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To my dedicated readers, who are very dear to me


ONE

‘Will you just look at that view!’ I pulled my hat down a little farther to shade my eyes, and feasted on the scene before me. A foot or two from where I stood, the drystone wall bordering the footpath boasted flowers growing from every chink. I’m not good at identifying English flowers, but whatever these were, they were gorgeous. In lavish, luxuriant bloom, they ranged in colour from palest blush, through pink and magenta, to lilac and deep purple. The stones themselves, what could be seen of them through their extravagant blanket, were grey, except where they had been covered with lichens in gold and rust. The rich greens of the foliage blended with the paler greens and yellows of the gently rolling fields spread out below us: rye, oilseed and pastureland dotted with the fuzzy balls of sheep and lambs, as yet unshorn on this May day. In the middle distance the square tower of a fifteenth-century church rose serenely towards a misty sky, and in the valley a small river flowed languidly past a dozen or so houses and a pub – the quintessential Cotswold village.

‘Happy you came, then, love?’ said Alan, reaching for my hand.

‘Happy! I’m  . . . it’s  . . .’ Seldom at a loss for words, I couldn’t find any to describe my utter bliss.

‘It took me that way, too, the first time I saw the Cotswolds,’ my husband said, tactfully turning away to look out over the hills, giving me time to blink away the foolish tears that had suddenly welled up. Supreme natural beauty, like perfect music, always makes me cry.

We had decided, some weeks ago in the dreary dregs of February, to take a walking tour come spring. It was something I’d long wanted to do, but had somehow never found the time. I had my eye on the Lake District, or the Yorkshire Dales, but my dear husband, a native Englishman (while I am a transplanted American) had walked those parts of the country before and suggested that for my first time, with my two artificial knees, I might be happier with a less rugged terrain.

He was right. This was our first day out, and I was doing quite well, but after a few hours of walking I realized how badly out of shape I was. Out of breath by the time we got to the top of this rise, I was glad the view gave us a good excuse to stop and pant. At least I panted. Alan is a little older than I, and neither of us is a spring chicken, but he had kept himself fit during his long career in the police force, and still took a lot of exercise even though he was retired.

‘Good thing you talked me out of the Lake District,’ I said, grinning. ‘Next time, maybe. But truly, Alan, I can’t imagine anything being more beautiful than this.’

‘Not more beautiful, but different. Wilder, perhaps, and more vast. When I visited your American West years ago, parts of it reminded me of the Lake District – such a lot of sky. Here everything is on a smaller scale.’

‘Cosier,’ I suggested, using one of my favourite words.

‘If you like,’ said Alan, chuckling. He glanced at his watch. ‘And speaking of cosy, it’s getting on for teatime. If we hurry a little, and don’t get lost, we can make it to Broadway in time for tea at the Lygon Arms.’

‘I’ve heard of the Lygon Arms,’ I said, following him obediently down the path. ‘Isn’t it sort of a fancy place? Will they look down their noses at us, in hiking gear and grubby?’

‘It’s a bit posh, yes, but every hostelry in the Cotswolds is accustomed to hikers. We’ll probably have time to go to our B-and-B and change, if you want.’

‘I want. My shoes are dusty, and I want to get rid of this pack.’

So we set a pretty good pace the last couple of miles, walking as fast as we thought safe. Two miles would be a long way to walk on a twisted ankle, and according to our Ordnance Survey map there were no roads near the footpath until we got to Broadway.

We made it safely to our B&B, the Holly Tree, and took the time for a quick shower before getting into clean clothes and heading to the Lygon Arms for our tea. As we walked up the High Street, I asked Alan about the history of Broadway.

‘The name has an odd sound, to an American. Conjures up images of Forty-Second Street and Times Square.’

‘Well, I expect your street and our village were given the name for the same reason. The way here – the High Street – is, as you can see, broad. There used to be two streams running right down the middle of the village, on either side of a narrow road. That got to be awkward—’

‘I can well imagine,’ I said drily.

‘Yes, well, particularly as the village was an important coaching stop, being on the main road between London and Worcester. The street was quite narrow for coaches, so eventually the streams were covered and the High Street widened to a boulevard, with grass and trees down the middle. I read somewhere that dip holes were left, so that the villagers could still get water, as they were not on the mains. There are still some here who remember when the holes were filled in. And apparently, when there’s a great deal of rain, the streams reclaim their rightful courses.’

‘Leading to a great mess. They should build an underground channel and have done with it.’

‘Ah, but you’re in the Cotswolds, where things move at a leisurely pace. Doubtless the village authorities will get around to something of the kind, one of these centuries.’

Our leisurely stroll took us past houses, small shops, and  . . . ‘Alan, tell me that’s not a horse farm, right in the middle of the village.’

‘Alas, like George Washington, I cannot tell a lie. That is indeed a horse farm. Fancy a ride, m’dear? I believe one can hire the horses.’

He looked at me blandly, knowing perfectly well that I admire horses only from a distance. The idea of getting on the back of one terrifies me. I was fifty years younger the last time I tried that and discovered how much higher and wider they are than they look. Never again.

‘No, thank you,’ I said, my tone just as bland as his face. ‘I’ll just tuck this away in my “There’ll always be an England” file.’

‘No horse farms in the middle of villages when you were a girl?’

‘No villages, period. Small towns, yes, but nothing that in the least resembles an English village. Unless maybe on the east coast  . . . oh, my!’ We had reached the centre of the village, and the building on my right, built of the golden Cotswold stone, looked like a royal palace, or a manor house at the very least. ‘That is the Lygon Arms?’

‘Indeed. Sixteenth-century coaching inn. Parts of it date to 1532, if I’m not mistaken.’

I drew a deep breath. ‘I’m very glad we changed clothes.’

We had a splendid tea, sandwiches and scones and all the rest, and when we’d finished I gave a satisfied sigh. ‘I feel much better. This is the first time in my life I’ve walked twelve miles in one day, and my feet are telling me about it.’

‘Tired, love? We could go back to the Holly Tree and have a nap.’

‘I’m not especially tired, oddly enough. I think the exercise did me good. And now that we’re here and I’ve had my tea, I’d like to explore Broadway a bit. Everyone has told me it’s one of the loveliest villages in the Cotswolds. Unless you’d rather rest for a while.’

‘Not I. Shall we stroll down to the bottom of the street, since we started at the top?’

The High Street is probably not a mile long from one end to the other. At the top, past our B&B, the street curved gently out of sight into the hills. From the centre of the village, down past the Lygon Arms and pubs and shops, it meandered past the village green, with intriguing little lanes on either side, and then headed between imposing houses, out past an Indian restaurant and into the country. We ambled along, exploring the byways and doing a lot of window shopping. The displays in Broadway’s antique shops ranged from authentic, very beautiful and expensive furniture and objets d’art to reproduction kitsch, and everything in between. It was a good thing for our budget that the shops were closed by the time we reached them. A small modern shopping area provided a miniature supermarket, where we stopped to buy a bottle of my favourite sherry. One little lane wandered up to the church, where a nearby cottage boasted a splendid thatched roof, the only one I’d seen all day.

‘I thought the Cotswolds were supposed to have thatch all over the place.’

‘Not here, evidently. Tile and slate tone in better with the Cotswold stone, don’t you think?’

‘I think it’s all perfectly lovely. I also think I’m ravenous. Yes, I know I had a huge tea, but I’ve walked something like half the circumference of the earth today, and I need a pint, and a meal, and my woolly slippers, in that order.’

‘Your wish is my command, my dearest love. Can you walk a few more yards, as far as the Swan, do you think?’

‘Just about.’

The Swan was a busy pub, now blessedly free of the smoke that used to blind and smother me. Alan found us a table and went to the bar for our beer. ‘I ordered venison for both of us,’ he said when he came back with brimming pints. ‘And a nice Cabernet to go with it. Will that do for you?’

The beer was excellent, and when our food arrived, it, too, was wonderful. The days when English food was a subject of derision for American tourists are long gone. Our meat was tender and succulent, and the vegetables served with it, both the root vegetables roasted with the venison and the steamed, fresh cauliflower and green peas and beans, were perfectly cooked.

We ate in a comfortable silence. I was very tired. The long day had finally caught up with me and I was happy to eat my meal and drink my wine, and think about what we might do tomorrow.

When I had satisfied my hunger, I looked around at my fellow diners. The pub was noisy, but our particular corner of it was set apart a little from the main room. There were only three other tables, all occupied. The one nearest us held a middle-aged couple, prosperous-looking, running a little to fat (as one tends to do, I thought, wondering guiltily if I should have eaten that last potato). The two young people with them were presumably a son and daughter-in-law, or the reverse. They were having a good time.

I nudged Alan. ‘Who’s he, do you think?’ I said in a lowvoice, beginning one of our favourite games. ‘I think he’s the lord mayor. He looks important. Shiny, sort of, and certainly well-to-do.’

‘A village of this size probably wouldn’t have a lord mayor,’ Alan objected. ‘I say he’s the local MP, paying his duty visit to his constituency.’

‘No, he’s much too nice to be a politician. And his wife’s nice, too. A lawyer, maybe. Solicitor, I mean. A professional man, anyway.’

Just then a large, jovial-looking man came in and stopped at their table. ‘George!’ he said heartily. ‘I hoped I’d run into you.’

‘The vicar,’ I whispered. ‘Going to ask him about a contribution to the Church Roof Fund.’

‘How’s that mare coming along? My wife’s birthday’s next week, remember, and I promised her a nice surprise.’

‘In splendid form, Sam. As nice a ride for a lady as anyone could want. If you’ll come around Sunday morning, I can let you have a look at her.’

Alan and I looked at each other and burst into laughter.

We took our time walking home. I was developing some blisters, I thought, but it had been a lovely day, a perfect day. As we passed the horse farm Alan gave me a look.

‘Solicitor, eh?’

‘And the vicar. As a character analyst I make a good schoolmistress.’

‘Hmm. And speaking of mistresses  . . .’

The end of the day was very pleasant, too.


TWO

One might gather, from looking at me, that I enjoy my food. One would be correct. I tucked into our splendid breakfast next morning with an appetite undiminished by two large meals the day before.

‘Mrs Littlewood, you’re a marvellous cook,’ I said as our hostess stopped by our table. ‘Do you bake like this every morning?’ She had made three different varieties of breakfast bread to go with our eggs and bacon and sausage and potatoes and grilled mushrooms and tomatoes and juice and toast and marmalade, and there was cereal and porridge on offer, as well as fruit smoothies for the health-conscious.

‘I love to bake,’ she said with a brilliant smile. ‘And do call me Pam. We’re not formal here. You’re staying several days in Broadway, I believe?’

‘Yes, and we’re so glad we booked in here. But if I eat like this every morning you’ll have to roll me out.’

‘We’ll walk it off, my dear,’ Alan said.

‘Do you know Broadway at all, then?’ Pam asked Alan.

‘Not to say know it. I visited once or twice, many years ago, but it’s changed a good deal.’

Pam sighed. ‘Much more commercial, isn’t it? It’s all good for business, but I’m not sure I like what it’s done to the village.’

‘You seem to have a full house,’ I said, glancing around the room. The tables were beginning to empty, but they had all been occupied a few minutes ago. ‘Are any of your other guests staying long?’

‘Oh, yes. The two Irish ladies in the corner, Mrs O’Hanlon and Mrs McGath, are here for three weeks. I’m sure they’d love to meet you. And the young man who just went out – I don’t know if you noticed him – has been here for a week, and plans to stay for several more days.’

‘The one with the scruffy beard?’ I asked, my voice lowered. ‘He seems an odd type for a B-and-B. More the youth hostel sort. If they still have youth hostels. Goodness, I’m dating myself. Maybe those went out with the end of the hippy era.’

Pam laughed. ‘Oh, no, they still exist. Every summer they swarm with earnest German students carrying huge rucksacks. This boy is English, though. Well, I say boy. He’s probably in his twenties, but he seems very young. A trifle unkempt, perhaps, but he has very nice manners.’ She glanced at her watch. ‘Oh, dear, I must fly. So nice to talk to you!’

‘What a dear,’ I said when she’d whisked herself back to the kitchen.

‘And a beauty, too,’ said my loving husband with what he fondly imagined to be a leer.

I ignored him. ‘I’m going to introduce myself to the Irish ladies. Would that be proper, do you think?’ I’ve lived in England for years now, but I’m still unsure of myself in some situations. The rules are different here, and I haven’t absorbed all the subtleties.

Alan was amused. ‘Perfectly proper, love. Though I can’t imagine why you’re bothered. You do rather make your own rules, don’t you?’

I made a face at him and went to the table in the corner, where the Irish ladies were just getting ready to leave. ‘Good morning,’ I said in my cheeriest tones. ‘I don’t mean to intrude, but our hostess happened to mention that you’re staying here for a couple of weeks, and my husband and I will be here for a while, too, so I thought I’d introduce myself. My name is Dorothy Martin, and—’

‘Yes, well, we were just going, weren’t we, Eileen?’ said the younger of the two women. Her accent was the lovely soft lilt of the Irish, but there was nothing lovely or soft about her manner. ‘We’ll not be spending our time here. We’ve come to walk. Good morning.’

‘Well, you called that one wrong,’ I said, sliding back into my chair, my face burning. ‘They obviously thought I was being rude and intrusive. What an unpleasant start to the day!’

‘Don’t worry. You did nothing wrong. The woman got up on the wrong side of the bed, that’s all. Are you ready?’

We had decided that we would spend the morning wandering around Broadway, having got only a taste of it the day before, so we first headed up the High Street to its end. I kept pausing to take pictures. ‘I’m going to run out of space on the disk, or whatever they call it,’ I said, zooming in on an idyllic view. ‘I don’t think this scene has changed a bit in the past three hundred years.’

‘Take away the lamp post and the motorcycle, and I’m inclined to agree with you,’ said Alan.

I began to frame another shot, and then lowered my camera. ‘Look, Alan. Isn’t that the bearded wonder from the Holly Tree?’ The young man had come out of one of the houses and was climbing aboard the motorcycle.

‘Looks like him.’

‘I wonder what he was doing at that house. It is just a house, isn’t it, not a shop?’

Alan shook his head. ‘There’s no sign, but I suppose it could be an antiques shop. Some of them are oddly reserved about their trade. Hours by appointment only, that sort of thing.’

‘If he’s an antique hound I’ll eat his motorcycle. More likely visiting a relative, or a girlfriend. That might explain why he’s staying at the Holly Tree. It’s at the right end of town.’

‘Hmm. It’s a trifle expensive for someone like him, though, and the distances in Broadway are not so great as to make that a consideration, especially for a motorbike.’

‘All right, what’s your explanation, then?’

‘I haven’t one, and speculation on no data is futile. We’ll probably find he’s an art student in search of culture in the Cotswolds. Remember the lord mayor and the vicar?’

‘I don’t care.’ I linked my arm through his. ‘It’s just a game, and it’s fun. Wot’s the h’odds, so long as you’re ’appy?’

Alan winced. ‘You’d never make a Cockney, Dorothy. Shall we turn around and go down to the end of the town?’

So of course I began reciting ‘James James Morrison Morrison Weatherby George Dupree,’ and Alan joined in, and neither of us paid the least attention to the amused stares of passers-by.

Broadway is a biggish village, as villages go, but we’d pretty well seen what there was to be seen by noon. ‘Right,’ said Alan, as we collapsed on to a bench on the village green. ‘Lunch. Then we’ll rest for a little, and then climb up to the Broadway Tower?’

‘Agreed. Where shall we lunch?’

The only question was which pub, since Broadway, long a tourist destination, boasts several. Having experienced the Swan, we decided to try out another one, the Hunting Dog. That turned out to be a mistake.

We finally found a table, but it took Alan for ever to get our beer, and when he came back with it, I had already begun to cough. ‘Someone is smoking in here,’ I said when a gulp or two of beer had cleared my throat for a moment. ‘Several someones. I thought that was illegal now.’

‘It is,’ said Alan morosely. ‘The law isn’t always enforced. I didn’t order anything to eat. The selection was sparse and not terribly tempting. Drink your beer and let’s go.’

I took another swallow. ‘It’s not very good, is it? Watery and sour. More like American beer. I’ve had enough.’

We left half our pints and threaded our way to the door. As we stepped into the welcome fresh air and started up the sidewalk (pavement, I reminded myself), Alan pulled me back sharply. There was a screech of tyres, a clattering crash, and the smell of burned rubber.

‘Bloody fool!’ Alan roared.

I took a shaky breath. ‘It’s all right, Alan. He never touched me. No harm done.’

‘It is bloody well not all right! The idiot doesn’t belong on the pavement! I should—’

‘Look, I’m really sorry!’ The bearded lad from the Holly Tree stood before us. ‘There was a patch of mud or something, and I lost control. I didn’t hurt you, did I?’

His motorcycle lay forlornly on its side, fluid seeping slowly from somewhere in its middle. He was white and shaking, and covered with mud. His jeans were torn and his brow was bleeding profusely, staining his shirt and the hands with which he was trying to stanch the flow.

‘I’m sorry, truly,’ he kept repeating.

I found my voice. ‘You’re the one who’s hurt. You’re staying at the Holly Tree, aren’t you?’

‘Ye-es.’ He sounded a little wary. Was he afraid I was getting an address to give to the police?

‘So are we, my husband and I. My name is Dorothy Martin, and this is Alan Nesbitt.’

He put out a hand, and then quickly withdrew it. ‘Sorry. Not fit to touch anyone. Paul Jones.’

‘All right, Paul, I think we’d all better go back to our B-and-B. That cut on your cheek needs seeing to, and then we could all do with a drink, I imagine.’

Alan had been remarkably silent through all this. His face was closed, and I thought, with a little glint of amusement, that a man was never too old or too happily married for a spot of jealousy. Mr Paul Jones was, despite his torn and ragged clothes, beard, and blood, a very handsome young man.

‘I’ll go and clean up, but you don’t have to go with me, Mrs Martin. I can fend for myself. I’m quite used to it.’

Was there a touch of bitterness in that last remark? None of your business, Dorothy, I chided myself. But I found myself intrigued by Paul Jones, and welcomed the chance to get to know him better. ‘Well, we’ll walk with you as far as the Swan, anyway. At least I suppose you’ll have to walk. Your bike doesn’t look as if it’s going anywhere for a while.’

He looked at it. ‘No,’ he said briefly. ‘And it’s borrowed.’

Oh, dear. The boy didn’t look as though he had two pennies to scrape together, much less enough for expensive repairs to a friend’s motorbike.

And yet, I thought, he’s staying at the Holly Tree, which runs to nearly seventy pounds a night for one person. A real bargain for what it is, a lot cheaper than a hotel of the same quality, but still  . . .

Not your problem, I told myself firmly as the three of us walked up the street, Alan slipping my hand over his arm and holding me close.

When we got to the Swan, Paul stopped. ‘I’ll leave you here,’ he said, a little awkwardly. ‘And thank you for being so understanding.’

‘No,’ I said. ‘You’re coming in with us, and we’ll treat you to a beer. Just to show there are no hard feelings.’

‘But  . . .’ He gestured at his torn jeans, his dirty and bleeding face.

‘Then we’ll eat outside. It’s a lovely day, and I can bring you a paper towel to mop up your face. I insist.’

Alan had still not spoken a word, but now, to my surprise, he seconded my invitation. ‘You need to sit, Jones. You’re still shaking. My wife is quite right. I’ll fetch us some beer and a ploughman’s apiece. Stilton all right for you?’

‘No, I couldn’t. I mean, yes, Stilton is great, but  . . .’

He was talking to the air. Alan had disappeared into the pub.

He came back in a remarkably short time with three brimming pints and a fistful of damp paper towels.

‘Lunch is on its way,’ he said, distributing the beer without spilling a drop. ‘And this should make you look a trifle less disreputable.’ He smiled and handed Paul the towels. ‘Careful. That’s hand sanitizer, not water. It’ll sting a bit.’

Paul dabbed at his face, hissing as the alcohol hit the raw patches.

‘Here, let me.’ I took the towels from him. ‘You’re just smearing everything around.’ He set his jaw and allowed me to torture him. ‘There. More or less clean and sanitary. There’s not much we can do about your clothes, I’m afraid.’

‘’S’all right. I can patch the jeans. I told you, I can look after myself. But thanks.’ He lifted his beer in a salute, and drank deeply.

I raised my eyebrows at Alan, who gave a tiny shrug and addressed himself to his beer. I persisted in trying to make conversation. ‘You have a Welsh name, but not the accent. Are you Welsh, then?’

‘No.’ He would have left it at that, but I fixed him with a bright, inquisitive look, and he was, after all, drinking our beer. ‘I’m  . . . I was adopted. When I was a baby. Jones isn’t my real name. And no, I don’t know what my real name is.’

That, I thought, could explain quite a lot. If he’d been legally adopted, Jones was in fact his real name, but apparently he didn’t lay claim to it. A troubled family? Abandoned at some point? I can fend for myself, he’d said. The defensive attitude, the penniless appearance  . . . but I still couldn’t figure out why he was staying at the Holly Tree. Was there a way I could find out, without prying?

Well, no, not really. And it was, I told myself for the third or fourth time, none of my business.

I am involved in mankind, said John Donne in my head. And there was something about this boy  . . .

Our meals arrived just then, so for a little while we were occupied with crusty bread and creamy, tangy cheese, and chutney, and salad, and I confined myself to comments about the food. Paul responded only with the occasional nod. He was picking at his food, when I’d expected him to have the hearty appetite of the young. Ah, well, he was upset, and of course he’d partaken of, or at least had been offered, the same enormous breakfast we’d had ourselves.

When I had popped the last pickled onion into my mouth, and taken a last swallow of beer, I began, ‘Are you enjoying the Holly Tree, Paul? We think it’s the nicest B-and-B we’ve ever stayed in.’

‘It’s great, yeah. And I’d better get back there and change, and then see what I can do about the bike. Look, this’ll pay for part of my lunch, anyway. Thanks a lot.’ He pulled a fistful of change out of his pocket, plunked it on the table, and was gone.

‘What is eating that child?’ I demanded when he was out of earshot. ‘I’ll swear it’s more than just embarrassment about the accident.’

‘I don’t know,’ said Alan, running his hand down the back of his head in the familiar gesture that meant he was thinking furiously. ‘I agree, it’s more than just embarrassment. He couldn’t wait to get away from us.’

‘And why? We were being nice to him. We fed him, didn’t fuss about him nearly running me down, doctored his injuries. I tried to draw him out, but he wasn’t talking. Pam Littlewood is right; there’s nothing really wrong with his manners, but his manner is peculiar.’

‘That’s just the thing. His manner. You realize we’ve spent an hour or so with the boy, and we know nothing whatever about him except his name – and he told us himself that it isn’t really his.’

‘I usually manage to do better than that with new acquaintances.’

‘Indeed. Inside of fifteen minutes you know their name, address, occupation, favourite brand of tea, and number and breed of pets. If the police had you on staff, they wouldn’t need a database.’

‘So why wouldn’t Paul talk to me?’

‘I think the answer to that question might prove very interesting.’


THREE

When we got back to the Holly Tree there was no sign of Paul Jones, or whatever his name was. I considered asking Pam if he was registered under that name, but she was nowhere to be found, and anyway I hated to bother the poor woman. With her house so full, she must be run off her feet, even with her husband and a small staff to help.

‘Let’s stick to the original plan, shall we?’ said Alan. ‘I’ve never seen the Broadway Tower, and it’s only a short walk.’

‘Uphill all the way,’ I said, a little dubiously.

‘Ah, but then it’s downhill all the way back. Come on, love. Onward and upward.’

I found my stick, with the nice sharp point for negotiating slippery slopes, and we set out.

I was panting and lagging at the end of ten minutes. ‘Alan, exactly how far away is this thing?’

‘Mile and a quarter, according to the little village map.’

‘And how far up?’

He had to get out the OS map for that one, and when he’d unfolded the thing to the proper panel I got a look at the contour lines, which were very, very close together in the direction we were going. I let out a little squeak. ‘For Pete’s sake, how high is this thing? Nosebleed territory? Are we going to need oxygen?’

‘Not according to my Sherpa guide,’ he said. ‘It’s only about three hundred metres.’

‘And we were starting from what?’

‘A hundred, roughly. And we’ve already climbed forty or thereabouts.’ He consulted the map again. ‘So a hundred and sixty to go, perhaps. I do believe it will be worth it.’

‘One hundred sixty metres,’ I said grimly. ‘That’s  . . . let’s see  . . . Alan, that’s almost five hundred feet!’

‘Yes, dear.’ And he forged ahead.

It took us an hour to walk that mile and a quarter, and at the end of it I would have wanted to do nothing but throw myself down on the grass and lie there for another hour, except  . . .

‘The view, Alan! I’ve never seen anything  . . . those are mountains over there!’

‘The mountains of Wales,’ he said in that deprecatory, throwaway tone the English use when they’re extraordinarily proud of something. ‘It’s a trifle misty today, but on a truly clear day I’m told one can see ten counties.’

One would have thought he’d invented the view himself.

‘OK.’ I grinned and held out a hand. ‘You were right. It was worth it. But I flatly refuse to climb any stairs to the top of the tower. The view is just fine from right here. And do you suppose we can find a different way down, that’s not quite so steep? Because down is still harder than up for me, even with the nice new knees.’

‘Hmm.’ He unfolded the map, which he had put away. ‘Well,’ he said after studying it for a little, ‘there are other footpaths. They’re a bit out of our way, but they take the grade rather more gradually. I don’t know how well they’ll be marked.’

‘How far wrong can we go? My stick has the compass, and as long as we keep heading downhill, we’re bound to end up in Broadway somewhere.’

That probably falls into the category of ‘Famous Last Words’. When we were rested, and sated with the view, we started down. The footpath set off to the south at first, away from Broadway for perhaps a quarter of a mile, almost on the level, and then turned more or less west and sharply downhill.

At least that’s what it did on the map. We were all right until it came to the point where we should head west. This was not one of the named paths like the Cotswold Way, but simply a track used for the last several centuries by countrymen and women who wanted to get from here to there and had no horse or wheeled conveyance. And although landowners are supposed to keep the paths cleared and open, either this landowner had abandoned the responsibility, or we had missed the turn. We headed out confidently, walked a few steps and realized this couldn’t be the path, doubled back, tried another promising lead, and in five minutes were hopelessly lost in a steep, wooded area with rocks. Lots of rocks.

I tripped over one and would have fallen without Alan’s sustaining arm. ‘This is ridiculous!’ I said angrily. ‘How can we be lost, so close to Broadway and just a few hundred feet from a landmark like the Tower?’ I was tired and hot and cross, and I wanted my tea.

‘We’re not exactly lost,’ said Alan, with a calm equanimity that made me want to spit. ‘We’ve simply strayed from the path. It’s broad daylight in a civilized, well-populated part of the country, and all we need do is make our way downhill, as you said earlier. We’ll have to watch our step, though. The trees make it hard to see very far ahead, and the map says there are abandoned quarries hereabouts. I shouldn’t like either of us to fall in.’

‘No?’ I meant it to be sarcastic, but it came out sounding a bit forlorn.

‘Buck up, old girl. You’ll have your tea in no time. Meanwhile, I planned ahead.’ He pulled a bar of dark chocolate out of his pocket. It was soft from the heat of the sun and of Alan, and the paper stuck to it, but it tasted wonderful.

I smiled shamefacedly. ‘Prescription for chasing the nasties away, right? It works. Let’s find the way home.’

‘That’s my girl. Here, take my arm. That blasted yellow Cotswold stone makes beautiful buildings, but it’s foul underfoot.’

Inch by inch, it seemed, we made our way through the dense wood. It was, I suppose, lovely, but I was in no mood to appreciate it. There were clouds of tiny flies, for one thing, not the sort that bite, but the sort that get in your face and hair. I was afraid to open my mouth, afraid almost to breathe lest I inhale them. There were gorse bushes, heavy with blossom and scratchy with briars. There were other bushes that would, presumably, be thick with blackberries later in the season, but now were thick only with blossoms and thorns sharp as tiny knives. I clung tightly to Alan’s arm and tried to avoid the treacherous rocks that seemed to be everywhere.

The undergrowth became so dense and the path, if path it was, so narrow I was forced to step behind Alan and follow him. We were moving at the pace of a couple of elderly, arthritic turtles, but I still bumped into him when he stopped abruptly. ‘What? Have you found the edge of the quarry?’ I couldn’t see more than a few inches ahead.

‘Yes. Stay where you are, Dorothy. Don’t move an inch. I’m going to take a look.’

He sounded odd. I wanted to move to see what he was looking at, but he so seldom issued a direct order, I thought I’d better wait.

He rustled through the bushes. I heard him pause for a moment before he returned.

‘I wish to blazes I knew exactly where we are,’ he said, pulling out his mobile.

‘What is it, Alan?’ I was suddenly cold.

‘There’s someone down in the quarry, and I’m very much afraid he’s dead.’

It took a while for the police to get there. We had wandered farther to the south than we should have, and were on the edge of a different quarry than the one Alan had seen on the map, but Alan stayed on his phone until he could hear the Land Rover approaching, and then directed them as near to us as they could manage.

While we waited, Alan allowed me to lean against a tree, but said not to move more than a few inches from where he had stopped me. ‘I’ve already contaminated the scene by moving to the edge, but I had to make sure of what I saw. I wish I could let you sit down, but I don’t want to mess anything up further.’

‘I understand. And it’s almost impossible to get up from sitting on the ground, anyway. I’ll be all right. I don’t suppose you have any more chocolate?’

‘Alas.’ He turned his pockets out, but there was nothing more interesting than the slightly stale pack of gum he kept for clearing our ears when we fly. I turned that down and shifted my weight to the other foot.

Once the scene of crime officers arrived, we were questioned thoroughly, but very politely. Alan didn’t know any of the police authorities in this part of the country, but they knew his name and reputation, and were careful to step on no toes. A chief constable, even though retired, was to be treated with respect and deference. After they had examined the rim of the quarry, they put paper bootees on both of us and allowed us, one at a time, to peer over the edge at what lay below.

It lay about halfway down, on a ledge created by the quarrying. The exposed rock, the ubiquitous yellow Cotswold stone, looked well-weathered. I supposed the quarry had been in disuse for a very long time.

The body was identifiable as human only by the clothes. It was clad in dark trousers and a dark shirt, with a scarf or something around the neck. When asked if I recognized the person, I could make no intelligent reply. To me, it seemed impossible at this distance even to tell if it was a man or a woman.

At last we were allowed to go on our way. One of the policemen showed us the quickest way back to Broadway, by way of a narrow lane. We found it in minutes and were sitting down to our tea half an hour later in the pleasant garden at Tisanes Tea Shop.

‘Poor soul,’ I said when I’d finished my first cup of hot, strong tea with lots of milk and sugar. ‘I suppose he – she – whoever, stumbled over the edge and couldn’t get a handhold to keep from falling.’

‘Maybe,’ said Alan, his hand once more moving down his neck, ‘but there was no sign of scuff marks in the weeds on the edge. It was quite clean.’

‘Yes, but if one tripped over a rock, one could go flying headlong. I nearly did exactly that back there. Would have, if you hadn’t been there to catch me.’ I poured more tea for both of us. ‘You’re suggesting suicide, aren’t you?’

‘I don’t know. Probably not. Just an accident, I suppose. There ought to be a fence just there. It’s a sheer drop.’

I laid my hand on his. ‘Don’t go making mysteries, Alan. You’re retired, and on holiday, and the weather is perfect for once. Drink your tea and count your blessings.’

‘Yes, Mummy.’ He leaned back in his chair, stretched out his long legs, and smiled at me.

I wasn’t fooled. He wouldn’t be happy until he was certain that the person in the quarry had got there accidentally.


FOUR

We took the walk back to the Holly Tree slowly. We were both tired and occupied with troubling thoughts. ‘I hope it really was an accident,’ I said as we neared our temporary home. ‘I hate to think of the pain that would drive someone to suicide. In a beautiful place like this, on a beautiful day  . . .’

‘“Though every prospect pleases, and only man is vile”.’

‘I’ve never liked that verse. For that matter, I’ve never much liked the hymn. Since when did missionaries trek over Greenland’s icy mountains? Who do you suppose it was?’

Alan knew I was no longer talking about the hymn. ‘The police will find out. May already know, if the victim carried identification.’

‘And how long dead, do you think?’

‘My dear, I don’t know. And it’s no longer any of my business, thank God.’

Which was a not so subtle hint that it wasn’t my business, either.

We were utterly exhausted by the time we’d climbed the stairs to our room, or at least I was. I fell on the bed, pausing only to take my shoes off, and was asleep in minutes.

I was awakened by voices. Loud voices, in the hallway outside our room.

I sat up, muzzy and disoriented. ‘What time is it? What’s happening?’

‘Getting on for seven, and my guess is, the word has spread.’

‘Word?’ I still wasn’t quite back on the scene.

‘About the body in the quarry. You might as well get up, love. It’s nearly dinner time, and we can’t sleep with all that hubbub.’

Hubbub was certainly the word. When I’d pulled myself together and opened the door, the two Irish ladies were still going at it, at full volume.

‘And they’ll be finding out he did it, sure as the sun rises,’ said one of them. I still hadn’t figured out which was which.

‘I’m thinking you’re right, Barbara,’ said the other. ‘Or why would he run off like that, without a word to anybody? You always said he was up to no good.’

Alan and I exchanged a look, then I shrugged and opened the door.

Far from being embarrassed about being overheard, the taller of the two women pounced. ‘Ah, there you are. Mrs Martin, I believe? Mrs Littlewood was telling us you found the man in the quarry.’

‘My husband did,’ I replied shortly. I really didn’t want to talk about it, and tried to get past. The woman didn’t move, but rounded on Alan. ‘Mr Martin, we haven’t met. My name is Barbara McGath, and this is my friend Eileen O’Hanlon. Do tell us—’

‘I’m delighted to meet you, ladies, but my name is Nesbitt. And I fear I can tell you very little. Dorothy and I lost our way this afternoon and barely escaped falling into one of the disused quarries. Someone else was apparently not so fortunate.’

‘Oh, then you hadn’t heard.’ Mrs McGath lowered her voice to the register appropriate for imparting superbly dreadful news. ‘The man was murdered! And that Paul Jones, as he calls himself, has disappeared. Now what do you think of that?’

Alan grasped my arm firmly. ‘How very unfortunate,’ he said mildly. ‘I know you won’t mind if we don’t talk about it. My wife is very sensitive to such matters. Good evening, ladies.’

And he piloted me down the stairs.

‘Alan!’ I said as soon as we were out of the house and on our way down the High Street.

‘Yes. Quite upsetting.’

‘That poor boy! Surely he couldn’t really  . . . could he?’

‘We have no data, love. We don’t even know it really was murder. Those two silly women are just repeating gossip.’

‘And they don’t like Paul, for some reason.’

‘He has a beard, and dresses casually, and has a Welsh name. That might be sufficient for a Barbara McGath.’

‘But if he’s really disappeared  . . .’

‘We don’t know that, either.’ Alan sounded a trifle weary. ‘And may I remind you that we’re on holiday? Whatever has happened, it’s nothing to do with us. And I devoutly hope we can keep it that way.’

I sighed. ‘You’re right, of course. I just wish  . . .’

‘Look.’ Alan pointed. We were passing the horse farm, and the low evening sun shone across the pasture, gilding each blade of grass and giving each mane a halo. Somewhere a dove cooed softly.

I smiled at him and tucked my hand into his arm. It was beautiful.

All the same, I found myself humming the hymn tune as we sought our dinner, and I didn’t seem to have much appetite when we found it.

I had a hard time getting to sleep that night. It was partly the quiet. Our home in Sherebury is right next to the Cathedral, and even at night there’s a certain amount of coming and going. Then of course there are the bells. There was at one time a question of silencing the clock chimes during the small hours of the night. Some of the hotel-keepers claimed the noise kept their patrons awake. But a public outcry from the townspeople stopped the idea. I scarcely hear them any more, but I miss them when I’m away from their reassuring clamour.

And of course I’d had a long nap, which always leaves me wakeful at night. But the real problem was the boy. Paul Jones, or whatever his name was.

He’d been extremely upset when we saw him at lunchtime. Upset – and covered in blood. True, he had face and scalp wounds, and scalps, especially, bleed copiously. But was that enough to account for all the blood on his clothes?

What if he’d staged that accident with the motorbike? It seemed a little odd, now that I came to think about it. He said he’d slipped in a patch of mud. But Broadway’s streets were kept clean, and anyway there’d been no rain for at least a week. Where had there been mud? And surely he’d have had to be going really fast to lose control like that.

Had there been blood on the body?

I had no idea. It had been too far away, down near the bottom of the quarry. I turned over and gave my pillow a vicious poke. I travel with my own, having learned that hotel pillows in England are quite variable, and I’m old enough to value my small comforts. Tonight, I couldn’t get it moulded to my liking.

Alan grunted and turned over.

He was right, of course, I repeated to myself. It was none of our affair. I seemed to have been reminding myself of that a lot lately. Was I really turning into an unregenerate snoop? I should forget about it and enjoy this magical place.

And meanwhile, Paul Jones was on the run from something.

I got up, went to the bathroom, poured myself a glass of water, stubbed my toe on a suitcase that had no right to be in my way, bit back what I wanted to say, poured a little more water and took a sleeping pill, and crawled wearily back into bed.

Of course I was completely dopey in the morning. Alan turned on the kettle and made me a cup of instant coffee. Vile stuff, but the caffeine brought me to some semblance of responsiveness.

‘I’m hungry,’ I said after a while.

‘Of course you are. You didn’t eat your dinner. Get dressed, woman, and let’s go down and have some breakfast and plan our day.’

We were the last down to the breakfast room. The Irish ladies, thank heaven, weren’t there, nor were any of the other guests. I began to apologize to Pam Littlewood.

‘Don’t worry, it’s no trouble. The house wasn’t quite so full last night, so things were easy this morning.’

‘Is it true, then, that Paul Jones has gone?’

‘Without a word. He left all his things, so he’ll be back, but it’s a bit worrying.’

‘I hope his bill is paid!’ I didn’t like any part of this, but I certainly couldn’t see Paul as the kind who would skip out.

‘He paid in advance, for two weeks. That’s not the problem. I suppose it’s silly of me, but I’m worrying about him. He’s such an intense boy. There’s something on his mind.’

‘I’m sure you’re right about that. We talked to him yesterday, briefly, but he wasn’t very forthcoming.’ For some reason I didn’t want to tell her about the near-accident, the blood on his clothes, his manner of barely controlled panic. ‘I’m surprised he paid in advance. He doesn’t look as though he has much money.’

‘No. But that’s the way kids look these days, you know. He’s been properly brought up, I’d swear. Holds the door for one, that sort of thing. And he’s so good with Zulu! She misses him already.’

‘Zulu?’ asked Alan.

‘The dog. She’s not allowed in here, or I’d introduce you.’

‘What sort of dog?’ I asked with some trepidation. I like some dogs, but not large rambunctious ones. I’ve lived with cats too long to want to be jumped on and licked.

‘She’s a German shepherd. She’s very gentle and sweet, and she fell in love with Paul the first time he walked through the door. She’s been looking for him since yesterday. Now, what would you like for your breakfasts?’

We ate our enormous, cholesterol-laden breakfasts without a qualm, or at least with very few. We never ate like this at home, so surely we could have a few days off the leash. Besides, filling my stomach could sometimes keep my mind off unwanted thoughts. Like where Paul had gone. And why.

Alan had brought the maps down so we could spread them out in the lounge. ‘We could walk to Chipping Campden,’ he said, pointing. ‘It’s only about five miles. Less, if we follow the road instead of taking the footpath.’

‘Hmm.’ I studied the map and its contour lines. ‘A lot of it looks like it’s straight up.’

‘There’s a bit of that at first,’ he admitted. ‘Then it levels off. And Chipping Campden is one of the beauty spots of the Cotswolds.’

‘What’s in the other direction?’ I got out the big road atlas we took everywhere.

‘There’s Cheltenham. It’s too far to walk, about twenty-five miles, but we could probably get a bus.’

‘What’s in Cheltenham? Is it a pretty village?’

Alan chortled. ‘It isn’t a village at all, but a bustling city, built around a spa.’

‘Like Bath?’

‘Very like Bath in some ways. Both were always tourist attractions, because of the spas. Bath is very much older, of course. Cheltenham doesn’t have the Roman history, but like Bath, it’s almost entirely Regency in style. Lots of museums and churches, at least one with windows by Burne-Jones or some of that lot, if I remember correctly. Lots of gardens. A famous racecourse. Lashings of shops, if you’re in the mood for shopping.’

‘Actually I’m not, if you can believe it, and I’m never in the mood for a horse race. I’m in the mood for sightseeing.’

‘And it’s a beautiful day. I’ll go find Pam and ask her for a bus schedule.’

‘Was it stupid not to bring the car?’

‘Not unless you think so. You can see a good deal more of the country from a little local bus. And a lot more local colour; you’re fond of that sort of thing, my dear.’

I was. Even after living in England for years, I would never think of myself as English. I was too old, too many years an American to be really assimilated. But I adored the people of my adopted country, and delighted in every opportunity to get acquainted with more of them. A local bus sounded just the ticket.

I remembered the first time I’d ridden one, many years ago in Scotland. I was by myself for some reason I’d now forgotten. My first husband, Frank, had been off on some ploy of his own. So I decided to visit Kirkcudbright, a village made famous by a Dorothy Sayers novel. I could no longer recall the details of the journey, not even the route, but I would never forget the brief delay in some tiny village along the way, while the bus driver waited for a magnificent white Persian cat to decide to get up from its nap in the middle of the road. All the passengers knew the name of the cat, and where she lived, and freely expressed their opinions about whether she should be home nursing her sixth or seventh litter of kittens.

Alan came back with Pam and a large, dignified dog. ‘This is Zulu,’ said our hostess. ‘Zulu, say hello to our guests.’

Zulu nodded her head gravely in our direction, then gave each of us a paw to be shaken. I was enchanted.

‘What a lovely dog! She’s beautiful, and so well-behaved.’

‘She’s a good girl,’ said Pam in that foolish, fond tone dog owners use for their darlings. ‘Now, I’ve brought you a bus schedule, but you might also want to think about the train.’

‘I thought Broadway didn’t have rail service any longer,’ said Alan, confused.

‘We don’t, not regular service. That’s been gone since, oh, the sixties, I suppose. But we’re very excited about the new steam line. Well, it’s an old line, really. The GWR – that’s the Gloucestershire Warwickshire Railway – used to run from Oxford to Cheltenham, and they’ve been rebuilding the line for pleasure trips. And just this spring they finished the Broadway station. It’s great fun, the trip from here to Cheltenham. Here, I’ve brought a brochure.’

Alan and I love old, traditional places and events. We took one look at the brochure, with its glossy pictures of shiny locomotives and flower-bedecked Victorian stations and sweeping vistas, and were sold. ‘Let’s see – how long does it take?’

‘Ages,’ said Pam, laughing. ‘Steam trains are not about getting places, but it’s such a pleasant journey. I think you’ve just time to get to the station, if you hurry. Or no, look, I can run you there, if you’d like. I have to go out anyway. That’ll give you ten minutes to get organized.’

We didn’t need to think twice. While I brushed my teeth, Alan pulled out a backpack and put in a few things. ‘What’s that all about?’ I asked through a mouthful of toothpaste.

‘In case we decide to stay the night. Here, love, rinse off that toothbrush and toss it in.’

On the way to the station, Alan asked Pam to hold our room. ‘If it works out that way, we might spend the night in Cheltenham. Would that be a problem?’

‘Not at all. It’s only a worry when someone doesn’t tell me.’

Someone like Paul. None of us said his name, but he was in everyone’s mind.

The day was straight out of a Visit England brochure. Blue skies, balmy air; more like June than May. Our charming little train chugged along through a landscape I wanted to clasp to my heart. Oilseed, rye, oilseed again, a little wood here and there. Pastures dotted with fluffy white balls, big ones and small, frolicking ones. Farmhouses. More pastureland, with cows, this time, lovely big black and white cows. Every now and then the train would utter a cheerful whistle.

‘I half expect to look out and see a farmer walking behind a horse and plough,’ I said to Alan. ‘We’ve stepped right into the nineteenth century.’

Alan’s reply was a contented murmur.

We visited dollhouse stations, bright with fresh paint and hanging baskets of flowers, bought coffee and postcards at miniature cafés, and finally arrived at the last station, Cheltenham Racecourse.

‘We’re not going to a race, are we?’ I asked in some dismay, looking at the milling crowds.

‘Not if you don’t want to. This is the station for Cheltenham. The steam trains don’t go into the main rail station. Different gauge, you see.’

‘Oh, of course! I don’t suppose they have a platform nine and three quarters.’

Alan grinned. We both adore the Harry Potter books.

Getting into town looked to be a bit of a hassle. We could have walked, of course, but the traffic made the prospect unappealing. All the cars seemed to be coming to the track, and none of them seemed to be taxis. We finally found a minicab willing to take us to the city centre, at an exorbitant price. I must have looked shocked, because Alan shrugged and said, ‘We’re on holiday. Blow the expense.’

So we squeezed in. Alan is a bit tall and bulky for a small back seat, but I pulled my feet out of the way, and we managed. ‘Where to, guv?’ asked the driver.

‘I really don’t know. Where would you recommend we start a tour of Cheltenham?’

The driver guffawed. ‘The racecourse. That’s where I’d be if it wasn’t for earnin’ me keep. D’you want shoppin’, or churches and that, or what?’

I opted for ‘churches and that’, and our driver headed off at a brisk pace.

Too brisk. I was watching the passing scene when I was thrown violently against Alan. Alan cried out, the brakes screeched, the car slewed sideways and stopped up against the kerb.

‘Bloody hell!’ screamed the driver. ‘Did you see that? The bastard never looked. I could have killed him!’

‘What happened?’ I asked, once my breathing was back in order.

‘Idiot crossed the road right in front of me!’ The driver was still shaking with shock and fury. ‘Never even looked, just steps right out, a foot away from my tyres. And then walked off, cool as you please! He’s lucky he’s alive. And what about my tyre?’

The car was certainly listing, now that I noticed. I supposed the accident had caused the tyre to blow out. The driver got out to look, swearing under his breath.

We had nearly reached the centre of town. A small crowd had gathered to gawk, and a policeman approached. As the driver began to tell his story, with excited gestures, Alan turned to me. ‘All right, love?’

‘I’m fine. I was just shaken up a little.’

‘Then why don’t we walk from here? It’s not far, and this chap’s going to be tied up for a bit.’

‘Fine with me.’

We got out, with difficulty, and Alan caught the driver’s attention long enough to pay him.

‘Here, mate! I never got you where you was goin’!’

‘It’s all right. Not your fault.’

‘Straight ahead, then, and the first big church is on your right, about half a mile.’

Alan tucked my arm through his. I was actually a little unsteady, and glad of the support. ‘Did you see what happened?’ I asked. ‘I was looking at the houses and never saw a thing.’

‘I saw,’ he said.

‘What? You sound peculiar.’

‘Do I? I was just contemplating our young friend’s capacity for trouble.’

I stopped and looked at him.

‘The pedestrian who behaved so thoughtlessly back there was Paul Jones.’
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