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FOREWORD

The Turk Street Mile

‘IT WAS CALLED the wickedest street in London and the entrance was just here. I imagine the mouth of the road lay between this lamp standard and the second from the next down there.’

In the cold darkness of the early spring night the Chief Detective-Inspector of the area was talking like a guide-book with sly, proprietorial satisfaction. He was a neat, pink man whose name was Munday and he was more like a civil servant than a police officer. His companion, who had just followed him out of the black chauffeur-driven police car drawn up against the kerb, straightened himself and stood looking at the shadowy scene before him without speaking.

They were standing in the midst of the East End on a new pavement flanking a low wall beyond which, apart from a single vast building, there appeared to be a great deal of nothing at all in a half circle perhaps a quarter of a mile across. The great fleece which is London, clotted and matted and black with time and smoke, possesses here and there many similar bald spots. They are cleared war-damage scars in various stages of reclamation. Around the edges of this particular site the network of small streets was bright and the arterial road by which they stood was a gleaming way bathed in orange light, but inside the half circle, despite the lighted windows of the building, it was sufficiently dark for the red glow which always hangs over the city at night to appear very deep in colour.

‘The Turk Street Mile has gone now, anyway,’ Munday went on. ‘A serious trouble spot for three hundred years, wiped out utterly and for ever in a single night by four landmines and a sprinkling of incendiaries in the first raid on London, twenty years ago.’

The other man was still silent, which was something of a phenomenon. Superintendent Charles Luke was not as a rule at a loss for words. He was very tall but his back and shoulder muscles were so heavy that he appeared shorter and there was a hint of the traditional gangster in his appearance, especially now as he stood with his hands in his trousers pockets, the skirts of his light tweed overcoat bunched behind him and his soft hat pulled down over his dark face. The legacy of the last few years which included promotion, marriage, fatherhood, widowerhood and the Police Medal, had had remarkably little outward effect upon him. His shorn curls were as black as ever and he could still pump out energy like a power station, but there was a new awareness in his sharp eyes which indicated that he had lived and grown.

‘I understand that the district was considered a sort of sanctuary,’ the Chief was saying. ‘An Alsatia like the ancient one behind the Strand, or Saffron Hill before the First World War. They tell me there was a recognized swag-market down here.’

Luke drew a long hand out of his pocket and pointed to a thin spire far away in the rusty sky. ‘That’s St. Botolph’s,’ he said. ‘Take a line from there to the old gasometer on the canal at the back of the cinema over there and you won’t be far wrong. The Mile was a narrow winding street and in places the top floors of the buildings almost touched. Right in the middle there was a valley with very steep sides. The road dipped like a wall and went up again. That’s why there was no through traffic to clear it. The surface hadn’t been altered for generations; round cobbles. It was like walking over cannon balls.’ Now that he had recovered from his first astonishment at the sight of the new building which was not what he had expected, he was talking with his usual fierce enthusiasm and as usual painting in details with his hands.

‘When you turned into The Mile from this end the first thing you saw was the biggest pawnshop you ever clapped eyes on and opposite, all convenient, was the Scimitar. That was a huge gin palace, built on what you might call oriental lines. The street stalls ran down both sides of the way to the hill and every other one of them sported a strictly illegal crown-and-anchor board. The locals played all day. Early in the morning and late at night by naptha flares. Farther on, round the dip, was the residential quarter. I don’t know if that’s the term. People lived in caves. There’s no other word for them. Have you ever seen a beam eaten to a sponge by beetles? Magnify it and dress the beetles in a rag or two and that’s about the picture. I went right through it once for a dare when I was about ten. My mother didn’t get me completely clean for a month.’ He laughed. ‘Oh, The Mile was wicked enough in a way, depending on what you mean.’ He turned back to the scene before him and the enormous new block of council dwellings. The design was some way after Corbusier but the block was built up on plinths and resembled an Atlantic liner swimming diagonally across the site.

‘What the devil have you got there?’ he inquired. ‘A prehistoric “wot-o-saurus”?’

‘It’s a remarkable building.’ Munday was earnest. ‘In daylight it takes your breath away. It’s as sleek as a spaceship, there’s not a hair out of place on it. It’s the reason why I’ve had to disturb you tonight. Mr. Cornish felt Headquarters must be notified at once.’

‘Ah, he’s the Councillor, is he? The one who’s going to get the knighthood for this lot?’

‘I don’t know about that, sir.’ The Chief was wooden. ‘I know he’s got to raise the money to build five more of these.’

Luke sniffed and surveyed the monster, scored with sun balconies and pitted with neat rows of windows, each one shrouded with pastel colours, blue, pink, lilac, biscuit and lime. A sudden grin spread over his dark cockney face.

‘Got the original families in there, Chief Inspector?’ he inquired.

Munday gave him a steady glance.

‘Not exactly, sir. That’s some of tonight’s story. I’m given to understand that although it’s the primary object of all these big improvement schemes to rehouse the portion of the populace which has been rendered homeless by enemy action, twenty years is a very long time. The new buildings have had to be financed in the ordinary way and the outlay has got to be recovered, so the tendency has been to allot these very exceptional new apartments – they really are quite impressive, Superintendent – to those people who have proved themselves first-class tenants in the temporary accommodation which was rustled up for them just after the war, prefabs and suchlike.’

He came to an uneasy pause and Luke burst out laughing.

‘I shan’t be asking any questions in Parliament, Chief. You don’t have to explain anything away to me. You’ve got a handpicked lot here, have you? And that’s why this present spot of bother which is only ‘wilful damage’ has so upset the dovecotes? I see. Come on.’

They set off together down the partially constructed concrete ramp. ‘Some of these local government big boys are remarkably like the old-time squires, feudal old baskets!’ he remarked. ‘“Don’t hang your bedding out of the window”, “Teach the kids to say please, damn them” and “No Singing except in the Bath”. I don’t like it in a landlord myself. Someone has got irritated by it perhaps? Eh?’

‘I don’t know.’ Munday shrugged his shoulders. ‘My information is that the couple whose home has been wrecked are a sort of show pair. The old boy is finishing his time at the Alandel Branch factory down the road and he’s reputed not to have an enemy in the world. The same thing goes for the old lady who is his second wife. I believe there’s a temporary lodger, a skilled worker from Alandel’s. They got permission to take him in for six weeks’ trial and the rent was properly adjusted, so it can’t be jealousy on the part of the neighbours. The damage appears to be remarkable and the feeling is that it may be directed against the building itself, the Council that is, and not the tenants at all.’

‘Could be. Who have you got out here?’

‘A good man, Sergeant Stockwell. I was speaking to him on the phone just before we came out. He thinks it must be the work of a small gang. Possibly juveniles. He doesn’t like the look of it but he doesn’t see what can be done before morning. However, Mr. Cornish —’ He let the rest of the sentence remain unspoken.

‘He wants the top brass, does he.’ Luke was good tempered but fierce. ‘Here it is then. Both of it. We’ll go and give him a toot.’

His amused, contemptuous mood persisted as they entered the aluminium-lined passenger elevator which carried them up to the top floor. The convenience and neatness impressed him but the termite-hill architecture made him uneasy.

‘It’s all very quiet. What’s everybody doing behind the fancy drapery?’ he muttered, the attempt to muffle his remarkably resonant voice failing disastrously.

‘The trouble is on the other side of the building, sir. Top floor. All the doors are on that service side.’ Munday sounded defensive. ‘It’s not quite like a street. A lot can happen without the neighbours knowing.’

Luke opened his mouth to say something acid but at that moment they arrived and he stepped out of the silver box to be confronted by a prospect of his beloved city which he had never seen before.

He stood transfixed before the unaccustomed view of London at night time, a vast panorama which reminded him not so much of the aerial photographs of today but rather of some wood engravings far off and magical, in a printshop in his childhood. They dated from the previous century and were coarsely printed on tinted paper, with tinsel outlining the design. They had been intended as backcloths for toy theatres and were wildly ambitious. The Fall of Rome was included, several battlefields, and even Hell itself complete with steaming lakes and cauldrons of coloured fire. Now to Luke’s amazed delight he saw the same glorious jumble of grandeur and mystery spread out below him. He saw the chains and whorls of the street lamps, the ragged silver sash of the river and all the spires and domes and chimney-pots, outlined with a sorcerer’s red fire, smudging against the misty sky. It made his heart move in his side.

Munday touched his sleeve. ‘This way, Mr. Luke.’

He turned his head abruptly and caught sight of a small crowd at the far end of the balcony. Here again the lighting was dramatic and worthy of the view.

The two open doorways were bright oblongs in the dusk and the shafts from them created a barrier between the crowd and a uniformed man on guard.

As they came forward a square figure in a tight suit advanced to meet them. He stepped delicately like a boxer and everything about him proclaimed that he was Sergeant Stockwell, the inevitable ‘good man in charge’. Luke gave him a long experienced stare and moved close to Munday so that he could hear the murmured report. It was made with the mixture of smugness and efficiency he expected but there was an undercurrent of outrage which made him raise his eyebrows.

‘The Councillor, that’s Mr. Cornish, has taken the old boy who owns the wrecked apartment in to the neighbours next door to talk to him,’ Stockwell said. ‘His name is Len Lucey. He’s a fitter and a good old craftsman with nothing known against him. Before the war he lived on the edge of this estate with his first wife who kept a tobacco and confectionery business – very small. She was killed in the big Blitz. He then married a woman from North London and he had to live over there, travelling across the city to work every day, until he was granted this new first-class flat. His second wife has made a little palace of it by all accounts and that’s some of the trouble. She had a sort of fit when she came in and saw the damage. There’s a neighbour with her but I’ve sent for an ambulance. I shouldn’t be surprised if she never comes right out of it. I don’t blame her,’ he added gravely. ‘The state of the room shook me. I thought at first it was one of the local delinquent mobs but now I’m not so sure. There seems to be almost too much work in it for them, if you see what I mean.’

‘It’s the farther doorway, I take it?’ Luke inquired. ‘And the Councillor and the old boy are in the nearest one, is that right?’

‘Yessir. The first flat belongs to a much younger couple called Headley. He’s a master baker and works at the meat pie factory in Munster Street. He and his wife are nothing to do with this business and they’ve got the wind up. They’re not being unfriendly but they don’t want a dose of the same medicine. They’ve already approached me on the quiet to get everybody out if I can.’

‘But they don’t want to offend the old squire, eh?’ Luke was chuckling with his own brand of savagery. ‘Well, well. Let’s hope for everybody’s sake the poor old lady hasn’t taken things too hard or we’ll all be in the Sunday newspapers and that won’t help anybody get a title, will it?’

Munday started to speak but thought better of it. Stepping forward, he led the way past the saluting constable to the first of the open doorways. There he hesitated a moment, took off his hat politely and walked in, Luke behind him.

The tiny white-painted vestibule which was merely a nest of doors, was as neat a pack as an orange. Any addition, even a rolled umbrella would have been an embarrassment. The two large men were, physically speaking, an insufferable intrusion; they were both aware of it as they stood one behind the other peering into the small sitting-room in which there were already four people, two different kinds of wallpaper, a television set with the picture going and the sound turned off, a magnificent indiarubber plant, a very expensive, very well kept lounge-dining-room suite of contemporary furniture of the ‘bundle and peg’ variety, three large framed flowerprints and a fierce wrought-iron candelabra. So much high-powered professional ‘design’ had gone into the apartment that there was no place for anything else and the present drama was suffocating.

For once in his life Luke was taken completely out of his stride. The owners of the flat, large pale young people whose acute discomfort was the dominant thing about them, huddled in a corner, she in an arm-chair and he behind it, occupying at least a quarter of the floor space. The dazed Len Lucey, old and shaking, his very thin neck sticking out pathetically from an extremely white collar, sat at the dining-room table on a spidery chair while before him was a person who had made much larger rooms seem small, a living flame of a man, as passionate and fanatical as Luke himself.

At the moment he was trudging up and down the ‘contemporary’ rug, his grey hair bristling, his gaunt shoulders hunched and his long bony hands working together as he clasped them behind his back. A more unlikely aspirant for Luke’s hypothetical knighthood it would have been difficult to imagine. The superintendent perceived his mistake and began to revise his ideas.

‘Councillor Cornish?’ he inquired. ‘I am Superintendent Luke from the Central Office, Scotland Yard. This is a shock, I’m afraid.’

He was aware of acute eyes, shadowed but intelligent, meeting his own questioningly.

‘It’s a damn bad thing,’ said a pleasant, matter-of-fact voice with a touch of pure steel in it. ‘You’re going to get to the bottom of it very quickly, Superintendent.’

‘I hope so, sir.’ Luke was brisk and hearty.

‘I know so.’ The voice was still pleasant but still completely inflexible. ‘You’re going to uncover everything about it and then you’re going to stop it once and for all before a great project is jeopardized. This estate is called a Phoenix. It’s not a municipal venture, it’s a social rebirth, a statement of a sincere belief that decent conditions make a decent community, and I’m not having failure.’

Assistant Commissioners are said to use this sort of tone sometimes to senior superintendents, but since there is never anybody else present to overhear it, the theory is not proved. Luke regarded the man before him thoughtfully and cocked an eye at Munday, who was looking at the Councillor with an expression of gloomy contemplation.

‘Oo-er!’ Luke did not say the word aloud but his lips moved and Munday received the message. For the first time in their entire acquaintance Luke scored a bull’s-eye and had the satisfaction of seeing the primness punctured by a sudden ill-suppressed grin.

The Councillor stopped trudging up and down. ‘Your sergeant has got a statement from Mr. Lucey,’ he said. ‘I’m prepared to vouch for the greater part of it myself. I did not spend this particular evening with him, but I can prove that I had his entire life story checked before he was offered an apartment in this new block and I can answer personally for the unlikelihood of him, or his wife, having an enemy. This is a perfectly ordinary innocent citizen, Superintendent, and in any civilized city his home ought to be inviolate. My God, man! Have you been next door yet?’

‘No, sir.’ Luke was wooden. ‘I’d like to visit the flat in the presence of the householder. That’s important, sir. If you don’t mind.’ It was another voice with metal in it and the gaunt, shabby man with the bristling hair looked at him with fleeting curiosity.

‘If it’s a necessary precaution,’ he was beginning.

‘No, sir. Just a regulation.’ The steel was still there with plenty of butter on top. ‘Shall we go? Perhaps Mr. Lucey would lead the way.’ Luke flattened himself against the eggshell-tinted wall and the old man was just able to edge past. His frailty was very apparent and as he went by the two detectives caught something of the bewilderment which engulfed him.

He was so small that they towered over him and as they crossed the second threshold and came into his home it was they, the two senior policemen, who caught the full impact of that first unforgettable scene.

A room which had been a comfortable middle-aged home full of comfortable middle-aged treasures, valuable mainly because of their usefulness and their associations, had been taken apart with a thoroughness that was almost tidy in its devastation. Yet at that first glance the one central picture alone occupied their attention, A very neat old woman, still in her good outdoor coat and best beehive hat, was sitting at a polished mahogany table on whose surface there were several scored scratches so deep that a triangular piece of the veneer had come cleanly away, while in front of her, laid out in a way which struck a deep unpleasant chill to the stomachs of the two experienced men, were the entrails of a pleasant old French clock which lay on its back beside them. They were all there; wheels, springs, hands and the pendulum, each torn and twisted out of shape but all arranged neatly in a pattern of deliberate destruction. The old lady herself was not looking at them. Her face was livid and beaded with sweat, her eyes were closed and her mouth had fallen open. Only her weight was holding her in position. Behind her another, much smaller woman, wearing an apron and bedroom slippers but clutching a handbag, peered up at them piteously through gaily decorated plastic spectacles.

‘She’s gorn,’ she said. ‘I felt her go. Just now. Just as you came in. The doctor will be too late – won’t he?’ She seemed to see the little man in front of them for the first time and a bleak expression spread over her face. ‘Oh, you pore chap,’ she said. ‘Don’t look, dear, don’t look. It was a seizure you see, she never came round.’

‘That’s right, Dad, come along out.’ Luke’s glance rested on the livid face which was changing unmistakably before his eyes. The neighbour was right. She was dead. He had no need to touch her. He slid his arm round the old man and swung him gently out into the vestibule. There, with the wide view of the city framed in the open doorway, they stood for a moment like a pair of pigeons huddling on a window ledge.

‘You and she came in together and saw the damage, did you?’ he inquired gently, still holding the old man to him as if he were afraid he might fall. ‘Anyone else with you?’

‘Only Reg Sloan. He lodges with us, see?’ The old voice was thin and hollow. The significance of the scene had not yet registered upon him. He was still worrying about small things. ‘We was allowed to let the room seeing it was empty; we got permission. I told the sergeant. Mr. Cornish knows. Reg got the permit from him. He went to see him – went to see him, I say, called at his house.’

It was like a voice on the wind, something sighing through the rushes. Luke was unnerved by it. ‘Take it steady, chum. Get a breath of air,’ he said. ‘How long has this chap Reg lived here with you?’

‘How long? I don’t know. Two or three months. Before Christmas he came.’

‘I see. Recently. He hasn’t been here years?’

‘Oh no. He’s temporary. He’s walking the works and they asked me if I could oblige by putting him up for a few weeks. We got permission, me and Edie did. He got it for us.’

‘What do you mean by “walking the works”?’ It was Munday. He was half out of the sitting-room door, his hands on the lintels as he leaned forward to speak.

‘Well, he was learning the ropes. He came from another firm, you see. It was a business arrangement. He wasn’t going to stay.’

‘I see.’ Luke sounded dubious. ‘Where is he now, anyway?’

‘I don’t know,’ The old man looked about him suddenly. ‘He went for the police. He went to telephone. We all came in together. We’d been out to have one. Reg liked a chat about old times and we used to go and have a chinwag in the pub. Tonight we all came in together and Edie saw the clock all broken on the table and she’s upset because it was her father’s. It came from her home. Reg began to swear and went into his room – that’s the little one through the kitchen – and he came out almost at once. He said “Stay here, Len. I’ll go and ring the police, mate. Gawd, I’m sorry” he said. “I wouldn’t have that happen for worlds” he said and he went. Don’t you know where he is? Edie likes him. He’ll be the only one to pacify her when she realizes her clock’s broke.’

‘Yes.’ Luke glance sharply at Munday. ‘What about the neighbour?’ he inquired. ‘Could she take him along and make him a cup of tea?’

‘Yes.’ The woman in the decorated spectacles came round the detective like an escaping cat slipping out. ‘Yes. I’ll see to him. It’s the shock, you see. You come along, Mr. Lucey. You’ll have a lot to do tonight. A lot of people to see and that. You come and have a sit down and get ready for it.’ She put her hand under his arm and eased him away from Luke. ‘Make way for us do, there’s good people.’ Her voice, shrill and consciously preoccupied, floated in above the murmur of the little crowd. ‘We want a cup of tea we do. If you want to help there’s a woman needed in there. That isn’t a thing that ought to wait.’

Luke listened with his head on one side. The brutality made him laugh a little.

‘I’m too sensitive altogether for a copper,’ he said to Munday, who was looking down his nose. ‘It was the lodger’s quarrel, then. That’s what comes of “walking the works” I suppose. Yet it seems a bit fierce for that sort of industrial dust-up.’

‘Fierce? Do you see those chairs?’

The D.D.I. stepped aside to reveal a corner of the room which contained two good dining-chairs whose leather seats had been scored neatly into ribbons with a razor blade. ‘Like a joint of pork, isn’t it? The carpet’s the same. That’s no wrecking in the ordinary sense. No joyous smashing up for the hell of it. Just cold bloody mischief.’ He spoke with clipped fury and the Superintendent’s eyes rested on him curiously.

‘I don’t like the look of that clock,’ Luke said. ‘I’ve got a thing against trick-cyclists and head-shrinkers and all their homework. Let’s see the lodger’s bedroom. “Off the kitchen,” he said. Strewth! That used to be an electric cooker, I suppose?’

They passed through the little kitchen where nothing breakable was left whole and yet where nothing had been overturned haphazard, then on through the farther door leading to the architect’s pride, a spare or child’s room. It had no space for anything save a bed and a dressing-chest but there was no doubt at all in either mind as they paused in the doorway that here was the centre of the storm.

Everything a living animal could do to destroy and to desecrate bed and walls had been done. Scraps of clothing and the relics of a suitcase made an untidy heap on the narrow strip of floor. A canister of flour from the kitchen had been thrown at the looking-glass and lay like trampled snow over the remains of a decent blue suit with the lining ripped out which lay on top of the ruin of a plastic wardrobe.

On the mirror’s clouded surface there was a message written with a gloved forefinger in the kind of printing sometimes taught in schools instead of handwriting.

There were two lines, completely legible and entirely unambiguous, and yet sufficiently out of the ordinary in the circumstances to startle the two senior policemen.

‘Let the Dead Past Bury Its Dead.’ The portentous statement stared out at them, educated and shocking amid the filth. Underneath, in the same careful, clerkly script was a second message: ‘Go Home, Dick.’

Munday stared at the messages, his thin pink face bleaker even than usual in his suspicious bewilderment.

‘“Bury its dead”?’ he demanded. ‘What the hell is this! Who was to know she was going to die?’

‘No, that’s a quotation. A piece I learned at school. Tell me not in mournful numbers, Life is but an empty dream, and the something or other is dead that slumbers and things are not what they seem. Psalm of Life, Henry Longfellow.’ Luke was talking absently, his cockney flippancy unintentional and as natural a part of his personality as his tremendously powerful voice which, even when geared down to a murmur as now, was a rumbling growl which set the shreds of the curtains shaking.

‘Someone else has been to school, eh? They didn’t teach him much except poetry either, by the look of this room. Poetry and thoroughness, and the rest is the same old uncivilized brute. The same old Turk Street special, cropping up like a symptom of a familiar disease. There’s no mystery now about “walking the works” anyhow.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘“Go home Dick”.’ Luke’s dark face was glowing. ‘The chap’s name was Reg Sloan. What else can it mean except exactly what it says? “Dick,” you old private eye, amateur or professional, go home. The past is dead.’

‘Good Lord.’ Munday stood staring at him. He had changed colour, Luke noted.

‘What’s on your mind?’

The Chief Inspector stepped backwards into the kitchen.

‘I was thinking of the Councillor. If he gets it into his head that this is an echo from Turk Street long ago, something pre-war, and if he decides that a detective has been employed by someone unknown to dig up dirt about one of his precious handpicked tenants – any of the three hundred and sixty of them – then I’m going to have a job for life, aren’t I?’

‘That’s right,’ Luke said. ‘Also he’s quite an item, this literary character who is so interested in keeping ancient history quiet. Why is he only interested now? What could he want to hide which has only become important after twenty years?’


CHAPTER ONE

The Elopers

IN THE EXPECTANT greyness which was only just less than the night’s dark a cock crowed twice. Instantly, from the rise behind the wayside station a second rooster answered him, and with this unearthly sound, the whole ritual of daybreak began.

In the red sports-car which was pulled up on the lane’s verge below the station drive, the two young people who were asleep in each other’s arms moved drowsily. The girl’s lips were still against the cheek of the young man beside her and she completed the kiss which sheer weariness had interrupted before she opened her eyes. ‘Oh no,’ she protested sleepily. ‘No. Not morning yet, surely?’

‘Julia!’ The boy was all over awake at once, his eyes bright as the lids flickered open. He returned her kiss joyfully and glanced down at the watch on his wrist; his forehead crumpled and he sat up. ‘So much for our careful planning! We’ve slept for two solid hours and the train will be here in fifteen minutes. Oh hell! You’ll have to go down to the Keep alone. Do you mind?’

‘I feel as if I shall never mind anything ever. It may wear off but it hasn’t yet,’ she said blithely. She was kneeling up on the seat and he put his arms round her waist and hugged her. ‘But if I’m to get your car under cover by daylight I’d better go now, which is a bit heart-rending . . . you’re sure Nanny Broome really is a hundred per cent on our side?’

‘Completely.’ His voice was muffled as he rubbed his face against her chest with weary longing. ‘I telephoned before I collected you. Anyhow, she’s almost my foster-mum. She’s always on my side.’ He sat up to look at her seriously. ‘I gave her the full details. I told her what we had in mind.’

She met his eyes squarely, her own round and grave.

‘Was she scandalized?’

‘Lord no. She was thrilled to bits.’ He shivered slightly. ‘And so am I.’

‘Me too.’ Julia was just visible in the cold light. She was a very pretty girl: not very tall, but slender, with fine bones and hair so dark as to be almost black. Her skin was thick and white and unpainted and her bright blue eyes and determined mouth echoed her father’s considerable personality. He was Anthony Laurell, head of the Laurell light engineering empire and youngest self-made tycoon in Britain, and one of the most interesting characters in industry. Julia was just eighteen, warm and gay as a lamb, and every detail of her cared-for, well-dressed appearance acknowledged that she was somebody’s very precious only child. At the moment she was absorbed, peering down into the shadowed face raised to her own.

‘Your smile is like lace,’ she said.

‘Lace?’ He was hardly flattered.

‘Decorative.’ She was entirely serious. ‘It sort of trims you up and makes you glorious.’

‘You’re idiotic,’ he muttered through his kiss. ‘Sweet and certifiable and I love you, I love you. God! I love you. Darling, I’ve got to catch this dreary train back to London but tonight . . .’ His voice broke with a disarming helplessness which pinked them both like a sword. ‘Tonight I’ll come back and find you and damn everybody else in the world.’ He pushed her firmly away and climbed out of the car.

‘Timothy.’

‘Hello?’ He swung round in the fast growing light and she saw him for the first time all over again. He had a rangy body, a distinctive, characterful face, grey arrogant eyes and a wide thin mouth whose lines could curl and broaden like copperplate handwriting. He was twenty-two and all the panoply of masculine physical charm which had earned him a host of admiring contemporaries, even in the Oxford where they both were students, was at its freshest and best. To see all this giddy power and splendour helpless before her was a part of the enchantment which bound her and she caught her breath before it.

‘I don’t want you to go back to London!’

‘Nor do I, lady! But I’ve got to. I’ve got to see your old man and have it out with him. His trip to Ireland made it possible for me to get you away and safe here while I talk, but we can’t just clear out into the blue.’

‘Why not?’ She was coaxing. ‘Honestly, I don’t care any more about anything in the world except being with you. Two months ago I’d rather have committed suicide than upset Daddy or get in the newspapers. Now I just can’t care.’

The young man put his hands on either side of her face and looked down at her like a child with a treasure.

‘You go on thinking just like that and leave the rest to me,’ he said earnestly. ‘But I can’t face the thought of you and me being turned into a nice Sunday “read” for half-wits. It was foolhardy and inconsiderate of your old man to call the whole thing off suddenly, just when his own invitations to the engagement “do” were out, and he must have known that the gossip hounds would be down on us like a blight. I must talk to him. He can’t have so much against me.’

‘He hasn’t. I told you I don’t know why he suddenly vetoed the marriage, but he liked you and he liked your background and was impressed by the degree and the sports record and . . .’

‘Then why? For God’s sake?’

‘It was something to do with a letter he got from Miss Kinnit.’

‘From Aunt Alison?’ He was staring at her. ‘Do you know what was in it?’

‘No, or I’d have told you. I only knew it came. I didn’t mean to mention it.’ The dusky colour appeared in her cheeks. ‘She was so nice to me. I thought she approved.’

‘She does. She’s a funny, cold old thing but terribly kind – after all she and Eustace are my only family and she was delighted about you. They keep teasing me about you being the deb of the year. This must be some completely idiotic misunderstanding. I’ll go and put it right. Wait at the Keep and love me.’

From the embankment above there was a clatter as the signal fell and her arms closed round him possessively.

‘I’d still rather you didn’t go. I’ll hold you. I’ll make you miss the train.’

He released himself gently. ‘Please don’t,’ he said gravely but with great sweetness, his lips close to her ear. ‘You hurt too much. Too much altogether.’ And turning from her he ran up the slope into the half-light which was already throbbing with the noise of the train.

Julia sat listening until the engine had shrieked away into the fields once more and then with a sense of desolation she let in the clutch and drove away through the back roads to where the village of Angevin lay hidden in the Suffolk folds.

She avoided the turning to the single main street of cottages and took, instead, the upper road which wound through the fields to a pair of neglected iron gates which led into a park so thickly wooded with enormous elms as to be completely dark although their leaves were scarcely a green mist amid the massive branches.

The trees grew near to the house, so close in fact that they obscured it from the north side and she had to use the headlights to find the squat Tudor arch which led into the paved yard. As she passed it a yellow-lit doorway suddenly appeared in the shadowy masonry and the angular figure of a woman stood silhouetted within it. She came running out to the car.

‘Mr. Tim?’

‘No.’ Julia was apologetic. ‘It’s only me I’m afraid, Mrs. Broome. We got held up and I left him at the station. You knew he was going back to London, didn’t you?’

‘Yes. Until tonight.’

There was an indescribable note of satisfaction in the brisk voice which startled Julia as well as reassuring her, and the newcomer went on talking. ‘He told me all about it on the telephone and what he didn’t tell me I was able to put together. There isn’t much Mr. Tim hides from me.’

It was a strange greeting, neither hostile nor effusive, but possessive and feminine and tremendously authoritative. Julia was only just sufficiently sophisticated not to be irritated. ‘What about the car? I don’t think it ought to stand out where it can be seen, do you?’

‘No, miss, I certainly don’t and I’ve given my mind to that, all night nearly. I think it should go down to the little piggy brick house. I’ll show you where.’

She stepped into the empty seat and pointed to an opening on the farther side of the yard.

As she settled down beside her, Julia noticed that she was trembling with excitement, and her round face turned suddenly towards her showed patchy red and white. Margaret Broome was a woman of perhaps fifty, but her coarse hair was still fair and her light brown eyes were bright and shiny as pebbles in a brook. Her gay green cardigan was buttoned tightly across her chest and she folded her arms against the cold.

‘It’s all overgrown but if you drive slowly you’ll make it.’ she hurried on. ‘I slipped down last evening to make sure we could get in. It’s the old summer-house at the end of the View. We used to call it the piggy house when Tim was a baby, after the little pig’s house that was built of brick you know.’ She was unselfconscious in her nursery talk, matter of fact rather. ‘Nobody goes there now. It’s too far for anyone in the house but right in front of the windows, so no one’s going to hop in there courting from the village. Here we are. See, I propped the doors open. You drive straight in.’

It was a little ornamental temple with a tessellated floor and pillars, designed perhaps as a music-room in some far off Victorian age of extravagance.

The panelled double doors had lost much of their paint but they were still stout and the car lights revealed the usual summer-house miscellany piled in spider-infested confusion against the far wall.

‘There,’ said Nanny Broome, hopping out with the agility of a girl, ‘now we’ll shut and lock the doors on it and no one will be a penny the wiser. We must hurry though, because it’s nearly light. Come along, miss, stir your stumps.’

The nursery way of speaking flowed over Julia, amusing and reassuring her without her realizing that she was receiving a treatment whose technique was as ancient as history. She hurried obediently, helped to close the doors and then followed the angular figure round the side of the building to the broad, terraced path which led up the slope to the front of the Keep. As she looked up and saw it for the first time from this vantage-point she paused abruptly, and the older woman who was watching her exploded in a delighted giggle. In the pink light of dawn, with the long shafts of sunrise cutting through the mist towards it, the Keep at Angevin was something to see.

At that moment it was a piece of pure visual romance, inspired and timeless. Much of its triumph lay in the fact that it was an unfinished thing. The original family who had begun to build a palace to outrival Nonesuch had died out before they had put up little more than the gateway, so that the actual structure which had come down to posterity retained the secret magic of a promise rather than the overpowering splendour of a great architectural achievement.

Two slender towers of narrow rose-pink brick, fretted with mullioned windows, were flanked by three-storied wings of the same period, all very carefully restored and remarkably little spoiled by the Victorian architect who had chosen to build the summer-house at this magnificent point of vantage.

‘How staggering it looks from here!’ Julia was almost laughing. ‘When I came to the house-party at Christmas we didn’t get as far as this so I never saw it from this angle. I know why Timothy calls it his castle.’

‘It is his castle.’ Again the satisfied and possessive warning note jarred on the younger woman. ‘When he was a tiny boy in the war, he and I used to sneak out here in the very early morning mushrooming, and I used to tell him about the knights riding in the courtyard, jousting and saving ladies and killing dragons and so on. He loved it. All the kids have it now on telly,’ she added as an afterthought. ‘Do you ever see it? Ivanhoe.’

‘That was a bit earlier, I think. You’re a few hundred years out. When was this building begun? Henry the Eighth’s reign I suppose?’

‘Henry the Eighth! He was nobody to tell a child about!’ Mrs. Broome appeared to be annoyed by a fancied criticism. She strode up the path, the patches on her round face brighter, and her eyes as hard and obstinate as stone. ‘I’m afraid I wanted my young Mr. Timmy to grow up to be a chivalrous gentleman with a proper attitude towards women,’ she said acidly. ‘I hope you’ve discovered that he has one, miss?’

She turned her head as she spoke and made it a direct question. Julia regarded her blankly. ‘I love him very much,’ she said stiffly.

‘Well, I thought you did, miss, or you’d hardly be here now would you?’ The country voice was ruthless. ‘What I was meaning to say was I hope you’ve always found him what you’d wish, you having been brought up as I hope you have?’

It only dawned upon Julia very slowly that she was being asked outright whether or no she was a virgin, and her youthful poise wilted under the unexpected probe. The colour rose up her throat and poured over her face, making the very roots of her hair tingle.

‘I . . .’ she was beginning but once again Nanny Broome had the advantage. Reassured on a point which had clearly been exercising her, she became kindness itself and almost more devastating.

‘I see you have,’ she said, patting the visitor’s arm. ‘Of course young people are the same in every generation. There’s always the ‘do’s’ and the ‘don’ts’ and it’s only a fashion which seems to put one or the other lot in the front rank for the time being.’ And, as if to emphasize her wholehearted co-operation in an enterprise of which she had once been doubtful, she seized the girl’s little suitcase and hurried on with it, still talking. ‘Sometimes children get funny ideas, but I brought up Mr. Timmy myself, and I didn’t think the schools could have done him much harm after that. It’s a scientific fact, isn’t it, that if you have a child until he’s six it doesn’t matter who has him afterwards.’ Again she gave the little laugh that would have been arch had it not been for the alarming quality of complete faith which pervaded it.

The girl glanced at her sharply under her lashes, and the blurred youthfulness of her face stiffened a little.

‘I hope you won’t mind me calling you Nanny Broome but that’s how I think of you. I’ve heard it so often from Timothy,’ she began, taking the initiative. ‘Did you look after him from the time he was born?’

‘Very nearly. He was just over the two days, I suppose, and the ugliest little monkey you ever saw. Great big mouth and ears and his eyes all squitted up like a changeling in the fairy tales.’ She laughed delightedly and her face became radiant and naïve. ‘I’ve looked forward to saying that to the girl he was going to marry for over twenty-one years.’

Julia’s intelligent mouth twitched despite herself. ‘And is it true?’ she ventured. ‘I mean, was he really? Or can’t you remember now?’

The elder woman blinked like a child caught out romancing. It was a completely sincere reaction and utterly disarming. ‘Well, I remember he was very sweet,’ she said, thoughtfully. ‘I loved every little tiny scrap of him, that’s all I know. He was my baby. I’d lost my own, you see, and he crept right into my heart.’ She used the cliché as if she had coined it, and the essential side of her nature, which was warm, unselfish and mindless as a flower bud, opened before the girl. ‘You see I’d been a nurse in the Paget family over at St. Bede’s and I was just on thirty when I met Mr. Broome, who was the head gardener, caretaker and everything else here. He was a widower with five lovely grown-up children and when he asked me I couldn’t resist them and all this lovely place to bring them to. So I married him, and my own little boy was on the way when there was all that business before the war – Munich time. The doctors had me in hospital at Ipswich but it was no good. Baby didn’t live and I came back knowing I wouldn’t have another. So when I was given Timmy to look after you can guess, I expect, young though you are, how I felt. And hasn’t he
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