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The chapter heading quotations in this book are taken from Sir Thomas More’s Utopia in the Ralph Robinson translation of 1551.
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The sick … they see to with great affection, and let nothing at all pass concerning either physic or good diet whereby they may be restored again to their health.



When Wexford came downstairs in the morning his nephew had already left for work and the women, with the fiendish gusto of amateur dieticians, were preparing a convalescent’s breakfast. It had been like that every day since he arrived in London. They kept him in bed till ten; they ran his bath for him; one of them waited for him at the foot of the stairs, holding out a hand in case he fell, a lunatic smile of encouragement on her face.

The other—this morning it was his nephew’s wife, Denise—presided over the meagre spread on the dining-room table. Wexford viewed it grimly: two circular biscuits apparently composed of sawdust and glue, a pat of unsaturated fat, half a sugarless grapefruit, black coffee and, crowning horror, a glass dish of wobbly pallid substance he took to be yoghourt. His own wife, trotting behind him from her post as staircase attendant, proffered two white pills and a glass of water.

“This diet,” he said, “is going to be the death of me.”

“Oh, it’s not so bad. Imagine if you were diabetic as well”

“Who,” quoted Wexford, “can hold a fire in his hand by thinking on the frosty Caucasus?”

He swallowed the pills and, having shown his contempt for the yoghourt by covering it with his napkin, began to eat sour grapefruit under their solicitous eyes.

“Where are you going for your walk this morning, Uncle Reg?”

He had been to look at Carlyle’s house; he had explored the King’s Road, eyeing with equal amazement the shops and the people who shopped in them; he had stood at the entrance to Stamford Bridge football ground and actually seen Alan Hudson; he had traversed every exquisite little Chelsea Square, admired the grandeur of the Boltons and the quaint corners of Walham Green; on aching feet he had tramped through the Chenil Galleries and the antique market. They liked him to walk. In the afternoons they encouraged him to go with them in taxis and tube trains to the Natural History Museum and Brompton Oratory and Harrods. As long as he didn’t think too much or tax his brain by asking a lot of questions or stay up late or try to go into pubs, they jollied him along with a kind of humouring indulgence.

“Where am I going this morning?” he said. “Maybe down to the Embankment.”

“Oh, yes, do. What a good idea!”

“I thought I’d have a look at that statue.”

“Saint Thomas More,” said Denise who was a Catholic.

“Sir Thomas,” said Wexford who wasn’t.

“Saint Thomas, Uncle Reg.” Denise whisked away the unsaturated fat before Wexford could eat too much of it. “And this afternoon, if it isn’t too cold, well all go and look at Peter Pan in Kensington Gardens.”

But it was cold, bitingly cold and rather foggy. He was glad of the scarf his wife had wrapped round his neck, although he would have preferred her not to have gazed so piteously into his eyes while doing so as if she feared the next time she saw him he would be on a mortuary slab. He didn’t feel ill, only bored. Here weren’t even very many people about this morning to divert him with their flowing hair, beads, mediaeval ironmongery, flower-painted boots and shaggy coats matching shaggy Afghan hounds. The teeming young, who usually drifted past him incuriously, were this morning congregated in the little cafés with names like Friendly Frodo and The Love Conception.

Theresa Street, where his nephew’s house was, lay on the borders of fashionable Chelsea, outside them if you hold that the King’s Road ends at Beaufort Street. Wexford was beginning to pick up these bits of with-it lore. He had to have something to keep his mind going. He crossed the King’s Road by the World’s End and made his way towards the river.

It was lead-coloured this morning, the twenty-ninth of February. Fog robbed the Embankment of colour and even the Albert Bridge, whose blue and white slenderness he liked, had lost its Wedgwood look and loomed out of the mist as a sepia skeleton. He walked down to the bridge and then back and across the road, blinking his eye and rubbing it. There was nothing in his eye but the small blind spot, no immovable grain of dust. It only felt that way and always would now, he supposed.

The seated statue which confronted him returned his gaze with darkling kindliness. It seemed preoccupied with affairs of state, affairs of grace and matters Utopian. What with his eye and the fog, he had to approach more closely to be sure that it was, in fact, a coloured statue, not naked bronze or stone but tinted black and gold.

He had never seen it before but he had, of course, seen pictures of the philosopher, statesman and martyr, notably the Holbein drawing of Sir Thomas and his family. Until now, however, the close resemblance of the reproduced face to a known and living face had not struck him. Only replace that saintly gravity with an impish gleam, he thought, those mild resigned lips with the curve of irony, and it was Dr. Crocker to the life.

Feeling like Ahab in Naboth’s vineyard, Wexford addressed the statue aloud:

“Hast thou found me, O mine enemy?”

Sir Thomas continued to reflect on an ideal state or perhaps on the perils of reformation. His face, possibly by a trick of the drifting mist, seemed to have grown even more grave, not to say comminatory. Now it wore precisely the expression Crocker’s had worn that Sunday in Kingsmarkham when he had diagnosed a thrombosis in his friend’s eye.

“God knows, Reg, I warned you often enough. I told you to lose weight, I told you to take things easier, and how many times have I told you to stay off the booze?”

“All right. What now? Will I have another?”

“If you do, it may be your brain the clot touches, not your eye. You’d better get away somewhere for a complete rest. I suggest a month away.”

“I can’t go away for a month!”

“Why not? Nobody’s indispensable.”

“Oh, yes, they are. What about Winston Churchill? What about Nelson?”

“The trouble with you, apart from high blood pressure, is delusions of grandeur. Take Dora away to the seaside.”

“In February? Anyway, I hate the sea. And I can’t go away to the country. I live in the country.”

The doctor took his sphygmomanometer out of his bag and, silently rolling up Wexford’s sleeve, bound the instrument to his arm. “Perhaps the best thing,” said Crocker without revealing his findings, “will be to send you to my brother’s health farm in Norfolk.”

“God! What would I do with myself all day?”

“By the time,” said Crocker dreamily, “you’ve had nothing but orange juice and sauna baths for three days you won’t have the strength to do anything. The last patient I sent there was too weak to lift the phone and call his wife. He’d only been married a month and he was very much in love.”

Wexford gave the doctor a lowering cowed glance. “May God protect me from my friends. I’ll tell you what, I’ll go to London. How would that do? My nephew’s always asking us. You know the one I mean, my sister’s boy, Howard, the Superintendent with the Met. He’s got a house in Chelsea.”

“All right. But no late nights, Reg. No participation in swinging London. No alcohol. I’m giving you a diet sheet, one thousand calories a day. It sounds a lot but, believe me, it ain’t.”

“It’s starvation,” said Wexford to the statue.

He had started to shiver, standing there and brooding. Time to get back for the pre-lunch rest and glass of tomato juice they made him have. One thing, he wasn’t joining any Peter Pan expedition afterwards. He didn’t believe in fairies and one statue a day was enough. A bus ride, maybe. But not on that one he could see trundling up Cremorne Road and ultimately bound for Kenbourne Vale. Howard had made it quite plain in his negative gracious way that that was one district of London in which his uncle wouldn’t be welcome.

“And don’t get any ideas about talking shop with that nephew of yours,” had been Crocker’s parting words. “You’ve got to get away from all that for a bit. Where did you say his manor is, Kenbourne Vale?”

Wexford nodded. “Tough sort of place, I’m told.”

“They don’t come any tougher. I trained there at Biddulph’s.” As always when speaking to the green rustic of his years in the metropolis, Crocker wore his Mr. Worldly Wiseman expression and his voice became gently patronising. “There’s an enormous cemetery, bigger than Kensal Green and more bizarre than Brompton, with vast tombs and a few minor royals buried there, and the geriatric wards of the hospital overlook the cemetery just to show the poor old things what their next stop’ll be. Apart from that, the place is miles of mouldering terraces containing two classes of persons, Threepenny Opera crooks and the undeserving poor.”

“I daresay,” said Wexford, getting his own back, “it’s changed in the intervening thirty years.”

“Nothing to interest you, anyway,” the doctor snapped. “I don’t want you poking your nose into Kenbourne Vale’s crime, so you can turn a deaf ear to your nephew’s invitations.”

Invitations! Wexford laughed bitterly to himself. Much chance he had of turning a deaf ear when Howard, in the ten days since his uncle’s arrival, hadn’t spoken a single word even to indicate that he was a policeman, let alone suggested a visit to the Yard or an introduction to his Inspector. Not that he was neglectful. Howard was courtesy itself, the most considerate of hosts, and when it came to conversation, quite deferential in matters, for instance, of literature, in spite of his Cambridge First. Only on the subject nearest to his uncle’s heart (and, presumably, to his own) was he discouragingly silent.

It was obvious why. Detective-Superintendents, holding high office in a London crime squad, are above talking shop with Detective-Chief-Inspectors from Sussex. Men who have inherited houses in Chelsea will not condescend very far with men who occupy three-bedroom villas in the provinces. It was the way of the world.

Howard was a snob. A kind, attentive, thoughtful snob, but a snob just the same. And that was why, that above all, Wexford wished he had gone to the seaside or the health farm. As he turned into Theresa Street he wondered if he could stand another evening in Denise’s elegant drawing room, the women chatting clothes and cooking, while he and Howard exchanged small talk on the weather and the sights of London, interspersed with bits of Eliot.

“You must try and see some city churches while you’re here.”

“St. Magnus Martyr, white and gold?”

“St. Mary Woolnoth, who tolls the hours with a dead sound on the final stroke of nine!”

Nearly another fortnight of it.

   They wouldn’t go to Peter Pan without him. Some other day, they said, resigning themselves without too much anguish to attending Harvey Nichols’s fashion show instead. He swallowed his pills, ate his poached fish and fruit salad, and watched them leave the house, each suitably attired as befitted thirty years and fifty-five, Denise in purple velvet, feathers and a picture hat, Dora in the ranch mink he had bought her for their Silver Wedding. They got on fine, those two. As well as their joint determination to treat him like a retarded six-year-old with a congenital disease, they seemed to have every female taste in common.

Everybody got on fine but him, Crocker with his 28-inch waistline; Mike Burden in Kingsmarkham Police Station getting the feel of his, Wexford’s, mantle on his shoulders and liking it; Howard departing every day for his secret hush-hush job which might have been in Whitehall rather than Kenbourne Vale nick, for all he told his uncle to the contrary.

Self-pity never got anyone anywhere. He mustn’t look on it as a holiday but as a rest cure. It was time to forget all those pleasant visions he had had in the train to Victoria, the pictures of himself helping Howard with his enquiries, even giving—he blushed to recall it—a few little words of advice. Crocker had been right. He did have delusions of grandeur.

They had been knocked on the head here all right. The house itself was enough to cut any provincial down to size. It wasn’t a big house but then neither is the Taj Mahal very big. What worried him and made him tread like a cat burglar were the exquisite appointments of the place, the fragile furniture, the pieces of Chinese porcelain balanced on tiny tables, the screens he was always nearly knocking over, Denise’s flower arrangements. Weird, exotic, heterogeneous, they troubled him as almost daily a fresh confection appeared. He could never be sure whether a rosebud was intended to lie in that negligent fashion on the marble surface of a table or whether it had been inadvertently dislodged from its fellows in the majolica bowl by his own clumsy hand.

The temperature of the house, as he put it to himself, exaggerating slightly, was that of a Greek beach at noon in August. If you had the figure for it you could have gone about quite happily in a bikini. He wondered why Denise, who had, didn’t. And how did the flowers survive, the daffodils I’ll at ease among avocado pear plants?

When he had had his hour’s rest with his feet up, he took the two library tickets Denise had left him and walked down to Manresa Road. Anything to get out of that house. The beautiful, warm, dull silence of it depressed him.

Why shouldn’t he go home?

Dora could stay on if she liked. He thought of home with an ache in his belly that was only partly due to hunger. Home. The green Sussex meadows, the pine forest, the high street full of people he knew and who knew him, the police station and Mike glad to see him back; his own house, cold as an English house should be except in front of the one great roaring fire; proper food and proper bread and in the fridge the secret beer cans.

Might as well get out a couple of books, though. Something to read in the train, and he could send them back to Denise by post. He chose a novel and then, because he now felt he blew the old boy and had actually had a sort of conversation with him, More’s Utopia. After that he had nothing at all to do so he sat down for a long while in the library, not even opening the books but thinking about home.

It was nearly five when he left. He bought an evening paper more from habit than from any desire to read it. Suddenly he found he was tired with the staggering weariness of someone who has nothing to do but must somehow fill the hours between getting up and bedtime.

A long way back to Theresa Street on foot, too long. He hailed a taxi, sank into its seat and unfolded his paper.

From the middle of the front page the bony, almost cadaverous, face of his nephew stared back at him.
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They set up a pillar of stone with the dead man’s titles therein engraved.



The women were still out. Fighting the soporific heat which had met him with a tropical blast as he entered the house, Wexford sat down, found his new glasses, and read the caption under the photograph. Detective-Superintendent Howard Fortune, Kenbourne Vale C.I.D. chief, who is in charge of the case, arriving at Kenbourne Vale Cemetery where the girl’s body was found.

The cameraman had caught Howard leaving his car, and it was a full-face shot. Beneath it was another picture, macabre, compelling the eye. Wexford, refusing to be drawn, turned his attention to the newspaper’s account of the case, its lead story. He read it slowly.

“The body of a girl was this morning discovered in a vault at Kenbourne Vale Cemetery, West London. It was later identified as that of Miss Loveday Morgan, aged about 20, of Garmisch Terrace, W.15.

“The discovery was made by Mr. Edwin Tripper, of Kenbourne Lane, a cemetery attendant, when he went to give the vault its monthly inspection. Detective-Superintendent Fortune said, ‘This is definitely a case of foul play. I can say no more at present.’

“Mr. Tripper told me, ‘The vault is the property of the Montfort family who were once important people in Kenbourne. A sum of money has been set aside under a trust to keep the vault cared for but the lock on the vault door was broken many years ago.

“‘This morning I went as I always do on the last Tuesday in the month to sweep out the vault and put flowers on the coffin of Mrs. Viola Montfort. The door was tightly closed and jammed. I had to use tools to force it. When I got it open I went down the steps and saw the body of this girl lying between the coffins of Mrs. Viola Montfort and Captain James Montfort.

“‘It gave me a terrible shock. It was the last place you would expect to find a corpse.’”

Wexford chuckled a little at that, but the photograph of the vault chilled him again. It was a monstrous mausoleum, erected apparently at the height of the Gothic revival. On its roof lay two vast slaughtered lions with, rampant and triumphant above them, the statue of a warrior, the whole executed in black iron. Perhaps one of the Montforts had been a big game hunter. Beneath this set piece, the door, worked all over with heroic frescoes, stood half-open, disclosing impenetrable blackness. Ilexes, those trees beloved of cemetery architects, lowered their dusty evergreen over the vault and shrouded the warrior’s head.

It was a good photograph. Both photographs were good, the one of Howard showing in his eyes that perspicacity and passionate determination every good police officer should have but which Wexford had never seen in his nephew. And never would either, he thought, laying down the paper with a sigh. He hadn’t the heart to read the rest of the story. What was the betting Howard would come in for his dinner, kiss his wife, enquire what his aunt had bought and ask solicitously after his uncle’s health as if nothing had happened? If anyone could ignore that evening paper, he would. It would be surreptitiously whisked away and the status quo would just go on and on.

But now it would be worse. Howard wouldn’t really be able to pretend any longer and his continuing silence would prove what Wexford guessed already, that he thought his uncle an old has-been, maybe just fit to catch a country shoplifter or root out a band of thugs with a cock-fighting hide-out on the South Downs.

   He must have fallen asleep and slept for a long time. When he awoke the paper had gone and Dora was sitting opposite him with his dinner on a tray, cold chicken and more of those bloody biscuits and junket and two white pills.

“Where’s Howard?”

“He’s only just got in, darling. When he’s finished his dinner hell come in here and have his coffee with you.”

And talk about the weather?

It was, in fact, the weather on which he began.

“Most unfortunate we’re having this cold spell just now, Reg.” He never called his uncle uncle and it might have caused raised eyebrows if he had, for Howard Fortune, at thirty-six, looked forty-five. People were inclined to deplore the age gap between him and his wife, not guessing it was only six years. He was exceptionally tall, extravagantly thin and his lean bony face was wrinkled, but when he smiled it became charming and almost good-looking. You could see they were uncle and nephew. The Wexford face was there, the same bone construction, though in the case of the younger man the bones were almost fleshless and in the older obscured under pouches and heavy jowls. Howard smiled now as he poured Wexford’s coffee and placed it beside him.

“I see you’ve got Utopia there.”

It was not quite the remark expected of a man who has spent his day in the preliminary enquiries into murder. But Howard, in any case, didn’t look the part. His silver grey suit and lemon Beale and Inman shirt were certainly the garments he had put on that morning but they appeared as if fresh from the hands of a valet. His thin smooth fingers, handling the leather binding of More’s classic, looked as if they had never handled anything harsher than old books. Having placed a cushion behind his uncle’s head, he began to discourse on Utopia, on the 1551 Ralph Robinson translation, on More’s friendship with Erasmus, occasionally pausing to insert such deferential courtesies as, “which, of course, you already know, Reg.” He talked of other ideal societies in literature, of Andreae’s Christianopolis, of Campanula’s City of the Sun, and of Butler’s Erewhon. He talked pleasantly and with erudition and sometimes he broke off to allow a comment from Wexford but Wexford said nothing.

He was boiling with anger. The man was not merely a snob, he was monstrously cruel, a sadist. To sit there lecturing like a professor on idealist philosophy when his heart must be full of its opposite, when he knew his uncle had brought in not only Utopia but that Dystopia on which the newspaper had enlarged. And this was the same little boy whom he, Wexford, had taught to take fingerprints!

The telephone rang and, out in the hall, Denise answered it, but Wexford could see Howard was alert for the call. He watched his nephew’s face sharpen and when Denise came in to tell her husband it was for him, he saw a silent signal pass between them, a minuscule shake of the head on Howard’s part indicating that the call and all it implied must be kept secret from their guest. Of course it was one of Howard’s subordinates phoning to tell him of a new development. In spite of his mortification, Wexford was hungry to know what that development could be. He listened to the murmur of Howard’s voice from the hall but he couldn’t distinguish the words. It was all he could do not to open the door and then, when Howard returned, asked him baldly. But he knew what the answer would be.

“You don’t want to bother your head with all that.”

He didn’t wait for Howard to come back. He took Utopia and made for the stairs, calling a curt good night to Denise and nodding to his nephew as he passed him. Bed was the best place for an old fogy like him. He got between the sheets and put on his glasses. Then he opened the book. His eye felt gravelly but surely it wasn’t his eye playing him a trick like that …? He stared and slammed the book shut.

It was in Latin.

   He dreamed a lot that night. He dreamed that Howard had relented and personally driven him to Kenbourne Vale Cemetery to view with him the Montfort vault, and when he awoke it seemed impossible to him that he could go home without ever having actually seen it. The murder would, for a short space, be a topic of conversation even in Kingsmarkham. How was he going to explain to Mike that he had been excluded from all concern in it? That he had stayed with the man in charge of the case and yet learned no more than the average newspaper reader? By lying? By saying he wasn’t interested? His temperament revolted from that. By telling the truth, then, that Howard had refused to confide in him.

At ten he came downstairs to the usual pantomime. Shredded Wheat and orange juice and Denise waiting at the bottom of the stairs today. Otherwise it was the same as all the other mornings.

Without his having told her, Dora had discovered Utopia was in Latin and the two of them were already planning to get him an English translation. Denise’s sister-in-law worked in a bookshop and would get him a paperback; to make assurance doubly sure, she would herself go into the library and order the Ralph Robinson.

“You needn’t go to all that trouble for me,” said Wexford.

“Where are you going for your walk this morning, Uncle Reg?”

“Victoria,” he said, not adding that he was going to enquire about trains and listening in silence while they gasped about walking that distance.

Of course he wouldn’t walk. There was probably a bus. The eleven, he thought, there were always dozens of elevens except when you wanted one. Today the eleven and the twenty-two seemed to be on strike while buses going to Kenbourne Vale charged in packs across the King’s Road and up Gunter Grove.

He had a terrible urge just to see that cemetery. Howard’s men would have finished with it by now and anyone could go into cemeteries if he wanted to. Then, when he got home, he could at least describe the vault to Mike and say it was unfortunate he had to leave just at that point. Victoria Station could wait. Why not phone, anyway?

The next bus said KENBOURNE LANE STATION on its front. Wexford didn’t like to ask for the cemetery in case the smiling West Indian conductor took him for another ghoulish sightseer—he was unsure of himself in London, a little of his decisive identity lost—so he said, “All the way, please,” and settled back into his seat to pretend he was complying with that piece of hackneyed advice to tourists that the best way to see London is from the top of a bus.

Its route was up to Holland Park Avenue and then along Ladbroke Grove. Once the bus had turned into Elgin Crescent, Wexford lost his bearings. He wondered how he would know they had left North Kensington or Notting Hill or wherever it was and entered Kenbourne Vale. The neighbourhood already fitted Crocker’s description of miles of mouldering terraces, but thirty years had passed and there were tower blocks and council estates as well.

Then he saw a sign: LONDON BOROUGH OF KENBOURNE. COPELAND HILL. All the plaques with street names on them, COPELAND TERRACE, HEIDELBERG ROAD, BOURNEMOUTH GROVE, bore the postal direction WEST FIFTEEN.

Must be nearly there. His humiliation was giving way to excitement. The bus had lumbered round a kind of circus and entered Kenbourne Lane, a wide treeless thoroughfare, inclining upwards, a street of Asiatic food shops, squat Edwardian pubs, pawnbrokers and small tobacconists. He was wondering how he would find the cemetery when, as the bus came over the crown of the hill, there rose to the left of him an enormous pillared portico of yellow sandstone. Wrought-iron gates, as huge as the gates to some Oriental walled city, stood open, dwarfing the workman who was touching up the black paint on their posts.

Wexford rang the bell and got off when the bus pulled in to a request stop. In this exposed place the sharp wind caught him and he turned up the collar of his coat. The heavy leaden sky looked full of snow. There were no sightseers about, no police cars, and neither the workman nor some sort of attendant—Mr. Tripper, perhaps?—who stood at the entrance to a lodge, said a word to him as he passed under the archway.

As soon as he was inside the cemetery, he remembered what Crocker had said about it being huge and bizarre. This was not an exaggeration but the doctor had omitted to say that it was also, perhaps because of its size and because of staff shortages, hideously neglected. Wexford stood still and took in the sprawling wild panorama.

Immediately in front of him was one of those buildings all large cemeteries boast and whose use is in doubt. It was neither a chapel nor a crematorium but it possibly housed offices for the staff and lavatories for the mourners. The style was that of St. Peter’s in Rome. Not, of course, so large, but large enough. Unluckily for the inhabitants of Kenbourne Vale, its architect had been no Bernini; the dome was too small, the pillars too thick and the whole edifice executed in the same yellow sandstone as the portico.

Of this material also were the two colonnades which branched out of the right-hand side of the St. Peter’s building like encircling arms and met some hundred yards distant at an arch which supported a winged victory. Between them and the outer walls, above which could be seen St. Biddulph’s Hospital, were deep strips of wilderness, a jungle of shrubs and trees, showing here and there protruding from the mass the weather-torn peaks of tombs.

In the space between the colonnades some attempt had been made to tidy the place. The shaggy grass was chopped off, the bushes pruned, to reveal grime-encrusted monuments, angels with swords, gun carriages, broken columns, weeping Niobes, Egyptian obelisks, and, immediately beside St. Peter’s, two tombs the size of small houses. Straining his eyes, Wexford saw that one was that of the Princess Adelberta of Mecklenburg-Strelitz, and the other of His Serene Highness the Grand Duke Waldemar of Retz.

The place was ridiculous, a grandiose necropolis, devouring land which might better have served Kenbourne Vale’s homeless. It was also profoundly sinister. It was awe-inspiring.

Never before, not in any mortuary or house of murder, had Wexford so tellingly felt the oppressive chill of death. The winged victory held back her plunging horses against a sky that was almost black, and under lie arches of the colonnades lay wells of gloom. He felt that not for anything would he have walked between those arches and the pillars which fronted them to read the bronze plaques on their damp yellow walls. Not for renewed health and youth would he have spent a night in that place.

He had mounted the steps to view the cemetery and he had viewed it. Enough was enough. Luckily, the Montfort vault must lie between the wall and the colonnade. He guessed that because only there grew the ilexes, and he was foolishly relieved to know that he would not have to explore the inner area where the most monstrous and follylike tombs stood and where the Winged Victory dominated everything like some sinister fallen angel.

But as soon as he had descended the steps and taken a path which led to the right-hand side of the cemetery, he found that the depths were no less unpleasant than the heights. True, the Winged Victory and the colonnades were made invisible by the trees, but these in themselves, crowded together, untended and almost all of evergreen varieties, held their own kind of menace. They made the path very dark. Their trunks were hidden to shoulder-height by ivy and thick brambly shrubs, and among these shrubs began to appear first the outlines of gravestones and then, as the path ran parallel with the outer wall, the shapes of larger and larger tombs.

Wexford tried to chuckle at some of the pompous inscriptions but his laughter stuck in his throat. The absurd was overpowered by the sinister, by the figures in bronze and sculpted stone which, made furtive and hideous by encroaching moss and decades of fallen grime, lurked among the trailing tendrils and even, as the wind rustled between leathery leaves and broken masonry, seemed to move. Overhead, he could see only a narrow corridor of sky and that stormy, black, and Turneresque. He walked on, looking straight ahead of him down the defile.

Just when he was beginning to feel that he had had about as much of this as flesh and blood could stand, he came upon the Montfort vault. It was the size of a small cottage and much nastier in reality than in the photograph. The cameraman had not been able to capture the mouldy smell that breathed out of the half-open door or render the peculiarly unpleasant effect of sour green moss creeping across the warrior’s face and the paws of the dead lions.

Nor had the inscription appeared in the paper. It was unlike any other Wexford had seen in the cemetery, bearing no information about the dead who lay in the vault. The copper plate had turned bright green with verdigris but the lettering, of some untarnishable metal—gold leaf?—stood out clear and stark.

   He who asks questions is a fool.

He who answers them is a greater fool.

What is truth? What man decides it shall be.

What is beauty? Beauty is in the eye of man.

What are right and wrong? Today one thing, another tomorrow.

Death only is real.

The last of the Montforts bids you read and pass on

Without comment.

   This epitaph—if epitaph it could be called—so interested Wexford that he took a scrap of paper and a pencil from his pocket and copied it down. Then he pushed open the door, expecting a creak, but there was no sound at all. Perhaps Mr. Tripper had oiled the hinges. A creak would somehow have been reassuring. He realised suddenly that some of the awe and the disquiet he felt was due to the profound silence. Since entering the cemetery he had heard nothing but the crepitation of dead leaves beneath his feet and the rustle of the wind.

Inside the vault it was not quite dark. Utter darkness would have been less unpleasant. A little greyish light fell on to the flight of steps from a narrow vitrine in the rear wall. He went down the steps and found himself in a chamber about twelve feet square. The dead Montforts lay not in the coffins mentioned by Mr. Tripper but in stone sarcophagi which rested on shelves. In the centre of the chamber was a marble basin absurdly like a birdbath and containing a dribble of water. He couldn’t imagine what purpose it served. He approached the sarcophagi and saw that there were two rows of them with a narrow space between. It must have been there in that trough, on the damp stone floor, that Loveday Morgan’s body had been found.

He shivered a little. The vault smelt of decay. Not surely of the dead Montforts, passed long ago to dust, but of rotted grave flowers and stagnant water and unventilated age. A nasty place. She had been twenty, he thought, and he hoped she had died quickly and not in here. What are right and wrong? Today one thing, another tomorrow. Death only is real.

He turned back towards the steps and, as he did so, he heard a sound above him, a footfall on the overgrown gravel path. Some attendant, no doubt. He set his foot on the bottom stair, looking up at the rectangle of dingy light between door and frame. And then, as he was about to speak and declare his presence, there appeared in the aperture, gaunt and severe, the face of his nephew.




End of sample
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