saying a lot. It was a carefully tended, exotic loveliness, like that of a strange flower. That is a hackneyed metaphor, I know, but it describes her better than any other … her skin was so smooth, and her heavy perfume seemed part of her. Her eyes, I saw, were a curiously bright blue, and large. Her hands were restless, and at the corners of mouth and eyes I could see the faint lines of worry. These deepened suddenly as I watched her, and then I realized that David had come out from the hotel. He followed the waiter, who was bringing another drink for Louise, and, as he passed our table, saw me. He gave me a sudden little half-apologetic grin, which the waiter masked, I think, from the woman. Then the queer sullen look came down over his face again, and he sat down opposite her. She looked approvingly at his clean shorts and white shirt, and said something, to which he did not reply. She looked at his bent head for a moment, then resumed her casual scrutiny of the tables.

The place was filling up rapidly now, and the waiters were handing round the menus.

‘Have you met that boy before?’ asked Louise, ‘or was that just another leer?’

I said that I had spoken to him for a moment in the courtyard. For some reason which I could not analyse, I did not want to talk about it and I was glad when she dropped the subject without further question.

‘We’d better order,’ she said.

We studied the menu with some enthusiasm …

But when Louise asked me if I wanted côte d’agneau or escalope de veau, I replied ‘Shelley’ in an absent sort of way, and between the petities pommes de terre sautées and the tarte maison I was still trying to fit the lovely (and French) Mrs. Bristol in with Gilbert White and that appalling dog and the expression on a child’s face of something being borne that was too heavy for him to bear.

And I didn’t mean the iron table, either.

After dinner Louise announced that she was going to get her book, and sit over her coffee and cognac until bedtime. So I left her to it, and went out to explore Avignon alone.

Avignon is a walled city, as I have said, a compact and lovely little town skirted to the north and west by the Rhône and circled completely by medieval ramparts, none the less lovely, to my inexpert eye, for having been heavily restored in the nineteenth century. The city is dominated from the north by the Rocher des Doms, a steep mass of white rock crowned by the cathedral of Notre Dame, and green with singing pines. Beside the cathedral, taking the light above the town, is the golden stone palace of the Popes. The town itself is slashed in two by one main street, the Rue de la République, which leads from the main gate straight up to the city square and thence to the Place du Palais, at the foot of the Rocher des Doms itself.

But these things I had yet to find. It was dusk when I set out, and the street was vividly lit. All the cafés were full, and I picked my way between the tables on the pavement, while there grew in me that slow sense of exhilaration which one inevitably gets in a Southern town after dark. The shop windows glittered and flashed with every conceivable luxury that the mind of the tourist could imagine; the neon lights slid along satin and drowned themselves in velvet and danced over perfume and jewels, and, since I have learned in my twenty-eight years to protect the heart a little against too much pity, I kept my eyes on them, and tried not to think about the beggars who slunk whining along the city gutters. I went on, carefully not thinking about those beggars, until I reached the end of the street, where the Rue de la République widens out and becomes the main square of the city, and where all Avignon collects at night, together with, one would swear, every child and every dog in France.

The square is surrounded with cafés, which overflow the narrow pavements with a froth of gay little tables and wicker chairs, and even cast up a jetsam of more little tables across the roads and into the centre of the square itself. Here, as I said, Avignon collects at night, and for the price of a cup of coffee, which secures you a chair, you may sit for an hour and watch France parade for you.

I paid for my coffee, and sat in the milk-warm air, marvelling, as one has to in Provence, at the charming manners of the children, and the incredible variety of shapes possible among the dogs, at the beauty of the half-naked, coffee-brown young men in from the fields, and the modest grace of the young girls. One in particular I noticed, an exquisite dark creature who went slowly past with downcast eyes. Her dress was cut low over her breasts, and gathered tightly to a tiny waist, but her face might have been that of a nun, and she walked demurely between her parents, stout, respectable-looking folk who made the girl as difficult of access, no doubt, as Danaë. And she was followed, I could see, by dark-eyed glances that said exactly what had been said to Bele Yolanz and fair Amelot, five hundred years before, when the troubadours sang in Provence.

‘Excuse me,’ said a woman’s voice behind me. ‘But didn’t I see you at the hotel?’

I turned. It was Mamma from Newcastle, Scotland, and she was smiling at me rather hesitantly from a nearby table.

‘I’m Mrs. Palmer,’ she said. ‘I hope you don’t mind me speaking, but I saw you at dinner, and—’

‘Of course I don’t. My name’s Charity Selborne.’ I got up and picked up my coffee-cup. ‘May I join you?’

‘Oh, do.’ She moved her chair to make way for me. ‘Father and Carrie – they go off walking about the place, exploring they call it – only sometimes they seem to take so long, and—’

‘And it seems longer when you don’t know anyone to talk to,’ I finished for her.

She beamed as if I had said something brilliant. ‘That’s exactly how I feel! Fancy! And of course it’s not like home, and what with people talking French it’s different, isn’t it?’

I admitted that it was.

‘Of course if I go in for a cup of tea at home,’ said Mrs. Palmer, ‘in Carrick’s, you know, or it might be Fenwick’s, there’s always someone I know comes in too, and you can have a nice chat before you get the bus. That’s why it seems kind of funny not knowing anybody here, and of course it isn’t tea anyway, not real tea, as you might say, but I just can’t seem to fancy this stuff they give you with lemon in, can you?’

I said on the whole, no, and how very brave of her to come all this way for a holiday.

‘Well,’ said Mrs. Palmer, ‘it wasn’t really me that suggested it, it was Carrie. I’d never have thought of a grand holiday like this, you know. But I just thought to myself, why not? You always read about the South of France and what’s the good of just going every year to Scarborough and reading about the South of France? Well, I just thought, we can afford it, and why not? So here we are.’

I smiled at her, and said why not indeed, and good for her, and what a splendid idea of Carrie’s.

‘Of course she likes to be called Carole,’ said Mrs. Palmer hastily. ‘I think it’s these films, you know. She will try to dress like them, say what I will.’

I said Carole was a pretty girl, which was true.

‘Now that Mrs. Bristol, poor thing,’ said Mrs. Palmer. ‘She does look the part, the way Carrie never will. Of course she was on the stage or something, before It Happened.’

I sat up straight.

‘Before what happened, Mrs. Palmer?’

‘Oh, didn’t you know? I recognized her straight away. Her photo was in all the Sunday papers, you know. Before she married that dreadful man, I meant.’

‘What dreadful man? What happened?’

‘The murderer,’ said Mrs. Palmer, lowering her voice to a whisper. ‘He was tried for murder, the Brutal Murder of his Best Friend, it said in the papers.’ The quoted headlines echoed queerly. ‘He thought his friend was carrying on with her – with his wife – so he murdered him. It was all in the papers.’

I stared at her stupid, kindly, half-excited eyes, and felt a bit sick.

‘David’s father, you mean?’ I asked numbly. ‘David’s father a murderer?’

She nodded.

‘That’s right. Strangled with a blind cord. Horrible. An Act of Jealous Madness, it said.’

I said, inadequately, looking away from her:

‘Poor little boy … how long ago was all this?’

‘The trial was in April. Of course, she’s not the boy’s mother, you know, she was his second wife. But of course she took the boy away: she couldn’t leave David to him. Not after what happened.’

‘What do you mean? D’you mean he’s still alive?’

‘Oh yes.’

‘In prison?’

She shook her head, leaning a little closer.

‘No. That’s the awful part of it, Mrs. Selborne. He’s At Large.’

‘But—’

‘He was let off. Insufficient evidence, they called it, and they acquitted him.’

‘But perhaps he’s not guilty. I mean, the courts of law—’

‘Guilty,’ said Mrs. Palmer, tapping my arm. ‘Guilty as hell.’ She broke off and went rather pink. ‘That’s what Mr. Palmer says, you understand, Mrs. Selborne. And it’s my belief he was mad, poor soul, or he’d never have gone for the boy like he did, murder or no murder.’

‘Gone … for the boy?’ I repeated, a bit shakily.

‘Yes. Terrible, isn’t it?’ I could see the easy moisture start into her pale kindly eyes, and I warmed towards her. There was nothing of the ghoul about Mrs. Palmer; she was not enjoying the story, any more than I was. ‘They found David unconscious in the bathroom near the bedroom where the body was found. He’d been knocked on the head.’

‘Did he say his father had done it?’

‘He didn’t see who hit him. But it must’ve been the murderer. Caught in the Act, as you might say. Oh, it was an awful business; I’m surprised you don’t remember it, really. The papers went on about it for long enough.’

‘No, I don’t remember it.’ My voice sounded flat, almost mechanical. Poor David. Poor little boy. ‘I don’t remember hearing the name before at all. It’s – it’s terrible.’

Mrs. Palmer gave an exclamation, grabbed her handbag, and rose.

‘Oh, there’s Father and Carrie, off down the other side of the square, they can’t have seen me … I must run. It’s been lovely having a little chat, Mrs. Selborne, really lovely.’ She beamed at me. ‘And don’t take on about poor Mrs. Bristol and the little boy. She’s divorced from that Man, you know. He can’t do a thing. And children do get over things, they say.’

Over some things, yes.

‘I’m glad you told me,’ I said, ‘I might have said something … I had no idea.’

‘Well, if you didn’t see the photos—’ said Mrs. Palmer. ‘Of course, Bristol isn’t their real name, so you wouldn’t have heard it. The real name was Byron. Richard Byron, that was it. And now I must run. Good night, Mrs. Selborne.’

She went across the square, away from me, and I sat there for a long time before I even realized she had gone.
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Sur le pont d’Avignon

L’on y danse, l’on y danse

Sur le pont d’Avignon

L’on y danse, tout en rond.

(French nursery rhyme)

By ten the next morning it was already as hot as on the hottest day in England, but with no sense of oppression, for the air was clear and light. Louise, true to her word, retired with a book and a sketching pad to the little green public gardens near the hotel.

‘You go and play tourist,’ she said. ‘I’m going to sit under a tree and drink grape juice. Iced.’

It sounded a tempting programme, but tomorrow would be no cooler than today, and in any case the heat does not worry me unduly, so I set off for a gentle tour of exploration. This time I went out of the city gate, and turned along under the massive outer walls, towards the quarter where the Rhône races under the Rocher des Doms and then round the western fortifications of the city. It was a dusty walk, and not a very pleasant one, after all, I discovered. The verges of the narrow road were deep in dust and grit, the only vegetation, apart from the trees along the river, being thistles as dry as crumbling paper. Even along the flat edge of the Rhône itself, under the trees, there was no grass, only beaten dirt and stones, where beggars slept at night on the bare ground. A pair of enormous birds
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