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   These woods are an ancient place. A motorway runs now along their edge, but within half a mile of the roaring traffic there are streams and pools that were here when King William the Norman sent out his men to compile the first inventory of his new kingdom.
 
   The trees are ‘managed’ now, but not too fiercely or noticeably, and they impose their own leisurely time-scale. The last great impact was the felling of great tracts of oak to replenish the fleets of Nelson and repulse the ambitions of Bonaparte. Many of the oaks planted then still stand here, though other and greater wars have made claims upon them in this century of conflict. But the area escaped the worst of the evergreen mania of the ‘twenties and ‘thirties. Conifers supplement rather than overwhelm the deciduous trees.
 
   The foresters who have worked here have been men with a feel for the place as well as skill in their work. The old bridleways have been expanded into wider routes, using the stone that is never far beneath the surface here. But entry is still forbidden to all vehicles save those of the Forestry Commission. So the forest remains a quiet, private place, where those seeking solitude will find it more easily than almost anywhere else in this crowded kingdom.
 
   In summer, the woods throb with life. Irregular, conflicting bursts of full-throated birdsong from the deciduous areas blend into miraculous harmony. Streamlets dribble somnolently among rushes. Wild bees murmur on clover at the sides of tracks, where the gaps in the timber permit the sunlight to beam from above. The myriad, mysterious sounds of unseen small mammals amid the undergrowth surround the walker along the quiet paths, and deer will often cross the tracks ahead of him. And always above there is the sound of summer leaves, sighing softly in the lightest of breezes, whistling more briskly when the warm wind becomes boisterous.
 
   In winter, the forest is a very different place. There are no leaf sounds overhead now, and only occasional scratchings in the dead, dry leaves beneath the naked trees. The few animals and birds that are still here make few movements over the cold, dark earth beneath the trees. Even the red kite, circling above the leafless twigs of the highest oaks, can detect little prey in the winter world beneath him.
 
   On the shortest day of the year, little light penetrates to the floor of the woods from a sky sullen with cloud. Only at the few points where wide tracks meet is much of that sunless grey canopy visible. Elsewhere in the forest, this seems hardly a day at all, but rather a mere interval between long nights. Despite the cloud, there is a light north-east wind, driving down the temperature, ensuring that yesterday’s drizzle has become a thin film of ice over the stony tracks.
 
   The still, tall firs, which in summer are scarcely noticeable, seem now to dominate this part of the forest, dark and unchanging. It is a place for trolls, or those darker spirits of northern myth. This part of the wood might now be in Finland, an inspiration for the astringent strains of Sibelius rather than the Elgar who once trod here on summer days.
 
   Yet there is a human presence here, still. When other men leave, he emerges from his hiding-place like one of the wild creatures of the forest. Then he stretches his limbs and studies the light that remains in the patch of winter sky which he can see between the trees.
 
   ***
 
   The man heard the rabbit screaming long before he saw it. It lay upon its side, a broken paw preventing the wire from tightening to crush its neck.
 
   He killed it with a single blow from the side of his hand. It died in mid-scream, its eyes still wide with surprise as he lifted it from the trap. He was annoyed with himself: the sound could have given him away to curious ears. Not that anyone was likely to have been near enough to hear; if they had, they would probably have assumed that a stoat rather than human interference was the cause of the rabbit’s agony.
 
   In any case, it could scarcely have mattered much. Any human listener here would be neutral, rather than hostile. But, knowing that he had made an error, he was angry, with the pedantry of the perfectionist.
 
   He compensated by skinning the animal with self-conscious skill. As he disembowelled and dismembered the small body, his hands were as swift and accurate as a surgeon’s. Only a very little of the warm blood coloured the fingers of his left hand. He shut his eyes for a moment, acknowledging the excitement he felt in the touch of flesh and blood that had been a living thing only moments earlier.
 
   He made his fire now, before full darkness could make it a beacon to mark his presence in the wood. The temperature was dropping: this would be another night spent well below freezing point. He was glad to squat close to the small fire in the little combe among the trees, sheltered from that light but bitter wind and any eyes foolish enough to be abroad here at this hour.
 
   The rabbit almost filled the square cooking tin. It took a long time in these conditions to bring the stew to boiling point beneath the close-fitting lid; at least there was no shortage here of tinder-dry sticks. He let his meal simmer for much longer, forcing himself to savour the food in anticipation, making the wait another discipline imposed upon himself.
 
   While he waited, he set up the tiny nylon tent a little way from the fire, sheltered from the wind but towards the top of the slope, where he was least likely to be surprised. That had become a habit now. He was still dry and warm within his waterproof clothing. This would be his third night in the forest, but as he unwrapped the lightweight sleeping-bag, his hands were as dry as when he had come here.
 
   The rabbit was worth the wait. The flesh fell from the bones without conscious physical action on his part, as if it were reacting to the impulses of his brain. It tasted better at this moment than the finest French cuisine. Tipping the tin steeply, he used his last crust of bread to mop up the gravy. Hunger was still the finest sauce: it had been many hours since his previous meal.
 
   The ground was beginning to freeze, though in the damper parts the leafmould yielded still to the pressure of his heel through the outer crust. A few days of this and the whole surface would be iron hard. He moved to the top of the slope to look at his tent; even without the darkness, its faded green would have been almost invisible. He was well used to it now: he crawled into its shelter like a wild creature returning to its lair.
 
   With the flap zipped firmly shut, the temperature built quickly within his tiny refuge. He read for a while; even the heat of the torch seemed abnormally high in that confined space. He was warm, even to the tips of his feet. He had kept dry throughout his time in the woods, knowing that dampness was his greatest enemy. Once it got within even the best clothing or boots, there was no easy way of getting rid of it in winter. Damp meant cold, and cold meant trouble; water was the greatest danger to his success.
 
   Presently he put out the torch. He imagined the grey-green luminescence it must give to his tent, and was uneasy at the thought of detection, however unlikely it might be. This was the best time. He lay half in and half out of the sleeping-bag, indulging the lethargy he did not allow himself by day. In the streets of the town, the windows of the shops would be trimmed with Christmas tinsel, garishly bright amid the crowds. He was pleased to be out of all that; he took his time in relishing that thought. There were plenty of hours left for sleep in the long night to come.
 
   At around midnight, a thin dusting of snow fell upon the trees. Then the sky cleared and winter clenched its fist even more tightly about the forest. The man slept dreamlessly beneath the white canopy, finding his progress thus far satisfactory.
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   There are no houses now in the forest. The last charcoal-burner’s cottage was abandoned early in the century, and has long since been obliterated by the saplings which pushed its humble walls aside.
 
   The tiny village of Woodford lies almost within the shadow of the woods; indeed, in the last sun of a summer evening, the longest shadow from the great beech trees at the edge of the forest touches the roof of its first house. The crossing of the shallow stream which gave the place its name was replaced sixty years ago by a metalled road, but the place is otherwise little changed in its externals. The old stone church, too large like most now for the number of worshippers it attracts, still stands at its centre. The Crown inn opposite its lych-gate is nowadays in rather better repair than the church, as if emphasizing the ascendancy for the moment of Mammon in the perpetual conflict between this world and the next.
 
   There are not many new houses here. Apart from a terrace of four council houses erected in the ‘fifties, the only postwar building is a small detached house a hundred yards from the church; a discreet tablet by the side of its gate announces that this is now the vicarage.
 
   If the Reverend Peter Barton ever looks with longing at the ivy-clad Victorian mansion that was once the residence of his predecessors, he keeps his thoughts to himself. Probably he does not do so, for envy has little part in his make-up. He is thirty-one, one of the new breed of clergy for whom progress towards things like the ordination of women is too slow and for whom action against social ills takes precedence over the liturgy and the order of service. The six bedrooms and the three-quarters of an acre of the Victorian vicarage, which now has a secular occupant, would be an embarrassment to him. And even his wife has to concede that they could not afford the heating.
 
   Clare Barton concedes little else. She is a year younger than Peter, but already the doll-like prettiness which was emphasized by her blonde hair and light blue eyes is draining away. Her small, pert nose is becoming a little more button-like, the corners of her mouth turn habitually downwards, her figure is in danger of crossing that fine line from slimness into wiriness. She has the animation which first attracted her husband when they were students, but she seems nowadays to be more usually aroused by discontent than pleasure.
 
   “It’s not going to be a very lively Christmas, then,” she said.
 
   Her husband had sensed from the start that the series of questions had been leading to this conclusion. He said carefully, “It’s a working time, you know, for a clergyman. He has to be at the disposal of his flock, to some extent. But that’s no reason why it can’t be a happy time.” He wished he hadn’t added the last, obvious thought; it sounded like part of a sermon, hanging in the air, waiting to be developed.
 
   He made a move as if to touch her, and she moved quickly away. “It means we’re stuck here. Tied to this house.”
 
   “We can go out, if you wish, after I’ve finished my rounds on Christmas morning.” Like most country vicars, he was now a priest to more than one church and group of parishioners. The midnight service would be in Woodford, but he would conduct Christmas morning worship in three different churches. “Or we could invite some people round here. Perhaps Boxing Day might be better. Most people will want to be at home on Christmas Day.” He tried not to imply a rebuke to her in the words.
 
   “And what should we offer them to eat and drink? We can hardly feed ourselves, on what they mete out to you!”
 
   “Oh, come on, Clare, don’t exaggerate. We can have a few friends in. Anyway, most of them would probably bring a bottle, and —” 
 
   “And patronize us as usual. No, thanks, I’ve had enough of that scenario, thank you.”
 
   She was more annoyed by his calm than she would have been by the irritation he might have offered instead. Dimly, she realized that she had been looking for the full-scale row she was not going to get. Her frustration increased as he sought to console her, until eventually she stormed out of the room and up to the low-ceilinged bedroom, where he found it equally difficult to please her these days. It had all seemed to offer a different prospect when Peter had been a personable young theology student at university, in his final year when she was only in her first. Money had seemed an irrelevance then, perhaps because with her background she had never had to consider it. To Peter it was still an irrelevance, and she could not admit that that was one of their problems.
 
   She knew that he would have preferred a city parish, where he could confront the most urgent challenges to his faith face to face and day by day. She had been secretly relieved when he had been sent to this rural backwater, though they both suspected it was a move to enervate his radical views on church reform. Now she hated the place. She found that she was not good at conversation with people of different generations and backgrounds from her own. Few of her contemporaries came to church, and those who did seemed to her generally rather wet. Perhaps she simply did not want to make the effort that was required to be a supportive vicar’s wife.
 
   Yet she knew she had a good man for her husband. She told herself that, repeatedly and ineffectively. And she put on her parish face with increasing desperation when she went out into the village, feeling like the woman in the song who kept her smile in a jamjar by the door. And the people of the village saw through her: she was sure they did.
 
   She lay looking at the ceiling for what seemed to her a long time, though it was in fact no more than ten minutes. Then she succumbed to the temptation that had been with her all day. She wondered as she changed her clothes in front of the full-length mirror whether she had decided to do so at the beginning of the day, whether her protests downstairs had been no more than an elaborate ritual of preparation for a course of action that was already determined.
 
   She put her old clothes away carefully in the bedroom suite she had brought with her from that bigger room which had been hers at home. Then she took a last, cool look at herself in the heavy Edwardian mirror, adjusting the shoulder of her jacket a fraction, making the most of last year’s smartness. These were clothes she rarely wore on her excursions into the parish; now she encased herself in her least dated, most formal outfit to get out of the place.
 
   Peter was still there when she went down. He was like a man waiting to play out his part in a stage scene, she thought. Both of them would now go through the lines they had rehearsed too often before. She already felt the drama going stale as she launched this minor scene. “I’m going out. I don’t know when I shall be back.”
 
   “Like Captain Oates.” His laughter was brittle as he tried to catch her eye. She understood the reference, but stonily refused to acknowledge it. He said more quietly, “Do you have to go out?”
 
   “You know quite well I don’t have to. I choose to, which is quite different.”
 
   He turned and came towards her; move stage right, she thought. She remained motionless just inside the door, as though she were preparing to upstage him in the dialogue to come. He took both her hands in his for a moment, in a gesture she remembered from the first days of their marriage. He was willing her to look at him, but she kept her eyes resolutely on the handbag he had made her put down. “Clare, what’s gone wrong with us?”
 
   “With me, you mean. Nothing you can put right, I’m sure.” She willed him to accuse her directly of the damage she was doing, so that both of them might be forced to confront it. She flashed a look from her moist blue eyes full into his face, then dropped them again.
 
   He was frightened by what he saw in her eyes. Frightened because he had no idea how to cope with it. There had been desperation in her face, and he had nothing to offer which would be strong enough to turn it away. He said, “Let’s sit down and talk it through,” and made a feeble attempt to draw her towards the sofa.
 
   She shook him roughly away, angered more by his lack of conviction than by what he was trying to do. “We’ve been over it often enough before. There’s no point.”
 
   Peter Barton shook his head. How could he be so competent, so helpful to others in distress, yet so unable to assuage this hurt that was close to him? “I know things aren’t right. But surely they can be put right. If only we had children —”
 
   “It isn’t that.” She was tight-lipped, not trusting herself to more than a simple rejection of the idea.
 
   “I wish you’d consider adoption, you know. It isn’t easy to get babies now, but we’re the ideal couple as far as the adoption commission is concerned. If we put our names down, I’m sure —”
 
   “No. I can’t face that.”
 
   “But everyone feels at first that it will be too much of a responsibility to take on. That’s only —”
 
   “Leave it, can’t you?” She heard the hysteria in her voice. “I’m going out.” She snatched up her handbag, fumbling for the keys of the car.
 
   He walked behind her to the door. For a moment, he thought of asking her not to take the car, of telling her he needed it for his day’s work. Then he shrugged his shoulders in a gesture of hopelessness which she could not see. “When will you be back?”
 
   She did not turn to look at him again. “I told you, I don’t know yet.” She paused with her hand on the handle of the door, watching her fingers whiten as she tried to fight down her tension. “I — I know it’s hard, Peter, but I can’t help it.” She wrenched the door open and was gone, without looking at him again.
 
   She forced herself to drive carefully through the village, presenting her jamjar smile to old Mrs Marsden as she crossed the road in front of her with her basket. She told herself as she drove to count her blessings. She would never starve, like the people on the other side of the world for whom she organized collections. She had no children to support. She had a good man for her husband.
 
   She was lucky. Lucky to have Peter to rely on through this. Clare Barton told herself that yet again, as she drove away from him.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   3
 
    
 
   The sign over the door of the village shop read ‘G. G. Farr’, but everyone called him Tommy. A few people knew that the first initial stood for George, but not even his intimates were allowed the knowledge that the second one had inflicted Godfrey upon him. He had been born in Wales at the end of the war, when the memory of gallant Tommy Farr’s contest with the great Joe Louis was still a fresh legend in the valleys. He had never minded that ‘Tommy’; it had given him a kind of distinction among his schoolfellows.
 
   It had meant he had had to fight sometimes, especially when one of his peers sneaked a glance at the register on the teacher’s desk and caught sight of the Godfrey in her round copperplate hand. But he had never minded a scrap: his broken nose and misshapen right ear bore witness to the fact. During his National Service, in the very last batch of young men to be drawn in by that system, he had even boxed a little, fighting with gloves on for the only time in his life. But those days were long gone. He had been here now for almost thirty years, initially with a wife, but for the last ten years on his own.
 
   He managed well enough, even when things were busy, as they were this morning with Christmas so close. He was never ill, and his broad-shouldered strength made light of the lifting of cartons of various sizes around the big, untidy storeroom which no one ever saw. In the shop itself, he had made himself over the years into an adequate conversationalist, recognizing the need to offer small talk as part of his alternative service to that of the supermarkets burgeoning in the towns outside the forest.
 
   He greeted all the women, and all of the children sent on errands, by name. As the morning progressed, he gathered and then retailed various bits of harmless gossip —young Wayne’s cut knee had needed stitches, old Mrs Hardman was having to go into hospital again, that young Sally with three kids already was pregnant again. If he saw himself playing a part, and occasionally derided what he saw, his hearers were not aware of that. They wanted only the odd snippet of news to sugar the extraction of their money, and he provided it satisfactorily. If he remained a secretive sort of man, few of them even registered it, let alone resented it.
 
   He was putting a jar of cranberry sauce in his single display window at the end of a busy morning when he saw Clare Barton drive past. He studied her without any attempt at disguise, for she was too preoccupied to notice his attention. As she turned the old Escort round the corner by his store, she was hunched and intense over the wheel, with a strand of fair hair falling askew across her forehead. She missed her gear change before the car lurched away a little unevenly out of the village.
 
   She was off out again, then. His deep-set eyes with their slight squint watched the thin blue smoke from the exhaust until it disappeared at the bend by Stonecroft Farm. Perhaps there was something in the rumours he had heard that all was not as it should be at the vicarage. He smiled a little at the thought. His teeth were his best feature, as the wife who had left had told him many years ago. So he was never afraid to smile.
 
   Perhaps that clean-cut young Reverend Barton on whom some of his customers doted was not giving her enough. She was a spoiled young bitch, from what little he had seen, but attractive. Perhaps what she needed was a bit of rough, and Tommy Farr could be as rough as most in bed when given his chance. He smiled again. As a man who lived alone, he was allowed his fantasies: in the secret small hours of darkness, he even indulged them. It was harmless enough, whatever his teachers and the chapel clergy had once told him. He liked to see his hot visions of Clare Barton as his revenge on the Chapel.
 
   On the stroke of one o’clock, he bolted the door of his shop. He always gave himself an hour and a quarter for lunch, though he would open again just as promptly. He went through the storeroom to the old-fashioned living kitchen at the back of the building, where he switched on the kettle and cut himself a thick slice of bread to go with the cheddar cheese he had brought from the shop. The dark head which waited attentively by his knee vanished the rind with scarcely a sound.
 
   He poured the boiling water over the teabag in the mug and subsided with a sigh into the big armchair. The head was on his knee now, and he fondled it as he ate; there was no one here to scold him about hygiene. It took him only a moment to rinse his cup and plate at the sink. The dog was waiting at the back door as he knew it would be, beneath the hook where his lead hung.
 
   He walked briskly, relishing the release from the dark cave of his business, savouring the bitter air most of his customers had complained about as a reflex action as they came into the shop. There had been a little sun, which had melted the thin covering of snow in patches, but that had gone now. The cloud was high, but it would not clear again today.
 
   He was in the forest in less than five minutes. The Doberman raced ahead of him, then swerved off the path into the woods, tail wagging furiously with the excitement of scents undiscernible to his master. It was colder than ever on the narrow track they followed, for the frost hung between the pines and no sun had penetrated here.
 
   Farr did not mind that. He beat his arms a couple of times across his chest and ran for a moment, until he was thoroughly warm. He watched his breath wreathing in great tubes of steam into the branches above him. “Come on, Kelly!” he shouted, and raced anew down the path as it sloped helpfully away in front of him. With the dog bounding at his heels, he was for a moment a boy again, racing along the hillside above the pit, conscious only of the exhilaration of the moment.
 
   Kelly loped indulgently at his heels; he did not need to do more to keep up with the best speed his master or any other human could muster. He was a powerful dog, but gentle and well controlled. Not many people chose to test those qualities, for the reputation of his breed did not encourage the taking of chances. When his master slowed, he veered away again into the trees in search of something swifter to pursue.
 
   The pair went a good mile into the forest before Tommy Farr looked at his watch and decided it was almost time for them to return. He whistled the dog, but was only accorded a distant bark in response. Usually Kelly returned to heel immediately. Tom hesitated a moment, then turned down an overgrown path that not many would have even recognized as a route. No one knew this section of the forest better than Farr.
 
   He called again as he heard the sound of Kelly barking. “Leave it, boy. Come on!” Probably the dog had found a rabbit or a fox. Tom had gone a hundred yards along the disused way, stooping under low branches and cursing to himself, when he saw the man. He had his back to Tom and his eye on the dog, watching it cautiously, prepared to defend himself if it sprang.
 
   “Kelly, heel!” called Farr sharply. The dog, hearing the assertion of serious authority now, came reluctantly back to him. He fondled the soft ears without taking his eyes off the man ahead of him. He was no more than thirty yards away, motionless now that he realized he had been discovered. Tom Farr went a little nearer, then called gruffly, “You’re quite safe. He won’t touch you with me here.”
 
   The man looked without speaking from his face to the dog at his heels, weighed the situation, and seemed to accept his words. He nodded his agreement, but did not speak, as though waiting for Farr to make the next move. He had half a week’s stubble on his chin and cheeks, a dark circle of hair which made his face look smaller. His hair was uncombed, protruding in a wild fringe beneath the edges of a cap which seemed too small to cover its exuberant disarray.
 
   Farr said, “He must have given you a shock, coming upon you like that. But he’s harmless enough. We walk here nearly every day.”
 
   The man knew it well enough. He had avoided them successfully until today. But he did not reveal that. He said only, “Ay. I can see that now.”
 
   His voice was not as rough as Farr had expected. Tommy had assumed he was a tramp, but he realized now that he had not seen a tramp in twenty years or more. They came from all sorts of backgrounds now, and they called themselves dropouts. Or other people called them that; he was not sure which. He cast a glance up at the square yard or so of sky he could see. “Going to be cold again tonight. Not a night to be without shelter.” For a moment he panicked, fearing the man would suppose he was offering sanctuary. All the tramps he had met years ago had been expert cadgers.
 
   “I’ll be all right. I can look after myself.” There was a stubborn pride in the man’s words. Perhaps, taken off guard by this unexpected meeting, he had spoken without thinking. It was his first human intercourse for four days. He glanced automatically into the undergrowth on his left, and the alert Farr caught a glimpse of the corner of what he thought was a small tent.
 
   “I’m sure you can.” Tommy was anxious to be away now, obscurely afraid of involvement with the man, though he should have sensed the feeling was mutual. The tramp, if that was the right word for him, was younger than he had thought beneath the embryo beard. He looked fit and vigilant; the old army greatcoat he wore covered him well, but Farr fancied there was a hard, fit body beneath it.
 
   Well, that was no business of his. He felt suddenly aware that this was a remote and lonely place, and was glad of the dog waiting obediently at his heels. “Well, I must be off. I’ve a shop to open, you see.”
 
   The man nodded. The quick half-smile he volunteered was the nearest thing he offered to acknowledgement or farewell. He did not turn away, but watched the retreating figures of man and dog until they disappeared beneath the dim evergreen canopy of the firs. Then he turned and set about dismantling the small grey-green tent. There were plenty of other places to camp.
 
   Tommy Farr cast a look back at the woods as he reached the edge of Woodford. Even at just after two o’clock, twilight seemed to be descending. For once, he was glad to go back with Kelly into the shop which had sometimes seemed a prison.
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   Peter Barton did not need to don his public face at the door as his wife did. He went out among his flock with pleasure. Even when he did not always like what he found, he remained an optimist about the possibilities of the human race.
 
   Those in Woodford who had greeted him with suspicion — he had the twin disadvantages of being young and an incomer — had warmed, sometimes reluctantly, to his enthusiasm and his capacity to treat all souls alike. Those who attended his churches generally found him stimulating, once they had got used to his disturbing tendency to direct their attention to issues like starvation on the other side of the world. Most of them found themselves uneasy when asked to contemplate events outside the forest and its small towns, let alone beyond Gloucestershire.
 
   Those who did not go to church were in the majority now in the village. There was a hard core of resolute atheists, but the majority had drifted into an ill-defined agnosticism when they found religion no longer provided answers they could accept. They used the church still for marriage, death and occasional christenings. They had expected the young vicar to chastise them for their sloth, and avoided him when he arrived, but had then been relieved to discover that he was not the aggressive crusader they had feared.
 
   The Reverend Barton was ready to talk religion when they introduced the subject, but he never seemed to compel it upon them. He played cricket with the young bloods in the summer, coached the youngsters at football, played the occasional game of golf as a guest but had resolutely refused to join a club. After a distinguished performance in skittles, he had been welcomed into the pub circle. He could not afford to attend very often, but after one inspired evening at the dartboard, he was offered that ultimate male accolade in the village, an invitation to play in the Crown’s darts team. He had modestly consented to becoming part of the ‘squad’, so that he might be called upon when the real giants of the arrows were not available.
 
   He knew everyone in Woodford now, and faces young and old lightened at the sight of him on this bitter morning as he walked briskly among its houses. By the time he reached the church, he had four children trotting beside him. He gave them the key to the little room at the rear of the stone building, with instructions to carry the statues with extreme care along the path which ran beneath the old gothic windows alongside the church.
 
   He stood for a moment looking at the front of the church before he went in, admiring the steeple which climbed towards the grey clouds, wondering what would happen to the place when the next major repairs were necessary. The moment took him back to Clare, for he remembered their honeymoon, and the way they had stood arm in arm, gazing like this at the soaring fronts of Rheims and Rouen, of Notre Dame and the Sainte-Chapelle. The parish church in Woodford had not the swirling detail of those great fronts, but its plainer elevations were balanced and agreeable enough to their latest incumbent.
 
   And today at least, the doors were not locked. It was one of his abiding regrets that vandalism and theft in some of the richer churches had resulted in a diocesan directive that all churches should be locked when unattended. He would rather have locked away the church’s modest treasures — mainly a pair of ornate Georgian candlesticks and a silver chalice — and left the house of the Lord open for quiet meditation. But there were more important issues for him to debate with the bishop than this.
 
   He knew when he found the door unlatched that the ladies would be busy within. Mrs Jenkins was vigorously polishing the brasses. Mrs Coleman, who employed her on other mornings to clean her home, was unconsciously supervising her here as she did when she paid for the privilege. She stood with an amber chrysanthemum bloom in her hand, inspecting and admiring the sheen on the brass lectern. She did not see Peter Barton until he came forward.
 
   “Good morning, ladies,” he called from the end of the central aisle, anxious to announce his presence early lest they should think him an eavesdropper. “What a splendid gleam, Mrs Jenkins. I can see it from the back of the church.” The old Welshwoman’s red cheeks shone with pleasure; her distorted reflection danced in the plate she polished like that of a benevolent sprite.
 
   Deirdre Coleman said, “I was thinking of doing the Christmas displays this afternoon, Vicar. You don’t think it’s too early?”
 
   “In this weather, I’m sure the flowers will look as good as new on Christmas Day. As you know, we can’t really afford to put the heat on until about six o’clock on Christmas Eve, ready for the midnight service. We shall all need our thermal undies on, even at that.”
 
   Mrs Jenkins twinkled. It was a mildly improper suggestion, coming from a vicar, but that just showed how the young man wasn’t stuck up. There were times when he said things her own husband might have said, even though Mervyn had left school at fourteen. 
 
   The children came in, carrying the crudely fashioned figures with elaborate reverence to the side altar where the crib was to be set up. Young Meg had made sure she got Baby Jesus for herself. With her dental brace, her jeans and her patched anorak, she made an unlikely Madonna, apart from the sentimental affection she conveyed upon the plaster figure as she cradled it carefully in her arms.
 
   Peter Barton was soon on his knees, spreading straw carefully around the floor of the improvised stable, putting just enough of it into the small wooden manger to set off the figure Meg waited patiently to deposit there. It was better not to let straw get into the hands of over-enthusiastic children, lest it spread into the aisles the ladies had just swept. After eight years as curate and vicar in different settings, he was an expert on the temperaments of voluntary church helpers.
 
   “Any chance of a little greenery round the crib when we’ve finished setting it up, Mrs Coleman?” he called to the now invisible presence behind him. He knew the children would regard their work as downgraded if it did not receive the accolade of decoration by the floral artists.
 
   Deirdre Coleman appeared behind them, surveying their work without comment. “We might not be able to run to chrysanths,” she said. These children must be kept firmly in their places.
 
   “Oh, that wouldn’t be appropriate anyway,” said Peter Barton. “I thought a little holly and ivy to garnish the edges the kind of thing you did so effectively last year.”
 
   Mrs Coleman glowed. “That’s easy enough. There’s plenty of holly, and it’s berried up nicely this year.”
 
   “That’s good. Traditionally English rather than historically accurate, of course, but that’s entirely right.”
 
   She watched them critically for a few minutes as they set the figures in place. “Pity you’ve only got two wise men. Young Florence Brown dropped Balthasar a couple of years ago, you know.”
 
   “It doesn’t really matter,” said Peter.
 
   “There’s no real evidence for the three kings being at the stable anyway. And it leaves us room for this rather appealing donkey.” He moved the beast a little nearer to the manger, so that it looked quizzically at the Christ-child. Not surprisingly, thought Peter: this Jesus, with his lengthy brown locks, looked at least eighteen months old. He hoped that Joseph did not look quite so villainous from a few yards away as he did at close range; he moved him back a little further into the shadows.
 
   He watched the children’s rapt concentration on their task and felt again the lack of a family of his own. Would it have made much difference to him and Clare? He wondered bleakly just where she was at this moment, then turned resolutely back to the task in hand.
 
   ***
 
   In one of the village’s four council houses, two people who never set foot in Peter Barton’s church were preparing for their own kind of Christmas.
 
   Charlie Webb was fiddling with the lights on the Christmas tree, taking out the tiny bulbs one by one and replacing them. “It can’t be more than a connection, Gran,” he said over his shoulder. “They were working all right yesterday when I got them out.”
 
   “Damn Japanese rubbish!” said old Mrs Webb. She spoke without rancour; indeed, with satisfaction, for the thought that all things unreliable should be made abroad was one dear to her heart.
 
   “They weren’t made in Japan, Gran. If they had been, they’d be a lot more reliable.” He looked at the side of the carton on the sideboard. “Made in Taiwan,” he read, by way of enlargement.
 
   “There you are, then! I told you. Damn Japanese rubbish!” She dabbed extra-large allocations of mincemeat into the last two pastry cases, as if in triumphant celebration of her vindication.
 
   Charlie opened his mouth to correct her misapprehension, then closed it firmly. She wouldn’t accept his geography; it would provoke only a diatribe about cheap labour and her father buying Japanese fire-crackers at sixty-four for a penny in the early years of the century. The lights lit up suddenly as he screwed in the last bulb. He looked at them gratefully, knowing that his small reserve of patience had been precariously preserved. Then he said, “I’ll go and put the washing out,” and took the basket down the narrow garden.
 
   The thin veil of snow in the shadow of the house struck chillingly at his feet through his thin plastic trainers. The clothes wouldn’t dry much today, for it was much too late to put them out really, but Gran would fret if they weren’t put out, and he didn’t want her trying to do it herself after he’d gone to work. He pegged her long pink bloomers among his shirts, checking anxiously over his shoulder that he was not observed by the neighbour’s children.
 
   Gran was the nearest thing he had known to a mother, his own having left when he was scarcely two. They never spoke of her. Gran had buried her husband twenty years ago and her son, Charlie’s dad, when Charlie was ten. He was the only thing she had left; as she shrank into old age, the fear that this last male presence would be balefully removed from her like the others was one of the few things which animated her.
 
   Once his last pair of socks was on the line, Charlie went swiftly between the rows of drunken Brussels sprouts to the shed at the bottom of the long garden. Within the privacy of its thin wooden walls, he held his most prized possession up to the light of the small window and revelled in its softly gleaming perfection.
 
   The barrels of the shotgun shone darkly in the pale winter light. He broke it open over his arm, studying the empty cartridge chambers, enjoying the scent of the oil he had applied yesterday, savouring the spotless perfection of the engineering. The box of number 6 cartridges was dry and unopened on the shelf. Tomorrow perhaps, he would take some of them with him and go into the forest…
 
   He went back into the house and ate the meal the old lady had ready for him. She watched him affectionately, not eating herself. “You don’t want too many of them chips,” she said, ignoring the fact that it was she who had piled his plate with then. “Bad for your spots, they are.”
 
   Charlie ran his hand automatically over the small outcrops on his forehead and neck; tact was not a quality to be associated with the aged. He made a note to use the ointment tonight, so that it could have its opportunity to work before he went to the dance on Christmas Eve. He was twenty now, and in a year the spots would be gone, as a confirmation of the manhood he pretended to have attained some time ago. But he did not know that: the pink and purple excrescences still filled him with a hot adolescent embarrassment.
 
   He put down the black leather bomber jacket and his gauntlets. ‘It was time to be moving’; Gran had left the plastic container with his sandwiches by the door. “I may get a couple of hours’ overtime, so don’t wait up. And don’t worry if I’m late.”
 
   “I have to worry when you’re on that motorbike,” she grumbled. “Noisy, dangerous things. Ought not to be allowed.”
 
   He didn’t bother to argue, nor did she expect him to. Her protests had become a ritual for both of them. She had been through the same business thirty years earlier with his father. Both of them knew really that there was no way he could get to his employment at the electricity works without the bike. Public transport to the village had ceased ten years ago, and there was no way he could afford to run a car.
 
   Charlie took the polythene cover off the Honda and pushed it round the side of the house. He looked at the watch Gran had given him on his birthday before he pulled on his goggles. He was on the last minute again. He would have to use the road through the forest, as usual.
 
   ***
 
   It was well after dark when Peter Barton returned to the vicarage. He called upstairs, “Clare, I’m home!” but he knew because the front of the house was in darkness that his wife had not come back.
 
   He went to check that the garage was empty, hoping against hope that she had come home and gone out again into the village. Its absolute stillness and carless concrete floor seemed sinister on this icy evening, as if emphasizing the presence that had been removed.
 
   He felt a sudden, futile indignation that she could have taken the car and not returned it. She had left him to make his calls on foot, without checking on his schedule to see if that was possible. It was not the absence of the car itself which irritated him, but the petty selfishness involved in its removal like this. He was not a man used to feeling sorry for himself, and the emotion only disturbed him.
 
   The house tonight seemed to echo cheerlessly around him, as if reflecting his misery. He was tired out, emotionally as well as physically. He had spent almost an hour with a man who was dying of lung cancer, wrestling with the problem that while the central figure now accepted his fate, his family was still fighting it. He wanted to ring Clare’s mother, to see if she was there. Instead, he forced himself to make the phone call to the hospice, knowing it would press upon his mind through the night if he left it for the morrow.
 
   He made himself beans on toast. He was a man for whom food was not important, who became embarrassed indeed if it was dressed up for his consumption with too much care and ceremony. Yet tonight, he would have liked to have a fuller meal than this; above all, he would have liked it to have been prepared and served to him by his wife.
 
   Watching the television without seeing it, he wondered again where Clare was at that moment.
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   The Old Vicarage in Woodford was an architectural embodiment of changing times; sociologists, of which there was a merciful scarcity in Woodford, could have dwelt upon the fact at tedious length.
 
   Even after the sacrifice of some rooms to the demands of en suite bathrooms and more spacious servants’ quarters, it had six bedrooms and four reception rooms. Its ivy-clad elevations bespoke a permanence, a faith in solid money and sensible investments. The grounds were large enough and mature enough to have full-grown copper beeches at their boundary. In spring, the magnolias held their purple-flushed cups confidently aloft and huge Pink Pearl rhododendrons made fifty-foot-high pyramids of opulent bloom on the closely mown front lawn. In summer, the spacious lawns at the rear called out for cucumber sandwiches and afternoon tea.
 
   In these dead days of winter, there was little colour evident in the long borders, but the huge Victorian conservatory, in decline for many years, had recently been restored to its pristine glory. Hyacinths filled the place with heavy, exotic perfume, and the bowls of paper-white narcissi would be out for Christmas Day. The temperature was kept at sixty degrees, comfortably above the level at which the last vicar who had lived here had been able to keep the house itself.
 
   The Old Vicarage had long since ceased to be owned by the Church of England.
 
   Peter Barton did not hesitate between the high wrought-iron gates because of envy. He had no regret for times past, no desire to live here with the comfortable social position of his predecessor a hundred years earlier. When he confronted the sparse audience for his Sunday sermons, he had an occasional nostalgia for the teeming pews of Victorian England, but he knew how he would have been appalled by the poverty and exploitation of that era. His grandfather had been an early Labour Party man, and he was proud of that, though there were some environments where he bit his lip and concealed it.
 
   The Old Vicarage, ironically enough, was one of them. But the people here meant well enough, he told himself resolutely as he marched up the long drive. He was seen before he arrived at the broad mahogany door. The maid, Mary Cox, was one of his parishioners. She smiled a shy welcome and ushered him into the drawing-room. Colonel Harry Davidson, JP, was holding forth at length on the penalties appropriate to young offenders, but he broke off to greet his vicar affably enough. “Come and sit down, Peter. We’re just rustling up some t-tea.” He had a slight speech impediment which caught him out when a t came at the beginning of a word; it went oddly with his general air of control.
 
   Davidson was a Gloucestershire man, but he had been away from the county for over twenty years in the service of his country. Woodford had been glad he had chosen the Old Vicarage when he retired a few years ago, and not only because money and employment were always welcome in a village where both were in short supply. Harry Davidson had managed to distinguish himself in the Falklands, leading a landing party in the crucial action at San Carlos in 1982. He said modestly that he would have retired as a major had he not been in that place at that time, but Woodford was glad of a whiff of military glory.
 
   His army pension would never have stretched to the Old Vicarage, but Colonel Harry had made a good, late marriage when he came back from the Falklands. Rachel was from a relatively minor Swiss banking family, but she brought with her considerable riches. She was striking rather than pretty, but she had the equable personality and intelligence which her husband was shrewd enough to recognize as more valuable to him in the setting he now dominated.
 
   Two-thirty was a strange time for tea, but she had long since reconciled herself to the English habit of offering it at any hour as an assurance of welcome. So she now pushed a plate of scones towards the young vicar, who she thought looked drawn and strained. “Sit down and get warm, Peter, for goodness’ sake! You look as though you need it.” Her Swiss accent was scarcely detectable now.
 
   He was more glad of the hot tea and the newly baked scones than he knew. Perhaps it was the feeling of being cosseted that his human weakness really appreciated. “I was hoping the four of us might form part of a fund-raising group.” He looked round hopefully at the Davidsons and Mrs Graham, the widow who had been listening to the Colonel when he arrived.
 
   “I don’t see why not,” said the Colonel comfortably. “Which church fabric is in need of repair now?” He waved aside the offer of more tea from his wife.
 
   “I wasn’t thinking of our buildings. Sooner or later we’re going to have to abandon one of them — probably St Thomas’s at Ashbridge — but we can debate that in a larger assembly in due course. It’s the famine in Ethiopia that should perhaps be our immediate concern.”
 
   Davidson frowned. “None of us likes looking at pictures of starving children, I agree. But Ethiopia seems in danger of becoming a perennial problem. Are we sure that all this aid gets through to where it’s needed? Some of these African governments simply can’t be t-trusted.”
 
   “I think organizations like Oxfam and Christian Aid know the score on that,” said Peter firmly. “They’ve a lot of experience of ensuring that money and food get through to where they can do most good. It’s just the scale of the problem that threatens to overwhelm them. It needs vast sums to make much impact; I’m glad to see the Princess Royal is throwing her weight behind the Appeal.” He aimed this last shaft at Mrs Graham, a determined royalist, though he took care not to look at her. He was delighted to see her responding out of the corner of his eye.
 
   Rachel Davidson said, “The young people would be interested. If someone could organize a disco in the village hill, I’d provide them with refreshments.” She took up her silver cake-server and slid two more pieces of scone deftly on to Peter’s plate.
 
   Her husband had enough sense to realize when he was out-numbered. He prided himself on his capacity for swift decisions, not recognizing that it could sometimes be a weakness as well as a strength. “Well, if you’re all happy to give the project your energies, we might as well get on with it,” he said, cheerfully enough.
 
   Cut your losses early and people don’t even realize you’ve been defeated. It was the most valuable lesson he had picked up from the course on managerial skills the Army had offered him to prepare him for civilian life at forty-five. He used the tactic often on the Rural District Council; not that as Chairman he had to concede defeat very often there.
 
   Peter was relieved to find his objective so easily achieved: he had expected quite a struggle to carry the day. It was agreed that he should mention the crisis and the fund which was to be their local response at his sermons at Midnight Mass and on Christmas morning. The two women came up with ideas of their own, and the Colonel promised to pass the hat round at the conclusion of the Boxing Day hunt. Peter watched the logs burning cheerfully in the wide inglenook fireplace, sipped his second cup of tea, felt pleasantly drowsy and supported.
 
   He had not realized quite how drained he was until Mrs Graham said to him conventionally, “And how is Mrs Barton? Looking forward to Christmas?”
 
   “Er, yes, I think so. I’ve been too busy to see much of her these last few days.” He managed a weak laugh. He could not tell them that she had not come home last night and he did not even know where she was. “Well, I must be going. I want to get over to Ashbridge to set up a similar collection for Ethiopia.”
 
   “But you didn’t bring your car,” said Rachel Davidson.
 
   So he had been observed as he thought as he walked up the drive. “No. Clare’s out in it, actually. But I’ll walk over to Ashbridge: it won’t take me very long.” He moved towards the door.
 
   Davidson sprang up. “You’ll do no such thing, Vicar. Arthur will run you over there in my car.” Ignoring Peter’s protests, he seized the internal phone and explained what was required to his chauffeur-handyman, who lived in the flat over what had originally been the stables. “He’ll have you over there in t-ten minutes.”
 
   “But I may be a couple of hours. Really, it’s not necessary, I’m quite used to—”
 
   “Nonsense.” Harry Davidson was in the masterful mood he regarded as his military vein. He enjoyed taking control, especially when he knew the two women thoroughly approved of his magnanimity. “Arthur will wait and bring you back when you’re ready. He’s nothing better to do, I’m sure. Or better still, he can walk back through the forest, and you can bring the car back at your leisure. You can d-drive the Rover OK? It’s an automatic.”
 
   “Yes, but I couldn’t possibly ask Arthur —”
 
   “Of course you could. And if you couldn’t, I could. Do him good to get a bit of exercise. He gets too little in the winter. He’ll be running to fat.” He sniggered to the ladies at his jest: Comstock was as lean and hungry in appearance as any Cassius. “Besides, he can get back here in daylight, whereas you’d be in the dark by the t-time you’ve finished over there.”
 
   It was true that Peter did sometimes wonder how Arthur Comstock managed to fill in his days. With odd jobs around the house and grounds, he supposed, though he knew the Davidsons had a full-time gardener. The chauffeur looked cheerful enough when he collected him at the front door three minutes later, though Peter wondered how far this was a front for his employer.
 
   Ashbridge was five miles away by road, on the other side of the wide tongue of forest which separated the villages. On foot, it wasn’t much over two miles, if you took the road through the forest which was barred to cars. That was the way Peter had planned to use, the way on which Arthur had been directed to return by his imperious employer.
 
   Peter chatted to Arthur Comstock as they drove through the landscape with its thin covering of snow. He found him polite but uncommunicative. Knowing that Arthur had been a regular soldier like his employer, he tried that track. “Cold enough today for it to be the Falklands!” he said rather desperately.
 
   Arthur, negotiating a tight bend carefully in the big Rover, took a few seconds to reply. Then he said, “You’re right there, Padre.” He clung to the Army address, treasuring the memory of his service like many long-time regulars. “But the sickness was worse than the cold — I’d never been at sea for any length of time. I was only an RASC Sergeant in the UK at the time when the war blew up.”
 
   “You weren’t with Mr Davidson in the Army? I somehow got the impression you’d been with him in the Services.”
 
   “Faithful batman sort of thing? I’m afraid that went out a long time ago, Padre. I just saw the job advertised here and went for it.”
 
   “Yes, of course. Stupid of me.” At thirty-one, Peter could be no more than fourteen years younger than the man beside him; he suddenly felt immeasurably less experienced than this worldly-wise veteran. As they ran into Ashbridge, he caught the chauffeur stealing a look at his watch. “Did you have something else planned for this afternoon? I’m sorry you were hauled out like this. It wasn’t my doing, it was Mr Davidson who insisted.” Peter resolutely refused to use the title of ‘Colonel’ which was almost universally accorded to the man whom he was determined was now a civilian.
 
   He felt weak explaining himself like this, but Comstock seemed to appreciate the thought. For the first time in a quarter of an hour, he was prepared to reveal a little of himself. “It’s only that my sister’s coming down from Yorkshire for Christmas. I was hoping to meet her bus in Cheltenham.”
 
   “What time is she due in?”
 
   “Four o’clock. But she’ll just have to wait a while.”
 
   “No, she won’t! Why didn’t you mention it earlier, you silly devil — pardon the unclerical expression. Look, there’s no problem. You take the car back as soon as you’ve dropped me off at St Thomas’s, and I’ll walk through the woods when I’ve finished in Ashbridge. That way, I needn’t rush, and it’s what I intended to do before Harry thrust transport upon me, anyway.”
 
   “But it could be dark when you finish. I can’t —”
 
   “You can and will.” It was a relief for a man who spent so much of his time being diplomatic to assert himself so decisively. “I know the tracks through the forest well enough, and I have a torch here if I need it.” He patted the pocket of his anorak. “You can pay me back by helping me to get a collecting box for the famine appeal into the Crown. Drunken heathens are often the most generous givers. I’ll explain to Mr Davidson that I insisted you left me, if that’s what’s worrying you.”
 
   “Oh, it’s not that.” The thought that he might be considered in fear of his employer seemed to decide Harry. “All right, if you’re sure. I’ll go straight through to Cheltenham when I’ve dropped you. If you change your mind and want a lift just ring my flat — I’ve got my own number.” They came to a halt outside the old church and he put on the handbrake while he scribbled the number on the back of a petrol receipt.
 
   Peter Barton watched the rear lights of the Rover as they wound away from him over the undulating lane. They seemed unnaturally bright on that dim afternoon. When he turned the other way, the drunken tombstones seemed almost threatening in the cheerless shadow of the church.
 
   He walked briskly to the first house beyond it, trying unsuccessfully to thrust away conjecture about the whereabouts of his wife.
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   Clare Barton did not return to the Vicarage until the next day. She had been away for forty-eight hours. Absence had seemed at first to confuse her emotions rather than clarify them. By the second day, there had come to her a dim realization that her problems were within herself, and that therefore she would have to confront herself before they could be solved.
 
   Perhaps she had hoped despite her conduct that her absence from Peter would really make her heart grow fonder, as it had been used to do in the early years of their marriage. That had not quite happened: life as she got older did not seem to be as simple as it had once been. But she returned full of a bleak determination to try harder. She would throw herself wholeheartedly into the work of supporting Peter. It was not the first time she had so resolved, but this time she felt very determined.
 
   Her arrival back in the village was noticed. The vicar’s old red Ford was known to everyone, and in the quiet middle of the day several pairs of eyes remarked the strained white face of his wife behind the steering-wheel. She drove very slowly when she reached the village, turning the tight bend by Tommy Farr’s village shop with elaborate care, working out what she would say to Peter when she re-entered their sterile little house.
 
   As soon as she turned her key in the front door, she sensed that the house was empty. She called her husband’s name up the stairs and into the kitchen, but already she knew that there would be no reply. She walked round the ground-floor rooms, looking for the note she could scarcely expect to find. It was she, after all, who had left Peter wondering where she was for two days.
 
   She went into the kitchen, half-hoping that she would find the units in a mess, so that she could emphasize her contrition by cleaning the place up before he returned. The place was as orderly as a hospital operating theatre. Not even a piece of cutlery relieved the surface of the stainless steel sink; there was no sign of even a cereal packet on the grey formica surface of the table. She felt the electric kettle: it was stone cold. Tipping the lid of the rubbish bin, she saw only an empty baked bean tin as evidence of her husband’s use of the kitchen while she was away. She smiled, for the first time in two hours. Peter hadn’t much idea of how to look after himself. The thought of his vulnerability was a comfort, a support to her new resolution.
 
   She went over to the single small bag she had carried in with her. She put the cricket book she had bought for Peter in the corner of the lounge; with its gaudy Christmas wrapping it became immediately a point of interest. Later, on her way through the village, she would call in at Tommy Farr’s and order a Christmas tree, that pagan symbol so beloved of her Christian husband with his schoolboy enthusiasms. She had told him the artificial one they had upstairs would be quite adequate for their needs, if he must have some such childish symbol. Now this would be the first of her concessions.
 
   The second one would be more important. She picked up the phone and tapped out the number of the secretary of the diocesan adoption society. Her fingers flicked impatiently over the panel: her resolution must not fail before the thing was accomplished. Within two minutes, she had set in motion the first stages of the adoption procedure which for five years she had adamantly refused to contemplate.
 
   It was much easier than she had expected. While still buoyed up by her relief, she sat down at the kitchen table and wrote her message on the jokey Christmas card she had brought for Peter, indicating that she was willing now to adopt. She said nothing about the phone call she had just made; she would tell him that, as the confirmation that she was serious in her intention. This would be her real Christmas present.
 
   When she had sealed the envelope and put the card on top of the book in the corner of the lounge, she washed her face, put on some light make-up, and prepared to go out into the village. Looking at her pale features in the mirror, she saw herself don the smile she was accustomed to wearing on her village rounds. Well, that was all right: it was too early yet to expect anything else. If things worked out, the smile would become more genuine over the months.
 
   She walked briskly through the village, calling as she had determined to do at the stores to order her tree. Tommy Farr promised that there would be a four-footer ready for her on the morrow. She kept her eyes alert as she went on for any sign of Peter. If she could find him, she would plunge enthusiastically into support of whatever he was doing, as a public demonstration of her new attitude.
 
   The church’s heavy wooden door was open. She was disappointed to find that her husband was not within the place. Frosty Mrs Coleman had not seen him today; she was putting the final touches to her Christmas floral display. The older woman stood looking thoughtfully after the vicar’s young wife from the church porch, wondering what could be the source of her new animation: Strange woman; the vicar deserved better, she thought protectively.
 
   Clare decided that her husband must have gone over to one of the other churches. She felt a pang of guilt that he had not had the car. It was still drizzling a little: perhaps she should take the car and try to collect him. But she did not know for certain where he was, and she would hate not to be in the house when he came home.
 
   She took home the vegetables she had bought at Tommy Farr’s and began to prepare a meal which would be an elaborate one by her recent standards. Activity was an effective therapy. For the first time in years, she was actually enjoying a domestic task. The drizzle on the window made her feel warm and protected in the warmth of the small brick house.
 
   It looked as though there would not be a white Christmas, after all.
 
   ***
 
   In the forest, the rise in temperature brought a smell of damp vegetation which overwhelmed all other scents. The drizzle was scarcely more than a dampness in the still air, but it had been present for most of the day, so that the trees dripped steadily on to earth which was soft with the residue of the melting frost.
 
   Despite their initial reluctance to come, the children were glad to be here, releasing their abundant holiday energy. It had needed all the persuasive powers of an overworked mother to get them out into the open air and away from her festive preparations. Now they were glad of the change from waiting for Christmas and what it might bring. In less than thirty-six hours now, it would be Christmas Day; to young minds, the interval seemed interminable. But racing along the tracks in the woods, throwing the stick for an enthusiastic dog, even they could forget Christmas for a while.
 
   There were three of them, two brothers of eleven and nine and the elder boy’s classmate. The dog was a black labrador, not yet two years old, more delighted to be here even than they were. He dived in and out of the trees, retrieving the stick when it suited him, ignoring it when more interesting scents or sounds diverted him. Sometimes he made longer expeditions into the undergrowth, rejoining his young companions further down the wide stone road when they had almost despaired of his return.
 
   The boys had brought a mountain bike with them. They took turns to ride it, bouncing crazily over the stones which protruded from the earth, coming to grief occasionally in the ruts left in soft areas by the heavy forestry vehicles. The young one, as usual, had to fight hard to get his turns on the machine. His shrill tones, sometimes near to tears in his frustration, soared piercingly over the tops of pine and beech as the boys moved towards one of the clearings where wide tracks crossed, then curved away again until they disappeared beneath the trees.
 
   The boys were so preoccupied that they forgot the dog for a while. The eldest one eventually realized that the animal had been missing for several minutes. They called his name in high, wailing tones. It became a contest of decibels between them as the labrador failed to appear. Gathered around the bike, they took turns to bellow, each one straining his alert young ears for the response which would show that his cry had been the successful one.
 
   Eventually, they caught the faint sound of a bark through the heavy air. All of them called together then, and the bark came again, made eerie by the distance. But still the dog did not return. The sound was from their left, down the track which had just met them at the crossing place. They set off towards the tenuous notes of the dog, calling as they went to make sure they were correct.
 
   The labrador was a good quarter of a mile away; they were quite breathless when they reached him. Only his excited snuffling told them where he was, for his sleek black fur was almost invisible beneath the ferns which covered the ground below the leafless oaks. The boys called his name again, but still he did not come to them, acknowledging their presence only with an excited half-bark.
 
   The eldest boy called, “Come on then, lad! What is it that’s bothering thee?” in what he thought was a fair imitation of his father’s unflappable tones. Then he scrambled down the bank and crossed the shallow ditch between him and the dog.
 
   When he saw what the dog was tugging at, he felt again the child he was rather than the man he had pretended to be. It should not be children who discovered things like this.
 
   The man was sprawled upon his back, his eyes gazing unseeingly at the ferns which brushed his face. One arm was twisted beneath him, the other stretched wide and stiff on his other side, as if it was ready to embrace the boy who had come so unexpectedly upon him. The boy backed fearfully away, feeling his legs which wanted to run turn suddenly to lifeless sticks.
 
   In the nightmares which beset him in the weeks to come, it was the huge raw wound in the chest and the great red hole where flesh should have been which woke him screaming in the dark hours of the night.
 
   ***
 
   Clare Barton was impatient to see her husband. The meal was almost ready; she had set the table in the little dining-room which they had so rarely used. Now she put the two cut-glass goblets beside the place settings and positioned the reading lamp on the sideboard beside the table. The claret glowed richly against the winking crystal in the subdued light: it was almost like a scene from one of the magazines her mother studied so avidly.
 
   She was glad she had lit a fire in the lounge: it transformed the square room with its welcome. Standing on a chair, she pushed the drawing-pin through the last of the Christmas paper chains at the corner of the low ceiling and looked at her handiwork with satisfaction. It was a good start.
 
   She was taking the apple pie which was his favourite out of the oven when the doorbell rang. She knew the sergeant, but not the rather nervous-looking policewoman at his side.
 
   It was the sergeant who said, “May we come inside for a few minutes, Mrs Barton?” And then, as she stared without comprehension at them, “I’m afraid we have some bad news for you.”
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   On the morning of Christmas Eve, the forest throbbed with unaccustomed activity. Or at least, that part of it did where the body of the Reverend Peter Barton had met his death.
 
   The barriers at the edge of the wood which were designed to prevent access by four-wheeled vehicles had their padlocks removed for a time. The white police vehicles drove swiftly down the unpaved road, but parked a respectful distance from the thing the boys had found in the bushes beside the wide, unpaved track. There might be other wheel tracks here, even footprints, which must not be obscured.
 
   Only the ambulance inched cautiously nearer to the body. It stopped about ten yards short of it, waiting like a large, patient animal until the men around the corpse had finished their business and given the signal that it could be moved. Presently, what remained of Peter Barton was slid into its black plastic sack and zipped scrupulously from sight. Four men lifted the bag carefully but unemotionally into the ambulance and shut the doors against the prying eyes they might meet once they left the shelter of the woods.
 
   The pilot of the police helicopter which circled above the forest watched the process going on below him, seeing human detritus swallowed into a dustbin bag and stowed for disposal like so much kitchen rubbish. Then he swung the craft away on the light breeze and resumed his survey of the forest. He was more than a mile from the scene of the crime when he found something to interest him in a tiny gap between the lines of tall firs.
 
   ***
 
   Behind him, the uniformed officers directed by the Scene of Crime sergeant began to move methodically outwards from where the body had lain, their progress almost indistinguishable from above, searching the ground minutely for any tiny sign the killer might have left of his presence. Fibres from brambles, a rusting paperclip from the ground, the plastic top of a ballpoint pen, all found their way into plastic bags to be tagged, documented, filed. The painstaking groundwork of the investigation had begun.
 
   It was another twenty minutes before John Lambert parked the big Vauxhall at the edge of the forest, nodded to the rather nervous young constable who prevented entry by the public, and walked into the woods with Hook at his side. Among superintendents, he was a survival from an earlier age; sometimes his juniors made him feel like a dinosaur. He was unable to keep away from an investigation, unable to sit in his CID office and marshal his forces towards the defeat of homicide like a general behind the lines.
 
   His Chief Constable indulged him, so far. Perhaps it was because he produced results: the CC was a statistician, as the current perception of his office encouraged him to be. Lambert solved a high proportion of the serious crimes which came his way, using his own idiosyncratic methods as well as the modern police machine. It worked, and as long as it continued to do so, Douglas Gibson, with one eye on his Committee and the other on his pension, was content to indulge his Superintendent’s eccentricities.
 
   On this bleak, damp day, when most men of his rank would have welcomed a centrally heated office, Lambert marched with the sturdy Detective-Sergeant Hook at his side, looking thoughtfully at the pewter sky above the firs at the edge of the forest. If he pulled his coat more closely about him against the cold, he sniffed the air of a new inquiry with the slightly guilty enthusiasm it always prompted in him.
 
   He liked to approach on foot, getting the feel of a crime as he moved towards the scene. It was an illusion of course, but he felt that he sometimes picked up small nuances that way that more precipitate arrivers missed. Now Superintendent and Sergeant rounded the gentle bend in the wide track and saw the machinery of the investigation set out before them.
 
   The police ambulance had passed them as they approached the forest, moving with extreme care over the narrow lanes so as not to disturb its gruesome burden in the plain fibreglass coffin it had been accorded, proceeding at a pace appropriate to the hearse it had become. So the pathologist had already been and gone: Lambert frowned at the thought of the scent of murder growing stale before he had even reached the place. If it was murder.
 
   Sergeant Dickenson, who was in charge of the scene of crime team, gave them the white paper zipper overall and overshoes he doled out to all who came through the limits of the roped-off area around the innocent-looking ditch. Lambert and Hook stood for a long, silent moment beside the spot where the body of Peter Barton had lain. The imprint of the corpse, with its arm thrown crazily sideways, was still visible in the rushes which covered the soft ground on the side of the ditch.
 
   The men who were conducting the search for clues affected not to notice the chief’s presence as they worked methodically away from the spot. They grunted sometimes with the effort necessitated by the cold and uneven ground beneath the trees, but even their curses were subdued once they realized that the Super was around. Their eyes fastened to the ground in conscientious diligence, they examined its unrevealing surface; their breath rose in white clouds through the few brown leaves which clung still to oak and beech, a badge of their conscientious exertion.
 
   “We couldn’t do much last night,” said Dickenson, as though apologizing for the fact. “We lit the place overnight and put a guard on, of course, and the fingerprint officer got busy. But DI Rushton thought we’d be better doing most of the scene of crime work this morning.”
 
   Lambert nodded. The dead were never in a hurry. To avenge them, one had sometimes to be patient. “How long had he been dead when he was found?”
 
   “Dr Burgess didn’t commit himself on the spot; he’s making us wait for the autopsy. But the police surgeon said last night that the body had been there for some time probably overnight, he thought.”
 
   Lambert nodded glumly. The longer the interval between a death and its discovery, the greater the chance of a culprit escaping detection. “Could he have been dumped here?”
 
   “Dr Burgess thought not. There’s quite a lot of blood here.” Dickenson pointed to an innocent-looking russet patch on the sparse grass beneath the low branches. The police photographer, a civilian in huge wellington boots, was taking his last shots of the area, a pair of tyre prints twenty yards down the track which were probably unconnected but just might be crucial. He had a film in his pocket which would be developed within two hours, showing the body and its spillage of gore from every conceivable angle.
 
   “We took a video early, but I doubt if it will show much — it’s very dark under the trees.” Dickenson was of an age to resent the new technology, or at least hope that traditional methods proved more effective. “Don’t rush it,” he called to the backs of the men combing the ground, “I don’t want to have to bring you back tomorrow!”
 
   There were muffled groans from the undergrowth, and one more daring anonymous voice muttered that only bloody policemen would spend Christmas Day like that. “A better way to spend it than the Reverend Barton,” said Dickenson quickly. “Or his wife.”
 
   He turned almost apologetically to Lambert, as though he was in some way tarnished by his contact with the crime. “Bad business, this,” he said conventionally. It was an odd sentiment to come from a policeman, inured as he was to worse things than this. Yet Lambert knew how he felt. To find a gangland victim with half his torso blown away was but one more manifestation of an underworld of violent evil. To find a woman treated thus still shocked them. To find a man of God shot so brutally in this quiet place jolted them still more. A bad business, indeed.
 
   “Do we know how many people come regularly into the forest?” said Lambert. For once he was adopting his administrator’s hat, wondering about the size of the operation he would need to mount. They all knew that this might be the work of a person who never came here, save for this specific criminal purpose. But those who did would need to be eliminated from the inquiry, to be questioned about anything unusual they might have seen around the hour of the death. Lambert frowned: that hour might be difficult to establish with precision, which always meant that the net had to be trawled more widely.
 
   Dickenson said, “DI Rushton has set up the door to door stuff in the three nearest villages. I think he’d appreciate some more men, for that and a couple of road blocks, if you can squeeze him a few from somewhere.”
 
   Lambert pulled a face: manpower was never easy. He said, “Barton was based in Woodford, wasn’t he?” He had only had time to glance through the preliminary reports of this killing before he went off to a divisional CID conference called at the other end of the county.
 
   “Yes, sir. But he apparently served what used to be three parishes, until well after the war. The house-to-house squads are trying to establish his movements on the day of his death. Apparently his wife was away at the time, which will probably make it more difficult.”
 
   “We’ll go and have a look round the village,” said Lambert, wanting to feel himself involved in the business of detection as it gathered pace. The first step in any murder investigation must be to get to know the victim and his habits. That surely shouldn’t be too difficult with a country vicar. It was the first optimistic thought he had been able to afford himself.
 
   They walked slowly back towards the edge of the woods and their car. Lambert at fifty was beginning to develop the slightly stooping shoulders of the tall man; his hair was plentiful still, but flecked a little more with grey with each year that passed. His height and Hook’s solidity made the Sergeant look shorter than he actually was. Bert Hook walked with the unhurried tread he had used for twenty years to trudge the twenty yards back to his bowling mark, impressing nervous village batsmen over four counties with its quiet menace.
 
   The carrion crow which had seen all and could tell nothing watched them from the leafless twigs of the topmost tree. Back at base, the helicopter pilot typed his report, and the first suspect of the case was established.
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   The big old car cruised quietly into the silent village. Lambert parked it beside the tiny children’s playground, where swings hung motionless in the dank air.
 
   There was not a soul to be seen on Christmas Eve. Lambert was reminded of the mining disaster which had been one of his most difficult assignments as a young, uniformed policeman. The community then had shut itself off in its grief, as though outsiders, however sympathetic, were intruding upon emotions they could never understand. Only one man had died this time, but it was a small village, and he had been its vicar.
 
   Even in these harsh and hedonistic days, the cloth should afford a man some protection. And Peter Barton had been a man who had loved his flock and been loved himself. Perhaps his parishioners realized this only with his brutal removal from their midst. The thirst for revenge, that most primitive and insistent of human reactions, would gather force as the day drew to its close. But the village now was still shocked enough to resent intruders. Lambert and Hook were observed from curtained windows, but no one came willingly to offer them help or opinions.
 
   Half unconsciously, they moved towards the church, as much because it was traditionally and physically the centre of village life as because it was the working place of their victim. It was a stone church with a surprisingly elegant steeple, which seemed taller than it really was because of its slenderness. Even on this day of grudging half-light, the local stone had the soft orange glow which gave the place a serenity appropriate to its purpose.
 
   Lambert stood for a moment at its gate before he walked along the flagged path between the mounds and the lichened tombstones; fifteenth-century, he guessed, though no doubt there had been a church on the site for much longer than that. Restored and modified a little by the Victorians, who had replaced two narrow windows with the soaring neo-Gothic they so favoured, but without the virulent stained glass that disfigured some of their more opulent additions. It was a small church; no doubt it was still too large for its modern congregation, but scarcely unique in that.
 
   The big wooden door opened readily when he turned the heavy iron ring of its handle. The two big men stood a little awkwardly in the aisle, as though they felt they should explain their presence here if they were not going to kneel and pray. The empty church was ready for Christmas, looking incongruously joyful, as if it had not yet heard of the fate of its incumbent. Brasses gleamed brightly on the altar; the patina of the mahogany communion rail was deep enough to reflect the colours of the opulent chrysanthemums which stood in tall vases beyond it. The front of the pulpit which Peter Barton would never occupy again was flecked with a multitude of deep red holly berries.
 
   Lambert walked over to the side altar where the crib had been set up. An appealing collage from the village primary school covered the wall behind the crib. Three small wise men followed a huge star which had been exuberantly smothered with tinsel. An anorexic angel, with his trumpet clasped at an unlikely angle, flew uncertainly across a navy sky, like a Lowry drunk on his way home from a Christmas binge. Its innocence was a world away from the scene they had left in the woods.
 
   As if to echo that sentiment, a voice behind them said tremulously, “The church seems so empty now. And all of this seems useless. Worse than useless; it’s an insult to his memory. I feel like taking it all down.”
 
   “Oh, I shouldn’t do that, Mrs ?” 
 
   “Coleman. Deirdre Coleman.”
 
   “John Lambert. Superintendent Lambert, I’m afraid, CID. And this is Detective-Sergeant Hook.”
 
   “Oh, I see. Yes, of course.” The woman looked as if she did not see at all, or only very dimly. She was probably in her fifties, but at the moment she looked older. She had been crying; the flesh around her eyes was puffy and her make-up was in ruins. She made an effort to pull herself together which was curiously touching because it was so transparent. “I was here when I heard, you see. I sent Mrs Jenkins home. Then I just sat in the vestry. It’s true, then, about Peter? I couldn’t believe it, at first; then I sat in there and prayed to God it wasn’t true.”
 
   “I’m afraid it is, Mrs Coleman.” He wondered how much she knew of the detail of the killing. Probably everything: the body had been discovered by village children, and rural imaginations, bred on the abattoir disposal of stock, would pass on and enlarge the gruesome particulars. Melodrama like this was unique in the lives of most of them.
 
   She looked past them, staring unseeingly at the altar she had dressed so lovingly over the last few days. “He was such a lovely man,” she said dully. “Who would want to kill him?”
 
   For once the banal sentiment which was so familiar to policemen rang true. Hook said gruffly, “That’s what we’re here to find out, Mrs Coleman.” She reminded him in her distress of the aunt who had died when he was a boy, the only relative he could remember before he went into the home. He resisted a temptation to put his arm round the hunched shoulders as a sob shook them: the woman was quite obviously middle class, and he was on duty. “The Reverend Barton was well liked in the village, then?”
 
   She looked at him resentfully, as though it was vicious in him even to ask for confirmation of it. “You won’t find anyone with a bad word for him,” she said. Her chin jutted resolutely as she took courage from her assertion of his reputation; it was all she could do for him now.
 
   “How long had he been here, Mrs Coleman?” As usual, Hook was the better of the two at getting information from people in distress.
 
   “Four years.” The reply came so promptly that they suspected a no doubt highly respectable passion on her part for the young vicar. “He seemed very modern at first, but he was so gentle and polite with everyone. And when we got to know him —” Her voice caught and tears gushed in new channels through the powder on her cheeks.
 
   Hook said, “I’m sorry to upset you, but all this is most helpful information to us, Mrs Coleman. We can hardly bother his widow just now, though we shall have to see her quite soon.”
 
   For a moment she looked as though she was about to offer them a view on Mrs Barton. Then the tragedy fell again across her mind, and she looked down at the pew in front of her. “Clare’s been taken to identify the body, I believe.” The village grapevine was flourishing healthily, as they had thought it would.
 
   As Deirdre Coleman dabbed at her face with a tiny handkerchief which was wholly inadequate for her grief, Hook said gently, “Please think carefully for a moment, then we’ll leave you in peace. Is there anyone at all, inside or outside the village, who might have a reason to wish him dead?” He held up a hand as she rushed to refute the idea. “Think about it for a moment, please. It’s the last service you can offer to Peter Barton.”
 
   The use for the first time of the dead man’s full name, which she took as an acknowledgement of her closeness to him, stilled the denial in her throat. She accepted Hook’s guidance as meekly as any child, and thought dutifully for a moment before she spoke. Perhaps she desperately wanted to find a culprit for them, to render an intimate service in death such as the personable young vicar had never permitted to her in life. After a moment, she shook her head miserably. “He hadn’t a single enemy round here. Or anywhere else, I’m sure.”
 
   Hook looked at his chief, collected the briefest nod of acquiescence, and said, “Thank you for your help, Mrs Coleman. We’ll get the person who killed him, in due course.”
 
   They left her behind them with her grief. When they looked back from the church door, she had fallen on her knees before the altar, with all thought for the appearance she had checked so carefully before leaving home now gone. Her elbows sprawled across the pew in front of her, providing support for shoulders almost collapsed by her grief. One of her shoes was almost off, its heel worn flat on one side. Her head was so bowed that all they could see was a few wisps of grey hair.
 
   Yet her grief in the deserted church gave her a dignity that struck home to both of them as they closed the door upon it. Peter Barton could have had much worse representatives to his memory.
 
   ***
 
   In the deserted Crown, they drank two halves of bitter and tried to collect a different impression of Peter Barton from Keith Harrison, licensed to retail spirits and ales.
 
   “He was one of us,” he said with conviction. It was not clear who were ‘us’, and still less who were the unspeakable ‘them’ that his use of the phrase implied. But it was plain that his approval of the dead clergyman was as unstinting as Mrs Coleman’s, and from a totally different section of the community — basically male and non-churchgoing.
 
   They heard about skittles and darts, and how Peter Barton respected beliefs which ran contrary to his own. Harrison polished horse brasses vigorously, and the noise rang round the empty hostelry almost as resonantly as if they were still in the church across the lane. Eventually, Lambert said desperately, “But he must have had enemies. Everyone has.”
 
   The landlord swept his hand over his balding head, then scratched it thoughtfully, as if he had removed a nonexistent cap to permit himself the indulgence. He prided himself on being a worldly-wise, realistic man, and he collected his share of confidences and freely offered views on the world and its denizens, particularly the local ones. He wanted to offer suggestions to the police, feeling obscurely that his self-image as a village sage might be at stake here.
 
   Yet in this single respect, Peter Barton failed him: he was unable to scratch up enemies of any kind, let alone any bitter enough to have killed him. Eventually he said gnomically, “No man is an island. Perhaps he had enemies we don’t know about here. I don’t know much about his private life.” For a moment, they thought again that they were about to be offered some speculative thought about Mrs Barton. Then the landlord seemed to reject the idea. He said almost reluctantly, “But you won’t find any to say a word against him around here.”
 
   As policemen, it was not what they wanted to hear.
 
   ***
 
   They came to the village store almost in desperation, and met there the kind of cautious hostility with which as policemen they were more familiar. It was almost a relief.
 
   After enduring a few moments of surly non-cooperation, Hook produced his notebook and affected a more formal approach. “It’s Mr G. Farr, isn’t it?” he said, flicking to a new page and preparing apparently to record the words of the shopkeeper in detail.
 
   “Everyone calls me Tommy,” said Farr. It was a small gesture of conciliation, and they took it as such.
 
   “You see a lot of what goes on around here,” said Lambert.
 
   “People come in and out. They don’t talk a lot.” Lambert reflected that they were probably not encouraged to do so. As if he read the thought, Farr said, “I run this place on my own, so I don’t have a lot of time for gossip.” In fact, he made it his business to be pleasant, but he saw no reason why he should volunteer so much to the police.
 
   “Perhaps not. But you don’t strike me as a fool, Mr Farr, so I need scarcely remind you that it is your duty to offer whatever help you can to the police when they are investigating serious crime. I’m asking you what you thought of the Reverend Barton, and what other people thought of him.”
 
   Farr looked at them coolly. “He weren’t my type. His wife might have been.” He bit his lip, banishing the surly smile of male complicity, regretting immediately the streak of himself which had been betrayed.
 
   Lambert let the moment stretch, allowing what might have been no more than a rough masculine boast to gather a heavier significance, pushing his man a little more on to the defensive. Then he said, “You didn’t like Peter Barton?”
 
   “I didn’t like or dislike him. I said he wasn’t my type. That doesn’t mean I took a shotgun to him.”
 
   They both looked him full in the face then, watching the broken nose, the surprisingly regular white teeth, the blue eyes beneath the tightly curled grey hair which now had only traces of red in it. Lambert said, “So you know how he died, Mr Farr?”
 
   If Farr thought he had made a mistake, he did not acknowledge it. The steely eyes held theirs, almost insolently. “The kids described the body. Their mothers have been in here.” It was as though he spoke in shorthand.
 
   Hook said, “But you said they don’t talk a lot.”
 
   “You try keeping them quiet over something like that.” It was a fair defence, but he spoke of his customers with contempt.
 
   “And they told you the vicar had been killed with a shotgun?”
 
   Farr had the sense to pause before he replied. “They talked about the injuries. It didn’t take much knowledge to guess they had come from a shotgun.”
 
   “I see. Do you have a shotgun yourself?” If the man wanted to be insolent, Lambert could return the attitude with interest. Ultimately, he held all the important cards in this game.
 
   Perhaps Farr realized that. He said sullenly, “Yes. You can see it, if you want.” Without waiting for a reply, he turned and walked through the door behind him.
 
   Both of them knew the shotgun would be of no interest, or he would not have volunteered it so readily, but they were not going to turn down the chance to see how this aggressive curmudgeon lived. They followed him without even needing to look at each other.
 
   The storeroom behind the shop was surprisingly untidy after the neat displays of merchandise they had left. Probably Farr knew his way around its clutter well enough. They were almost through the next door and into his living quarters when the menacing growl and bared teeth stopped them in their apprehensive tracks. “All right, Kelly, they’re friends. Back in your box!” said Farr. The Doberman loped away, obedient but seemingly disappointed; Farr’s smile of secret amusement convinced them that he had deliberately not warned them about the dog, which now stared at them from its bed with baleful brown eyes.
 
   Farr went into a small pantry near the back door and emerged with a double-barrelled shotgun which he almost tossed into Hook’s hands. They gave it a token inspection, but Lambert was more interested in its owner. “You said the Reverend Barton wasn’t your type,” he said. With the shotgun now back in Farr’s hands, it seemed an appropriate moment to return to the shop-owner’s assertion.
 
   Farr acknowledged the thought with a mirthless smile. “I’ve no time for organized religion. Perhaps he was just the representative of that. I’d nothing against Barton personally.” He said it as though it was an admission of weakness rather than anything to his credit.
 
   “But you like Mrs Barton.”
 
   Tommy Farr shrugged his wide boxer’s shoulders, pulled briefly at the distorted lobe of his flattened right ear, and put the gun unhurriedly back into its place in the pantry. “I’m not sure I said that. I think I said I fancied her. That’s different. I could do her a bit of good, if she’d let me.” He smiled in lubricious speculation, but his amusement was for himself, not his audience.
 
   Lambert, watching him closely and refusing to react, said, “You live here alone, Mr Farr?”
 
   He looked at them suddenly then, for the first time since he had brought them into his own quarters. “Yes, unless you count Kelly.” He went over and fondled the dog’s soft ears; it wagged its tail and lifted its slim, powerful head towards his hand after he had stopped caressing it. “And to save you asking, my wife walked out. Fifteen years ago. I haven’t seen her since.”
 
   He said it aggressively, as though he expected them to pursue the matter with further questioning, but Lambert merely nodded, almost absently. Farr, with his air of barely suppressed energy, did not seem a man who would find it easy to sublimate his sexual instincts. If he regretted his unguarded reference to the vicar’s wife, he had carried it off forcefully enough, in line with the terms in which it had been couched.
 
   Lambert looked through the small window beside the rear door towards what now seemed the brooding presence of the forest. The nearest trees were scarcely two hundred yards away. He said, “I suppose you see most of the people who go into the forest from your shop.”
 
   “There are other ways than the lane in front of my shop — footpaths across the fields. And anyway, I have a business to run; I’m too busy to watch all the comings and goings.”
 
   “Nevertheless, you would no doubt be aware of most of the people who regularly go into the woods.”
 
   Farr weighed the thought of denying the suggestion, then decided that was not possible. “There’s plenty. Most of the children go in there sometimes, especially now they’re on holiday. Like those kids who found Barton.” He seemed to find this a convincing demonstration of his argument, but they said nothing to encourage the notion. Farr said, “I go in there myself, nearly every day, with Kelly. Do a mile or two, I suppose.”
 
   “And who else do you know who goes in there regularly?”
 
   Farr paused, whether in a genuine attempt to give them the best information or in a consideration of how best to conceal something, it was impossible to say. Perhaps he was conscious of this ambivalence, and pleased by it. He smiled as he said, “There’s young Charlie Webb, of course. He takes a short cut through there on his way to work at the Electricity Works.”
 
   Hook raised his eyebrows. “Long way for him to walk, even with a short cut.”
 
   “He doesn’t walk.” Farr was delighted to expose their naivety. “He takes his motorbike. Pushes it under the barrier. Easy done, that is.” His South Welsh accent came out more strongly in his contempt for their ignorance.
 
   Lambert said, “You say you go into the woods yourself on most days. Did you go there yesterday, and the day before?”
 
   “Yes. I told you, I walk Kelly in the forest most days.” He had not even hesitated. Probably he had anticipated the question from the moment when he first heard the news of the shooting.
 
   “And did you see or hear anything which now seems significant in the light of the Peter Barton’s death?”
 
   “No.” Farr paused, preparing to make the maximum impact with the piece of information he had known from the start that he would have to reveal to them when the time came. “I saw a tramp in the forest though, the day before that.”
 
   Lambert had to control both irritation and excitement. “Where was he sleeping?”
 
   “In the forest, I think. He had a little tent with him. Ain’t no haystacks for tramps, nowadays, I suppose.”
 
   Lambert said heavily, “You’d better show us just where. Bert, there’s a 1:25,000 map in the car. Would you —”
 
   “I can do better than that. I can show you the place, if you’ve got half an hour. It’s ten minutes into my dinner-hour already. The shop should be shut.” Tommy Farr had decided to help the police. He didn’t want to shop anyone, but murder was murder. And he’d made one mistake in mentioning Clare Barton like that, and another one in letting on about the murder being done with a shotgun. He was in need of a bit of credit with the police.
 
   The entrance to the forest was under police guard, though Lambert reflected wryly that it must be impossible to cordon off the whole of the perimeter and deny the possibilities of entry and exit where no tracks ran. The young uniformed constable did not know Lambert, but fell back when he heard the exalted rank like a footman before a duke.
 
   Kelly moved ahead of them, seemingly a dog who knew exactly where he was going. They matched Farr’s brisk marching pace for a mile, then ducked after him under low branches, down a side-track which was so overgrown that they would not have known it was there.
 
   They moved a hundred yards at least before Farr hesitated. “It was around here, I’m sure. It was Kelly that found him.” Because his mind was on other things, his pride in the dog leaped out at them like that of a small boy, catching him as well as them unprepared for it.
 
   The dog had moved a little to their left, and Hook, following it, called a little breathlessly, “There’s been a fire here, and a tent, I think.” They pushed through behind him into the tiny clearing. There was a small rectangle of flattened ground, a trace of ashes where earth had been roughly spread over the remnants of a fire.
 
   Lambert had turned already towards the way out of the forest and the investigative team he should be heading. Over his shoulder to Farr, he said, “We’ll need a full description.”
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   A murder investigation exposes many secrets, most of them unconnected with the death. Clare Barton would find this in due course. For the present, she was in shock. Even the sight of her husband’s pale features had not seemed real; the voice which calmly confirmed the identification to the pathologist had seemed to come from someone else; the explanation that this was necessary for something mysteriously called ‘continuous evidence’ seemed to be meant for other ears than hers.
 
   Now she trod the carpets of her house on limbs that seemed hardly hers. Once she looked for the imprint of her foot in the plain deep-pile carpet of the lounge, as if in search of some tangible evidence that a real creature trod here and was experiencing all this.
 
   Her elder sister watched her anxiously, wondering how much of this was shock and how much evidence of the sedation the doctor had given her. It was a bad time for this to happen, she thought, rebuking herself for her selfishness. She must get Clare out of this house and back home with her: that much was obvious, despite her sister’s protests. But she could not be other than a damper on Christmas for the children. She was not a very natural aunt at the best of times, and with this behind her…
 
   At least she was not hysterical. Indeed, she was as docile as a small child on her best behaviour; Barbara, who was eight years her senior, could recall many happier occasions in the past when she could have wished her sister as easy to control. She busied herself in the small kitchen, salvaging what she could from the food Clare had prepared so diligently on the previous day and never eaten.
 
   Clare came obediently to the dining table when she was asked to do so. She was waiting there, sitting bolt upright, when Barbara carried the two bowls of soup in from the kitchen. She did not touch the food as it steamed in front of her. Barbara felt guilty that she should be so hungry herself. She waited until she was halfway through her own helping before she said, “Clare, love, you’ve got to eat. That’s good chicken soup; it’ll pick you up a bit.” The banalities reminded her of her dead father, who could never bear to see anyone fast.
 
   Clare did not look at her, but she began to take her soup. She spooned it into her mouth slowly, but with a regularity which became dreadful. It brought back to Barbara a long-buried image of a glass-cased mechanical model in an amusement arcade, lifting a spoon to its plaster mouth in mechanical response to children’s pence.
 
   The impression was fostered by Clare’s doll-like appearance. Her yellow hair had not moved since she had combed it to go to the mortuary several hours ago. The warmth of the house and the sedative from the doctor had restored her colour, so that her cheeks were almost unnaturally red, with a patch of high colour at the top of each cheekbone. Her light blue eyes might have been made of glass, so unblinkingly did they stare past her sister towards the abandoned Christmas tree in the corner of the room. Barbara felt that if she bent the stiff upper body backwards, those eyes would close automatically at some point, like those of her favourite childhood doll.
 
   Yet the food seemed to have some effect. Clare refused anything else after the soup, but she drank most of the coffee which Barbara brought to her, sinking gradually towards a more relaxed position in the armchair which seemed far too large for her slender frame. Barbara was relieved when she looked in from the kitchen. She began to think about Christmas Day again. She would ring her husband in a little while, after she had persuaded Clare to talk.
 
   The phone was quite near to Clare’s armchair, but for a moment she did not know where the sound came from. She had picked it up by the time Barbara reached the door, and she waved an airy acknowledgement that she would deal with this. It was a reassuring, even an amusing gesture to her sister, who took it as evidence of a return to something like normality. She shut the door carefully behind her when she saw that Clare was coping; eavesdropping had never been one of her faults.
 
   Clare listened for some time without speaking, not taking in all of what the voice on the other end of the line said. “So you see,” it concluded desperately, “it’s vital for both of us that you don’t say you were with me at that time. I’ve got too much to lose, you see.”
 
   “I see. Yes.”
 
   “And so have you, really, haven’t you?”
 
   “Yes, I suppose so.” She spoke like an automaton.
 
   “I’ll go now, then. Look after yourself. It will be better if we’re not in contact for a while. So make sure you don’t ring me. Leave it to me to get in touch in due course.”
 
   The line went dead. She stared at the mouthpiece dully for a moment before she put it carefully back in its holder. She felt cheated: she had wanted to tell him that he was never to ring again.
 
   ***
 
   A hundred yards away in the block of council houses, Charlie Webb was thinking also about a telephone call. In his case, it was a call he needed to make.
 
   They had no phone in the house, but it was not far to the public box near the Crown. He wanted an excuse to escape his gran’s watchful eye, and his store of invention was almost exhausted. It was his day off. It had seemed a good idea at the time to tack it on to Christmas Day, but now he would much rather have been at work. He ran his hand rather desperately through his thick dark hair.
 
   It was cut quite short at the front, in the current spiky fashion of the young. Old Mrs Webb, who was pretending to read her tabloid newspaper, said, “Mind you don’t scratch yourself on that hedgehog!” and cackled with satisfaction. She had made the joke many times before, but was delighted to catch her grandson in the gesture when he thought himself unobserved.
 
   “So who killed the vicar, then?” she said for the third time. She was fascinated by the violence of the killing, so that her unpredictable old mind kept coming back to it. She was almost housebound now; a dramatic event so close at hand brought a touch of sickly glamour into her home.
 
   Yet death in the village always worried her, reminding her as it did of the death of her son and the fragility of all life. It meant that even young Charlie had but a tenuous hold upon it, and he was the only one she had still to lose. She watched him now as he moved restlessly about the house, stooping to look for the twentieth time through the window of the living-room towards the centre of the village.
 
   Just when she thought he had ignored her question, he said with rough affection, “How the hell should I know who killed Reverend Barton? We never had anything to do with him, did we?”
 
   “No time for it,” she said promptly. The impersonal pronoun embraced all religions and their representatives. Her spiritual world had been demolished piece by piece with the death of her loved ones; since the death of her son ten years ago, she had reviled all clergymen as the representatives of an institution that had cheated and deceived her. Unable to venture out, forbidding entry to her house to Peter Barton, she had remained proof against the charm the young vicar seemed to have exercised over the rest of the village. She dismissed reports of his achievements as so much more evidence that the world was populated by credulous nincompoops.
 
   “The police will find who did it,” said Charlie. He had seen two large men going from church to pub earlier in the day; they had looked like plain clothes men to him. He was not sure, but he thought he had seen them leaving the village when he was in the back garden, walking with Tommy Farr and that damned dog of his. If he was right, it was probably safe to go to the phone-box now. He had no wish to be observed, least of all by them.
 
   “His wife will be at the bottom of it, somewhere, you mark my word,” said Gran. She spoke it into her paper, as though it were a reflection not meant for him, but she was delighted when he reacted. Sometimes the generations fell away and they were like husband and wife, with him making the necessary punctuations in her monologues.
 
   He grinned. “Why on earth should you think that, Gran? You don’t even know the woman.”
 
   “Too pretty for her own good, that one!” said Mrs Webb, nodding as though she had produced the most convincing possible argument. “Blonde hussy!” All blondes were hussies to her; the notion had an obscure origin in her youth, when the cinema had brought impossible excitement to country towns and Jean Harlow had been followed by Veronica Lake.
 
   Charlie knew the script and delivered his next line with impeccable timing. “But what about Grace Kelly?” he said.
 
   “Princess Grace, you mean,” she corrected him loftily. “She was all right, so they killed her.” She made haste to relate this irrefutable logic to the particular local event. “I’m not saying that Mrs Barton killed him herself, mind, though she might have. But she’ll be involved in it somewhere.” She ceased her pretence of perusing the paper, folded it upon her lap, and rocked slowly back and fourth on her chair, gazing contentedly into the fire. Hollywood scenarios with poor Clare Barton as a femme fatale began to seep into her delighted imagination.
 
   Charlie was never sure how seriously she entertained the wild speculations she retailed to him. Perhaps they were all part of an elaborate comic world she created to compensate for her lack of mobility. He scratched his long nose and threw back his narrow shoulders: if he was to feature in one of her fantasies, it had better be as the handsome hero. “It’s still fine,” he said. “I think I’ll go for a little spin on the bike. I’ve put a new plug in this morning.”
 
   “Damned Japanese rubbish! Always breaking down: I tried to warn you,” she said with immense satisfaction.
 
   He was quite relieved. There wasn’t a lot wrong with the old girl’s brain if she could switch her ideas as promptly as that. “But the Japanese make the best bikes now, Gran.”
 
   “Triumph was good enough for your Dad. Norton’s still the best in the world. Got to be.”
 
   For a moment he saw her as Supergran on the telly, astride her machine like a dark avenger. He went and started up the Honda and rode it slowly through the village. He had thought he might ride over to Ashbridge and use the phone-box there, but there was a police road block where the lane from Woodford joined the road to the next village. He turned the bike in the space where a five-barred gate led into a field of winter barley and rode slowly back to the village, feeling as though a net was being drawn tighter about him.
 
   Tommy Farr was back in his shop; the lights glowed gold in the gloom of the afternoon. As he stopped his bike and took off his helmet, he toyed with the idea of going in and trying to find what Tommy had been doing when he saw him with the police. But he knew he would be unable to do it casually. Tommy had that way of looking straight through you and seeing what you were really thinking. He treated Charlie with the amusement of an adult dealing with an inexperienced child, and Charlie felt himself grow more gauche even as he tried to shrug it off.
 
   He went instead to make his phone call. For a moment, he thought there was going to be no answer. Then the connection was made and he said, “Dave? It’s Charlie. Listen, don’t forget I didn’t ever leave work that night…I know…I know our arrangement…I know you wouldn’t. It’s just that it might be more vital than usual this time. So remember, if the police come asking questions…the police, yes. Just tell them I was there the whole time, all right? I’ll explain when I see you.”
 
   He took the bike home and wheeled it into the shed at the bottom of the garden. Out of the view of his gran, he began to clean every particle of mud from the treads of its tyres.
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   Back in the CID section at Oldford police station, the Murder Room was filling with material at the usual surprising pace.
 
   The dead man’s clothes and shoes had been bagged and labelled. A bewildering number of small bags of fibres and other objects discovered in the area around the body by the Scene of Crime team had been tagged and stored for later comparisons. The photographs had almost all been developed and numbered; already enlargements of the more interesting ones, which might in due course become evidence, were being attached to a pinboard by the civilian police photographer. The three word-processors in the room had been kept busy, so that the first of the reports which Lambert thought kept superintendents for too long at their desks had already been typed and filed by those concerned.
 
   Lambert was closeted in his office with Detective-Inspector Rushton, to receive the latter’s account of his attendance at the post-mortem on the Reverend Peter Barton. A senior police officer had to be present throughout the autopsy, and Lambert’s squeamishness in the face of Burgess’s abattoir skills was as well known as the pathologist’s robust parading of them.
 
   Cyril Burgess had found the autopsy less fun with Rushton than when he had Lambert’s delicate sensibilities to play on. It was in any case one of his less interesting examinations, as far as he was concerned. As an enthusiast for the detective fiction of the ‘thirties and ‘forties, he looked for complexity in the corpses he dissected. But he was usually disappointed, and this shattered cadaver seemed unlikely to disturb the pattern.
 
   Rushton said, “We shan’t have Dr Burgess’s report until the twenty-seventh, because of the holiday, but he warned me that it will almost certainly add nothing to what he was able to tell me this afternoon.” Rushton found it regrettable that even murder had to defer to the demands of Christmas and Boxing Day. Lambert had stood down all but a skeleton staff of the murder team over the Bank Holiday. Rushton disapproved, because he suspected that the Chief would use it as an excuse to become even more involved than usual in the direct business of the investigation.
 
   “No doubt the irrepressible Cyril brandished various organs before your very eyes,” said Lambert, suppressing a shudder of distaste at the thought.
 
   “Not quite, sir, but he didn’t spare me much of the detail.”
 
   “Well, spare it for me, Chris. Let’s concentrate on the important things for the investigation. Was Barton killed where he was found?”
 
   “Yes, sir. Almost certainly. Burgess says there is no evidence that the body has been moved. The hypostasis indicated the body had fallen where it was found, and had been there for some time.”
 
   Lambert was confirming what he already suspected. It would have been a bonus for the team if the body had been moved, for the killer or his accomplice might well have left a trace of himself or his clothing on the flesh or clothes of the deceased. The simplest deaths were usually those most difficult of investigation.
 
   Rushton looked at his notes. “Details of the injury. A shotgun, as we surmised, sir. A twelve-bore, I’m afraid.” This was bad news on both counts. If the weapon had been a rifle, the bullet would have left evidence which was often as individual as a fingerprint. A rifle could be identified from its ammunition easily enough, and there were many fewer rifles than shotguns around. They were much easier for the police to trace, even though shotguns had now to be licensed. Shotguns were nothing like so distinctive, and much more widely held. And the twelve-bore was the most common of all.
 
   “What about time of death?”
 
   “The body had been there for some time before it was found. Burgess hazards between eighteen and twenty-four hours, but he warned me that he wouldn’t be pinned to that in court. He went on at some length about the digestive organs and the stomach contents, though, sir.”
 
   Lambert wished he could prevent the younger man calling him ‘sir’ so persistently, especially with no one else around. It was more his own fault than Rushton’s. Why did the moment never seem right to tell him to drop the formality? He watched the Inspector studying his neat, flowing handwriting again. Rushton was only thirty-two, a representative of that younger generation which would eventually ease — or thrust
 
   men like Lambert and Hook into retirement. The Superintendent was well aware that a little at least of his resentment had its origin in that.
 
   Rushton was one of the few officers who did not look like a policeman in plain clothes. When he wore a suit, as he did now, he could have been a confident young industrialist. His dark brown hair had no hint of grey; on the third finger of his left hand, he wore the broad band of wedding gold which Lambert had never affected. He said, “I think if we put what Burgess will report about the stomach contents together with our own inquiries about the Reverend Barton’s last movements, we should be able to establish the time of death fairly accurately, sir.”
 
   “What do we know so far about his final movements?”
 
   Rushton looked again at his notes, though Lambert was sure that he did not need them for this. “He was dropped off in Ashbridge to visit a Mrs Wheeler. We’ve seen her. She confirms that he attended a shortish meeting at her house to organize a fund for famine relief in Ethiopia. Apparently he was going to mention it in all three of the churches he serviced at Christmas and he wanted the organization set up before then.”
 
   “You say he was dropped off in Ashbridge. Didn’t he have his own car?”
 
   “No. He owned a car, but he didn’t have the use of it that day, apparently. We should know why that was by tonight.” Always when a victim’s normal routine had been disturbed before a murder there was a possibility that it was connected with the crime. In this case the removal of his car had left a man walking through the forest at night.
 
   “What time did his meeting finish?” 
 
   “About five, Mrs Wheeler thinks. There were other people there, who should confirm that. The door-to-door team have a note to check it.”
 
   “And Barton chose to walk home through the forest, in darkness?” It was not a journey that Lambert would willingly have made. But then, he had been brought up in London; his earliest memory was of his grandmother’s dead arm across his face when their house had come down in the Blitz. Even when he had become familiar with it as a young policeman, he had never learned to relish the dark. He tried unsuccessfully to remember whether there had been a moon on the night when Barton died.
 
   Rushton shrugged. “Apparently there was nothing unusual in the vicar walking around alone. He would have been home in about forty minutes that way: it’s three times as far by road. The track through the forest was a route he used quite often, though no doubt usually in daylight. But he had a torch with him: the Scene of Crime boys found it near the body.”
 
   “How near, Chris?”
 
   For once, Rushton did not riffle though his papers for the answer. “Five metres. It was switched on, though the battery had run out, of course. So presumably he was using it at the time he was shot. The print boys got a good set of dabs from it, but they’re Barton’s of course.”
 
   They were silent for a moment, picturing the scene on that bitter night, with the torch bobbing through the shadows of the trees, making the man who carried it an easy target for the killer who lay in wait for him in the blackness beyond its faltering beam.
 
   Then Rushton, as though determined to bring them back abruptly to police practicalities, said, “Burgess said the stomach contents indicate some food taken roughly three hours before death. According to Mrs Wheeler, the vicar only had a cup of tea in Ashbridge. Said he’d had tea and fresh scones immediately before he arrived, in Woodford. The stomach analysis confirms that.”
 
   “So that would give us a time of about five-thirty for the shooting. On his way home from Ashbridge.”
 
   Rushton knew where his chief’s thinking was leading, and was anxious to show that he did. “Yes. That indicates that the body lay where it fell for approximately twenty-one hours before the children found it. Burgess says his thermometer readings would support that. Rigor hadn’t set in, but the body temperature had declined to that of the environment.” The DI was back in his notes again.
 
   “So why did no one report the vicar’s absence in those hours?”
 
   “We should know that by the end of the day. It seems Barton’s wife was away at the time of his death. We got that much from the WPC who went round to break the news of the death.”
 
   “Has the wife been interviewed yet?” 
 
   “No, sir. She had to identify the body. And she was so distressed that —”
 
   “I’ll see her myself. Tonight, probably.”
 
   “Yes, sir.” For once, Rushton was glad to see the older man becoming so directly involved. His wife would not relish his absence from their neighbours’ party on Christmas Eve. He wondered if Lambert even realized for the moment what day it was, so immersed did he become at this stage of an investigation. Well, let the old devil see the bereaved wife: that was always the most difficult of the interviews, where the police presence seemed most intrusive. Like all CID men, Rushton knew how high a percentage of killings had a domestic origin. But surely not this time, with a clergyman’s wife?
 
   A thought was nagging at Lambert’s mind, but for the moment he dismissed it. Facts first, he always told his juniors; speculation only when facts have been exhausted. Who had the opportunity came always .before who had a motive, because opportunity was clear fact. Lambert could be a Gradgrind about facts until all the available ones had been established. He began to tick off the remaining ones. “Any money in Barton’s pockets?”
 
   “Two pounds and forty pence. What seems to have been quite an expensive presentation pen in his inside pocket. Blown apart by the impact of the cartridge, actually.” Both of them looked automatically towards the cabinet where these grisly trivia were filed.
 
   “Fingerprints?”
 
   “Almost certainly nothing of interest, sir. I’ve mentioned the torch. There are a few other prints around the area, including one quite good set from a plastic bottle, but it had almost certainly been there well before the murder. We’re checking it, of course, and we’ll keep it as evidence against an arrest. My guess is that it will turn out to be totally unconnected with this.”
 
   “What else, Chris?” Lambert fed in the Christian name rather self-consciously, hoping to breach the formalities which lay between them, but he still could not give the simple command to drop the ‘sir’.
 
   “Not much, sir. The photographer came up with a couple of interesting footprints as well as eliminating those which belonged to the children.” He gestured towards the pinboard away to their left. “I’ve got my doubts, though. Quite a few other people use that road through the woods.”
 
   “You must have a pretty good idea by now where the murderer stood. I thought I could have made a fairly accurate guess even when I was there, without a body.”
 
   “Yes, sir. The police surgeon gave us a fair idea, and Dr Burgess confirmed it after a detailed examination of the death wound.” He turned to the relevant page of his notes. “Twelve-bore shotgun. The spread of the pellets indicates it was fired from three to four metres. Fired from the front right of the victim. I had a good look myself at the scene of the crime, before the SOCO took over completely, and it seemed pretty obvious where the assailant had stood.”
 
   “But you found nothing of interest?”
 
   “No. Certainly no sign of a footprint, though the top half-inch of the ground was quite soft. It’s possible he’s worn polythene bags or something similar over his feet.”
 
   “Or her feet. No sign of a weapon, needless to say?”
 
   “Not so far, sir. Nothing in the immediate scene of crime area, certainly. We’re checking around the villages for shotguns, but I’m afraid there’ll be plenty of twelve-bore shotguns in an area like this.”
 
   “Any cartridge cases?”
 
   “No, sir. Certainly not in the area round the corpse.”
 
   “So he — or she probably covered his feet, and almost certainly picked up the empty cartridge cases before he left.” A carefully planned crime, with no panic afterwards by the perpetrator. Not an encouraging scenario, for those charged with detection.
 
   Lambert returned reluctantly to the less specific consideration which had remained patiently at the back of his mind. “I know it’s early days, but have you turned up anyone yet with a motive for getting rid of Peter Barton?”
 
   Rushton paused a moment before he shook his head. He would dearly have liked to suggest a line of inquiry which others had missed, but there was no possibility of that this time. “No, sir. So far, he seems to be that creature we’re often told about but rarely discover, the man without enemies.” He allowed himself a small, sardonic smile at his own expense: only policemen could find a man without enemies a depressing prospect. “But there are obviously a lot of people who know a vicar, people we haven’t even begun to eliminate from the inquiry yet. We may get some pointers in the next day or two.” He was asserting his right to be around, even if it was Christmas.
 
   The DC who came hurriedly into the room after his token knock was as full of his news as a schoolboy. They knew from his very bearing that he brought good news. He tried unsuccessfully to keep the excitement out of his voice as he spoke. “The man in the woods reported by the helicopter, sir. White and Burrows have found him. They’re bringing him in now.”
 
   Rushton looked at his watch. It was twenty-six hours after the hour they had tentatively established as the time of the killing. All his training and experience bade him to keep an open mind. Yet something deep beneath those things told him insistently that they were about to talk to a murderer.
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   Although all of Woodford was stunned by the death of its vicar, the Davidsons were perhaps more shaken than anyone.
 
   Possibly it was something to do with their residence within the ivy-clad elevations of the Old Vicarage. A little guilt that new riches should have removed the building from its ecclesiastical owners still lurked in the recesses of Colonel Davidson’s psyche, though he would have been loath to admit as much, even to himself. He was a Gloucestershire man, with a deep consciousness of his Anglican heritage, even when he chose to ignore it.
 
   Probably the disturbance the Davidsons felt was more connected with the abrupt and brutal removal from their midst of a young man whom they liked and respected. The shock of the news was emphasized by the fact that only hours before his death Peter Barton had been with them in their house, enlisting their support for his efforts towards famine relief. Colonel Davidson let it be understood that he had seen death on a greater scale during his military career. Nevertheless, it was obvious that he was considerably shaken by the death of the cheerful young clergyman, who had seemed so at ease with them on the last occasion he had sat with them in this room.
 
   Harry Davidson had sent for Arthur Comstock, his chauffeur-handyman. While he waited for him, he stood by the big Victorian bay window of the drawing-room, his lips no more than a dark line against the grey-white flesh of his face as he turned to the light. The house was floodlit, partly for reasons of security. His brown, watchful eyes stared down the long expanse of lawn, its dull winter green now brighter in the artificial white light, to the stone wall beside the high wrought-iron gates. Behind them, the tops of the forest trees in the distance were invisible in the early winter darkness.
 
   Rachel Davidson studied him from her chair by the hearth. The room was high, but warm: the central heating system which her money had installed was more than adequate for the purpose. Yet she had twice caught herself shivering. Shock, she supposed; it was still no more than half an hour since the maid had come back in tears from the village with the news. She was more upset than she would have expected by this violent removal from their midst. Barton was a young man to whom she had accorded increasing respect as she had learned more of his work.
 
   Perhaps, she thought, as she pulled her woollen stole more closely about her shoulders, it had something to do with her race. Though she had been born and bred in Switzerland, her Jewish banking family had been an extensive one, and the Austrian branch had been almost wiped out in the holocaust. She had grown used as an adolescent to finding her mother in wet-eyed mourning on two or three days in the year. Perhaps this jolting distress she felt at the violent, unexplained removal of a young man in the prime of a blameless life was part of her heritage.
 
   She watched Arthur Comstock as he came into the room and walked over to stand facing her husband. To her surprise, he seemed to evince an unspoken aggression, as if he was determined no one was going to blame him for the extinction of this young life. Shock took people in different ways; perhaps its waves affected this normally quiet man in this way. She did not see a lot of him, but she had found him taciturn but accommodating in his dealings with her.
 
   Perhaps he had picked up something from her husband’s attitude, for Harry began as if he held Comstock personally responsible for the tragedy. “This is a bad business, Arthur. You should have seen him safely home to his house in the village. That’s what I asked you to do.”
 
   “That’s what I intended to do. It’s not my fault that it didn’t happen.” Comstock was taller than his employer by a good four inches, and he held himself erect as a Guardsman. His small black moustache seemed to make his features more severe rather than relieving them.
 
   Davidson continued as if he had never spoken. “You weren’t asked to make your own arrangements. You were asked to t-take the Reverend Barton to Ashbridge, wait for him there until he had finished his business, and t-take him home. If you had done that, he wouldn’t have been killed in the forest.”
 
   Comstock breathed hard in the pause that followed, as if he were controlling himself for his reply. He said, “We don’t know yet that he was killed that evening. It was well into the next day when he was found.”
 
   “Come off it, Comstock. You and I have both heard where those boys found him. It’s on the route he would have t-taken home from Ashbridge.”
 
   Rachel had never heard her husband call this man or any other servant by his surname before: it was as though he was back in the Army. She deliberated whether it was yet another undiscovered byway in the labyrinth of the British class system she had striven so hard to negotiate. Watching the men breathing unevenly and staring into each other’s faces, she decided it was not.
 
   She said, “Surely we want to hear what Arthur has to say, Harry. Getting excited won’t bring Peter back.” She spoke diffidently, for her Swiss and Jewish background did not encourage her to interrupt the men of the household when they were about their business. Her friends found her reluctance to assert herself either amusing or irritating, according to the intensity of their feminism.
 
   The two men looked round at her as if they had almost forgotten her presence. For a moment, she thought Harry was going to make the situation worse by checking her for her interference. Then he said with a forced smile, “You’re right of course, dear. By all means t-tell us what happened, Arthur.” His stammer as always was more noticeable under the stress of emotion, and his use of the forename now seemed to necessitate a deliberate effort of will.
 
   Perhaps Comstock picked that up, for when he said, “Very well, sir,” Rachel thought she caught the faintest ring of irony in the use of the title. But he went into the explanation he had plainly been anxious to give since he came into the room. “I was planning to do exactly as you instructed. But on the way to Ashbridge, the Reverend Barton got me talking about my plans for the rest of the day. I let out that I had been intending to pick my sister up in Cheltenham. You may recall that I had mentioned the arrangement to you earlier in the week: she’s staying with me for Christmas.” He looked to Rachel for confirmation, and she nodded an acknowledgement.
 
   “I wasn’t going to tell Reverend Barton at all, but somehow he managed to get me talking and it came out.” He looked at both of them in turn, as if in apology for the banality, but they nodded a confirmation that it was a quality the dead man had had. “I said my sister would just have to wait for a while at the bus station, but he wouldn’t hear of it. Told me I must meet her as planned, that he’d intended to walk both ways, so that the lift to Ashbridge was a bonus anyway. He said he’d explain to my employer that it was his idea to walk back, not mine, but I told him that that would not be necessary.”
 
   Rachel detected a curious truculence in the last phrase, as though Comstock were determined to assert his independence. Perhaps it was another nuance of class: the British seemed absurdly sensitive about service. As her husband said nothing, she said, “And of course it wasn’t. None of the blame for what has happened can attach to you, Arthur.”
 
   Harry Davidson accepted that view grudgingly. He said, as though offering it as a punishment, “The police will want to see you. They’ve already been here.”
 
   Comstock nodded coolly, a small smile touching the edges of his wide mouth for the first time since he had come into the room. “They’ve already been to the cottage, too. They took a preliminary statement about times, and said a more senior officer would probably want to interview me in due course. I expect they’ll want to talk to you, too. Apart from the three church people he met in Ashbridge, we’re the last people he saw.”
 
   He had somehow reversed the positions, for it was his employer who now looked discomforted by the thought. Harry Davidson dropped his eyes to the carpet and said, “It’s a bad business, Arthur. Barton was a fine young man.” Death conferred unreserved approbation upon a man; the fact that Davidson had found many of the young vicar’s liberal ideas misplaced could be forgotten now. He looked up at his listeners, but neither of the faces revealed any sign that they suspected him of hypocrisy.
 
   Comstock said, “I’m sure everyone would agree with that. I’m not a churchgoer, as you know, but everyone seems to have liked and respected the Reverend Barton.” He seemed now to be making a conscious effort to relax.
 
   Rachel Davidson said gently, with her faint accent edging the just too perfect English, “Have you heard any views in the village as to who might have done this thing, Arthur?”
 
   Comstock shook his head. “Not so far. But I’ve hardly spoken to anyone. I thought I might pop down to the Crown for a pint later on tonight.”
 
   Davidson said stiffly, “Pub talk won’t be reliable. That sort of conjecture is best left to the police.”
 
   “I agree, sir.” Again Rachel thought she detected the tinge of irony in the form of address. “But Peter Barton suggested I organize a collecting-box in the pub for his famine relief fund. It seems the least I can do, now.” He made his intention sound like a rebuke of his employer’s insensitivity.
 
   Davidson went back into the bay of the window when Comstock had gone. She watched him brush away an imaginary lock of hair from over his left eye, a gesture he always made when under stress. Perhaps long ago, before she had known him, a real tress had been prone to stray there. She suddenly found the empty, comic gesture very moving.
 
   Eventually he shook his head sharply and said, “I’m going out for a walk. Need a bit of fresh air.” For a moment, she thought he was going to kiss her forehead, as he did when leaving for a whole day or longer. Then he recollected himself and moved briskly past her, as though anxious to be gone before his resolution could weaken.
 
   He took with him the springer spaniel which he usually left others to walk. He looked back at the house through the darkness as he went. Its orange lights seemed warm and beckoning as he turned into the raw night, but he turned resolutely towards the journey he had determined to make.
 
   He had gone no more than half a mile when he heard the car coming towards him from the edge of the woods. He moved to the narrow band of grass between road and hedge and stood back to allow the vehicle the full use of the narrow lane. Then a small motorbike came noisily from the other direction, the beam from its headlamp wobbling a little when its rider saw the car and slowed.
 
   The car stopped beside Davidson to allow the bike to pass, and he realized that the white saloon with its red banding along the wings was a police vehicle. Beside the policeman on the back seat of the car, he saw in the reflected light a dishevelled figure with a half-formed beard. It stared straight ahead without expression.
 
   Presumably this mysterious figure from the forest was being taken in for questioning. Harry Davidson was within a yard of a suspected murderer in the darkness. The prisoner in his cocoon of warmth could perhaps not see beyond the window to the man outside. Certainly he gave no sign of having noticed him as the car eased forward and drove on.
 
   Davidson stood for a long time in the darkness, pondering the implications of what he had seen.
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   Because he was planning to use him on Christmas Day, Lambert had sent Bert Hook home to a grateful wife and the boys upon whom he doted. When the patrol car brought in the tramp from the forest, he took Rushton with him into the interview room.
 
   It was a new room in a modern extension, but it had already acquired the characteristics of all police interview rooms. With its single small window, its harsh fluorescent ceiling light, its small floorspace and its gloss-painted walls, it had a claustrophobic atmosphere. But that was not the fault of the architect: these rooms, rightly or wrongly, were conceived as claustrophobic. It was one of the weapons considered legitimate to a police force who found that society charged them with upholding the law and then conspired to stack the odds against them in the execution of that duty.
 
   The two detectives stood for a moment and surveyed the figure who might provide them with instant success in a case that was bound to get lurid publicity. There was no hurry; the pressures were all upon the man who already sat on the hard, upright chair at the other side of the small table.
 
   At the moment, he did not seem unduly affected by them. The public has a romantic idea of what a tramp should look like. It is anything up to forty years out of date, and even in that historical context it owes as much to fiction as to hard fact. The ‘knight of the road’ was an urban conception; he was mainly rural, highly independent, nomadic and harmless. He was half-envied by townsfolk for his contact with nature and his independent spirit. Countrymen were always more suspicious of a figure they regarded as parasitic and unreliable.
 
   Whatever the realities of the various pictures, the rural tramp is a figure almost but not quite extinct. The overwhelming majority of those whom the police meet who have ‘no fixed abode’ are urban derelicts. They are often squatters, often guilty of various forms of petty and not so petty crime, often in physical or mental ill health. This is frequently self-induced, in that an ever-increasing number are brought low by drugs or drink. And as the end of the century approaches, they are often homeless as a result of their omissions and addictions, rather than by any independent decision on their part to cast off the burdens of regular home and employment.
 
   This was the context in which Lambert and his detective-inspector now estimated the man they had come here to question. It was quickly apparent to them that he was not one of the derelicts who came broken and confused into rooms like this. He watched them with wary brown eyes, refusing to be cowed by the room or the situation. He did not look undernourished; he was squat and powerful. Five feet nine and over twelve stones, Rushton estimated, but not fat. The arms he now placed with deliberation on the table in front of him were thick and muscular. Without being asked, he had slipped his waterproof anorak off his broad shoulders and on to the back of the tubular steel chair he occupied.
 
   He had a week’s beard on his face, and a half-grown beard gives to the most innocent man an air of villainous licence. He had a small scar above his left cheekbone, which was partly hidden by the sideburns he had allowed to grow down in front of his ears. He had a broad nose and rounded, rather coarse features; altogether, Lambert decided, a face which would not be improved by a beard, even a fully-developed one.
 
   They looked at his feet beneath the table. They wore boots; not the Chaplinesque apologies for boots, with perforated soles and gaping toes, which popular imagination accorded to tramps, but serviceable leather boots with padded tops and commando soles. His thick woollen trousers looked as though they would keep out rain and cold for a long time; a single tear below the knee had been expertly repaired.
 
   There was one other unusual thing, which at first Lambert could not define for himself. He had been in the room for almost a minute before he realized what it was. There was no noticeable smell from this man. It might seem insulting to the homeless men and women the police had occasion to bring in, but it was a fact of life that many of them brought with them a pungent, unwashed odour. There was no such scent from this man or his clothes. If he had been living in the forest for some time, that was something of a feat.
 
   Rushton spoke into the recorder mike to indicate the time that the interview was beginning with Superintendent Lambert and DI Rushton. If the man was impressed by the top brass that was being brought to bear upon him, he gave no sign of it. Rushton asked him his name and he said, “Dougie Robertson. My friends call me Robbie.” It was not clear whether this constituted an invitation to policemen to do the same. He had an Edinburgh accent which was fainter than his name might have warranted.
 
   “Have you any documents which would give us proof of your identity?”
 
   He looked at them for a moment before replying, “No. Nothing.”
 
   Rushton said a little desperately, “Letters? Driving licence?”
 
   He gave them a sour smile, all the negative he thought the question needed.
 
   Lambert said, “How long had you been in the woods before our men brought you in?”
 
   He looked puzzled, ran a hand through his unkempt hair. “I’m not sure. About a week, I think. One day merges into another when time doesn’t matter.”
 
   It was true enough, Lambert supposed. Yet he suspected Robertson knew quite well how long he had been there; his gestures were those of a man playing a tramp rather than those of genuine confusion. Lambert said, “Mr Robertson, you must know why we have brought you in here. A serious crime has been committed in the forest.”
 
   He nodded, serious but apparently unconcerned. “A man was shot. Your uniformed men told me on the way in.”
 
   An interesting tramp, who distinguished between CID and other policemen like this. A man, perhaps, who had been in trouble with the police before. “A local vicar was shot, on his way home through the woods. Very close to the spot where you were found.”
 
   The brown eyes looked at them evenly from beneath the bushy brows, giving nothing away. Rushton said, “You could be in trouble, Robbie. Big trouble.”
 
   Robertson looked down at his thick fingers, seeming to approve the absence of grime as he turned them over. “For something I didn’t do?”
 
   Lambert spoke as though this man and not his questioners had been responsible for the leisurely, watchful pace of their interchanges thus far as he snapped, “Progress at last. You’re saying that you didn’t kill the Reverend Peter Barton. Can you offer us any opinions then on who did?”
 
   Now the stubby hands turned palm upwards. “Sorry. I heard nothing. I saw nothing.”
 
   “When?” The word came like a rifle shot.
 
   “Sorry?”
 
   “When did you hear nothing? We haven’t told you when this killing took place.”
 
   For the first time, Robertson looked confused. After a moment he said, “I assume it was last night. Anyway, whenever it was, I heard nothing.”
 
   Lambert caught and held his eye, looking for knowledge which should not have been there. “It was at about five o’clock in the evening, Mr Robertson. The day before yesterday. You should have heard the sound of shooting.”
 
   “Well, I didn’t. I might have been in my tent at the time. Or further away: I have traps for rabbits. Most of them live above ground during the winter now, you know.”
 
   It was possible he might not have heard the shotgun. His tent had been located about a mile from the scene of the crime; Lambert had exaggerated its proximity to put pressure on the man. He said, “Do you have a shotgun, Robbie?” He tried out the familiarity of the nickname, but it did not fall easily off his tongue; there was no genuine intimacy. It was rather a participation in a charade which the man on the other side of the table had initiated.
 
   “No…He was killed with a shotgun, then? That might explain why I didn’t hear anything. There’s plenty of those in the country. A lot of them are used around the edge of the woods. I hear them quite often; I might not even have registered the sound of a shotgun.” He looked from one to the other, challenging them to deny him. Whatever else he might be, this was certainly not a man broken down by drugs or meths.
 
   Rushton said, “How long have you been on the road, Mr Robertson?”
 
   He looked cautious, even evasive. Perhaps he realized that this was not a situation in which he could refuse to answer. It was a moment before he said. “A few years now, off and on. I was made redundant from the steel works in Corby in Northamptonshire. One of the last to go when it closed.”
 
   Lambert could see him working in a foundry; and a lot of Scots had come down to Corby and found themselves redundant. But that was many years back now. He said slowly, “A long time ago, Robbie. A long time to be on the road. A long time to keep yourself together as well as you seem to have.” He looked him up and down, taking in his warm, functional clothing, his serviceable boots, his obvious good health.
 
   “Oh, I’ve worked a bit, here and there. Never more than a few weeks, mind.”
 
   “No insurance stamp, and no records for us to trace, you mean?”
 
   He shrugged. “The Lump isna’ my fault. If the employers won’t offer you anything else, you have to take it.”
 
   It was true enough: the fringes of the building industry were a jungle which provided trouble for the police as well as the hospitals and social services. Lambert said, “Are you married, Mr Robertson?”
 
   “No. I’m not dodging the maintenance. And I’ve no family.” For a moment, the sturdy figure was like an insolent small boy, delighted to be unhelpful to them. Then he said, in a more conciliatory tone, “I don’t draw the dole. I don’t get in anyone’s way. I don’t mug old ladies.”
 
   It was probably all true. It would have been more winning if it had not emerged as a prepared speech. Lambert had again the impression of a man playing a part he had devised for himself. He said rather desperately, “Have you camped in the same place in the woods for the week you’ve been there?”
 
   Robertson paused before replying, as if he was estimating the possibilities of incriminating himself. “No. I’ve moved around a bit.”
 
   “Why here?”
 
   “I worked for a while on a building site in Gloucester. They laid us off at the end of November, when the winter set in.” There was no note of complaint: he seemed to accept such things as facts of life. A hard man, this.
 
   “If you’ve been in the forest for about a week, you must have seen other people in the forest. Tell us about them.”
 
   “I’m not going to fit you up with a suspect. You can do your own —”
 
   “Look, we’re talking about murder, not shoplifting, Robertson. At the moment, you’re in the frame yourself. You’re the only person so far who’s admitted he was in the area at the time of a brutal killing. I should remember that. And forget all that stuff about innocent until proved guilty. That’s for the courts. We’re conducting a police investigation.”
 
   Robertson looked at them sullenly, but without fear. He seemed almost relieved by the aggression suddenly turned upon him. After a moment, he nodded his willingness to cooperate.
 
   Rushton said, “You must have seen other people in the forest during the days before the murder. Tell us about them, please.” He had a clean sheet of paper in front of him, its blank whiteness a challenge to the goodwill of the man on the other side of the table.
 
   “I haven’t seen many. A couple of forest workers: they were cutting up trees which had fallen in the gales. I kept away from them. Kids, of course, I’ve seen since the schools broke up for Christmas.”
 
   Lambert said, “For a man who claims not to know quite how long he’s been in the forest, you are very precise about such things.”
 
   Robertson grinned. This time, he felt, he had caught out this tall man who watched him so hard. “It doesn’t need great powers of deduction. You hear kids in the woods during the day. They’re either wagging it, or they’re on holiday.”
 
   Lambert smiled briefly in acknowledgement. Policemen, too, were always aware for a variety of reasons when the school holidays began. More empty buildings to protect, and, as the number of working mothers grew inexorably, more young, unsupervised minds which idleness might lead into mischief. He said, “Who else did you see? Who else would know the woods well enough to be there at night, waiting for a man on his way home?”
 
   Robertson said, “The tracks are quite wide: you wouldn’t need detailed knowledge of the forest to have done this. And your killer might not have waited there, you know. It might have been a chance meeting.” He was almost teaching them their job now, and perhaps he caught Rushton’s resentment, for he went on hastily, “One or two people came through there fairly regularly. It’s a short cut, you know — probably the clergyman who was shot was treating it as that.” He paused, as if overcome for a moment by the immensity of the part played by chance in life and in death. “There’s a lad who comes through regularly on a little motorbike.”
 
   “Which way?”
 
   “Both ways. I think he probably starts from Woodford.”
 
   “Times?” Rushton’s pen was poised to add the information to what he had already written on his white sheet.
 
   “Don’t know. Don’t know if there was any regular pattern to them or not. I only remember him because of the noise of the bike. He must push it under the barrier; cars can’t get into the woods, except for the forestry vehicles; their drivers have keys.”
 
   Lambert wondered whether he was conscious that he was feeding them information they had already, wrapping his nuggets of valuable reportage in useless packaging. “Did you speak to anyone?”
 
   “Only one man, all week. I keep myself to myself, you see, except when the Old Bill interfere with me.” He had sensed their interest; the aside was a deliberate postponement of the gem of information he had saved until the last. “But this chap’s dog came and found me. Ugly brute, like a police dog. Doberman, it was. But he had it under control, I’ll say that for him.”
 
   “When was this?”
 
   “Two days ago.” For once, the information came promptly. He gave them a description which was a surprisingly accurate depiction of Tommy Farr, from Woodford village stores. The time tallied with what Farr had told Lambert of the meeting: they concealed their disappointment behind a professional inscrutability.
 
   They took him through an account of his movements at the time of the murder, but there was little for him to tell them. He had been in the forest, possibly cooking himself a meal: he had a tiny stove for emergencies, but he preferred a fire of dry sticks whenever it was possible. He had neither seen nor heard anything suspicious, he repeated.
 
   For the moment, at least, they were going to get no further with their number one suspect. Rushton said eventually, “Well, we’ll be keeping you here over Christmas. You can see whether a police cell helps to jog your memory.”
 
   “It can’t dig up what isn’t there.” Robertson stroked his embryo beard and afforded the Inspector a bland smile.
 
   “You’re in trouble, Robbie, make no mistake about that. Do you want a lawyer?”
 
   “What for? I haven’t done anything. You won’t be holding me here for long.” Again he gave the impression that he knew far more than a vagrant should about his rights. Rushton had already made a note to check criminal records, and not just under the name he had given them. Some young DC could have fun with hundreds of mug shots.
 
   As if he read the thought, Robertson said, “I might even pass the time by shaving off these whiskers. I’m sure you could find me a razor.” His fingers played speculatively for a moment over the small scar beside his eye.
 
   They took him down to the cells; he would with luck be the only occupant over the Bank Holiday, if the good sense counselled in the latest drink-driving campaign prevailed. Rushton ushered him within the painted brick walls with a little vindictive satisfaction: the man’s calmness irritated him more than he liked to admit. “Christmas Day in a cell. Not my idea of fun,” the DI said, as the uniformed constable prepared to slam the heavy door.
 
   The man in front of him looked round the stark little room, with its barred window and narrow bunk. “Dry and warm after the forest. There are worse places to spend Christmas Day. Christ himself might have been glad of this.”
 
   Rushton’s last image as the door shut was of Robertson smiling benignly at him, conscious that the captive had made the final small thrust in this bout with his captor.
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   When there are small children in the house, Christmas morning begins very early. If Lambert had forgotten that, it was brought to his attention by the cries of infant delight which woke him soon after six.
 
   He lay for a while adjusting to this special day and the fact that another year of the allotted span had ticked away. He was still trying to adjust to being a grandfather. He qualified all right when the babies were there. He treated them as a father might, dandling them self-consciously upon his knee as though they were late and wholly delightful additions to his own family.
 
   But he could not think of himself as a grandfather, even in those congenial moments when the grandchildren departed and he and Christine went back into a house grown magically quiet. The daughters whom he still thought of as vulnerable children were mothers themselves now, wiser and more responsible in the mysteries of parenthood than he would ever be himself.
 
   He knew that Christine was awake beside him, alert with that primeval female instinct to the nocturnal whimperings of a small child. He lay motionless for several minutes, listening to the gurglings of infancy from beyond the walls and wondering if his wife was thinking as he was of the child they had lost a generation ago. Eighteen months old Sue had been, when she died: he would not have that ‘taken from them’ phrase which well-meaning fools still occasionally tried to use. She would have been twenty-five now, but for them she would be eternally a beaming infant with an infectious chuckle.
 
   Like the child whose innocent awakening they listened to now. Perhaps that death had sealed a pact of reconciliation between the young Inspector and the wife who had hated and fought the force. It was around that time that they had almost broken up. But he refused to accept the bond brought by that death as being in any way part of a grander design. That would have put an awful burden upon them; and neither of them had been able to accept a God malignant enough to proceed by such means.
 
   He went to the kitchen and made some tea, creeping back past the door of the room where Jacqui was talking gently to her daughter in the cot. Christine lay and watched him without moving as he poured the tea. She noted with the ruthless precision of her affection how he stooped a little now as he entered the room, as tall men will as the years advance, how he set down the tray and poured the tea with a little more care than he would once have used, guarding now against the accidents which morning stiffness might induce.
 
   Whatever he was like at work, however much he chose to ignore the advance of the years there, he was a grandfather now to her, who saw him resolutely in the context of the family. For a moment, she thought she could see how he would be as a septuagenarian. Physically, that did not need any great projection; mentally, she remained unsure how well he would cope with growing old. To strangers, he deprecated his job and the demands of modern police work, and looked forward to retirement. To his intimates, of whom there were few, he was occasionally more revealing.
 
   “I have to work today. That killing in the forest, over at Woodford.” He was still reluctant to bring the word murder into the house, as though the very thought of that oldest and darkest of crimes could contaminate the place.
 
   At one time she would have been resentful, not of him so much as of the job, which took him away without forewarning whenever it chose to assert its demands. Now she accepted it as a part of him: perhaps the most vital part. She sipped her tea, listened to the gathering sounds of the crowded house awakening, and said with a smile, “You’ll be glad to get out. Away from all these women!” She often wondered how much he missed having a son; he had always professed himself perfectly contented with their daughters.
 
   He grinned down at her as he sat on the side of the bed. “Away from the noise, perhaps,” he admitted. “But I’ll be back for the meal. About three o’clock, we said, didn’t we?” It was always a minor triumph when he remembered domestic arrangements of this kind. Once, when she had been tied at home with small children and the running of the house was her only challenge, she had resented his forgetfulness about such things. Now, many years into a highly successful resumed career as a teacher, she saw them in almost the same light as he did: necessary maybe, but essentially trivial, compared with the greater concerns they were both fortunate enough to deal with in their work.
 
   By the time he had shaved and dressed, the whole household was busy. Caroline, his elder daughter, had already fed her four-month-old girl and eaten her own small breakfast. She had made Lambert the bacon and eggs which Christine nowadays forbade him except on special occasions. Father and daughter sat like conspirators at the round pine table as he ate them. He was reminded of the days when she used to bring her baking home from school and sit with wide and anxious eyes as he sampled it and gave his verdict.
 
   Jacqui and her daughter came in as he moved on to toast and marmalade. The child he had heard mouthing experimentally an hour ago was twenty months old, able to walk rapidly around the kitchen and explore regions which had been inaccessible to her on her previous visits. His sons-in-law, waiting patiently for their allotted spans in the bathroom in this female household, would no doubt appear in due course.
 
   By the time he was ready to go out at eight-thirty, they had returned in tracksuits from their morning jog, and the house was full of noisy self-congratulations and banter. The children, anxious to maintain their centrality in the attentions of this gathering, asserted themselves excitedly, and female voices rose in shrill approval of their efforts. Lambert, easing himself into the driver’s seat of the big old Vauxhall and directing the car towards Bert Hook’s home, was quite glad that he had an occasion to depart.
 
   ***
 
   Clare Barton’s Christmas morning was very different.
 
   The two pills the doctor had left for her had cast her quickly into a deep sleep. But she woke unrefreshed. Lying alone in the bed which seemed now much too large, she had to remind herself again of what had happened on the previous day. Of what had happened to the man who had shared this bed with her on every previous night when she had slept in it. She lay waiting for the light to creep into the square room with the chintzy furnishings she had once thought so important, bitter in heart and mind that this should be Christmas Day.
 
   She listened to Barbara ringing home, trying to help a harassed husband to cope with the children by the advice she offered from a distance. “I can’t leave here yet,” she ended in a low, urgent voice: Clare could see her casting anxious glances up the stairs towards this sister who must be handled like wafer-thin glass. “I may have to bring her with me when I do come…Oh, come on, Dennis, it’s not her fault this has happened.”
 
   So she was a package that had to be carried around, until it could be abandoned without embarrassment. Was what had happened indeed not her fault? What she had done must be in some way connected with Peter’s death. This was divine retribution for her own behaviour, surely. For a moment, her mind moved out of her body and she stood at the foot of the bed, studying her own small form lying motionless as a mummy beneath the spotless white counterpane.
 
   Perhaps wives should be burned on a pyre when their husbands died, as she heard they still were in parts of the East. If their functions stopped as abruptly as this with the death of a husband, the counterpane might as well be a shroud. She lay absolutely still in the centre of the bed, trying to feel her heartbeats slowing as she had done when she was a child, seeking the trance which might dispel the desolation she felt.
 
   When Barbara crept tentatively into the room and studied her, she was scarcely conscious of her. Then her sister said, “You’re awake, then,” in such a tentative tone that she was stirred by the very banality of it.
 
   Clare sat up, took the cup of tea, and fought hard not to let her face register the distaste at its sweetness. It was her first small step outside herself and back towards the normal world of consideration for others. “I’ll get up now,” she said.
 
   Barbara did not try to dissuade her. “Those detectives are coming here this morning,” she said. “They said it’s standard practice in cases of sudden death. I — I suppose they’re like doctors, in a way. They have to get used to horrible things like this, I mean.”
 
   “I’ll see them. I want to do everything I can to help them find who did that to Peter.”
 
   To her elder sister, she looked childlike in the middle of the big double bed, like a painting of a Victorian waif victimized by a malignant fate. “I’ll stay with you when they come, if you want me to.” Her sheltered life had allowed her no experience of policemen.
 
   She half-expected the worst strain of TV aggression in their questioning.
 
   ***
 
   When she opened the door an hour and a half later, she saw two men in dark grey suits, with apologetic faces. The taller one said, “I’m Superintendent Lambert, and this is Detective-Sergeant Hook. He spoke to you last night, I think, to arrange this. I’m terribly sorry that we have to intrude at such a time, and on such a day, but I’m afraid we do need to see Mrs Barton.”
 
   Clare Barton was sitting very upright in her armchair when they were ushered into the lounge. She acknowledged the arrival of the two large men as if she were a monarch granting an audience. The high-backed chair seemed too large for her; even the crown of her fair hair did not reach the top of it. With her youth, her fair skin and her gravity, she reminded Bert Hook of the picture of Alice in Wonderland he had just left behind him.
 
   “Do come and sit down,” she said.
 
   Her voice had the evenness of a child delivering a rehearsed line. “We shall be all right now,” she said to her sister, who was lingering protectively by the door.
 
   Barbara hovered for a moment, then said, “I’ll make some tea. If you want me, Clare, I shall only be in the kitchen.” She had no idea what her rights were in this matter, and plainly neither of the policemen was going to tell her.
 
   Clare estimated the CID men with a calmness deriving from the mixture of shock and sedatives. It is a volatile cocktail, and she might at any moment switch moods if the balance of the two altered. For the present, she felt she saw everything with more clarity than she could ever remember. It was not a sensation she retained for very long.
 
   She listened carefully as the tall man introduced himself and his sergeant. He had plentiful, frizzy hair, which must once have been very black but which was now liberally flecked with grey. His eyes too were grey, but dark enough indoors to seem almost black. They watched her steadily and without apology, as if they hoped to pick up information more important than what might come from her tongue. There was kindness in the eyes, she thought, as though he understood her situation and would alleviate it if he could: but perhaps that was a part of his technique.
 
   The other man, rather shorter and broader, was trying to encourage her with his slow, awkward smile. He sat on the edge of the chair, as if he had no right to be there at all. He was a big, genial man, she decided; with a few white whiskers and the all-enveloping red robe, he would have made a wonderful Father Christmas. Perhaps she would tell him so, when the time came for him to go.
 
   She watched Superintendent Lambert’s broad, humorous mouth as he began to speak, as if it were divorced from the words it pronounced, as if she were studying the movements of a lizard in a terrarium. Although she saw his lips with this abnormal, dispassionate clarity, his words seemed at first to come to her from the other side of a glass screen, so that her reaction to them was delayed. But by the time he had introduced the two of them and said a little about police procedures, she was beginning to follow him almost normally. She was pleased with herself for that. He was telling her that Peter had died instantly, that he hadn’t suffered, or even known much about it. He seemed to be offering her that as consolation, so she agreed that it was good.
 
   Then Lambert was saying, “It was quite some time — at least twenty hours, we think — before your husband’s body was discovered. No one reported to us that he was missing, you see.” He waited for a reaction from her, so she nodded sagely to show that she understood. He said gently, “You weren’t here yourself at the time, Mrs Barton?”
 
   She thought he would have known that. Perhaps there had been a breakdown in communications somewhere: no doubt that wasn’t his fault. She said, “No, I was away.” He seemed to be waiting for her to go on. Perhaps he wanted her to tell him where she had been. But she couldn’t do that, could she? Michael had asked her not to.
 
   Lambert smiled at her, explaining himself like a patient uncle feeling his way with a niece he seldom saw. “We need to know where you were in those eighteen hours, you see. And in the day before that.”
 
   She smiled at him like a cheerful, slightly mischievous child, who does not see the need to cooperate. It was a relief to him when her sister came in with a tray of tea. He said, “please sit down and stay with us, Mrs McLean. There is certainly no objection to your presence here from us.” He would be glad of it, indeed: people in shock sometimes reported things quite eccentrically to their relations when the police had gone.
 
   Barbara poured the tea and went to sit at the other end of the hearth from her sister. It was Clare who then said calmly, “I would rather do this on my own, Sis, if you don’t mind.” It was years since she has used the diminutive; Barbara could not remember hearing it since Clare had got married. She looked at her, then picked up her cup of tea and went back to the kitchen. There was something compelling in her sister’s calm obstinacy.
 
   Bert Hook, who had so far written nothing in the notebook he had opened expectantly, said to the younger woman who sat primly in the big chair, “We need to know where you were, love. It’s standard practice when there is a death like this, you see.”
 
   Lambert did not think that quoting the requirements of bureaucracy would have any effect, but he was wrong. Perhaps Hook’s reassuring Gloucestershire tones were more important than the words he used. She looked at him, studied the ballpoint poised over the pad as if she had never seen such an implement before, and said, “I see. What exactly would you like to know, then?”
 
   Hook took over the questioning without a glance at his chief. “When exactly did you leave home?”
 
   “On Monday. I didn’t come back until yesterday.”
 
   So she had been away for two days and two nights. She did not seem to realize, and he must not tell her, that the movements of a spouse were always of great interest in cases of violent death. He said, “Did you go by car?”
 
   “Yes. I took the Escort. I should have left it for Peter: he wouldn’t have been walking through the woods then.” There were no tears after this calm assertion. They would come later, no doubt.
 
   Hook said, “You couldn’t know that at the time, though. You mustn’t blame yourself — you didn’t kill him.”
 
   “No. But I feel as though I did. Have you any idea who did it, yet?”
 
   There was a childlike simplicity about her, even now as they approached the key facts. He felt as though he were taking advantage of her, like an unscrupulous hypnotist abusing the trance he induces. But whatever her confusions, she seemed anxious to help them. She had even pointed out in her naivety how the removal of the car had left her husband vulnerable to a murderer who knew of his habits. Hook said, “Where were you in those days, love. We need to know.”
 
   She shook her head. “I can’t tell you that.”
 
   “I’m sorry, you’re going to have to. You see, when there is a serious crime like this, we check the movements of everyone involved, and we get the people they were with to confirm those facts. In that way, we can eliminate them from our inquiries.” He was glad to be able to feed in the jargon phrase; it made him feel a little less as though he were taking advantage of a child.
 
   She looked at him, serious and unblinking. The brilliant blue eyes were very round in the unlined face. Framed in the corn-coloured hair, her features looked more than ever like those of an expensive Christmas doll. She said, “You mean, I have to have an alibi?”
 
   He smiled at her, smoothing away the harshness of the thought. “If you like, yes. We never use the term. But it does help us if we can eliminate people from all suspicion. It saves us a lot of time, and we can then devote our energies to the people we have left.” He was talking desperately now, trying to preserve them for a little longer from the curtain they felt she must surely ring down between them.
 
   She nodded, digesting this. “Yes, I see…It’s awkward for me, you see. He didn’t want me to tell you.”
 
   They tried not to show the spurt of excitement her simple words shot through each of them. Lambert, sensing his colleague’s desperation, said, “But I’m sure that when he said that he didn’t realize how important it would be to us. We’re going to find who killed Peter, you know. We’re already making progress. But we need the help of those who were closest to him. Can you give us the name of anyone who can confirm your movements in the time you were away, Mrs Barton?”
 
   For the first time, she dropped her eyes; it came as a considerable relief to them. Then she said, perfectly clearly but in a lowered voice, “I was with a man.”
 
   Lambert put all his energies into maintaining the same even, unhurried tone. “Was this for the whole of the time you were away?”
 
   “Almost all, yes. We spent the nights together.”
 
   Hook said, “We need his name, I’m afraid, as we said.”
 
   “He’s married. He doesn’t want our affair made public. I was only a bit of fun for him, anyway.” It was the first time she had been prepared to admit it to herself. The scales that might have clouded her eyes for months had dropped away in minutes with Peter’s death.
 
   Lambert said firmly, “We’ll have to have his name, please. This is a murder inquiry.” The formality of the reminder was a relief after the perilous empathy into which she had drawn them.
 
   She nodded, a responsible rather than a frivolous child again now. “His name’s Michael. Michael Crawley.”
 
   She gave them his address, assured them that she knew of no one who would have wanted to kill her husband — apparently she did not even consider Crawley as a candidate — and offered them her sister’s address as the place where they could contact her if she was not here. As they rose and took an awkward leave of her, she looked round the stark room and said, “Barbara seems to have taken down my Christmas decorations. Perhaps she thought they might upset me now.” She looked towards the corner of the room. “She’s moved the book I bought for Peter, too. There was no need, really.”
 
   They were in the hall, thanking the sister for her efforts and the tea, when they heard the first sobs from behind the closed door. The three of them were arrested for a moment by that ancient, intimate sound. It came as a relief to all four people in the house.
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   The English village still has a romantic image. Town dwellers muse fondly on the scents of summer hedgerows, thrushes in joyous song, and the sound of willow on leather on the village green.
 
   It is not entirely a false image, even today, though it ignores the ubiquitous internal combustion engine and the malicious translation of rural cottages into city-dwellers’ weekend residences. But it is essentially a summer image. Winter is different: only those who live in the country know how different. And even countrymen have mercifully little experience of the changes wrought when violent death clamps itself upon a village community.
 
   Woodford had its village green. In summer, they even played cricket upon it. But on Boxing Day morning the grass here looked grey rather than green; after the brief and sunless mildness of Christmas, the frost was on its way back. The green was deserted, unkempt, unloved.
 
   Lambert and Hook looked across the green for a moment without speaking, towards the churchyard where the bishop with whom Peter Barton had argued so fiercely would presently murmur conventional obsequies over the vicar’s mortal remains. Then they turned the other way and went round the back of the Crown to seek out the house they wanted.
 
   Council houses do not generally age well. The four properties here had been erected in optimistic postwar days by a council determined to do right by the virtuous underprivileged. They were showing their age now. They had been neglected for twenty years; their stuccoed walls were grey with dirt and veined with scores of tiny cracks, the blue of their paintwork was peeling where the summer sun had blistered its surface. These residences had none of the raddled dignity of Victorian houses in decay, none of those echoes of architectural exuberance which sounded still in the buildings of earlier eras. They waited like crippled beasts for some stronger outside will to revive them or despatch them.
 
   The only concessions the designer of these houses had made to anything beyond utility were the small red-tiled porches which hooded the front entrances of each of them. Some of the tiles were cracked now, but the little pitched roofs over each door remained the one tiny flamboyance in these exteriors, as though ageing harlots had dashed on a hasty lipstick in an attempt to perpetuate attractions now long gone.
 
   The porch was so small that the two large men in dark suits almost filled it. To Charlie Webb as he opened the door the sky seemed to have darkened with their presence. Lambert looked him up and down for a second before he said, “Mr Webb? We need to ask you a few questions.”
 
   They had to wait for a moment of stupefaction to pass from Charlie before he said, “You’d better come inside.” He peered past them at the other houses and the back of the Crown, trying to see who might have observed their arrival here.
 
   The old woman in the rocking-chair looked them up and down, then split her narrow face into a delighted grin, full of the mischief of the girl everyone but her had long forgotten. “It’s the fuzz, Samuel!” she told the black and white cat. It stretched itself on the window-sill in deference to this new presence, putting the tinselled artificial Christmas tree in grave danger as it did so. Granny Webb held her wrists out together and said, “I’ll come quietly, governor. Put the bracelets on.” Then she cackled heartily at the excellence of her wit, while Lambert sighed inwardly about the side effects of television crime series.
 
   Charlie said wearily, “Behave yourself, Gran,” like a parent struggling with a hyperactive child. He was unable to keep the affection out of his tone, and for an instant only, the anxiety left his face. He tickled the cat beneath its chin and it rubbed the side of its head luxuriously against his thin arm.
 
   “What you been doin’ then, young Charlie?” said the old woman. Virtually housebound nowadays, she was delighted to have a little drama brought into her house with the advent of these men. It must be harmless excitement, because Charlie was a good lad. So she might as well have a bit of fun out of it. Pity old Margery next door but one had gone last year: she’d have no one to tell now about this. “Don’t you go framin’ ‘im. I’ve heard all about bent coppers, you know.” She grinned with satisfaction at this demonstration of her grasp of the underworld patois.
 
   Then she clasped her arms across the place where her waist had once been and laughed again, to show it was a joke. Coppers who framed the innocent were part of that fictional world she now found more attractive than the real one. She could not believe that any real policeman would behave other than honourably; her sole experience of the species was in the form of the village bobby of an age that was gone. “Ask the fuzz to sit down, then,” she called to her grandson, waving loftily towards the single armchair on the other side of the hearth.
 
   Bert Hook grinned back at her, almost conspiratorially. Then, looking at her grandson for the first time since they had come into the crowded living-room, he said, “Like to show us your bedroom, son?”
 
   The boy led the way gratefully upstairs, while the old lady remained in her chair and cursed her arthritis and the ineffectiveness of modern medicine. The bedroom was surprisingly spacious. These had been designed as family houses, and this had been the main bedroom, designed to afford parents the privacy and status which was still thought appropriate in the families of the late ‘forties. There were two windows, and Charlie’s four-foot bed and single bedroom suite left plenty of floor space. He had been able to install a table, an upright chair and two bulbous old leather armchairs without overcrowding the floor.
 
   If the dimensions of the room were surprising, its tidiness was even more so, in view of its occupant. There were no clothes on the floor, no washing awaiting removal from the furniture. A pop group poster with a lean, earnest blonde girl in the forefront was attached with Blu-Tack to the back of the door. A coloured photograph of a rider cornering in a motorcycle race, knee almost touching the tarmac, helmet and goggles making him anonymous as a spaceman, filled the space between the dressing-table mirror and the corner of the room.
 
   This was not just a bedroom, then. It was a den to which the boy could retire when the generations stretched too dangerously between him and that suffocating compound of love and bewilderment downstairs. An insulation against the battered pensioner syndrome which was the kind of ‘domestic’ the police were called to ever more frequently in the ‘nineties. A place where he might occasionally bring a friend to listen to the records stacked neatly by the player on top of the chest of drawers. They were finding out a little more with each minute about this young man and his way of life.
 
   Lambert said, “We know some things already. You’re Charles Webb. Aged twenty. You live here with just your gran. And you work shifts at the Electricity Works.”
 
   The implication was that they knew much more than that, but were not going to waste time airing the full extent of their knowledge. Charlie, who had things he wished to conceal, gulped and nodded. He wondered if he looked quite as pale as he felt at that moment.
 
   The two men sat in the armchairs and motioned him to sit on the upright chair by the table. He found that he was facing the morning light as it fell upon him from the window, and wondered if this positioning was deliberate or accidental. His face felt as exposed as if it had been beneath a spotlight. Lambert said, “You know why we’ve come here, I’m sure. We’re investigating the murder of the Reverend Peter Barton on Tuesday last.”
 
   “I guessed it must be that. But I don’t think I can —”
 
   “We’re questioning everyone in the village, as you might expect. But your movements interest us more than most.”
 
   They watched Charlie as he licked his lips. Investigations were always urgent, and yet within that urgency there were moments when one had to behave as though there was no earthly reason to hurry. Moments when time was on the side of the investigators, and silence could be allowed to stretch until it became unbearable.
 
   The small purple eruptions of Charlie Webb’s spots became more noticeable as the sallow skin around them seemed to whiten and stretch. He said, “I can’t think of any reason why my —”
 
   “You go into the forest regularly. Past the spot where a man was shot. You can think of reasons why: you’re not stupid, lad. Neither are we.”
 
   “Just because I use that track sometimes doesn’t mean —”
 
   “You were there on Tuesday?”
 
   “Yes. I went to work that way.” He didn’t make any pretence of having to think about it, as he had planned to do. His nerve hadn’t held for very long. He hadn’t thought it would be like this. Lambert’s grey eyes seemed to be looking right into his brain, and discovering a grim amusement in what they saw there.
 
   “On your motorbike,” said this omniscient tormentor. Webb nodded and the Superintendent said, “We found the tracks, near the body. Someone will need to match your tyres with them presently. In case they’re needed in evidence.”
 
   He was too well used to working with Hook to need to give him any sign, so that he was able to keep his gaze steadily upon the unlined, adolescent face as Hook said, “Time?”
 
   For a moment Webb looked uncomprehendingly at the point to which the attack had been switched. He saw the Sergeant with ballpoint poised impassively above the page of his notebook and understood. “It would be about twenty to four. I was on at four o’clock.” Watching the pen moving rhythmically over the paper in Hook’s round, precise hand, he was drawn into further words by a compulsion to fill the silence with which these men seemed so much at ease. “The shift is six to two, you see, but I was doing two hours of overtime. So I was at work well before the vicar was shot.”
 
   He knew he had made a mistake as soon as the words were out, but they seemed in no hurry to exploit it. Lambert allowed two rooks outside the window to conclude a raucous duet before he said, “And how would you know what time that was, Mr Webb?”
 
   Charlie looked at the heels of the ‘trainers’ he could see peeping from beneath the bedspread where it just failed to reach the carpet. He felt he would never again look into the faces of his tormentors. “I — I thought everyone knew when he was killed.”
 
   “It took us a post-mortem examination and a lot of interviews to establish the time of death with reasonable certainty. Yet you seem very confident about it.”
 
   “I heard he was shot on the way home from Ashbridge — I can’t remember where.” Charlie Webb’s voice sounded very surly as the confidence seeped from him.
 
   Lambert said, “Are you telling us that you weren’t around at the time this killing took place?”
 
   “I was at work. I’ve already told you.”
 
   “Indeed you have…What kind of work do you do, Mr Webb?”
 
   Charlie glanced at him suspiciously, forgetting his resolve to keep his eyes on the carpet. “General maintenance, they call it. Sweeping round machines. Checking from the dials that they’re working as they should be.” He preferred to be vague, even here when it was in his interests to be precise. He was reluctant to admit to anyone that the job wasn’t much more than cleaning. It had been supposed to be a route to better, more skilled things when he took it on, but he had never got round to taking the exams. Had never worked for them properly, in fact. He made a resolve to begin studying systematically in the new year. When all this was over.
 
   “The kind of work that allows you to nip out for an hour when things are quiet, is it, Mr Webb?”
 
   Charlie thought he was going to faint. He gripped the table beside him hard to stop the room from moving. They couldn’t know, surely? If they were trying to trap him, there was still a chance, if he kept calm. When he spoke, the voice seemed for a moment to come from another person, behind a screen to his left. “I was there all the time on that night. I don’t know what you’re on about. Ask —ask anyone at work.”
 
   An outsider would not even have noticed the tiny nod with which Lambert indicated that his sergeant should take over the questioning. Hook said quietly, “We did ask, Charlie. That’s how we know you were missing from work for over an hour. At about the time when you’ve just told us that Peter Barton was murdered.”
 
   Webb’s voice was so low that they could scarcely hear him as he said, “Dave Jackson told you. He said he wouldn’t.” His face set like that of a small boy whose parent has broken a promise.
 
   “Dave Jackson did no more than his duty, Charlie. He’d have been in big trouble if he hadn’t. He wasn’t sneaking on you to a teacher. He was assisting the police in a murder inquiry.”
 
   Webb said dully, “I’ll lose my job.”
 
   “You’ll lose more than that, Charlie, if you’re not careful. A man has been brutally killed, and we haven’t arrested anyone for it yet.”
 
   Hook was reasoning with him as if he were no more than a difficult child. Lambert would have been much harsher in these circumstances, but he knew Bert had a way of getting results with lads like this. Hook’s own background as a Barnardo’s boy made him effective with lads like Webb who had lost their parents. Sometimes he could be too sympathetic, but that could be adjusted in due course, if necessary. He spoke almost like a father as he said, “Where were you, Charlie? We need to know: you can see that, now.”
 
   Webb nodded miserably. He said, “I went out to meet a girl. It’s difficult here, you see, with Gran. I only meant to be about twenty minutes, but we had an argument.” He seemed to be rehearsing his explanation to the Works Manager, still unaware of the seriousness of his position.
 
   Hook said, “All right. We’ll need her name, Charlie.”
 
   Webb looked up suddenly. “No. I can’t do that. Her parents don’t know, you see. I can’t drag her into this, not even to save me.”
 
   Hook said, “You can and will, Charlie.” He was very quiet, very persuasive. Lambert would have snarled at the lad: the last thing he needed at this stage was a pimply youth going quixotic upon him.
 
   But Hook’s way won. Webb gave them the name and address quietly enough a moment later. They were on their way out, ducking under the chains of coloured paper which were strung diagonally across the room downstairs, before Lambert spoke again. They had taken their leave of Granny Webb when he turned back to Charlie and asked, “By the way, do you happen to have a shotgun, Mr Webb?”
 
   The old woman, who had been disappointed to see them departing, was highly amused. “‘Course he has. Spends all morning, sometimes, just cleaning it. Keeps it in the shed down the garden, don’t you, love? With his motorbike, it is.”
 
   Her cackle came to Charlie like a cracked bell tolling his doom.
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   Douglas ‘Robbie’ Robertson, if that was his real name, should have been cowed by captivity. Instead, he was in truculent mood.
 
   Perhaps living rough inverts men’s normal standards. Certainly he was not impressed when he was confronted again by the top brass in a murder investigation, Superintendent John Lambert and Detective-inspector Christopher Rushton. He called them that himself when he came into the interview room; they were struck again by his familiarity with police ranks and his refusal to be unnerved by the cramped harshness of the cheerless room with its bare, windowless walls.
 
   His acquaintance with their methods suggested an old lag, though he had not that air of prison darkness about him which most CID men think they can detect in such men, and the newly computerized fingerprint records had produced nothing. They had persuaded him to shave, and then set two young detective-constables to work on the books of mug shots, to see if they could turn him up as a criminal. The exercise had produced nothing. The files of British Steel had thrown up two Douglas Robertsons who had worked at the Corby plant before its shutdown over a decade earlier, but there were no details extant, and, of course, no photographs.
 
   They were going to have to release him, unless they could unearth something quickly. Or bluff him. Rushton, who was more and more convinced of his guilt, was determined to try that. In answer to Robertson’s softly voiced opinion that it was time for him to be moving on, he snapped, “Don’t think you’re going anywhere until we’re ready to release you!”
 
   “Oh, I think I am, you know.” The man seemed positively to relish the moment. “I enjoyed my Christmas dinner, and your cells feel quite well heated after the forest in winter. Because of that, I’ve been content to let you hold me for considerably more than twenty-four hours without charging me. But it’s time to be off now, I think. Unless you think you can arrange a magistrate’s order on Boxing Day to hold me.” He smiled at them blandly, challengingly.
 
   Lambert thought him so confident of his ground that he might go on talking, perhaps giving away unwittingly what he had so carefully guarded during formal interrogation, but the man was too shrewd for that. His brown eyes became wary as the older man tried to lead him towards revelations. He looked younger than they had thought him at first, for he had allowed his long, unkempt hair to be trimmed short at the same time as he shaved off his beard. His appearance now reinforced the feeling Lambert had had all along that this was a man playing the part of a tramp, rather than the genuine article.
 
   Rushton acknowledged for the first time that they were going to have to observe the due procedures and let Rushton go. “We’ll need to know your whereabouts,” he said, “and you’ll need to inform us if you leave the area.”
 
   Robertson’s brown eyes twinkled. “I am ‘of no fixed abode’, I’m afraid, Mr Rushton. Makes it difficult for me to give you an address. And we knights of the road are men of sudden decisions, not possible for ordinary citizens like you. We’re creatures of impulse, moving about the country as the fancy takes us.” He looked steadily at Rushton and folded his arms, contriving to make it seem a gesture of insolence.
 
   Lambert looked at the squat frame, the powerful forearms clasped before him as though presented for inspection. Whatever his background, this man had kept himself in prime physical condition, well nourished but not overweight, hard, confident, observant. When Lambert had hoped a few moments ago that the man might overplay his hand, Robertson had been instantly aware of the danger. He wore up to date clothing and boots, well chosen for his way of life; there was not an article about him that was a cast-off from a more affluent society. He did not seem a man to spend a week in the forest without some definite objective.
 
   Yet they could not hold him. He knew that, had indeed just told them how thoroughly he knew it. And they had turned up no hard evidence to take to a magistrate, even if a court had been available to them. Lambert told him as much, grudgingly.
 
   Robertson afforded him another of his humourless smiles. “That’s because there’s nothing to find, Superintendent.” He managed to invest his pronunciation of that rank with something like contempt.
 
   It was probably that which made Lambert think of a new tack when the man had gone back to his cell. “That fellow must know something, whether or not he was involved himself. And he certainly knows all about us and the way we operate, Chris.”
 
   “But we haven’t turned up a record for him. I doubt whether he’s been inside for any length of time.” Rushton searched feverishly for an idea which would demonstrate his mettle to Lambert. Even as a DI, he still felt the need to prove himself to the older man: it was a strain in him which irritated both of them. “Do you suppose he’s ever been a JP? Or a lawyer of some kind?”
 
   It was a desperate suggestion. Neither of them entertained it seriously, but Lambert could not dismiss it as summarily as he would have done had it come from someone like Bert Hook. There was a stiff politeness between these two which got in the way of his normal style. “Not a JP. He’s hardly old enough, for one thing. I suppose it’s possible he had a dose of legal training somewhere along the way. Quite a few jobs give a smattering of that. I think you might be right that we’ve been chasing the wrong hare in assuming a criminal record. What if he was on the right side of the law in this mysterious previous existence?”
 
   Rushton nodded slowly. “It’s a possibility, I suppose. We tend to assume that potential murderers have always been bad lads. But if he wasn’t a wrong ‘un, where do we look? Especially at this time of the year, when all the records offices are either closed or operating on skeleton staffs.”
 
   “Closer to home. Let’s have a look at ex-coppers.”
 
   Rushton grimaced. “There’s a hell of a lot of coppers leave the force, sir, as we know only too well. If we’re going back ten years and more —”
 
   “But the number who are actually officially discharged rather than being persuaded to resign is much smaller. And recorded carefully, in case such men are ever tempted to try to rejoin the force. Let’s start with them. It’s a long shot, but worth trying. If it turns up nothing, we might try Army records: the Services dispense with a number of psychopaths each year; injured policemen in various parts of the country can testify to that.”
 
   “I’ll set the wheels in motion.” For once, as he watched Rushton making a note on his pad, Lambert was glad to have this man behind him; there was no more efficient or diligent officer in following through this kind of task.
 
   For the moment, he could dismiss Douglas ‘Robbie’ Robertson from his mind, just as he would shortly have to lose him physically from his sight: the machine was doing all they could think of to check on him and his past. Lambert said a little wearily, “What else have we turned up, Chris?”
 
   “Not a lot that seems significant at the moment, sir. The Scene of Crime team have found nothing very helpful. A couple of twelve-bore cartridge cases, almost certainly the ones discharged at Barton. Fibres on the corpse’s clothing which tally with a sweater worn by Arthur Comstock on the day of the murder. Sounds exciting, until you remember that Barton travelled in Comstock’s car only a couple of hours before he was killed.”
 
   “Have we checked out Comstock’s account on his whereabouts at the time of the death?”
 
   “I saw his sister myself, sir.” Rushton was faintly pained that his Superintendent could even entertain the idea that such an obvious procedure might not yet have been implemented. “She confirms that he picked her up in Cheltenham — had to wait for her there, because her coach was half an hour late — and took her back to his cottage. I’ve checked that with the bus company, and it’s correct. Unless we presume conspiracy between the two of them, there doesn’t seem any easy way he could have been back in the forest at the time of the shooting. But he did take the car down to the village shop as soon as they got into the cottage. He could have gone into the woods instead, or afterwards, I suppose. I’ll check with the shopkeeper myself to see just what time he was there.”
 
   “Man called Farr. Doesn’t like the police and keeps a Doberman.” Lambert grinned at Rushton’s wry face.
 
   “There was a slip of paper with Comstock’s telephone number on it in Barton’s pocket. He said he gave it to Barton in case he wanted to ring for a lift home from Ashbridge.”
 
   Lambert said thoughtfully, “He’s the only person we’ve located so far who knew for certain that Barton would be coming along that track.”
 
   “And at that particular time.”
 
   Lambert said, “I suppose there was no joy with young Charlie Webb’s shotgun?” Rifle-shootings often left evidence as strong as a fingerprint; shotguns were much less distinctive, as well as much more widespread.
 
   “Nothing very useful. It could have been the weapon, and it’s probably been fired recently. That’s as far as the ballistics boys will go. It’s a twelve-bore, like the murder weapon, but there are plenty of those around as well as Charlie’s. Mind you, we haven’t found any other young men who were absent from work at exactly the time of the killing.”
 
   “But only people on shift work, like Charlie, would have been noticed. Most other people could simply have left work a few minutes early. There aren’t too many large works with clocking off systems round here. What about Webb’s girlfriend?”
 
   “We found her easily enough. These liaisons aren’t as secret as young people like to think. She’s a typist in an estate agent’s office; he met her when she’d finished work. She bears out his story, more or less. She’s vague about the time they met and how long they were together. No doubt it would have been possible for Webb to ride his motorbike into the forest and shoot the vicar, then see her to establish an alibi of sorts.”
 
   It didn’t seem likely to either of them. Compared with the man who had sat defiantly opposite them in the interview room a few moments earlier, Charlie Webb seemed a slight candidate for homicide. But panic or desperation can lead to violence in the most unlikely people, as the annals of murder document in awful detail. It is such individual, ‘one-off’ crimes which can be the most difficult to solve.
 
   “Have you turned up anyone else who might have been in the forest at the time?”
 
   “The house-to-house hasn’t turned up much, so far. There are a couple of Forestry Commission people who were working in the woods all week, as you would expect. One of them lives in Ashbridge, one of them in a village five miles further on. They left the woods at about four on the day of the murder. They could have gone back, of course: they know their way about the forest at night much better than most. One of them says he was in his house on his own at the time: his wife was away for the day. But God knows why either of them would want to kill Barton.” Rushton shrugged his shoulders hopelessly. He knew the Chief did not like to discuss motive until opportunity had been established, but the absence of it worried him more than usual this time.
 
   “Anyone else from Woodford or Ashbridge known to have been in the forest at the time?” Lambert was aware that he was beginning to sound desperate: any other possibilities they were able to discuss sounded very thin when contrasted with the massive, sinister presence of the man the station sergeant was at this moment releasing.
 
   Rushton said, “No one is known to have been there. Almost anyone could have been, of course, particularly from Woodford. The place is less than twenty minutes’ walk from the village, and most of them know the tracks through the woods well. Tommy Farr had shut the village shop by the time of the killing, and he goes into the woods every day. Webb and the foresters we’ve already talked about.” Rushton counted them off on his fingers as he spoke. “We’ve seen Michael Crawley, Clare Barton’s lover. He certainly wasn’t anywhere near here at the time of the killing: there are witnesses to that. He could have hired someone to remove the husband, of course.”
 
   “And do we think that’s likely?” Lambert took a small, malicious pleasure in putting Rushton on the spot. He was unlikely to have interviewed a man who lived sixty miles away himself.
 
   “I haven’t seen him myself, sir, as you’ll appreciate. The officer who saw him thought not. He seems to be a married man who saw his chance of a bit on the side and took it. He’s appalled to find himself drawn into a murder case and devastated by the thought that he might have to give evidence in court. It might all be a front, of course. I told Bath CID that if further evidence emerged you might want to see Crawley yourself in due course.”
 
   Lambert noted that the tables had been turned neatly on him in that last sentence. Rushton had not made detective-inspector at thirty without learning much about the intricacies of working relationships. The Superintendent said, “There is, of course, Mrs Barton. With a lover in the background, she has more of a motive to kill her husband than we’ve unearthed so far for anyone else.”
 
   The thought of that pathetic, doll-like figure waiting in the darkness of the forest to release the barrels of a shotgun upon her innocent spouse was chilling, even for a man habituated now to the depths of human evil. But there was no need for such melodrama. Like Crawley, she could have hired someone to fire the shotgun and made sure she was miles away herself at the time. Or she could have colluded with her lover. Sex was the most frequent element of violent murders, and Clare Barton had almost volunteered its presence to them in this case.
 
   Lambert said heavily, “Has anything emerged from the people who were with the vicar on his last afternoon?”
 
   “No. At least, we have only negative findings. Barton did not seem at all nervous or upset. There is no evidence at all that he entertained the idea that anyone might be trying to kill him. On the contrary, if we believe what Arthur Comstock says, Peter Barton insisted on walking home alone through the forest in the dark when he need not have done so; it’s difficult to believe that any man who had had even a hint that his life was in danger would have done that.”
 
   “And you didn’t find any motive among those who were with him that afternoon? They were, as far as we can tell the only people who knew he was going to go home through the forest at that time.”
 
   “No. The meeting at Ashbridge was with three pillars of the church there. They didn’t know he would be walking home through the woods until he told them at the meeting. I suppose it’s conceivable that one of them could have cut through the woods at a faster pace than the vicar and waited to ambush him, but all of them are over sixty and two of them are ladies.”
 
   They allowed themselves a brief smile at the picture of these worthy elders bent on such unlikely violence. Then Lambert said, “What about the Davidsons, back in Woodford? They must have known his plans.”
 
   Rushton shook his head. “Not entirely. The only person at that earlier meeting who knew Barton would be in the woods is Comstock, and as we said, that wasn’t until almost the moment when he dropped Barton off in Ashbridge. Colonel Davidson arranged that Barton would drive back in the Rover at his leisure. It was Barton himself who changed the arrangements.”
 
   “And none of them saw anything in the vicar’s behaviour which now seems significant?”
 
   “No. He was organizing a village fund for the famine in Ethiopia, and was delighted to get their cooperation. Rachel Davidson said he looked tired and strained, but she put that down to his wife’s behaviour.”
 
   “From what I heard when I interviewed Clare Barton, she was probably right.” Lambert came back to the issue which worried them both. “Are we any nearer to establishing why anyone should want to kill Peter Barton?”
 
   “No. On the contrary, it’s been difficult to find anyone to say a word against him. Even among the people who never go to church — a majority nowadays, even in the country — everyone is full of praise for what he was trying to do and the way he behaved. He seems to have been a man without enemies.” Rushton smiled apologetically, not for the cliché but for the detectives’ nightmare it presented. Almost always a murder victim had men or women who hated him. If there was one in particular, the investigation was easy and short. Where, as often, there were many, it took longer, but the lines of inquiry were marked out for them to follow.
 
   The sudden dispatch of a man whom everyone seemed to like, whose death seemed to have benefited no one, was a CID nightmare. Rushton voiced the thought which neither of them wished to contemplate. “We may have to face the fact that it might have been a nutter, sir.”
 
   Lambert nodded reluctantly. In a lower rank, he would have dismissed the idea without ceremony as defeatist; in a conscientious and experienced officer like Rushton, it might be no more than realism. It was what every investigating officer feared. Motiveless murders by unbalanced men — such crimes by women are virtually unknown — are difficult to pin down, since the murderer is often unacquainted with his victim. They both excite and terrify the public, so that they bring accusations of police incompetence and demands for success which are often unreasonable.
 
   Worst of all, such killings rarely come singly.
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   Arthur Comstock had enjoyed his Christmas. It had been nice to have a woman about the house, taking over his kitchen, spoiling him with richer and more elaborate fare than he bothered to prepare for himself. He and his sister had always got along easily enough, though there had been long periods when they scarcely saw each other.
 
   Now that his army service was over and Molly was growing accustomed to her widowhood, they felt themselves closer than at any time since the days when she had watched over his boyhood from her lofty adolescence: she was the elder by eight years. Certainly the manner of her husband’s sudden, violent death had brought them closer together, the more so as Arthur had also been in the Falklands at the time. Sailors did die in wars, but no one had expected this one.
 
   They had already arranged their next meeting, which would be at her cosy Yorkshire home when the winter was over. He would be quite sorry to see her go on the morrow and would look forward to Easter. Yet he knew also that he would be relieved to have his cottage back to himself.
 
   Service habits die hard, and he had got used to his own domestic routine, his own small forms of tidiness. The wife who had left him years ago had seen his neatness as an obsession rather than a virtue, and he saw now that it could be irritating for a woman to live with. But he had come from a home which was always untidy, and the barrack-room rectitude instilled in him as a boy soldier had been a delight to him when it was a burden to others.
 
   Now, after years of travelling about the world at the Army’s dictate, he appreciated his own home and the opportunity to settle into it. The cottage might belong to Harry Davidson, but it was a permanent home as far as Arthur was concerned. He did not intend to vacate it until it suited him; he had no doubt that that would be many years hence.
 
   As his sister busied herself in the kitchen, he had to control his urge to follow her about and replace things exactly where he thought they should be. When she caught him re-positioning the teapot, her grimace was a mixture of irritation and affection, but he read it as a warning sign. “I think I’ll just go for a stroll into the village. I’ve been inside all day and I’m not used to it,” he said. “The Colonel usually keeps me pretty busy on normal days.” He used his employer’s rank self-consciously, testing out the idea of his new job on Molly. He had fallen on his feet here all right.
 
   He went out past the main house now. The Old Vicarage looked picturesque on that Boxing Day afternoon, with its holly wreath on the door and its brightly lit Christmas tree reaching almost to the ceiling of the high old drawing-room. Harry and Rachel Davidson had guests — his brothers and their families, Arthur believed — and there was animated conversation and laughter behind the bay windows of the drawing-room. No sounds emerged through the new double glazing, and the silence gave the scene a macabre touch, like the haunted house scenes Arthur had set moving with his pennies in the amusement arcades of the ‘fifties. There were no curtains drawn as yet, for none but he could observe the movements in the house.
 
   It was bitter cold as the evening dropped upon the valley; there would be hard frost as usual around the turn of the year. From the gates of the Old Vicarage, Arthur took a last look back at the glittering cameo in the drawing-room. From a hundred yards away, the small figures looked even more unreal, as though their lives might be switched off at the turn of a switch. He smiled in the dusk, then set off briskly towards the village.
 
   He was nearing the junction of the lanes by the village shop when he saw the figure coming towards him from the forest. It looked both taller and more sinister with the last of the light behind it, a silhouette which seemed to grow in size and menace as its outlines became more definite and it took on the shape of a man.
 
   It was within ten yards of him before he recognized it. “It’s you, Tommy!” he called. “Didn’t recognize you in this light.”
 
   “Nor I you, Arthur boy.” It pleased Tommy Farr to play up his Welshness when the whim took him. He watched the Doberman come loping up from behind at the sound of Comstock’s greeting, knowing the dog would not harm Arthur, enjoying the moment of apprehension he noticed in the man as the dark shape materialized from the hedge and moved to his side.
 
   It was characteristic of Farr to defy the small conventions of village life. Since the murder of their vicar three days earlier, no one in the village had cared to be seen abroad with a shotgun. Tommy carried his negligently now across his shoulder, though in fact he had not used it during his brisk walk along the edges of the forest. Kelly was not a gun-dog, and he rarely discharged the weapon when the dog was around.
 
   Nevertheless, in view of what had happened, it would not do for people to get the idea that he owned a shotgun he did not use for legitimate purposes. Although he would never have acknowledged it, least of all to himself, Tommy Farr had the beginnings of that troublesome paranoia which sometimes besets men who live along and fancy themselves to be at the centre of community gossip.
 
   Arthur, confident now that he would not be savaged, fondled the dog’s soft head and spoke gently to it in the darkness. Tommy, watching the two of them indulgently, recognized with a shaft of insight that was both ridiculous and disturbing that he and Comstock should have been fathers. There was a lot of talk about women deprived of children, but no one ever gave much attention to men and the brutalizing effect that deprivation might have upon them.
 
   The two fell into step and moved past Farr’s shop. Comstock called at the village shop for small purchases, no more than once a week. The two men did not meet regularly, or for very long. Yet the bond of their bachelor status, in a village dominated by the family and its periodic births and bereavements, was stronger than either of them cared to acknowledge. Both of them had had wives, and each of them had unburdened himself to the other about the circumstances of the departures of those wives, revelations they had denied to anyone else in this small, tight community.
 
   That knowledge united them in a half-humorous alliance against the intrusions of the villagers into the lives they had worked out for themselves. There was an unspoken assumption that women in particular needed to be kept at bay, that the less they were told about life in general and emotions in particular the better. It was a vague, often jocular stance, which they had never troubled to define, because their understanding meant they never had to do so. Perhaps it enabled them to give an element of drama to attentions which were no more than friendly and sympathetic.
 
   They walked to the Crown, without needing any agreement that they were going for a pint. The pub had only just opened. They moved to the table they had used before in the alcove between the inglenook and the small window. They sipped Welsh bitter appreciatively, interspersed terse dialogue with untroubled silences, and impressed the landlord with their air of deep, unhurried collusion.
 
   Peter Barton’s death overhung all other village discussion still, even on Boxing Day, when many families had visitors from outside. The collecting-box for the famine relief which he had organized as his last act was beside the publican on the bar: he remembered almost guiltily that it was Arthur Comstock who had come in to organize it, only hours before the vicar’s shattered body had been discovered. Kelly had draped himself invisibly behind his master’s heels; the shotgun, gleaming darkly in the low orange illumination of the shaded wall lights behind the two men, seemed more than usually ominous in this context.
 
   It would not have surprised the landlord to know that the two men were discussing the death which preoccupied his regulars. Tommy Farr said, “The police took in the chap I saw in the forest on the day before the murder. I’m not surprised at that. But I heard from Bill Evans that they’re going to have to let him go. He’s probably out again now.”
 
   There was a considerable silence, which neither of them felt any need to fill. Bill Evans was the uniformed constable who lived in the village, so the information would be reliable. Then Arthur Comstock said, “He didn’t do it, then.” He had a faith in the efficiency of the police, because he regarded them as the civil counterpart to the Army which had been his life for so long.
 
   Tommy Farr did not share his respect. “That don’t follow, boy. They have to let him go if they can’t pin it on him, see? If you ask me, they don’t know who done it.” The thought seemed to give him a perverse satisfaction. Comstock looked guiltily round the bar, but there was no one watching them. The landlord had taken advantage of slack trade to watch the Boxing Day television programmes with his wife: they could hear the sounds of studio laughter through the open door behind the bar.
 
   Neither of them was a heavy drinker nowadays. Within twenty minutes, they were talking in quiet tones in the deserted car park. Arthur Comstock left Farr at the rear entry to the village stores. As Kelly nosed his way through the gate and up the familiar flagged path, the two men looked automatically towards the dark outline of the woods, scarcely three hundred yards away and clear beneath the first stars of a frosty night.
 
   They needed no words. Each knew the other was conjecturing upon the presence within that dark mass of the man the police had questioned and released.
 
   ***
 
   The man who called himself Robertson was there all right. But no one else went into the forest until the next morning.
 
   The temperature was still below freezing at ten o’clock when Charlie Webb walked there. He was on holiday, having taken the three days to bridge Christmas and New Year, as most of his fellow workers tried to do. Now he was wondering why. He came on foot, wishing as he had when a boy that he had a dog to run with. He did not know why he was drawn here, for he shivered as the bare twigs closed out the sky above his head, knowing that the cause was not just the bitter cold.
 
   He had wanted to bring the shotgun with him, but he had left it behind in the shed; he was still disturbed by the way the police had questioned him so closely about it. He had a vague notion of going to look at the spot where Peter Barton had fallen, but now he hesitated, then turned away at the junction of the tracks, so that his route took him away from the scene of the death and along a smaller path, running roughly parallel to the edge of the forest and emerging on the other side of the village.
 
   His movements were observed with curiosity and wry amusement by Robertson. He watched the slight figure in his bomber jacket and motorcycle gauntlets walking without rhythm down the undulating path. The youth moved as though when deprived of his motorcycle he had no confidence in his movements. Robertson observed him until he was out of sight. Then he went back to his tiny camp in the undergrowth, like a tortoise withdrawing its head after deciding it has seen enough of the world for the moment.
 
   He did not realize that Charlie Webb had seen him, had registered not only his presence here but its exact location. It was easy to underestimate that slender, uncoordinated figure. But Charlie was a country boy, born and bred round here. He had registered the smell of stale smoke which spoke of an extinguished fire before he turned the bend to follow the track past the place where Robertson had slept and breakfasted. When his youthful peripheral vision picked up the movement which was not quite behind him, he was astute enough not to register it. So the police had let this man go. He was disappointed about that.
 
   Behind him, the man who used the name of Robertson was also disappointed. Although he knew it was early, he had hoped this might be the walker he awaited. He had made the call under the cover of Boxing Day darkness, and he was confident no one had intercepted it. Secrecy had become a habit with him: he carried it like the other tools of his trade. He hid the radio telephone carefully beneath the brambles, where it had lain safely while he was in the police cell.
 
   The person he waited for would come: there was no question about that. It was time for a reckoning.
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   If Arthur Comstock was secretly glad to have his home back to himself, Rachel Davidson in the Old Vicarage itself was not.
 
   She saw off her guests from the wide stone steps of the old house. Harry’s brothers had come in their own cars; they drove away now with their wives and children crowding the cars, uttering noisy thanks and valedictory injunctions to visit them in due course. Harry was delivering his two aunts to the station in Gloucester himself, rather than entrusting them to the less personal care of his chauffeur Comstock. He installed them solicitously into the back seat of the car, then watched them take a muted but affectionate farewell of their hostess.
 
   Rachel watched the Rover until it disappeared between the two high wrought-iron gates, answering the genteel flutterings of the gloved hands with a more vigorous wave of her own. Then she went sadly back through the wide oak door to the silences of the big house.
 
   Rachel had been brought up in a mansion in Switzerland that was continually full of people. They entertained her father’s business associates on long winter evenings when cut glass glinted in profusion on their big mahogany table. They entertained friends and their numerous relatives on the terrace in the summer, when the scarlet fire of the sunsets over the silver Alps seemed perpetual in her memories of childhood. The winter Cotswold landscape seemed by comparison drab and featureless, the silent expanse of the six-bedroomed Victorian house felt like an airless prison with the windows shut against the end of year cold.
 
   She stood in the bay window and looked sadly at the leafless borders and grey-green lawns which stretched away in front of the house. The depression which had beset her since the death of Peter Barton surged softly back into the room with the departure of her guests. She had thought herself insulated against death after the awful years of her childhood and early youth, when half her race and the whole of the Austrian side of her family had perished in the holocaust. The postwar years had seemed to bring each week the details of the deaths of relatives who had disappeared years earlier into the concentration camps of the Third Reich.
 
   Yet the sudden, violent death of the young vicar she had been so concerned to help seemed to bring the disturbing grief of those harrowing years vividly back to her when she thought she had exorcized it. Why had it happened? She asked herself the question anew. She wondered if evil that had no apparent motive was more disturbing to a Jewish woman than to others. Perhaps she should ring young Clare Barton; but she had no confidence yet that she could contain her own emotions, as she must when they met.
 
   Hearing a movement in the house behind her, she was suddenly conscious of how little she wanted to be alone. She found her maid Mary, whom her husband called a ‘general purpose domestic’ and took her upstairs to begin stripping the beds the guests had occupied. The undemanding rhythms of the work, the folding of the linen and the re-making of the beds, helped to calm her physical restlessness. She asked Mary about her own Christmas in the village and found the girl anxious to talk. Her queries released a torrent of domestic trivia about the girl’s family and their occupations, which ensured that her side of the conversation needed to be little more than a series of promptings.
 
   It was not enough to still her spinning mind, and when Mary took the sheets off to the washing machine below, she wandered irresolutely from room to room, arriving eventually as she knew she must at the room in the north corner of the house which her husband had converted to a study.
 
   She scarcely ever came here, not because of any prohibition from her husband — that might well have been counter-productive for one of her temperament — but because her upbringing had included the belief that men needed time and space for their own concerns. These might be trivial, occasionally even ludicrous or risible, but it was better for women not to interfere with them. Rachel would have hotly disputed the principle involved, yet she applied it without even assessing her actions.
 
   Harry Davidson’s study was indisputably a man’s room. The desk was tidy enough: only two or three letters, held together with a bulldog clip and presumably awaiting replies, broke its smooth, leather-blocked surface. There were school photographs on the wall. The picture of Harry’s passing-out group at Sandhurst looked scarcely more than another of these to the casual glance. There was a picture of a mess dinner night in 1981, when Harry was still a major, with the officers trying to look comfortable in their blues.
 
   She looked at the pictures with affection, marvelling again at how Englishmen fulfilled the need to create clubs of some kind wherever they went. The Constable and Munnings prints seemed mere afterthoughts, gestures towards the convention of what a study should be. There was nothing from the last few years of Harry’s service, when he had had his own command at last. And nothing at all from the Falklands. But she did not find that curious: her parents had been at pains to wipe all traces of that earlier and greater conflict from the great house in Switzerland. Harry spoke less of the battle in the South Atlantic nowadays, and she understood his need to be rid of it.
 
   Her husband was still to some extent an exciting stranger to her. They had married late, when his military career was behind him. Unlike many women, she found tales of life in the regular Army fascinating, an insight into a strange male world which could never be hers, a contact with a warrior psyche which was as foreign to her as though it belonged to a different species. She was secretly disappointed that Harry spoke less and less of the dangers he had endured, even when they were alone. But she understood his need to make a new life here.
 
   She was amused, and sometimes secretly a little dismayed, by the importance to him of his standing in the local community. Sometimes also usually when she was depressed she felt she still knew very little of the world of men. A split-cane fishing rod, mounted high on the wall above the photographs, was more a remembrance of things past than a modern implement: Harry’s father had been a keen and skilful fly fisherman, but Harry had never really pursued the sport. Apart from the photographs, there were no obviously military memorabilia; the pair of antique pistols mounted on the wall over the fireplace scarcely qualified.
 
   They were not the weapons that attracted Rachel’s attention. She walked over beyond the desk and studied the two shotguns which stood in the corner of the room. She was a better shot than Harry; better even than Arthur Comstock, who had won Army competitions in his time. Nowadays she never fired at live things.
 
   The beautifully polished butts of the weapons glowed like antique furniture from the darkness near the floor. They would not be loaded, of course, but she could not bring herself to touch them. She opened the top drawer of the narrow chest beside the shotgun, registering the half-full box of cartridges before she slid it shut. It meant nothing, she knew. Why then did she cudgel her brain energetically and unsuccessfully to remember the last time that Harry had taken the shotgun out with him?
 
   She looked down over the leafless oaks and the stable block to the roof of the neat service cottage. Arthur Comstock was emptying his kitchen waste container carefully into the dustbin. He was in shirtsleeves, despite the cold. She saw the thinning of the hair about his pate which she had never noticed before; he was lean and upright still, though he must be almost as old as her husband. He stood and looked round for an instant, then glanced up at the sky, so suddenly that she shrank back hastily from the window, lest she might be detected and thought a spy.
 
   She brushed her dark hair back from her face, angry with herself that she should behave so guiltily without reason. It was a moment which made her realize quite how much on edge she was. It also crystallized a resolution. She went to the mirror on the landing and combed her hair; she was surprised how white her face was, accentuating the prominent nose, so that it looked to her much too large. She was glad the mohair sweater came high up her slim neck, so that she could not examine it for wrinkles. Then she went down the wide staircase with its mahogany banister, moving briskly before her resolution could falter.
 
   Arthur Comstock answered the door immediately; no part of the small cottage was very far from the front door. He was surprised to see her: Colonel Davidson came here quite often with the details of his requirements, but his wife, on the rare occasions when she needed his services, used the internal phone system.
 
   “May I come in for a moment, please?” she said. She was surprised at the tautness of her voice. He noticed her accent, more pronounced than he had ever heard it before.
 
   She followed him into the scrupulously tidy parlour; after the spaciousness of the Vicarage drawing-room, it seemed a tiny chamber. He did not know quite how to treat her. She had been invariably courteous and considerate towards him, but with an edge of reserve he had never attempted to challenge. It took him a moment too long to ask her to sit down.
 
   She perched on the edge of an upright chair. With her bright black eyes and strong nose, he thought she looked in profile like a bird which might take off at any moment.
 
   Then she told him what she had come to talk about and his face turned to stone.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   18
 
    
 
   Lambert had never thought he would be sad to see his house emptied of infants. Now he was, and it was disturbing. His daughters had driven away with his grandchildren; the house was suddenly silent. And he felt old.
 
   As usual, Christine divined his feelings without any word from him. For the second day in succession, he was presented with the bacon and egg breakfast he was nowadays not allowed. Then she stole softly away, lest he should see the smile she could not resist. She had always told him he would make a good grandfather, but it was nice to see it coming true.
 
   A better grandfather than father, he reflected ruefully as he pretended to read the paper. On Christmas Day and Boxing Day, he had been able to come home from a murder investigation which was obstinately retaining its secrets and switch himself immediately into family life. He had joked with his daughters and played delightedly with their babies. A generation ago, he had never been able to switch off and play with the girls like that. He had missed most of their childhood, had almost lost the wife everyone now said was the perfect partner for him.
 
   Today, he had even been prepared to delay his return to work until he had seen his daughters leave, on the grounds that he had been working on the case over Christmas. It was an indulgence he would once never have permitted to himself.
 
   If he mused on these things as he ate his very late breakfast, he was as single-minded as he had ever been once he left the house. Motoring through the quiet lanes to pick up Bert Hook, he scarcely noticed even the beauty of the frost-edged trees. His brain had room for nothing but this disturbing case which so obstinately refused to give up its secrets.
 
   Bert’s house had not emptied. His two boisterous boys overflowed its small modern confines exuberantly, but they were indubitably still in residence. One of them was lovingly inspecting the tyres of a gleaming Christmas bicycle; his smaller brother fenced with plastic sword and shield against a myriad imaginary foes on the driveway between house and fence.
 
   Bert’s rubicund countenance appeared behind him at the kitchen door. “The sword hasn’t slept in that little blighter’s hand since he unwrapped it!” he said as he eased his bulk into the old Vauxhall. “Though I doubt very much whether he intends to build a new Jerusalem.” He took a last affectionate look at the children, who were more precious because they had come to him when he was approaching forty. Then he said, “Sorry, I’ve been trying to catch up on my Blake assignment since early this morning.”
 
   He was studying for an Open University degree, much to the secret delight of a superintendent who pretended to be threatened by the development. Lambert scratched up a Blake quotation to keep up his end: ‘When the voices of children are
 
   heard on the green, And laughing is heard on the hill.’
 
   He took a last look at the clamorous boys as they drove away, thinking of his own children and how they had disappeared into women, resolving to enjoy his toddler grandchildren as they moved through childhood.
 
   “I thought we’d go and have another nose round Woodford,” he said. “Visit that surly Tommy Farr and see if we can prize any more out of him. Allow you to have a go at young Charlie Webb. Probe Colonel and Mrs Davidson a little more. Even go over Arthur Comstock’s story with him. And I want to see if the landlord of the Crown has noticed anything new over the last three days.”
 
   It all sounded a little desperate, and both of them knew that it was. Sometimes the only option was to go over old ground again, while the team around them spread the net of suspicion further and further. Each of the pair was so preoccupied with his own thoughts that he was startled when the radio crackled and blared into raucous life.
 
   Even through the distortion, they caught the excitement in Rushton’s voice. “Something’s come up, sir. Are you coming in to the station?”
 
   They were at a T-junction with the main road. Lambert flicked down his indicator and swung the car abruptly in the opposite direction from the one he had intended ten seconds previously. “We are now, Chris. We’ll be with you in five minutes.”
 
   Rushton could not control his excitement when they arrived in the CID section. “It looks as though you were right about chummy in the forest, sir! He was an ex-copper.” He might once have been resentful that Lambert and not he had thought of the possibility, but now his instinct to catch a villain rode fiercely over such unworthy considerations.
 
   They went quickly through to the Murder Room and he passed over the teletext message. One Ian Sharpe had been discharged from the force in Leicester eight years previously, when holding the rank of sergeant. He had been guilty of brutal treatment of prisoners in custody and trying to extract confessions by unlawful means.
 
   Lambert’s face hardened as he read the phrases and translated the shorthand. A bully, or worse, who had brought his violence to work. The worst kind of bad apple in the force’s barrel. The one in a hundred — Lambert still preferred the statistics of his youth who brought contumely upon his colleagues and justified the hostility of the louts who obstructed their work at every turn. Lambert, although he had long trained himself in impassivity as part of his professional equipment, hated such men. He said in a level voice, “What has he been doing since?”
 
   Rushton picked up the scrap of paper with the notes he had made during a telephone conversation concluded only minutes earlier. “The people in Leicester kept tabs as long as they were able to. As far as we can gather, he had a period as a mercenary soldier in Africa after he was kicked out of the police. No one seems to have heard of him in the last four years.”
 
   The three of them were silent with conjecture for a moment. Hook said, reluctantly allowing the possibility, “It might just be that he has genuinely taken to the road in the way he tried to sell to us.”
 
   They considered the notion; none of them saw that hard, confident man as the dropout who made the typical modern vagrant, but they knew enough to be aware of the danger of generalizations. Rushton answered the key question before it was even voiced. “We haven’t found any connection with Peter Barton yet. Except that Barton seems to have worked in a hostel for derelicts in Leicester for a short period before he was actually ordained as an Anglican priest. Sharpe must have been in the police there at that time.”
 
   Lambert said grimly, “Let’s go and get him.”
 
   ***
 
   The forest seemed unnaturally quiet. There was not a breath of air, and the cold was clamped hard upon it.
 
   No bird sang, and those small mammals who were not in hibernation had more sense than to be active on days like this, when no food was available. And since the death of Peter Barton, most of the dog-walkers and horse-riders had chosen other places for their exercise.
 
   The CID were not naïve. The law had forced them to release the man who called himself Robertson, but they had put a tail upon him when he left them without volunteering an address. They knew exactly where he had made camp in the woods, and Rushton had a note of it.
 
   It did not take them long to reach the place. Lambert’s quick march became almost a run in its last stages, so anxious was he to come to grips again with the man they now knew as Ian Sharpe. He was already planning the lines of the vigorous interrogation he intended. Rushton wondered if they should have come here armed; their quarry had a history of violence and he must surely realize now that the game was up.
 
   They heard nothing and smelt nothing that prepared them for the scene they found. Sharpe had struck camp; his tent was tightly rolled and fastened to the framed rucksack containing his spare clothes and cooking tins. The man himself lay beyond the small paraphernalia of his mysterious life, with his arms and legs thrown wide and spattered with red.
 
   His head was blown almost completely away.
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   A serial killer was at work. The press, not the police, decided that. From the point of view of the CID, this dead time of year between Christmas and New Year is the worst possible time for brutal murders to occur. International wranglings take their only break of the year at this season; Parliament is not in session; even the incessant din of political exchange is blessedly stilled.
 
   So the tabloids fell upon the forest deaths like famished hounds upon a succulent quarry. They transformed kind Peter Barton into a modern Francis of Assisi, ‘beloved by the birds and animals of the countryside he loved to walk’. The mysterious tramp who had been the second victim became ‘Old Dougie’, a harmless recluse, living at peace with the wild creatures of the forest, until his pastoral idyll was so brutally terminated by a twelve-bore cartridge.
 
   The police, of course, were baffled, anxious, or looking desperately for any kind of lead, as tradition again demanded. As the inquiry’s net spread wider and more and more men had leave cancelled to join the inquiry, the papers began to talk of police complacency in the face of the danger to innocent citizens.
 
   The columns told of woods eerily deserted, of villages blanketed in fear, where every family locked its doors at dusk and the elderly were too fearful to venture forth at all. Pictures of parents collecting their children from Christmas parties were used as illustrations of the terror gripping the heart of every mother in the Forest of Fear.
 
   Once the crime reporters had decided a maniac was in the woods, they had to give him a name. An animal was favourite, but most of the best ones —the panthers and the leopards —had already been used for previous psychopaths. There were badger setts in plenty around the places where the victims had fallen, but the badger has an appearance and a folk-tale history which is too unthreatening for the purpose. The beast of the woods became The Fox of the Forest: within three days of its first, tentative appearance all the nationals had adopted the name.
 
   It had not the fierce, flesh-tearing associations of more exotic foreign predators, but at least the ideas of random wanton killing, of carnage spread ruthlessly merely for the pleasure it afforded the killer, could now be exploited.
 
   And foxes, of course, were cunning; everyone knew that. As the days drifted by, the headlines became more scornful about PC Plod and the way The Fox was so much more subtle, ingenious and successful than those engaged in his pursuit. Soon, if he was not unmasked, the killer would acquire the charnel-house glamour of the mass murderer. And sick young men in different parts of the country would begin books of cuttings about his progress.
 
   Lambert had been through it before. He was irritated and sometimes more than that, but he had to pretend to the team he led that he was unruffled, that the kind of publicity their work was getting was no more than a routine accompaniment to murder. He spoke to journalists at a press conference on New Year’s Eve — television had for the moment left the murders alone, except for a routine report and a few pictures of the area. Presumably camera crews like many others had used holiday allocations to bridge Christmas and New Year into a ten-day break.
 
   He fed the reporters enough detail of the vigour with which the case was being investigated, of the murder, of officers engaged and the number of people being questioned about their movements, to allay rumours of police complacency, but even as he spoke he could see that the hardened men in front of him were not interested in such detail They had already published their routine pictures of men fanning out in a ground-search for evidence around the place where Robertson had fallen, and they were not here to act as public relations officers for the police.
 
   Lambert said rather desperately that he was not yet convinced they were dealing with a maniac. It might be difficult to see reasons for the killing of the Reverend Peter Barton, but the CID thought the second killing was clearly motivated. But when he refused to be drawn on what the motive was, or to release any detail of the direction their inquiries were taking, he could feel the cynicism abroad in the room. He pointed out a little desperately that two killings scarcely constituted a series. Then he offered the thought that he had not yet ruled out the possibility of a woman as killer, either directly or as an agent.
 
   But the gentlemen of the press — there were no ladies yet to leaven this male monopoly — refused to take the carrot. Sex was always an attractive angle, but the whiff of it which Lambert had offered them was too faint to divert them from the beast they had created. The Fox held sway still in their columns, moving quietly about the forest, patiently awaiting the chance to savage his next innocent victim in what they were now pleased to call the valley of fear.
 
   ***
 
   When the pressmen had disappeared, Lambert journeyed thirty miles to a suburb of Bristol to interview Clare Barton’s lover. He took DI Rushton with him; Bert Hook was on a four-day break in Cornwall between his Open University courses. Lambert, knowing the University year began in January and that Bert had not been away from home for two years, was reluctant to recall him. He was scarcely prepared to acknowledge to himself the memory of those years long ago when his own marriage had nearly foundered on the rocks of his commitment to his work before all else. Bert Hook was a different, in some ways a sounder, man. But there was no need to test how far his wife could take the strain.
 
   Michael Crawley met them in his office at a deserted factory, at his own request. “We’ve closed down until January 2nd,” he said. “It’s not worth running the machinery, you see, for what we could produce with a skeleton staff.” His nervousness, like that of many others before him, took refuge in irrelevant explanations, and for a moment or two they let it run its course without comment.
 
   Crawley stood and looked down into the car park, with its sixty spaces marked off by stark white lines. Only his own Jaguar and Lambert’s old Vauxhall were there today: the bleak expanses of tarmac made him feel very lonely. He said, “I’m sure I could rustle up some coffee and biscuits, if you could give me a few minutes.” He looked uncertainly towards the deserted outer office; like many male executives, he was helpless in a working environment without his secretary.
 
   “That won’t be necessary,” said Lambert. His sternness made it sound as though Crawley had offered an improper suggestion. He looked round the office, and was pleased to find it so characterless: that suited his purpose. It had a swivel chair behind the broad teak-topped desk, two armchairs where the detectives now disposed themselves, an empty wastepaper basket, a small cupboard by the single window which probably contained drinks for those deemed to merit them. The only picture on the wall was a print of the ramshackle shed which had been the firm’s original works.
 
   This office was not so very different from the interview room where Rushton and he had spent many an hour of interrogation. It was bigger, admittedly, and sumptuously carpeted. And it had not the stark grey-green walls which induced useful feelings of claustrophobia, even panic, in those assisting police with their inquiries. But the room was almost as characterless as those small cubicles which were deliberately devised to be so.
 
   They pulled the armchairs close to the desk, so that although Crawley in his swivel chair sat slightly above them, their faces were not far from his. From behind them, the wan sunlight of late December fell upon the anxious features of the man they had come here to question.
 
   Crawley said, “My wife thinks I’ve come in here today to attend to business matters. It won’t be necessary for her to know anything about our meeting, will it?”
 
   Rushton said, “We can give you no guarantees, Mr Crawley.”
 
   “But I understood —”
 
   “Then you understood wrong. This is a murder inquiry.” His voice cut like a whip across Crawley’s uncertainty. He had smelled fear on the man, and fear was weakness. And weakness was there to be exploited. Lambert, recognizing the situation, decided to give the younger man his head. Good CID men were always intelligent opportunists. He saw some of himself in Rushton now, even if he did not much like it.
 
   Crawley opened his mouth, but found no more words. It was a weak mouth, curiously in contrast to the firm chin beneath it. He must have been about the same age as Rushton, but against the confident vigour of the Inspector, he suddenly seemed older. He was finding it difficult to keep still. He folded his arms but then immediately let them drop to his sides again. In another moment, the hands were kneading each other nervously below the cuffs of his cashmere sweater.
 
   Rushton was in no hurry. He watched his man impassively, carefully concealing the contempt which was building within him. Eventually he said, “You know why we’re here?”
 
   “I understood it was in connection with the death of poor Peter Barton. Though what I could tell you about that I can’t —”
 
   “I understand you are conducting an affair with the dead man’s wife, Clare Barton.”
 
   “Was, inspector, was.” Crawley tried to shrug the matter away, but his smile was that of a febrile child. “I made it quite clear to Clare on the phone that our affair was over.” In the silence which followed this assertion, he ran his hand through his wavy hair, then pinched the greying strands beneath his right temple briefly between finger and thumb, in what was clearly a habitual, unconscious gesture.
 
   Lambert said quietly, “Mrs Barton also made it quite clear to me some days ago that it was her intention to end the affair.” He was anxious to prevent Rushton following false trails, but this came out as though he were trying to defend the woman he had interviewed on Christmas morning. He could see her now, her pretty, doll-like face smeared with her grief beneath her blonde hair, her resolution to end the infidelity which could no longer hurt her husband giving her a strange sort of dignity.
 
   Rushton said, “At any rate, you were lovers at the time of Barton’s death. Indeed, it seems that Mrs Barton spent the night of her husband’s death in bed with you. That she left you to go home on the day that his body was discovered.”
 
   Crawley wished he had a glass of water. He gripped the edge of his desk hard as he said hoarsely, “We didn’t know that. If we’d known he was going to be killed, neither of us…” Words failed him and he lifted his palms hopelessly. He had hoped to find them men of the world, perhaps even prepared to enjoy a male snigger and a little envy of his bit on the side. But these men were not here to offer him help or understanding.
 
   Rushton said, “How long had Mrs Barton been your mistress?”
 
   Crawley had scarcely thought of pretty, vulnerable Clare in so serious a context. He had spotted her as a blue-eyed blonde with that brittle gaiety which springs so often from an unhappy marriage. Her inexperience had been an invitation to a man like him; the excitement of the affair had come from the sexual education he had been able to initiate in her. He said, feeling as though the line was required of him in a bad play, “I can’t see how all this can be of any interest to —”
 
   “I’ll tell you how, if you wish, sir. Barton was a good man, according to people who knew him better than you. So good that we’ve found it difficult to find anyone to suggest a motive for blowing him apart. But you have one.” He had not bothered to keep the contempt out of his voice this time. Lambert realized for the first time that his deputy was probably an old-fashioned Puritan in sexual matters.
 
   “You mean that I that we…”
 
   “I mean that sex is a factor in many violent killings. The commonest of all, along with money. So don’t pretend to me that you’ve nothing to explain.”
 
   “But you’ve said yourself that I was with Clare at the moment when Peter was murdered. Surely —”
 
   “I haven’t mentioned the time of Barton’s death. It’s interesting that you should be so certain of exactly when it happened.”
 
   It was a cheap point, which a moment’s thought would have answered. But it broke Crawley’s frail resistance, because it convinced him of their hostility. He looked at the middle of his desk and said sullenly, “I might be a bit of a womanizer, but I’m not a murderer.”
 
   Rushton, dark eyes narrowed, studied the weakness of his man unashamedly for a moment before he said, “Where were you between six and ten p.m. on December 22nd, Mr Crawley?”
 
   Crawley did not even look up as he said quietly, “I was here until about half past six. From seven onwards, I was in the Crossed Keys Hotel with Clare Barton.”
 
   “Witnesses?”
 
   He looked up, angry for a moment, with the desperation of the cornered animal. “Clare herself. No one else. We were being discreet, you see.” His voice was bitter with the irony of it.
 
   “Pity. Means that each of you only has the other to corroborate your story. So far.”
 
   Michael Crawley said wearily, “I suppose the hotel could confirm at least our arrival there. We put the ‘Do not disturb’ sign on our door. I suppose you’ll say we could have —”
 
   “Could have, yes, sir. That’s all. If you didn’t leave the hotel, it will probably be fairly easy for us to establish that.”
 
   “In that case —”
 
   “There are of course other methods of killing an inconvenient husband than doing it yourself. Well-documented methods, often involving shootings.”
 
   “You mean that we might have got someone else to —”
 
   “I mean that contract killings are becoming much more common in Britain. Unfortunately for those of us who have to investigate them. Professional killers are more difficult to pin down, you see. But we get them, in the end. Usually by finding out the details of their hiring.”
 
   “But you surely can’t think —”
 
   Crawley was looking for some kind of reassurance, however minor. He got none. The two tall men watched him impassively as he looked from face to face. He might have been a butterfly pinned upon a board.
 
   It was Lambert who at length said to him, “You may not yet be aware that a second body has been discovered in the forest, not far from where Peter Barton was killed. I’m now asking you formally, Mr Crawley, whether you were involved in the deaths of either of the men at Woodford, either directly or indirectly?”
 
   “No. I swear I’d never have got involved with Clare if I’d thought for a moment that Peter —”
 
   “And have you any idea who might have committed either of these murders?” 
 
   “No.”
 
   They waited a moment to see if stress might induce any useful indiscretion. When none came, they rose unhurriedly at a nod from Lambert. Rushton said from the door, “If you have any occasion to leave the area, Mr Crawley, please be good enough to let us know the details of your movements.” He managed to make even that sound like a threat, a final assurance that he neither believed nor trusted the man they were leaving alone in the deserted factory.
 
   They drove a full mile before either man spoke. Then Rushton said, “I wouldn’t trust that bugger as far as I could throw him. On the make with women, deceiving his wife, prepared to drop Clare Barton like a hot potato as soon as the going gets tough.” He stared through the windscreen at the damp paving stones where mothers muffled against the cold pushed prams, aware that he was voicing his distaste rather than any constructive idea.
 
   Lambert said mildly, “An adulterer isn’t necessarily a murderer, Chris, thank God. Nor is a coward who drops a woman as soon as she becomes an embarrassment.”
 
   “But he’s the only one we’ve found so far with any convincing motive for getting rid of Barton.”
 
   “Agreed. We’ll need to check him out. But did he seem to you as though he felt strongly enough about Clare Barton to commit a crime of passion?”
 
   Rushton sighed. “No. He seemed like a crafty shit, who took what he could get and dropped it like a hot brick when it looked as though it might burn his fingers.”
 
   “He might of course be a very good actor. But that would require Clare Barton to be one too. She was adamant she wasn’t going to see Michael Crawley again, and she convinced me she meant what she said at that moment. Of course, if either one of them had arranged for Barton to be murdered, it would be policy to pretend the affair meant less to them than it did. And I agree it’s the nearest thing we’ve got to a motive for killing Barton. That vicar’s becoming more and more like a saint as we question everyone in the village. Irritating, for CID cynics like us.”
 
   It was an olive branch: he had come dangerously close to accusing the younger man of a failure in objectivity, that ultimate sin in detectives. Both of them were too sensitive with each other, still. He would not even have had to think about these things with Bert Hook.
 
   They were driving away from the city now, through the last of the suburbs. Lambert would normally have felt a sense of release as they moved back into the country he loved. For a little while, he did. But as they approached Woodford and the forest closed tightly around the roads, the shadow of brutal, motiveless murder fell back upon them.
 
   At that moment, the teeming city they had left seemed a cheerful and innocent place, the silent village a centre of faceless evil.
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   Tommy Farr was still one of the few villagers who ventured freely into the forest.
 
   He went there indeed at four o’clock on New Year’s Day when the low sun had already dropped from sight and his fellow-villagers were shuttering their houses against the night and the north wind. And against The Fox: country-dwellers are as susceptible as their urban counterparts to the suggestions of the media.
 
   Tommy swung briskly along the road, as though he had no thought of danger. He had two forms of insurance against any attack. Kelly bounded ahead of him, with head erect and energy rippling from every line of his carriage. The Doberman sniffed the bitter air as if it was the sweetest he had ever savoured: he had been waiting for this walk ever since the hour of his normal lunch-time exercise had come and gone without his master stirring towards the door. The dog bounded into the forest as into a Paradise regained, forcing his indulgent master almost into a run to keep pace with him.
 
   The second form of protection which Farr took with him towards the scene of the late murders was more obvious and perhaps more sinister. Slung almost negligently against his left shoulder was his shotgun. The dark polished metal of its twin barrels gleamed briefly in the diminishing light There were cartridges today in both barrels of the twelve bore. Tommy had seen to that before he left the privacy of the kitchen at the back of the village stores. He found the butt of the gun solid and reassuring now between his palm and fingers.
 
   ***
 
   Two miles or so away, on the other side of the long tongue of forest that ran down to Woodford, a lane traced its erratic course towards Ashbridge. It was not even the main route between the two villages, though that was by no means a major thoroughfare. The road was metalled, but patches of grass poked their blades through the ridge at its centre. In the years between the two great wars which had taken men from this quiet region to a greater and more violent stage, the lane had linked small farms to each other, winding’ crazily along the boundaries. Now these small homesteads had long been deserted, their lands merged into larger holdings which still struggled to balance their books in the ‘nineties.
 
   At dusk on the first day of the new year, a car lurched cautiously along this quiet way, reluctant to put on even its sidelights as the gloom stretched inexorably across the valley behind it. It was not the most well-adapted car for such a place: a Land-Rover would have managed the route better than the long Rover saloon, with its soft springs and low ground clearance.
 
   But the care and skill of the driver ensured that it reached the appointed place safely enough. Beneath a low-branching chestnut, it would have been easy to miss the narrow break in the straggling hedge which marked one of the less frequented ways into the woods. But this man was on the lookout for it. He did not park next to it, but ran the big car thirty yards further on, to where a patch of grass just off the road allowed him to leave it almost out of sight beneath an overarching conifer.
 
   He shivered a little as he left the warmth of the car, then zipped his anorak tightly against the sudden cold. He hesitated a little before he moved beneath the winter canopy of twigs and branches, as though he was reluctant to shut out the sky and the remaining daylight.
 
   But as he plunged a moment later down the path into the forest, it was behind him that he cast his eyes, down the lane on which he had arrived. He wanted to check for the last possible time that he had not been followed here. There was no sight of any following figure, no note of an engine engaged in pursuit of the Rover. It was as much comfort as he could offer himself in this lonely setting.
 
   As he turned towards the area where two men had lately met such violent deaths, this man had not the safeguards which surly Tommy Farr had afforded himself. No large dog was at his side, and he carried no weapon. He dug his gloveless hands deep into the pockets of his anorak, and began to hurry towards his assignation. There was not much light left for him now.
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   On January 2nd the world was back at work. Notes on Lambert’s desk told him that Central Television and the BBC would both like to set up interviews. He pushed them resolutely to one side and brought Hook up to date with what had happened in his absence.
 
   At 9.30 Dr Burgess, the pathologist, was ushered into his office, trailing policemen and policewomen behind him like a consultant upon his rounds. He had insisted upon bringing in his official post-mortem report on the second victim personally, though Lambert expected it would add little to the details he had already taken over the phone.
 
   He had long since despaired of introducing reality into Burgess’s lurid and literary impressions of modern CID practice. He humoured the silver-haired, patrician figure because in his autopsy work he was both efficient and alive to the urgency of police requirements. And because he liked the old boy, though he never admitted it. And perhaps just a little because it annoyed the ascetic Rushton to have a civilian present even on the periphery of police deliberations.
 
   He had a good excuse for involving Burgess this morning. A scientist from the forensic laboratory would arrive at any moment to tell them what he could about the weapons and ammunition he and his colleagues had been examining in connection with the two killings in the forest. At least all the specialist scientific evidence could now be set alongside the meagre evidence the police had so far turned up.
 
   “I come most carefully upon my hour, like the ghost of Hamlet’s father,” said Burgess with a benign smile.
 
   “Let’s hope you are not the precursor of the kind of carnage introduced by that unfortunate presence,” said Lambert drily. “Do find yourself somewhere to sit down.”
 
   His office always seemed much smaller when Burgess came into it; the pathologist was scarcely six feet tall, four inches shorter than Lambert, but his urbane presence made the piles of documents and statements awaiting the Superintendent’s attention seem more untidy than ever. The pathologist picked a shred of white thread from his immaculate navy suit, set three closely typed sheets on the edge of Lambert’s desk, and said, “So The Fox is still eluding his dedicated pursuers?” He settled himself in the room’s single battered armchair with every appearance of satisfaction at the thought.
 
   It was typical of him to seize upon the press’s label for the killer, which Lambert had scrupulously avoided in his briefings to the team. The Superintendent said sourly, “First animal I know that kills its prey with a shotgun.”
 
   Burgess waved a hand airily. “You mustn’t expect too much from the gentlemen of the fourth estate, John. You should know by now that they never let facts get in the way of a good story. Still less a good metaphor. And at least The Fox has brought a little glamour into a life made dull by petty fraud and public house brawls.”
 
   Lambert was fortunately prevented from any rejoinder by the arrival of the forensic scientist. He was a slight, intense man with a closely trimmed brown beard. His narrow features appeared sharper than ever because they were pinched with cold. Greatly to Burgess’s delight, he introduced himself as Sam Johnson; Lambert winced mentally in anticipation.
 
   “We shall be able to look to you to lighten the ‘inspissated gloom’ with which this case seems to be beset!” said Burgess affably. The bewildered Johnson had obviously not investigated his illustrious namesake’s wordier pronouncements. The scientist opened his briefcase and took refuge in a sheaf of notes.
 
   Burgess watched the move with interest. After a few seconds, he offered innocently, “Your celebrated namesake thought that ‘Notes are often necessary, but they are necessary evils’. I think I’m inclined to agree with him, aren’t you, Mr Johnson?”
 
   “I find it difficult to operate without notes,” said Johnson acerbically. He found the pages he was looking for and smoothed them upon his knees, setting the briefcase down beside his upright chair.
 
   Lambert was relieved when the return of Hook with Rushton diverted Burgess and allowed the informal meeting to begin. He said briskly, “Perhaps I could ask Dr Burgess to begin with a summary of his findings about the death of the man we now know to be Ian Sharpe.”
 
   Burgess raised his elegant eyebrows a fraction. He had not heard the new name before; the corpse had come into his laboratory as the remains of Douglas Robertson. But he was aware that he was here on sufferance, so he was careful not to ruffle Lambert by asking for detail. “I would guess your man died between ten and eleven on the morning of 27th December. I couldn’t be definite about it under oath — you’ll see that I’ve put between nine and twelve in my report.” He nodded towards the pages on Lambert’s desk. “But both body temperature and stomach contents indicate that he had not been dead very long when you found the body.
 
   “I’m assuming he last ate at about eight a.m. It’s hardly likely that he’d be eating before daylight, living as he was. He’d been eating rabbit, incidentally. Easy enough for him to trap, I should think, now that so many rabbits live above ground all winter.”
 
   Rushton said, “He’d been living as a tramp. Do you think he was one, Dr Burgess?”
 
   The elegant shoulders shrugged beneath the dark worsted. “Who knows what a tramp is nowadays, Inspector? If he was a dropout, though, he was a remarkably fit one. Not much fat on him, despite his powerful, stocky build, and his muscle tissue was in excellent condition. Well above average for a man of his age. What was he? Late thirties?”
 
   Lambert said, “About that, yes,” and all of them thought wryly of the press’s picture of harmless ‘Old Dougie’ and the white-haired, helpless pensioner they had created as the second victim of The Fox. “He was a steelworker, a long time ago. Then a copper, for a while. After that, we’re not quite sure what. Probably a mercenary soldier, for a little while at least.”
 
   “A bent copper?” Burgess was delighted to air his knowledge of the vernacular. Lambert gave him a grim little smile.
 
   “Not in the manner you probably mean, Cyril. He seems to have been prepared to take short cuts to get convictions. To have been too fond of violence for his own or other people’s good. Contrary to popular opinion, that isn’t something we encourage. There wasn’t any evidence of his accepting bribes or other inducements. He was found unsuitable for further service as a police officer, but there was no prosecution.”
 
   He realized with a spurt of irritation that he was speaking not for Burgess or the meeting at large but for Rushton, proving to his deputy his credentials as a defender of the force. Had the two of them been alone, he would not have felt the need to say these things to Burgess. A little too hurriedly, he said, “Could you tell us about the forensic findings, Mr Johnson?”
 
   When invited to speak from his own area of expertise, Johnson was suddenly confident. “Shotguns,” he said with distaste, as though he were pronouncing a mild obscenity. “They’re the bane of our lives. Far too anonymous for anyone’s good. Both your men were killed with twelve-bore cartridges, probably fired from about four yards in each instance.” He looked interrogatively at Burgess, who nodded confirmation from his PM findings. “Unfortunately, as you probably know, we cannot pin down a particular weapon from the ammunition used when it’s a shotgun. It’s quite possible we’ve handled your murder weapon in the last day or two, but there’s no way in which we could be sure which gun it was.”
 
   Hook said, “Is there any chance that you could be certain that it was the same weapon that was used in each case?”
 
   Johnson shook his head mournfully. “The most we could say is that our findings indicate it would be probable. And you know that ‘probable’ is totally useless in court. The same sort of cartridge was used in both killings. But it’s the commonest type of ammunition, so it doesn’t mean a lot.”
 
   Rushton said, “Did your examination of the twelve-bores we brought in from the surrounding villages throw up anything that might be useful?” He turned to Burgess to explain, “We collected all the known twelve-bores from the district to see if they would reveal anything, because the murder weapon was not found anywhere during an extensive search of the forest.” Lambert thought with amusement that it sounded like an official press release, but Burgess was delighted as always to be involved in the machinery of an investigation. He retained a schoolboy’s enthusiasm for the processes of detection, despite all his contacts with corpses.
 
   Johnson said, “We haven’t come up with anything that seems particularly significant. Except…” He searched feverishly through the notes he had said were vital to his operations. “You gave us particulars of the owner’s statements about when the shotguns had last been fired. There was one of your villagers whose account did not seem to tally with what we found when we looked at his twelve-bore in the lab.”
 
   Lambert said carefully, “Which village?” trying to eliminate optimism and excitement from his voice. This business had been so obstinately retentive of its secrets that he distrusted hope.
 
   “Woodford.”
 
   “And which shotgun?”
 
   Johnson ran his index finger feverishly down the page until he located the name. “The gun from number four, Gladstone Terrace. Owned by a Mr Charles Webb.”
 
   “Charlie Webb,” breathed Hook softly. He was thinking not of that strange young man, but of his old grandmother, cheerfully mischievous and so obviously fond of her grandson, even as her mind wandered into decline.
 
   Sam Johnson looked up a little petulantly, as if he did not like being interrupted when he had finally found his place. “According to the statement you collected from Mr Webb, he had not used the shotgun since December 18th. That is several days before the first of the shootings in the forest, that of the Reverend Barton. But our examination indicated that it had been fired within the last day or two before we saw it. It had not been cleaned, you see, so we could test the powder traces. They were quite fresh. Is Webb the sort of chap who would normally be careless about cleaning his shotgun?”
 
   Hook said quietly, “I wouldn’t know about that. He’s scarcely more than a boy.”
 
   Rushton said acidly, “That scarcely indicates whether or not he would be careless about cleaning a murder weapon.” He too was searching through his sheets of notes now. He had a much thicker sheaf of them than Johnson, for he had the task of co-ordinating the written reports of the sixty officers now engaged upon the inquiry as they arrived in the murder room. He tried not to reveal his excitement: that would not suit the image of himself he was anxious to create.
 
   Lambert said with a hint of irritation as he watched this search, “Do you have something to add to what Mr Johnson has said about the gun, Chris?”
 
   Rushton pulled out the relevant sheet with the relief of a conjuror who has not been quite precise enough with a trick. “It’s a report from the house-to-house team, sir. You remember that we were trying to get the names of anyone who was in the forest on the morning of the murder of Ian Sharpe. This came in last night: a Mrs Baker was in her garden on the edge of the village when she saw Charlie Webb going into the woods. Incidentally, he hadn’t told us that himself, when we questioned him about his movements.”
 
   “What time was he seen?” Lambert’s voice sounded perfectly calm: he had practised these things for much longer than Rushton.
 
   “About ten o’clock, the lady says.”
 
   Lambert looked at Burgess. But now that it had come to it, the pathologist did not care to pin down a suspect with his findings. It was left to the Superintendent to say, “So he was at or near the scene of the murder at exactly the time when you think Ian Sharpe was killed.”
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   The council house blue paint on the door within the small porch was in much better condition than the paintwork on the windows. It had been washed down quite recently. That was a surprising thing for a boy of Charlie Webb’s age to think of doing. They remembered the almost obsessive tidiness of his bedroom.
 
   They had ample time to study the door, for they knocked upon it three times before there was any sound from within the house. Then Granny Webb’s voice called with surprising strength to ask who it was who hammered so vigorously. Most of her visitors, aware of her immobility, were accustomed to walk straight in after knocking.
 
   Now Hook tried the door, found it unlocked, and opened it a cautious two inches. He called through the gap, “Please don’t be alarmed, Mrs Webb. We’re the police. It’s Superintendent Lambert and Sergeant Hook, come back to see you again!”
 
   There was an immediate delighted cackle. “It’s the fuzz, Samuel. What yer been up to out there? Under age kittens, wos it?” Peals of broken laughter at the excellence of her wit rang round the room as they entered. The black and white cat sitting on her lap conducted an unhurried appraisal of the newcomers. Apparently it was not impressed; it jumped softly down, stretched in elastic slow motion, and stalked with dignity towards the kitchen and away from their view.
 
   “Charlie not about?” said Hook unnecessarily.
 
   “Be ‘ere any minute, if you want ‘im. Just gone round to Tommy Farr’s to get our shopping. Sit yourselves down, you’re hurting my neck up there.”
 
   They did so. There was a stale odour about the room, more that of old age than old cat. Lambert said, “We knew Charlie wasn’t at work. We rang there, you see, before we came round here.”
 
   “‘ere, what you want ‘im for? ‘e ain’t done nothing. ‘e’s a good boy, is Charlie. Good to ‘is old Gran, too.”
 
   “I’m sure he is, Mrs Webb. We just need to ask him a few questions, that’s all.” Lambert wondered a little desperately how long it would be before the boy returned.
 
   It was Hook who saw his absence as an opportunity. “He has a shotgun, hasn’t he, Mrs Webb? Does he use it much?”
 
   She gave the question serious consideration. She liked being called Mrs Webb by these careful, polite strangers. Everyone around the village called her Gran, as though for them she only existed in Charlie’s shadow. ‘Mrs Webb’ took her back to the days when she had got around more, when she had sometimes gone into the clothes shops in Gloucester just to hear the assistants call her ‘Madam’.
 
   She said, “‘Orrible dangerous, smelly thing. I don’t let him keep it in the house. He bangs away with it sometimes. Brings home the odd rabbit. Never a pheasant.” She leaned towards them confidentially. “My uncle used to breed pheasants, you know, in the old days. For the shooting, up behind the hall. All gone now. Never the same, after the war.” Her voice was a dirge for her lost youth and innocence. 
 
   Hook drew her gently back. “Fond of his gun, is he, Charlie?”
 
   She was suddenly suspicious. “What you want to know about that for? Took his gun away, the fuzz did. Got it back though!” She chortled again, then nudged a non-existent companion in celebration of her cleverness, as though her cunning had outwitted the entire police force to secure the return of the weapon. Then, with another of her bewilderingly swift changes of mood, she glared at them and said aggressively, “What you picking on Charlie for? He’s a good boy, I told you.”
 
   Hook grinned back at her, not at all abashed. “You told us when we saw you before that he enjoyed cleaning his shotgun.”
 
   “Always at it, he is. Takes it to pieces on the kitchen table. Oils it and polishes it. I can’t be doing with it.” She was grumbling now, slipping as he had hoped she might into a familiar routine.
 
   “These youngsters just don’t think about the mess. I expect he’s the same with his motorbike.
 
   “Damned Japanese rubbish!” She produced the phrase triumphantly, as though it were the winning conclusion to a word game. “Norton’s the best. Always was. Or Triumph: ‘is Dad always ‘ad Triumph.” She rocked backwards and forwards on her chair with folded arms and considerable content.
 
   “But he needs his bike to get to work, doesn’t he?”
 
   “Not been speeding, ‘as ‘e? I told ‘im the fuzz would get ‘im if “
 
   “Oh, nothing like that. He’s a good boy that way, as you say. All taxed and insured properly, not like some youngsters I could tell you about, Mrs Webb. We’d just like to know a bit more about the way he uses the bike, that’s all.”
 
   She said he went to work on it every day, used it indeed when he went anywhere outside the village, as might be expected. Hook teased so much out of her with a little more prompting. But they wanted to know whether he had gone out on the bike on the morning of Sharpe’s death, and that was hopeless. Granny Webb had no idea of whether things had happened yesterday or a month ago; pinning her to what had happened on the morning of 27th December at ten o’clock or thereabouts was quite impossible.
 
   When confusion was at its height in the warm, airless room, Charlie returned. Lambert had left the Vauxhall in the car park at the Crown, so that he did not know as he came up to the gate that there were visitors in the house. But he heard the noise of voices as he came up the path, and hurried protectively into the house as he caught the old lady’s agitation.
 
   He stopped dead in the doorway of the living-room when he saw who the visitors were. He was certainly disconcerted, but it was too dark where he stood for them to see whether he was frightened.
 
   Lambert said, “We wanted to talk to you, Charlie, about a couple of things.” He felt guilty in his relief to be speaking to someone who was of sound and consistent mind. “First, your shotgun. You told the officer who asked you about it that you hadn’t used it since two days before the Reverend Barton was killed. Would you like to reconsider that information?”
 
   Webb’s gaze flicked from one to the other, then round to the steadily nodding head of his grandmother, as if he might find somewhere among them a clue as to how he should answer. Seeing none, he said, “No. What I said when they took my shotgun away was correct. Why should it be important to you, anyway?”
 
   Hook said quietly, “Because we now know for certain that that gun has been fired more recently than that. Fired, you see, at about the time when a second man was killed in the forest.”
 
   Webb gulped and snatched at the back of a chair, pulling it out so that he could sit down on it and face them. He was certainly pale now; he looked as if he might have fainted if he had not found himself a seat. His white, scared face was totally unlined, so that he looked for the moment much younger than his years. Like a frightened child, Lambert thought. The first murderer he had ever arrested had looked like that, nearly thirty years ago, standing in a wet city street with a pistol still in his hand and looking down aghast at the policeman he had killed.
 
   Webb’s voice cracked a little, then recovered, as he said, “I can’t explain that. I haven’t fired the gun.”
 
   They waited to see if he would volunteer any suggestion as to how this might have happened. Even the excuses chosen by men driven into a corner could be significant. On this occasion, Webb offered them nothing.
 
   Hook waited for a nod from his chief before he said, “Where were you on the morning of the 27th of December, Charlie?”
 
   Webb looked at them as if they were closing upon him a trap which he had not seen or understood. His right hand shot suddenly upwards and across his spiky hair, as if it had a will of its own. He looked down upon it when it came to rest again across the top of his other hand in his lap, studying the long fingers and bitten nails for a moment as if this was someone else’s hand. Then he said, “I was on holiday. Not at work, I mean.”
 
   “Yes. Where did you go, that morning?” 
 
   “I went for a walk.”
 
   It was like prising information out of a guilty child, but Hook was patient. His tone of voice remained the same throughout the exchange. “What time was this, Charlie?”
 
   “I — I’m not sure, exactly. About ten, I think. I remember I was at a bit of a loose end.”
 
   “And where did you go on your walk?”
 
   The room seemed stifling now. A coal on the heaped fire tumbled softly and sent a little cloud of white ash into the throat of the chimney. Granny Webb gave it a wide, almost toothless smile; not one of the other three in the room was certain whether she was listening to them or was in some quite different world of her own.
 
   Charlie Webb’s long neck, poking from his polo-necked sweater towards the spots beneath his chin, made him seem vulnerable, even fragile, as if he might disintegrate with harsh treatment. It seemed a long time before he said, “I went into the forest.”
 
   Hook’s voice held no note of triumph in the admission he had secured. He said, almost wearily, “But you told the constable who saw you about it that you had been nowhere near the woods on that day.”
 
   “Yes. I was scared. I knew the man in the woods had been killed. It was all round the village.”
 
   Something in the phrasing interested Hook. Webb had stared dully at the carpet through most of his questions; he waited until the youth looked into his face at last. Then he said, “Did you know there was a man there, Charlie? Before he was killed, I mean.”
 
   “Yes. I saw him that very morning.” Webb looked as though confession had relieved his tension. His face was despairing, but relaxed.
 
   “What time was this, Charlie?” Hook might have been a doctor, treating an accident victim whilst he was still in shock.
 
   “About ten o’clock, I suppose. Perhaps a bit later.”
 
   If Webb was telling the truth, the murderer must have been very close behind him. If he was not, he was putting himself in the dock. Hook kept the excitement scrupulously from his voice as he said, “Did you speak to him, Charlie?”
 
   Webb said, “No. He didn’t think I’d seen him, see. He came out behind me for a moment on the track, then went back to his camp. He didn’t make much noise, but I knew he was there. I’d smelt his fire, see, although he’d put it out by then.” There was a little flash of pride in his country boy’s skills, the first he had shown since he came into the room.
 
   Lambert, knowing Hook had come to the end, said in a different, harsher voice, “You went into the forest with your shotgun that morning, didn’t you, Charlie? And you didn’t just see the man, but shot him. We know he died at around the time you were there.”
 
   “I didn’t! I was there, just as I’ve told you. I lied before because I was scared, but I’ve told you the truth now.” Webb did not shout, as from experience they would have expected him to. His voice rose, but he retained control over it, as he had had difficulty in doing at the beginning of their interrogation.
 
   As they went through the tiny porch, Granny Webb flung after them, “Come again soon. Always glad to see the fuzz.” Lambert wondered if a mind wandering like hers was capable of irony. Perhaps it was a genuine invitation; she had so few visitors now to bring breaths of excitement into the confusion of her old age.
 
   Hook was silent in the car, even after they had driven out of the village. He did not want the lad to be guilty, though the policeman in him longed for the quickest possible arrest. Webb was too like the youth he had once been, when he scrambled towards manhood in the years after he had left the home. Lambert knew his man well enough now to divine most of this. He glanced sideways at his sergeant’s troubled profile and smiled.
 
   Then he said gnomically, “The crucial question about Webb is the one Sam Johnson from forensic asked.”
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   The tabloids moved into a new year with their Parliamentary comedians still in recess. So they homed in on Woodford.
 
   Margaret Parkin, who had helped out behind the bar of the Crown on New Year’s Eve, became ‘attractive fun-loving barmaid Meg Parkin’. For a small consideration, she informed a reporter that: “Every woman in the village is frightened to open her door. We go in terror of The Fox. Our fear grows every day as we wait for him to strike again. The police may be trying their best, but they can’t protect us: we’ve already seen that, haven’t we?”
 
   These observations from the voluble Ms Parkin were received in the area with a mixture of derision and outrage. In the Crown and the Women’s Institute, those twin centres of village enlightenment, she was rumoured to have been in more beds than ground elder. Perhaps the deaths in the forest had indeed cut down her nocturnal activities. But even the most charitable were driven to compute that she must now be at least sixty-two.
 
   The photographers had to go to the primary school in Ashbridge on the day when the schools re-opened, because Woodfood’s tiny village school had been closed for twenty years. They got their pictures of anxious mothers meeting their children and hurrying them home, conveniently ignoring the fact that the Woodford children now without exception travelled on the school bus.
 
   When invention flagged, there was always the ritual pillorying of the baffled police. THE FOX IS FOOLING WITH PC PLOD! the tabloids decided, while even the serious papers ran articles on previous serial killers and the omissions of the authorities. The press now got hold of the news that the second victim had been held by police for thirty-six hours, then released to be gunned down in the forest. HOW WRONG CAN YOU GET? roared the next day’s headlines.
 
   Lambert was glad that his Chief Constable was enjoying a well-earned rest on a Caribbean cruise.
 
   ***
 
   On a bitter grey January afternoon, almost everyone in the village attended the funeral of Peter Barton.
 
   Behind the coffin, three people wept steadily, losing not a shred of dignity as they did so. Barton’s parents had come down from Newcastle to a country world which they did not understand. They felt the warmth of the sympathy around them, but on this bitter day no heat would have been enough to burn away their outrage at the senseless obliteration of the boy who had promised to achieve so much.
 
   In front of them and immediately behind the coffin as it made its short, slow journey down the aisle of the packed church, Clare Barton walked as though in a trance. The crowded pews of the little church brought home what she had always known but not cared to acknowledge, the hold that Peter had taken upon the affections of his flock in four short years. Four years, she thought, when he had worked unremittingly, with only the most sporadic and ineffective support from the wife who should have been at his side.
 
   The bishop spoke over the coffin of the man who had been such a thorn in his side. And because that is the way of these things, he spoke movingly and well. Whatever the frustrations of the Anglican Church in the final quarter of the century, it had offered him thirty years of practice in the art of oratory. He had honed his skills, until he was effective now in almost any situation. He said generous things about the young man’s ministry. And, to be fair to the bishop, he meant them, even if they came a little too late. He was not insensitive to tragedy, and he felt it here, suffusing the very air of this village church above the multitude of bowed and weeping heads.
 
   A television camera crew waited outside the church, but its operations were carefully, almost apologetically, low-key. Some of the mourners did not even know the cameramen were there until they saw the brief sequence of the coffin and the grieving widow and parents on the regional evening news bulletins.
 
   Although there was only the lightest of breezes in the churchyard, it blew from the icy north-east. This congregation had supported Peter Barton only sporadically in his efforts during life. Yet only the most elderly and infirm among them failed to move to his graveside for the final rites of his death. Ashes returned to ashes, dust to dust, in the bishop’s high, clear tones. The coffin was lowered into the grave from the frozen fingers of the bearers, and the crowd broke up into small groups for the final, conventional regrets. There were no floral tributes: such monies had gone, as Peter would have wished, to famine relief. In half an hour, a rectangular mound of yellow earth would be all there was left to see of a man who had worked so hard for the people who mourned him.
 
   Lambert and Hook watched things from the edge of the crowd. They were more interested to see who was absent than to count those in attendance: the theory that the murderer likes to see his victim finally interred has long been dismissed by the CID as a romantic fiction. Charlie Webb was there, despite his grandmother’s robust dismissal of all things religious. Arthur Comstock, ramrod straight and looking even taller as a result, stood quietly at the back of the church, looking over the heads of everyone to the austerely decorated stone altar, speaking to no one during the ceremony in the churchyard.
 
   Tommy Farr was not present, though there could have been little custom in his village shop. More surprisingly, Harry Davidson, JP, that pillar of the local community, was neither in the church nor at the graveside. His wife, handsome and upright in the black which suited her, had an empty seat left beside her which made his absence conspicuous, for the villagers had obviously expected that he would have come. Rachel went over and said a few words to Clare Barton as they moved away from the grave, taking the small hand for a moment between both of hers.
 
   Clare’s face was very white, throwing the intense blue of her tear-washed eyes into vivid relief. A little of her golden hair had pushed itself obstinately out from beneath the tight black veil; she brushed it away from her small, perfect nose with her free hand. Rachel Davidson was a generation older than Clare, but an infinity of experience seemed in this moment to stretch between them. With her strong nose, her dark eyes and tightly bound black hair, Rachel stood erect and proudly Jewish in an ancient English churchyard. And she seemed to carry with her some of the suffering of her race, as though she were here to set this domestic English tragedy within the context of the millions in this century of savagery who had perished as Peter had, violently and without cause.
 
   ***
 
   As the crowds drifted away from the church, Lambert said, “Let’s go to see Tommy Farr.”
 
   They walked swiftly towards the village store; vigorous movement was a relief after the enforced stillness of the grave-yard in temperatures below freezing.
 
   Hook, whose only contact with the case during his four days in Cornwall had been the newspapers, said suddenly, “Do you believe in The Fox?”
 
   Lambert did not bite his head off, as he had half-expected. After a few seconds, he said, “No. If there were another killing of the same kind, I might be forced to. I’m almost afraid to voice that thought, in case it ushers in more blood. Not a proper quality in a detective, superstition.”
 
   Hook said, “What I can’t find is any connection between the two murders. Both of them in their different ways seem quite senseless.”
 
   “Hence the press’s creation of The Fox,” said Lambert. “Motiveless killings are always the work of a maniac. What our journalistic friends don’t wish to realize is that very few murders are motiveless, but occasionally the motives are not immediately obvious.” He was rehearsing the things he would like to say to the press, which he would probably never see translated into print. Perhaps there was something after all to be said for those television news conferences which made him so uneasy: at least you couldn’t be misquoted when you delivered your own answers to the camera.
 
   Hook said, “Very few of the men we’ve regarded as close to the killings have wives.”
 
   “Sexual frustration turning a man into a maniac? You’re beginning to think in tabloid terms, Bert, and I’m not sure I like it. In any case, someone as unbalanced as that kills women, not men, in my experience.”
 
   “Unless, of course, the unbalanced psyche is that of a woman — she might kill men.” Bert Hook produced the idea triumphantly. Was it not Lambert who had told the press that he hadn’t ruled out the idea of a woman killer?
 
   “I’m going to put in an official complaint to that Open University, if it encourages detective-sergeants towards lateral thinking. I’m not sure that official police policy allows sergeants to think at all. All right, let’s have your thoughts about our deprived men.”
 
   “Well, there’s Tommy Farr to start with. His wife left him years ago. Arthur Comstock’s wife apparently left him earlier still long before he came out of the Army. Both of them are divorced now. Charlie Webb has no wife yet. Even Ian Sharpe didn’t have a woman in tow, as far as we’ve been able to tell.”
 
   “And Peter Barton’s wife was perhaps on the way to leaving him. Well, Holmes, what do you deduce from all this celibacy, enforced or otherwise?”
 
   Hook was ready for the question. “Nothing, really. I was just throwing up the idea. In case a superintendent could make more of it than a sergeant!” Bert stared straight ahead with the slightest of smiles. It was the smile he had once allowed himself on the area’s village green when he clean bowled a public schoolboy.
 
   Lambert grinned. Rushton would neither have understood nor approved this exchange. Well, he might be tomorrow’s man, but he could wait a while yet. “Our only husband and wife who have endured are Colonel and Mrs Harry Davidson.”
 
   “Not exactly endured. They only married five years ago, when Davidson was finished with the Army.”
 
   “True enough. But they appear to be pillars of the local community.” Both of them were silent for a moment then, thinking of the Rachel Davidson they had just seen, that cosmic tragic profile as she consoled the vulnerable, venal Clare Barton. Because they were detectives, the impressive cameo suggested to them among other things that Mrs Davidson was a woman with the nerve and intelligence for this sort of murder, if she thought it justified.
 
   “Why wasn’t Colonel Davidson at the funeral?” said Hook.
 
   “I’ve no idea. I’m surprised he wasn’t there, though. In his role as leader of the local community and Chairman of the Parish Council, it was almost obligatory. Particularly as I rather think he enjoys that role. No doubt there was some good reason. We might ask him what it was, later. Tactfully, of course.”
 
   They were at the door of the village stores now. Lambert paused only momentarily before they went in. “Let’s give Farr a hard time first, though.”
 
   ***
 
   The man didn’t look as though he would be easily intimidated. He lounged behind the old-fashioned counter inside his shop with his bottom supported by a high stool. Perhaps it was his broken nose that twisted his small smile of welcome into something nearer to a sneer, but Hook did not think so. Farr said, “Found your Fox yet then, PC Plodders?”
 
   Lambert looked him coolly up and down with a mirthless smile. “Do you think our man is a maniac, Mr Farr?”
 
   “Asking Tommy Farr for his opinion now, is it? God, you must be as baffled as they all say you are!” His voice was deep, even musical, taking the edge off the insult he intended, suggesting the male voice choir in which he had long ago held his corner against the Welsh tenors.
 
   “You didn’t answer me, though, did you, Tommy?”
 
   Farr glared at them aggressively for a moment, as though they had accused him of something. “I don’t have to, do I? But no, I don’t think you’ve got a maniac to catch, if you really want to know.”
 
   “I don’t suppose you’d be so eager to go into the forest if you did, would you, Tommy?” said Hook.
 
   Farr whirled to confront him. He had been concentrating his contempt upon Lambert, not expecting any rejoinders from the stolid presence which had been examining the bank of cereals away to his right. For a moment, his features were twisted with the suspicion and hostility he did not trouble to conceal. Bert thought his pugilistic nickname was appropriate, even if it was obvious: Farr would not have been the man to take on in a pub brawl.
 
   The shopkeeper forced himself to relax: they could see the physical processes of it. “Keep your spies out, do you, Lambert? Bloody police state we’re living in now.” It was delivered sullenly, without passion, being no more than a ritual hostile response.
 
   “A double murder inquiry is in progress, Tommy. You must expect us to keep our eye on Woodford, and other villages in the area as well.” Hook was probing for a significant reaction, but he did not get one.
 
   “Fat lot of good it’s done you, so far.”
 
   Farr gave his sneer free rein but his words sounded a rather hollow note of defiance. He was wary of committing himself to more, wondering furiously how much they knew of his comings and goings. It was hardly news that he went daily into the woods still with Kelly: he would have expected so much to be observed by the more nosy among his customers, as well as by any more official presence. But did they know of his meetings in the wood?
 
   Lambert was smiling at him, baiting him a little even as on the face of it Farr was taunting him. He let the silence stretch now, surveying the broad wooden counter, the old-fashioned cash register, the neatly priced packets of flour and dried fruits. “It’s your duty to help us, not obstruct us, you know, Mr Farr,” he said without rancour. “You go just as freely into the woods as you did before these things happened. Some people would think that in itself suspicious. After two brutal murders, you seem to have no fear that you might become a third victim of The Fox, you see.”
 
   He had taken the name Farr had used in his opening jibe and thrown it back at the man. Tommy felt himself on the defensive; he was not quite sure how it had happened. He said, “I’m not going to let any bloody Fox spoil my way of life, see? And anyway, I have Kelly with me when I go in there.”
 
   “Proof against shotgun blasts, is he, Tommy? Remarkable dog, that.” Hook had moved round towards where the door led through to the storeroom behind the shop. There was a low whine from the Doberman in the kitchen as he creaked a board; perhaps the dog had caught his master’s use of the name.
 
   Farr said now, “Kelly would go for anyone who attacked me.” But he knew he had not answered Hook’s point.
 
   “And you take a shotgun with you, as an additional precaution, on occasions,” said Lambert quietly. “One of our problems, of course, is that we haven’t been able to pin down the shotgun used in these killings. Yet.”
 
   “You took mine in and examined it. Eliminated it,” said Farr roughly.
 
   “Not eliminated, Tommy. We can’t do that with shotguns.” Lambert was wondering just how much Farr did know about shotguns and their forensic implications. “We haven’t found a murder weapon for either of these killings. Probably it’s still in this area.”
 
   It sounded like a threat, and at least it succeeded in making Fan cooperative. He sounded almost conciliatory as he said in a low voice, “I saw Charlie Webb going into the forest.”
 
   “When was this?”
 
   “On the morning of the second killing, whenever that was.”
 
   Hook said, “27th December. We knew about Webb, Tommy. We also knew that you had probably seen him. It’s taken you until now to tell us. Not helpful, that.”
 
   Farr was silent, staring sullenly at the counter in front of him. A hundred yards away down the lane, a car pipped its horn. The village was coming to life again after the funeral. Soon there would be other people in the shop. Lambert said quietly, “And was young Webb carrying his shotgun at the time?”
 
   Farr looked up at them then, searching each face in turn in an attempt to follow their thinking. They were professionally inscrutable. He said hesitantly, “I — I don’t think so. He was well past the shop when I saw him; perhaps a hundred yards away. I didn’t see that he had his shotgun with him. But it didn’t seem important at the time, see. I suppose he might have been concealing it. Or it might have been already in the woods.”
 
   It was their turn to watch closely, trying to divine whether this man suddenly so anxious to be helpful was speaking the truth, whether his hesitancy about Webb was assumed, whether his new attitude had anything of his own guilt in it.
 
   Lambert said suddenly, “Do you know why Colonel Davidson was not at the funeral?”
 
   He was rewarded with a tiny start of surprise from his man. Whether this was because of the question or because of his sudden switch away from Charlie Webb it was impossible to say. Farr said, with an attempt to recapture his early surliness, “No. Why should I? He doesn’t tell the likes of me about his plans, you know.”
 
   Lambert studied him coolly for a moment. Then, without taking his eyes off him, he said, “I think we’d better go to see Colonel Davidson right away, Sergeant Hook.”
 
   There was a flash of something in Tommy Farr’s eyes in the instant before he cast them down. Lambert could not for the life of him be sure whether it was alarm or elation.
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   There was not much of the short day’s light left by the time Lambert turned the big Vauxhall between the high wrought-iron gates of the Old Vicarage and drove carefully up the gravelled drive. The lights were on in the high Victorian conservatory, lighting the old glass more brilliantly than ever in its heyday. Inside it, they could see Colonel Harry Davidson, watching the approaching car.
 
   Mary showed them straight into the conservatory to see him when she answered the door. Normally she would have asked visitors to wait until she consulted her employer, but she had no formal instructions in these matters, and in her book the police overrode these social conventions. But if she hoped for a little vicarious excitement from the visit of detectives, she was to be disappointed.
 
   Davidson looked a little put out when they were ushered in, though he must have known they had seen him through the slight distortions of the old glass. He said stiffly to the maid, “You can go home now, Mary, before the dark. We won’t need you again today.” The girl thanked him and withdrew. There was nothing Victorian about the relationship of master and servant; far from bobbing her acceptance, she thanked him almost as though they were equals. Yet Davidson did not seem quite at ease with her. Lambert fancied he had been used in the Army to giving orders only to men. Perhaps it was Mrs Davidson who normally gave Mary her instructions; that would account both for the girl’s lack of servility and Davidson’s awkwardness with her.
 
   Harry Davidson turned to them after the door had closed behind the maid. “What can I do for you, Superintendent?” he said. The genial squirearchal pose which had become habitual to him was no more than skin deep; the caution about his eyes belied the smile he carried beneath them.
 
   “You can answer a few questions for us if you will, that’s all,” said Lambert.
 
   He looked round the conservatory, with its heavy scent of hyacinths and bowls of paperwhite narcissi. “Very pleasant in here, especially when it’s so bitter outside.” He was in no hurry to remove Davidson’s unease.
 
   “Do sit down,” said Davidson, waving his hand towards the comfortable cane armchairs and taking one himself. He sat incongruously on the very edge of a chair designed for lounging, as if he expected that at any moment he would have to spring into action. Bert Hook wondered if this was a military mannerism or whether he was really as much on edge as he looked. He was not a tall man, and his eyes were scarcely level with those of his visitors, even though he sat so determinedly upright.
 
   In this place of ferns, greenery and heavy scent, with its bright white light and its extravagant heat in the depths of winter, it felt strange to be talking of the dark, frozen forest and the darker deeds that had taken place within it. Lambert said, “You are no doubt aware that I am investigating the deaths of Peter Barton and Ian Sharpe.” He caught a little twitch of surprise on the second name, but it might have been no more than a reaction to a name not so far revealed to the public. “I know you have been asked before about your movements at around the time of those deaths, but we now have a more precise time for the second of them, and I should like to review our information. I am doing this with other people as well as you, as you would expect.”
 
   It was a leisured assurance, which he had delivered more times than he cared to recall, but the slow pace of it seemed to put Davidson on edge rather than reassure him. He said, “I am only t-too anxious to help, of course.” His slight speech impediment, which made him struggle for just an instant with his t’s when they came at the beginnings of words ambushed him now, making his bland statement sound less assured.
 
   Lambert said, ostensibly waiting for Hook to turn to a pristine page in his notebook, “We’ve just come from Peter Barton’s funeral.”
 
   Davidson said, “I see. How did it go?”
 
   “As well as these things can. Not a happy occasion. Your wife was doing her best to comfort Mrs Barton after the service and interment.”
 
   “I’m glad about that. Rachel was very fond of young Barton. I’m only sorry I wasn’t able to get there myself. I’ve had a heavy cold, though that’s much better now. But I had to drive over to T-Tewkesbury, on business. Couldn’t get out of it, I’m afraid.”
 
   It had the ring of an apology, though they all knew he had no cause to apologize to them about this. Lambert let the man’s embarrassment hang between them in the humid warmth, but Davidson enlarged no further upon his excuses. Eventually Lambert said, “Well, there were plenty of people there: the church was packed. Probably you weren’t missed by most people.”
 
   It was a conventional white lie, but it hardly comforted Davidson, who looked as though he had been offered an insult. The moment confirmed to Lambert how important his position as a cornerstone of the local community was to the Chairman of the Parish Council. Davidson, apparently feeling a need to offer something, said, “Rachel was going on to the reception at the Bartons’ house afterwards. She will have given my apologies.”
 
   Lambert said, “And I’m sure the family will be glad to have her there. Now, could you tell us exactly where you were at the time of the vicar’s death, Colonel Davidson?”
 
   If he had hoped to throw his man off balance by the sudden switch, he failed. Indeed, Davidson seemed relieved rather than otherwise to be asked to account for himself in this way. He smiled with the confidence of a man who has nothing to hide. “I was here, Superintendent. In the house, I mean. As I told your man a few days ago — Inspector Rushton, I think? If necessary, both my wife and Mrs Graham, who was here that afternoon, could testify to that.”
 
   “Oh, we are not speaking of testimony; not at the moment, certainly. The statements of both your wife and Mrs Graham confirm that you did not leave the house that afternoon. So does that of your maid, Mary Cox.” Harry Davidson looked slightly disconcerted that his innocence should have been investigated so thoroughly by the police. “I have to ask you, though, whether you have any thoughts on who might have killed your unfortunate vicar. You are, after all, probably more familiar with the residents of this neighbourhood than almost anyone else in the area.”
 
   It was a shameless piece of flattery, and Colonel Davidson rose to it. “Oh, I’m not sure that’s t-true, you know. We’ve only been here five years. I’m a local man, in a way, but I was away in the Army for t-twenty years and more. But I suppose it’s fair enough to say that I have a good working knowledge of the people round here, what with the Parish Council and my work as a JP.” At last he relaxed his posture a little, settling back into the wickerwork of the chair. For an instant, he steepled his fingers and looked at them. Then he discarded the gesture, as if he thought it demonstrated his urbanity a little too obviously.
 
   Perhaps he was too concerned with his image of relaxed control, for he apparently forgot the question which had stimulated it, and Lambert had to say, “Quite. That is why I thought you might have some idea who had perpetrated such a shocking crime. There seems to have been nothing quite like it in this district before.”
 
   “No. Well, I’m afraid I can’t help you there. There’s no one I can think of among our local villains who might come up with a killing like that.” His reply came a fraction too quickly, when set against his previous easy assumption of a comprehensive knowledge of the neighbourhood. A man who implied as he did that little escaped him might surely have shown a willingness to offer some suggestions before the matter was abandoned. But perhaps he had thought about the question over the last few days and been forced to acknowledge that he was as helpless as everyone else.
 
   Hook said, “And Mrs Davidson is as baffled as you are?”
 
   Fury passed like a storm cloud across Davidson’s face. For a moment, Hook thought he was going to come out like the military man in a bad play with “You leave my wife out of this, Sergeant!”
 
   They still met that attitude often enough around the small-town world where they operated. But the anger passed as swiftly as an April cloud. Davidson merely said rather woodenly, “She has no idea who killed our vicar. We’ve discussed it, of course. But you must understand that she is not as familiar with this world as you and I are, Sergeant.”
 
   “Murder is abnormal wherever it happens, Colonel. It turns ordinary worlds upside down.” Lambert’s own passion against this darkest of crimes flamed for an instant through his detachment. He had spoken quietly, but his words had come like a reprimand. He recovered his calmness as he said, “Are you suggesting that someone from outside this area perpetrated Peter Barton’s murder?”
 
   Davidson looked suddenly full into his questioner’s face; but found no clue there to his intentions. The grey eyes stared steadily back at him, watchful but neutral. The brow beneath the crinkled iron-grey hair was lined, but not furrowed with puzzlement or hostility. The Superintendent’s wide mouth neither smiled nor grimaced. Yet Davidson felt he knew for the first time what those infantry squaddies must have felt when they stood before him, capless and at attention, on a charge. He said, “I couldn’t really say, Superintendent. You have more idea about these things than I have.” It cost him an effort of control to deliver even so much.
 
   Lambert studied him for a moment, while Hook made an elaborate play of writing down the details of this negative reply. Then he said, “Where were you when the second man was killed, Colonel Davidson?”
 
   Normally, Harry Davidson was glad to hear his title used. It was a reminder of his standing in the community, of the eminence he had achieved in the service career which was a prelude to this, of past military glories which he played down but loved to hear recalled to him. From Lambert, the title came differently. It kept him at a distance when he wanted to be friendly, to be assured that suspicion of him was no more than a formality of police investigation. He wanted the assurance Lambert would not give him that they were on the same side in this. He said hesitantly, “Where was I when this man — Ian Sharpe I think you said just now — was killed?”
 
   Lambert nodded with a fleeting smile. “You have an excellent memory for names, Colonel.” He made it sound as if he was suggesting more than that. He was thinking back over thirty years to his days of National Service, when he had been a gangling youth in an ill-fitting uniform and colonels had held their noses in the air as though he carried a bad smell when they inspected parades. But he knew this was not the moment to indulge himself with retribution. He waited patiently for an answer: he was not going to repeat the question they were both perfectly aware had been asked.
 
   “When Sharpe was killed, I was out in the car.” Davidson smiled at them with what he hoped was disarming frankness.
 
   “Driven by Arthur Comstock?”
 
   “No. I’m afraid I can’t alibi him for you.”
 
   “Nor he you,” said Lambert drily.
 
   “I suppose not!” Davidson laughed uneasily, as though they were playing a game. The silence into which the sound fell only made it more obvious that they were not.
 
   “Was Mrs Davidson with you?”
 
   “No. I was on my own. I like to drive the Rover myself sometimes. Comstock isn’t just a chauffeur, you see. He does all kind of jobs about the place.”
 
   In a curious way, he seemed to be trying to justify his employment of the man. But perhaps he was merely seeking to divert attention from himself to the man who lived in the service cottage. Lambert said, “And where did you go in the car on the morning of 27th December?”
 
   “I took my old aunts to the railway station in Gloucester.” He produced it with a little flourish. Perhaps he had been playing with them, keeping a cast-iron alibi up his sleeve while he enjoyed his fun.
 
   “What was the time of their train?” 
 
   “Eight fifty-eight.”
 
   That put him back in the frame. The murder had been mid-morning. “So you returned here at about ten o’clock?”
 
   Davidson took a deep breath, like a man composing himself to steadiness. “No.” Now he stood up suddenly, as though the moment had been forced upon him by some pressure outside his control. He stood for a moment in front of Hook, as though he was studying the Sergeant’s neatly rounded record of his answers. But then he moved across to the shelf by the north window, where a row of cyclamen reared impressive heads of bloom. He began to test the soil surface with his fingers. “I didn’t get back here until late morning. About eleven-thirty, I suppose.”
 
   Lambert watched those fingers as they played around the top of the plant pots, wondering if the brain which activated them could still them if it wished to do so. He asked the question they all knew had to come as though he were delivering a cue in a play. “And where were you during those two hours, Colonel Davidson?”
 
   The fingers never stopped. Lambert could see the reflection of the oval face in the double glazing of the window as Davidson said, “I walked around Gloucester for a while, looking at the shops. Then I had a cup of coffee. The place was crowded, though. It was the first day the shops had been open after the Christmas break. Some of them were already beginning their sales.” It was delivered quite evenly and unemotionally. Too evenly, perhaps; it had the ring of a prepared statement. But perhaps there was nothing sinister in that: an intelligent man would expect to be called on for an account of his movements on that morning.
 
   He gave them the name of the café, a crowded place near the centre of the town. Lambert said, “Did you purchase anything else in Gloucester?”
 
   Davidson was turning to him almost before he had completed the question, holding out the scrap of paper those nervous fingers had twitched from his pocket. “I bought a small electric propagator. I told your colleague about that. I found the receipt today.”
 
   Lambert looked at it, then handed it without a word to Hook. It had the trade name of the propagator and the date of the purchase; no time, of course. He said, “Where did you park in Gloucester, Colonel Davidson?”
 
   “Well, I delivered my aunts straight to the station, of course. But then I parked in the multi-storey short stay park near Southgate.”
 
   “Do you have the ticket?”
 
   “No.” Davidson turned back to face them now, with a thin smile. They all knew that ticket would have recorded the precise time he had spent in the car park. “I probably left it behind with my payment. I usually get rid of litter as soon as I can. It’s an old Army habit, I suppose.”
 
   Lambert smiled in turn, recalling the vast drill squares from which he and other basic trainees in that Army had long ago removed every shred of paper on winter mornings. “And of course you had no idea at the time that it might be useful.”
 
   “No. I kept the receipt in case the propagator was defective, of course. There was a reason for that.”
 
   “Did you go anywhere else after you left Gloucester?”
 
   “No. I drove back here through the lanes in a very leisurely fashion, enjoying the day. It was a glorious winter morning, you may recall, bright and frosty.”
 
   “I do indeed. Sergeant Hook and I were out in it ourselves, rather belatedly. Unfortunately, Douglas Robertson, alias Ian Sharpe, was killed some time around the middle of that splendid morning. The shotguns from this house which our forensic team examined were perfectly clean. Has either of them been fired in the last few days, Colonel Davidson?”
 
   Davidson sat down again. Plainly he felt the crisis, if that was what it was, had passed. “As far as I am aware, neither twelve-bore has been fired in the last month, Superintendent.”
 
   “And have you any idea at all who might have perpetrated this second violent killing?”
 
   “None at all, I’m afraid. I’ve thought about it, like everyone else, no doubt. But I’ve neither seen nor heard anything since the crime took place which seems to me significant. Perhaps after all it is this maniac the yellow press is talking about as The Fox.” He smiled wryly, seeming perfectly at ease with himself now. It was a long time since he had stumbled over a word; Lambert wondered if his brain filtered out the T-words when he framed his speech, as he had known happen with stammerers much worse than this man.
 
   “We shall have to see Mrs Davidson in due course.”
 
   Davidson frowned, then thrust away his irritation with a deliberate effort. “If you must, then you must. But I’m afraid she will be able to offer you no more assistance than I have been able to do.”
 
   “Probably not. But sometimes when one puts several accounts together, they suggest something we might have missed. Thank you for your help. No doubt if you come across anything you think might be of interest, you’ll get in touch with us immediately.”
 
   They left him in the conservatory. As they reversed carefully over the crunching gravel to point the car down the long drive, Bert Hook saw him staring steadily at the bank of bright Indian azaleas on the other side of the structure. Hook said, “He has a cast-iron story for the vicar’s murder. He could have been anywhere when Sharpe was killed. I doubt whether anyone in the place where he says he had coffee at Gloucester will remember him. His appearance is too average. The uniform men have already checked the purchase of that propagator. The shop has no recall of the time it was sold.”
 
   “No.” Lambert drove a full mile before he said, “But I always distrust a man who begins with a lie.”
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   Mary Cox was a sensible girl. She had lived all her young life in Woodford, so she was not afraid of the dark. Those who have not been accustomed to street lamps have less fear of shadows than city-bred folk.
 
   Still less did she fear the forest. It was the scene of some of her most happy memories of childhood and adolescence, a place of innocent laughter, dappled sunlight, and the warm, resinous scents of woodland in summer. Even the short memories of twenty-year-olds have a habit of filtering out the duller and harsher moments from the past.
 
   As she walked home from the Old Vicarage, she looked at the outline of the evergreens against the sky on her left. The wood sprawled against the blue-grey sky like some huge recumbent animal. This dusk was too cloudy to allow her a glimpse of the early stars. As she marched briskly along, she thought of the man the papers called The Fox: she would have been less than human had she not done so. But you couldn’t believe everything you read in the papers; every one said that. Mrs Davidson, who was so easy to talk to that sometimes you forgot she was an employer, did not believe in The Fox: she had told Mary that only this morning.
 
   In any case, the place where the murders had taken place was well away from her route, over on the other side of the village: she reminded herself of that now. All the same, she was glad that Colonel Davidson had told her to go home early. The dark would drop in swiftly today, for the sun had never shown itself. That stiff man who hardly ever spoke to her had given her the last streaks of grey light to help her home. She wrapped her thick woollen coat around her and walked briskly, wondering what it was that the CID men were talking about with the Colonel.
 
   The wood crept closer to the lane here, until it was only the width of a narrow field from her. As she approached a gate in the high, straggling hedge, she became aware of a snuffling presence and checked her step for a moment. But it was only a curious, wide-eyed highland cow, its breath condensing in long snorts between its wide-set horns, its outline in the semi-darkness like the pictures of medieval oxen she remembered from her school books.
 
   Two days ago she had walked this very lane with her boyfriend. It had been a brilliant frosty day then, with a robin following them in little swoops along the hedge at noon and the sun picking out the details of the winter scene with an almost unnatural clarity. Now her boyfriend had gone back to his work in Leicester, and the sun seemed to have departed with him.
 
   But she was not far from home now; half a mile, at most. She could see the first lights of the village over the low hawthorn hedge to her right. In a couple of minutes, she would reach the little rise where she would be able to see the illuminated sign of the Crown. She looked forward more than usually to that comforting picture today; it was bitter cold indeed.
 
   She was still two hundred yards short of the point where she would see the sign when she heard the rustling behind the hedge on her left. She thought at first that it was some small wild creature. Then she realized that the sound was following her progress along the road. It stopped when she stopped, moved forward when she chose to walk on. Mary fought to control an urge to run, struggled with a dread of the unknown that plunged a sensible girl straight back into the nightmare of childhood. But this time she would not wake up to the warm darkness of the small cottage bedroom and the steady breathing of the smaller sister who slept beside her.
 
   She snatched a quick glance behind her. The lane wound away blank and empty towards the Old Vicarage. There was no relief from that quarter; her racing brain told her that those two tall detectives in the big car would not be coming this way yet, even if they turned towards the village when they left the house. She listened for a moment with ears strained towards the invisible village ahead of her, hoping to hear the sound of Arthur Comstock and Mrs Davidson returning in the Rover.
 
   There was only that deep silence of the country on the edge of dark, which sometimes seems more significant than any sound. It seemed so now, for it gave Mary the message that she was here utterly alone. Or very nearly alone: the rustling on the other side of the bushes began again as she moved forward urgently.
 
   Something illogical but utterly convincing told her that if she could reach the abrupt rise of the road which would show her that bright red neon outline of the Crown and the fairy lights which surrounded it, she would be safe. She could see the grey ribbon of tarmac for all that distance now. It had almost a sheen upon it against the dark, high hedge and the hidden presence it screened.
 
   It was not far to the ridge, but the metalled road seemed to stretch beneath her feet like elastic as she thrust her steps along it. She wanted to shout, but the noise caught in her throat and was trapped there. And suddenly she knew that if her scream was ever released, she would lose all control of her limbs and fall a helpless prey to whatever it was that was moving so closely beside her.
 
   It was at that moment that she heard the first chuckle. It seemed to her outraged senses so near that it was nearly in her ear. She told herself she was imagining the sound, that she was being stupid and childish. Then, as she tried to picture her mother’s comforting face, ridiculing her fantasies and banishing her fears with comforting contempt, the chuckle came again. It was low, unmistakable, instinct with an obscene, dangerous mirth.
 
   Now Mary Cox abandoned all pretence and tried to run. Her legs, which had earlier been so anxious to charge forward, now refused to obey. Her limbs flailed disjointedly, so that her arms whirled wildly in an attempt to activate the rest of her body into the racing movement which was now her only thought. And the chuckle roared into a laugh.
 
   It was at a small gap between two straggling willows that the thing confronted her. It was too dark now for her to see more than a dancing outline against the dark sky. She saw ragged legs, a cloak which reared itself above her on the outstretched arms like an immense bird of prey. And she heard laughter; crazy, insane laughter, which terrified her more than any threat in the world.
 
   But it was what she saw at the top of this awful vision that finally doused her raging senses. The last image that imprinted itself on her mind as she fell into unconsciousness was that of the head which topped her attacker. It had russet cheeks, pointed snout and bared fangs. It had rough red hair flaring about its edges.
 
   The face of The Fox.
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   “He won’t be pleased,” said DS Hook.
 
   “Lambert? He’ll be bloody furious,” said DI Rushton.
 
   “That’s what I said,” said Bert Hook.
 
   Both of them looked at the uniformed man who sat at the next desk, united for once in their understanding of where the blame for this catastrophe could be laid. Policemen in such circumstances are not without sympathy, but they tend to be clear-sighted. A training with so much emphasis on the retention of a clean nose has its effects.
 
   Sergeant Williams gave up his pretence of being engrossed by the report form in front of him. He was newly made up to sergeant, unsure of his status yet with CID men in a serious crime inquiry. This was his first murder, except for a single obvious domestic crime. “It’s my fault,” he said. The two heads alongside him nodded as though activated by a single string. “I’ll have to carry the can.” If he was looking for comfort, he had chosen the wrong quarter: the two faces inclined together again with glum satisfaction.
 
   Rushton looked at the columns of print beneath the picture of Mary Cox’s drawn face. FRISKY FOX FOOLS THE FORCE proclaimed the headline. And beneath it:
 
   The fox is getting bolder. Last night he came out from the forest, came almost into the hamlet which the folk in the region are now calling the village of terror. A young woman was assaulted by him, saved from death only by whatever it was that surprised the monster at his play.
 
   The girl was still too shaken last night to speak to me. But her mother told a horrifying tale of The Fox laughing crazily as he prepared to despatch another victim, of his sadistic mockery of a girl who had done him no harm and was merely going about her innocent business.
 
   There was more in the same vein, then a portrait of quiet Mary Cox through her mother’s eyes as a girl who was universally popular around the village, given to helping old and young with equal willingness and cheerfulness. The folk-tale of Beauty and the Beast was skilfully if conventionally evoked. The copy ended with the ritual denunciation of police inefficiency. It was the omissions of the force which had so emboldened The Fox as to bring him right into the terrified village, defying the police who were supposed to be protecting its frightened occupants.
 
   Lambert took in the scene at a glance. “Get that rag out of here!” he said to Rushton, who had folded the paper too late to conceal it. “Into my office,” he said to Williams. The others heard “How in hell’s name —” before Williams got the door closed. Lambert, unlike most senior officers, was not a big swearer, even when things went wrong. It made his anger more fearsome, less of a ritual, than that of those for whom obscenities and blasphemy had become the normal safety valves.
 
   Williams said as soon as he could get a word in, “The man’s in the cells now, sir.”
 
   “Shut the bloody stable door then, have you?”
 
   “We’d questioned him before, sir, during the house-to-house. He was
 
   obviously an oddball, but —”
 
   “Why wasn’t I told about him?”
 
   Williams took a deep breath, knowing they had reached the nub of the matter. “He is mentioned, sir, among the other reports.” He gestured his head towards the pile of sheets on the left of the Superintendent’s desk.
 
   “You mean you think you’ve covered yourself. Well, it takes more than a scrap of bloody paper to do that. You didn’t see fit to mention the local nutter when we had our conference and you reported the findings from the house-to-house team.”
 
   “No, sir. At that time, we had cleared him, to our own satisfaction. I’d still stake my pension that he wasn’t involved in either of the killings.” Williams spat the phrases out quickly, afraid that he would be interrupted if he did not do so. He was standing rigidly at attention still, his thick fingers stretched towards the floor as though he was afraid to move them, his eyes kept rigidly to his front.
 
   His appearance spread Lambert’s irritation from the Sergeant to himself. “Oh, for God’s sake! Sit down, Dave. Tell me why you thought he was no danger. And you’d better make it good.”
 
   Williams perched himself on the edge of the chair, as though he was afraid it might bite his substantial bottom. “Johnny Pickering, his name is,” he said. “He’s admitted it was him. He hadn’t much option: we found the Fox mask straight away in the drawer of his sink unit. He was so delighted with himself that he hadn’t even been able to bring himself to throw it away. He’s not twelve pence to the shilling, you see, sir.”
 
   “So I understand,” said Lambert sourly. He wondered how long it would be before the vernacular went decimal. “So why have we left him roaming the lanes and frightening harmless girls half to death?” He felt vaguely guilty himself, having watched the girl begin her journey only a few minutes before the incident.
 
   “We — we had no reason to hold him, sir. In any opinion, he’s not fit to be living on his own, but the law doesn’t allow us to bring him in because of my opinion.”
 
   Lambert sighed resignedly. “Fill me in on the background, Dave.” With this second use of the forename, both of them were aware that Williams was half way to safety.
 
   Sergeant Williams needed no notes. The details of the man they had questioned and dismissed from their deliberations were etched upon his mind now. He had thought what had happened last night had lost him the rank he had worked for years to secure; now it seemed he might after all get away with it. He did not look Lambert in the face yet, lest his reactions might impede the smooth delivery of his defence.
 
   “Johnny is forty-three now. He hasn’t had much out of life. He was born retarded. Classed as educationally sub-normal at the age of eight and sent to a special school. While his parents were alive, he lived at home and didn’t get into any trouble. Did various labouring jobs, but never anything permanent. Always someone better to employ, I should think.”
 
   “Was this in Woodford?”
 
   “No. Away on the far side of Ashbridge. He had an aunt here, that’s all. He was born when his mother was forty-three. His father died when he was twenty-four, his mother about ten years ago. Johnny moved into a house in Tewkesbury, with a warden. There was about half a dozen of them there, and he managed well enough, as long as there was someone to keep an eye on him. I spoke to the man who used to be the warden myself. He said Johnny was quite harmless, as long as there was someone around to give him a bit of guidance. The tests said he had a mental age of twelve. The warden reckoned it was more like nine or ten, especially under stress.”
 
   “How did he come to leave?”
 
   Williams almost smiled. These CID men were insulated from the day to day troubles of men on the beat. A uniformed man would have guessed what had happened to Johnny: they came across plenty of his kind. “The law changed a few years ago, sir, as you know. Our masters decided that people like Johnny were able to fend for themselves in society. The group lost the warden. Johnny was bound over for shoplifting not long afterwards. He came to live near his aunt, in an old farm labourer’s cottage which had been empty for several years. The aunt died two years ago.”
 
   “But Johnny’s still in the cottage?”
 
   “Yes. It’s not much more than a hovel, with a hole in the roof. About a hundred yards from where he sprang out on Mary Cox. We’d interviewed him about the murders, but more in the hope that he’d have seen something than been our villain. It’s — it’s like going back a century when you go into that place, sir. I don’t know how he survives there.”
 
   “Doesn’t he have any help at all?”
 
   “The social worker goes in from time to time. I spoke to her this morning. Apparently she had some accommodation lined up for Johnny in a home a few months ago, but he refused to go. I think she’s rather given him up since then, but she can’t admit that, of course.
 
   One or two of the villagers used to go in to see him, but they’re busy most of the time with their own concerns. And I don’t think he always made them very welcome.”
 
   Lambert thought for a moment about the complications introduced by this pathetic flotsam of the welfare state. “You’ve researched your man very thoroughly, Dave. It would have been useful if you’d let me know about his existence, that’s all.”
 
   “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” Williams could scarcely believe it. He was going to get away with it, after all. He still didn’t see how anyone could have prevented what had happened to Mary Cox, but he knew that if you were unlucky enough to be in the wrong place at times like this, the system made you the fall guy.
 
   “You say you have him in the station now?”
 
   “Yes, sir. As much for his own protection as anything. The villagers aren’t happy about what has happened. The Cox family has been here for generations, and they’re respected people. We can charge him with disturbing the peace, possibly with assault, if we have to, just to keep him in custody.”
 
   “Do that. We can drop the charges later, if we think it’s appropriate. It might even get the press off our backs for a while. Nothing like ‘Police said last night that a man has been charged…’ to finish off a story.”
 
   Williams nodded, looking at Lambert for the first time, like a man trying his first tentative steps after an operation. “Do you want to see him, sir?” It was a genuine inquiry; only when it had been spoken did he realize that it also passed the buck firmly upwards.
 
   Lambert thought for a moment. There were a lot of other things he needed to do, and he was confident now that Williams had given him a good summary of the situation. But sometimes one had to trust to instinct. “Bring him up to an Interview Room in twenty minutes. I’ll see him with Bert Hook. Neither of us has met him previously.” Williams wondered if this tight-lipped reminder was the nearest he would come to an official rebuke.
 
   ***
 
   Johnny Pickering was like a nervous animal in the small room. It took them a full minute even to persuade him to sit down properly on the canvas chair on the far side of the square table. Lambert spoke softly into the microphone to announce the commencement of an interview with Superintendent Lambert and DS Hook, expecting the man to be further disturbed by the move. Curiously enough, Pickering seemed to be calmed rather than threatened by the recording. He was as fascinated as a small boy by the technology, watching the silently turning cassette as if it were some absorbing new toy.
 
   It was Hook who put his finger on it when he said, “You’re important enough for us to want to keep a record of what you say, see, Johnny.” The man giggled delightedly; the laughter was an outlet for his nervousness. Looking at his face at that moment, it was difficult to see him as either forty-three years old or a serious threat to women of any age. Lambert went to the door and conveyed a low-spoken request to Williams in the office beyond it. Then he sat down beside Hook and looked without speaking at the man they had come here to see.
 
   Pickering looked his age when his face was in repose. He had lines across his brow, and two deeper furrows ran down from the edges of his chapped lips. His face was the shiny red of a child who has been out in cold weather for too long. Above it, his grey hair was greasy and knotted, as though it had not seen a comb for weeks. His ancient cardigan had a button missing, and was spotted with food stains. The shirt beneath it had its collar torn half away on one side. He was wearing only one sock; beneath the table, the outside of his naked left foot winked persistently from the point where the battered upper of its shoe was parting company with the sole. He smelled of old clothes and dried sweat.
 
   “You the boss sergeant?” he said to Lambert.
 
   “Sort of.” Lambert gave him a small, encouraging smile.
 
   “Can I have Foxy back?”
 
   Hook said, “He means the mask, sir. The men who picked him up brought it in. And he seems to call everyone in uniform Sergeant.”
 
   Johnny Pickering did not mind them talking about him as if he was not there. Officialdom had always treated him like that. He wondered what it had in store for him next. He was dimly aware that his life would not go on as it had for the last two years, though he was not quite sure why. He said, “Foxy’s my mate. Like Bonzo used to be.” He grinned happily at the memory of some childhood stuffed toy.
 
   Hook said, “You did silly things with Foxy, Johnny. Frightened someone, didn’t you? Badly.”
 
   Johnny allowed a secret grin to steal across his red face, twisting the broad nose, narrowing the blue eyes, making the whole of his lower face into lips and teeth. “Scared ‘er good an’ proper, didn’ I? Should ‘ave ‘eard ‘er screaming! Silly great girl!” He chuckled then, the secret chuckle Mary had heard following her along the hedge, full of his own cleverness. It was not often Johnny outwitted anyone. His merriment lapsed eventually into great hee-hawing guffaws, accentuated horribly in the tiny, stifling room. Presently, he seemed near to choking hysteria, and Hook was contemplating springing round the table to thump his back.
 
   But when he saw that these serious men who he had hoped were his allies were not joining in his laughter, it stopped as though someone had turned off a tap. His face turned abruptly surly; he dropped his eyes from their faces and began to scratch his left ribcage furiously. “Weren’t no ‘arm in it,” he grumbled, to himself as much as to them.
 
   “There was, Johnny,” said Hook firmly. “You’re a man, you know, now, and you can’t go round frightening women.”
 
   “Girls,” said Pickering, spitting the word as though it were a curse. “They did always make fun of I.”
 
   “When was that, Johnny?”
 
   “School, o’ course. They did put I up on a table, and danced round I.”
 
   The men opposite him were silent. Lambert had an awful vision of himself at five years old in a school playground at the end of the war, dancing round a boy with a head too big for his body and a tongue too big for his head, chanting horrible, unrepeatable things. And enjoying it. Enjoying being part of the mob, baiting that helpless, terrified child as part of an appalling collective pleasure. That image was vivid for him still. How much more vivid it must be for that boy in a man’s body on the other side of the table, who had suffered not once but many times, until it had become a part of his life.
 
   Lambert said ineffectively, “That was a long time ago, Johnny. You’re a man now, not a boy.”
 
   Pickering’s blue eyes widened. “No. Not a boy,” he repeated. They could not be sure at first whether that incomplete mind was pleased or depressed by the idea. “I live on my own now,” he said proudly. “Don’t need anyone to help I. I manage, see.” His lower lip stuck out, and they could see the stubbornness which had defeated the social worker who wanted to move him from his cottage.
 
   There was a gentle knock at the door. For once during an interview, Lambert was glad of the interruption. He went to the door and took the shotgun which Williams handed in to him. He shut the door and put the weapon on the table between him and Pickering. “Do you know what this is, Johnny?”
 
   “‘Course I do, Sergeant. It’s a gun.” At a nod from the Superintendent, he picked up the shotgun eagerly, examining it as gently as if it had been some small, vulnerable animal — a kitten perhaps. He ran his hands lovingly over the dark, shining barrels. Bert Hook was reminded by the angle of the bowed head in front of him of his own boys, as he had watched them a few days earlier cradling their long-waited Christmas toys.
 
   Pickering held the shotgun like the men he had seen on stagecoaches in the Saturday morning film shows which were still the highlight of his life. “Bang!” he said experimentally. He put it for a moment upon his shoulder, like a soldier on the march. “Like Sergeant York,” he explained, recalling a long-dead film as though they would be immediately aware of it. Perhaps that was where his habit of calling all officers Sergeant came from.
 
   Then, turning the barrels towards Lambert so that the dark holes at the muzzle pointed straight at his chest, he said more loudly, “Bang! Bang!” His face shone with pleasure.
 
   Lambert said gently, “Load it, Johnny. Load it for me, can you?” He pushed a dummy cartridge across the table into the eager fingers.
 
   The child’s face became a man’s again as it furrowed with concentration. The hands roved over wood and metal, searching for a solution to the puzzle they had been set. Finally, Pickering tried to push the dummy cylinder down the muzzle of the gun, looking interrogatively and hopefully at Lambert as he saw it disappear.
 
   The two men opposite him were smiling with relief, and Johnny’s face lit up with pleasure at the thought that he had done something clever. As he had, in a way: the sharpest villain could not have given them so convincing a demonstration of his innocence of the shootings.
 
   Lambert said, “Listen, Johnny. School was a long time ago, and you must forget about being teased. You’re a man now, and when you frighten girls and ladies it’s more serious than if you were a child.”
 
   Pickering looked at them seriously for a long moment, then nodded vigorously. Hook thought that it was not the first time he had been told such things. Whether he understood them or was merely anxious to please was not clear.
 
   Lambert took the shotgun gently from the man’s hands and said, “Listen, Johnny, you might be able to help us. You go into the woods sometimes, don’t you?”
 
   Pickering looked at them carefully for a moment, as if he suspected he might be chastised if he admitted it. Eventually he said, “I do sometimes, yes. Not since The Fox, though.” He shivered suddenly, and they realized he was probably as frightened by the killings as anyone in the village. Lambert wondered which irresponsible resident had retailed the tabloid details to inflame his imagination; he was pretty sure Pickering could not have read them for himself.
 
   Lambert said, “And have you seen anyone in the forest with one of these?”
 
   Pickering thought again, his face once more as transparent as a child’s. After a while he nodded, though he still looked uncertain. “Not now.”
 
   “No. A while ago. How long ago?” Lambert tried hard not to sound excited. Innocent people as well as murderers carried shotguns. And he knew he could never put up Johnny Pickering as a witness in court.
 
   “I seen Tommy Farr. And Charlie Webb. And Joey Jenkins. And —”
 
   “Yes, I see, Johnny. Good.” Pickering was counting carefully on his fingers; no doubt in due course he would list most of the owners of the shotguns the police had brought in for checking after the murders. The problem was to pinpoint particular times with a man, who had only the haziest sense of the passing weeks. Lambert leaned forward and said, “Do you remember the vicar, Mr Barton, Johnny?”
 
   “Yes. Peter. He said I was to call him Peter.” Johnny’s face was suffused with pure pleasure for a moment. “He brought me food. Let me work at his house sometimes. He said I was to call him Peter, honest, Sergeant.” In the recollection of those golden hours, Pickering suddenly found his syntax and sounded some of his aitches, as though in homage to his patron. Some long-dead teacher was revived for an instant in the habit.
 
   “Yes, I’m sure he did, Johnny. Do you remember what happened to Peter?”
 
   The man’s revealing visage clouded as quickly as if someone had put up a new slide on a projector. “Fox got him. Shot him.”
 
   The big, life-worn face became that of a child again, crumpling towards tears. Hook came in hastily to say, “Yes, he was shot, Johnny. With a gun like this one. That’s why you might be able to help us find the man who did it, you see. Can you remember seeing anyone with a shotgun at around the time when he was killed?” He just avoided the temptation of reminding the man that it was before Christmas. He had a searing vision of the kind of festive season Johnny had endured. Peter Barton might have alleviated that.
 
   Pickering frowned. “Gummidge was here then. He had a gun.”
 
   For a moment, Hook was at a loss, searching in his mind through a list of village names. Then his children came to his rescue again. “Worzel Gummidge? You mean the tramp?”
 
   Johnny nodded, surprised his questioners should be in any doubt. “Gummidge. There for a while ‘e was, afore Christmas. ‘E’s moved on now. Don’t see ‘im, not no more.” Evidently he had not realized what had happened to Ian Sharpe.
 
   Lambert said, “Did you talk with Gummidge much, Johnny.”
 
   “No. He moved me on, didn’ ‘e, Sergeant? Didn’t want to talk with the likes of I.” Johnny said it without resentment, as though he considered rejection the most natural thing in the world.
 
   “But you didn’t see Gummidge with a gun like this, did you?”
 
   “Did, Sergeant. I saw ‘im.” Pickering’s lips set stubbornly, like a child’s when he knows he is going to be disbelieved. He folded his arms and rocked to and fro a little, resolutely refusing to meet the challenge of Lambert’s gaze. He had not once called Hook Sergeant, almost as if some perverse programming within him told him that he would be spoiling his effect by awarding the right rank.
 
   Hook took over and tried to shake him, but he stuck to his view that he had seen the tramp with a shotgun, though they could not get any precise idea when. They thought he was probably mistaken, perhaps confusing Sharpe with one of the others he had seen with shotguns in the wood. Certainly no shotgun had been found anywhere near Sharpe’s body. Nor had the earlier search of the area, conducted whilst he was in custody after Barton’s murder, revealed any weapon near his camp.
 
   Johnny was getting tired. His attention span was that of his mental age, not an adult’s. Lambert said, “Do you know there’s been a second killing in the woods since Peter Barton?”
 
   Pickering nodded. “Fox got ‘im.”
 
   “And have you seen anyone with a shotgun in the forest in the last few days, Johnny?”
 
   Pickering looked automatically over his shoulder at the wall behind him before he spoke. “I seen the Sergeant with a gun.” He spoke with a knowing grin, as though this was a trick question which he had seen through with ease.
 
   Lambert was defeated for a moment. Then he realized Pickering must have seen policemen with shotguns, collecting them from the village for examination. He said, “Sergeants, yes, I see Johnny. But did you see anyone else?”
 
   Pickering looked a little disappointed, as though his answer should have had more praise. “Ain’t seen no one else. Well, I don’t go there much now, do I? Fox ain’t going to get I.”
 
   Lambert pushed back his chair. “We’ll have to keep you here for a while, Johnny. You’ll be warm, and we’ll get you some good grub.”
 
   “Want to go to my ‘ouse.” The lips set sullenly again and he stared straight ahead, refusing to rise from the table.
 
   “Can’t let you, I’m afraid. Not yet, old lad.”
 
   Pickering looked up at the Superintendent then, possibly recognizing the jollying tone he had met before in his strange life. His features took on a look of cunning complicity. “Can I ‘ave my Foxy back with me? I won’t be lonely with ‘im with me, see?”
 
   Lambert nodded to Williams at the door. “Put the thing in his cell with him.” There was no chance of the press photographers who would love that picture getting in here. And the psychiatrist they needed might start from there. For once, he would be a welcome visitor to the cells. Johnny Pickering needed protection, not policing.
 
   As he was led away, Lambert said, searching desperately for some consolation, “We’ll get the man who killed Peter Barton, Johnny. Don’t worry about that.”
 
   Pickering turned in the narrow passage which led down to the cells. “I ‘ope you do, Sergeant. He was good to me, was Peter. He was the best.”
 
   His tears gave him a dignity he had not been allowed for years.
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   The faxes on Ian Sharpe made interesting reading as they accumulated. With the assistance of the complete set of prints the fingerprint officer had taken from the man he had known as Douglas Robertson, a profile of the dead man emerged which was far more accurate than anything that had been achieved while he was alive.
 
   Sharpe had operated under different names in various parts of the country. He was almost certainly the man wanted for questioning in connection with three deaths, all of them underworld killings. He was a hard man, and a clever man. It appeared from the manner of the deaths that he killed people he had not even spoken to, then disappeared from the area immediately. The victims were known villains, so that their deaths were considerably mitigated evils as far as the respective police forces were concerned.
 
   Because he was ruthless and elusive, Sharpe had not even been questioned about these deaths, though he was still being sought under various names at the time of his death. No doubt his knowledge of police procedures from his own days in the force, and particularly his awareness of that old policing weakness, the geographic delineations between areas of jurisdiction, had been useful to him. His criminal profile had all the marks of that baleful transatlantic import, the contract killer.
 
   This interesting but inconclusive information presented the team investigating the killings in Gloucestershire with as many problems as it removed. With the traditional mugs of steaming tea at hand, John Lambert mulled over the contents of the telex with the expectant Rushton and Hook. He said, “Let’s assume for the moment that the boys in London are right and Sharpe was a contract killer. What light does that throw on what’s happened here?”
 
   Because Rushton still felt his inspector’s rank new upon him, even after two years, he felt ideas were expected from him, even as Bert Hook shook his head.
 
   “Obviously he was lying low for a while, using his tramp’s character and his alias of Douglas Robertson. If he’d been taking money for gangland killings, he’d have had plenty of enemies. It’s possible some of those choice characters followed him down here and exterminated him.”
 
   “Quite possible, Chris. Bit sophisticated for them to copy the method of a killing in the same place four days earlier, though. And if we assume you’re right, what is the connection with the murder of Peter Barton four days earlier? Country vicars are unlikely victims for underworld hit men.”
 
   Hook said, “One of our greatest difficulties is that it’s difficult to see why anyone should want to kill Peter Barton. We’ve turned up a lot of people with the means and the opportunity, but almost no one so far who seems to benefit from his death. His wife and Michael Crawley are possibilities. I haven’t seen Crawley; you two have.”
 
   Rushton said, “The hotel has confirmed that the two of them were there at the time of the murder, as they claimed. They certainly haven’t seen each other since the death, but then if they were sensible, they wouldn’t. They would have had to employ a third party to kill the husband who was in their way.” Rushton brightened as a few pieces of the jigsaw flashed a picture before him. “They could have brought in Sharpe to do the job, then eliminated him in turn, I suppose.”
 
   Lambert said, “But don’t forget your own researches into Crawley, Chris. No sizeable outgoings from his bank account in the last few months. If you’re suggesting he got rid of Sharpe to avoid paying him, we know that contract killers invariably demand a sizeable advance payment. And Crawley appears to have been at home at the time when Sharpe was killed; certainly there were no sightings of him near the forest.”
 
   Rushton nodded glumly. Then he said wryly, “I know we spend half our time telling our juniors not to be amateur psychiatrists, but I didn’t see Crawley as a man with the nerve to organize this, still less as a man with the bottle to seek out and shoot a professional killer in the forest.”
 
   Lambert smiled. “Having seen both Crawley and Clare Barton, their affair doesn’t strike me as the kind of grand passion which leads to murder. But the problem is, as Bert says, that although that pair don’t seem convincing killers, we haven’t found a motive at all for anyone else.”
 
   Rushton said, “You two have been around Woodford far more than I have during this investigation. Let me ask you, within the privacy of these walls: do you think there’s anything at all in this Fox business that the papers are playing for all it’s worth? At least it would explain the absence of a motive in Barton’s case. And Sharpe’s murder could then be just another random killing, unconnected with his previous career.”
 
   Lambert was happy to prolong the discussion. It was useful enough in its own right, but he was pleased to see Rushton and Hook, who did not much like each other, exchanging views dispassionately like this. Rushton, because he was younger than Hook but now an inspector, seemed to regard Bert’s occasional insights and his relationship with Lambert as threatening, which they were patently not. Hook had refused promotion for his own reasons, knowing at the time that younger men would pass him by. But most of his CID colleagues knew that, and his scorning of the ladder most of them were earnestly attempting to scale made them vaguely resent him. Integrity has its own power, especially when it makes men question their individual moves.
 
   Lambert’s own relationship with Rushton was brittle enough for him to welcome unforced exchanges. He realized now that the difficulties of this investigation were driving the three men closer together, fostering the teamwork which is nowadays the most important element in the investigation of serious crime. With luck, similar things were happening elsewhere among the sixty officers now involved in greater or lesser measure in the investigation of the murders in the forest.
 
   Lambert said, “I don’t accept the idea of a maniac at large: I never have. If I’m wrong, we’re going to have another killing on our hands before we make much progress, because we haven’t found anyone in the area who remotely fits the profile. And we’ve checked out all the likely candidates with histories of violence over quite a wide area now.”
 
   Rushton said, “In that case, it would be a good idea to go over the information we’ve acquired about the people who have connections with either of the dead men. Not that anyone so far has admitted to any dealings with Ian Sharpe; but we do know of several people who were at least in the vicinity at the time of his death.”
 
   Lambert said, “Right. I have my own views on some of them, but let’s confine ourselves largely to facts, in case we have overlooked anything which is significant. Michael Crawley and Clare Barton we’ve already dealt with. I take it none of us thinks either of them would be acting alone in this? If they’re involved at all, they’re in it together. They’re the only ones so far with a motive for getting rid of the vicar, so we must keep them in the frame. Agreed?”
 
   The others nodded. It was Hook who then said, “Tommy Farr is the person with the easiest access to the scenes of both killings. He lives near the forest, he admits he goes there regularly, even since the two murders happened, and he has a shotgun. He knows all the tracks in the woods, even the minor ones, because of his walks with Kelly.”
 
   Rushton raised an interrogative eyebrow and Lambert said with a small smile, “Kelly’s his dog. A Doberman, and not to be trifled with when Tommy Farr’s around. Farr’s a candidate, undoubtedly. He carries an aura of latent violence about with him, and unlike most villagers he wasn’t particularly fond of Barton. He gives the impression that that was simply because he had no time for the Anglican Church, but that could be a useful front to hide some more personal hostility.”
 
   Rushton looked at his file. “No confirmation of his whereabouts at the time of either of the killings.”
 
   Hook said, “But he lives alone, of course. It’s quite natural that there should be no one to corroborate his account. Mind you, it’s true that both murders could have been committed when his store was closed, and that could well be significant. Village shops are open for a high proportion of the day.”
 
   Rushton said, “What do you make of Charlie Webb?” and Lambert sensed Hook becoming defensive. Bert’s own Barnardo’s boy upbringing made him sympathetic to lads with backgrounds like Charlie’s; sometimes, but not often, it affected his judgement.
 
   Lambert said quickly, “He had the opportunity, for both killings. He left his work, ostensibly to meet a girl, at around the time we know Barton died. We know he did in fact meet the girl, as he claimed, but he had time to get to the scene of the death and back before he saw her. He was used to taking the motorbike into the forest, and we found tyre tracks from it near Barton’s body. As far as we’ve been able to check, he’s the last person known to have seen Ian Sharpe alive. He has a shotgun, which he denies using at the time of either of the killings. But forensic say that it was fired at around the time of Sharpe’s death.”
 
   He enumerated each of the points without emphasis, conscious of Hook’s discomfort on his left. Rather to his surprise, the Sergeant, who was staring hard at his notebook, said nothing. It was Rushton who said, “A strong candidate, but only if we assume he’s unbalanced in some way, perhaps. I can’t see what he’s gained by the deaths. We’d have to assume he had endured some real or imaginary insult from these two very different men.”
 
   He was being consciously fair; Lambert knew that he now fancied Webb for their murderer. And he was right about the unbalance: mentally disturbed young men of Webb’s age were capable of the most absurd over-reactions to insults when their external behaviour seemed perfectly normal. It struck him for the first time that no one knew Charlie Webb really well, apart from his grandmother, whose own mind was faltering alarmingly.
 
   Hook contented himself with saying, “There’s no previous history of violence.” Then, as if issuing a challenge of social class, he said, “What about Colonel Davidson and the other two people we’ve seen at the Old Vicarage?”
 
   Lambert smiled. “Colonel Davidson appears to be in the clear for the murder of Peter Barton. He was at home at the time of the murder, on the evidence of other people as well as his wife. He could have hired Sharpe to kill Barton, as you suggested that Crawley and Clare Barton might have done. But he hasn’t any reason at all that we’ve been able to come up with for the murder of the vicar.”
 
   Hook said obstinately, “But he was out in the car on his own at the time of Sharpe’s death. He says he was in Gloucester, but we haven’t been able to come up with any more sightings of him there, have we?”
 
   He was looking inquiringly at Rushton, who now said, “No, but the place was crowded, as he said. We know he was there for part of the morning, at least. The gardening shop where he bought a propagator remembers selling it to him, but cannot be at all precise about time. It may be more significant in a negative way that we’ve thrown up no sightings of him around the forest at the time of Sharpe’s death.”
 
   Lambert said, “There is at least one shotgun around at the Old Vicarage, but no evidence that it has been fired recently. But then if I’d committed a murder, I’d have made sure that if I was retaining the weapon it was thoroughly cleaned afterwards. Colonel Harry Davidson seems to have had the opportunity and the means to commit only one of the murders, and no discernible motive for either of them. Which is exactly the situation with several other of our candidates.”
 
   “Including, as far as I can see, Mrs Davidson,” said Rushton heavily. “She is as clear as her husband as far as Barton’s murder goes — she was at home with her husband, and both Mrs Jenkins and the maid, Mary Cox, have vouched for that. At the time of the second murder, her husband was out and Mary Cox says she left the house for at least part of the morning. There is a good hour and a half unaccounted for, and we compute that she could have walked to the forest, killed Sharpe and been back in thirty to forty minutes. Why on earth she should wish to do such a thing, of course, is quite obscure, but as you say, sir, the same thing applies to most of our suspects.
 
   I’m not sure we can even call them that the more I look at the evidence, the more I’m inclined to the idea of some person we aren’t even aware of yet.”
 
   It was a melancholy, even a desperate thought, for a senior policeman aware of the work that had already gone into the case. Lambert said, “I still think we need a new way of interpreting the facts at our disposal. I don’t think we’re going to come up with many new ones. But we’ve got to connect the two deaths in some way. We still haven’t got satisfactory answers to two big questions: why on earth should anyone want to kill Peter Barton, and what is Ian Sharpe’s function in the whole business.”
 
   No one felt like answering those questions. Rushton, thumbing through his file, eventually said, “One of the people who had opportunity to commit both murders, like Farr and Webb, seems to be Arthur Comstock, Davidson’s chauffeur-handyman. Barton had his phone number in the pocket of his anorak when he was killed. And he drove away and left Peter Barton to walk home alone through the forest in darkness. It must have struck you that we’ve only his word for it that it was Barton who invited him to do just that. I know we’ve checked that he did in fact pick up his sister in Cheltenham, but he could easily have returned to the woods by the time Barton was shot.”
 
   Lambert looked at his watch. “Bert and I are going to see both Mrs Davidson and Comstock very shortly. We’ll see what his reaction is to that notion. He still isn’t cleared for Sharpe’s murder, is he?”
 
   “No. He says he was in his service cottage at the time, busy with his own affairs, but there is no one to vouch for him at around the time of Barton’s death. Like Farr, he lives alone, so there’s really no reason why there should be. He’d have had to walk to the forest of course, but there was plenty of time for him to do that, as there was for Mrs Davidson. Come to think of it, he has a bicycle at the back of his cottage, which would have cut down the time still further. And the route from the Old Vicarage doesn’t pass other houses, so it’s unlikely either he or Rachel Davidson would have been seen.”
 
   Hook said, “Comstock is an ex-serviceman. Have we turned up any previous connection with Sharpe?”
 
   Rushton said, “No. We’re still waiting for some of the information you asked for from military records. They had to get security clearance, and the holiday period delayed things as usual. Comstock’s service seems straightforward enough, though we should get the full details in the next twenty-four hours. Sharpe’s past is pretty murky, though, with his aliases and the kind of dubious activity he was involved in. I suppose it’s not impossible they could have met before.”
 
   Lambert said, “Chris, you’ve been filing all the documentation on this case. What about the house-to-house inquiries? Have you thrown up anyone else, whether from the area or outside, that you would put in the frame for either of the killings?”
 
   Rushton was immediate and definite. “No. We’ve checked out several that looked likely, but eliminated each one in turn. We didn’t find anyone beyond the people we’ve been discussing who was in the woods at around the time of Barton’s murder. Those who weren’t still at work were generally speaking at home with their families, so we’d have to assume conspiracies in unlikely places. On the morning when Sharpe died, we found two men who were at least in the vicinity of the woods at the right time, but we’ve interrogated them and we’re satisfied they had nothing to do with it.”
 
   Lambert said, “Right, we’ll be off and see what we can get from Rachel Davidson and Arthur Comstock. By the way, Chris, you might like to listen to the tape of the interview we recorded with Johnny Pickering before you came in today. He should patently be under supervision, but you’ll find he had nothing to do with these killings. But I’ve a feeling I can’t pin down which says he has something to tell us about the case; I’m going to listen to what he said again myself later.”
 
   As they buttoned up their coats and made ready for the freezing world outside, Rushton said a little desperately, “Any other thoughts before you go?”
 
   Lambert paused in the doorway. “Just one. Not from me, but from the admirable Sergeant Hook.” Modest Bert looked suitably surprised. “It was Bert who suggested when we last exchanged notes that these killings might not be by the same person. It’s an interesting thought.”
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   The service cottage where Arthur Comstock lived was spotlessly clean and almost excessively tidy. Comstock was sawing logs in the small yard at the rear of the place when Lambert and Hook arrived. He directed them indoors and stood framed against the daylight in the rear doorway for a moment, his tall frame stooping a little to pass beneath the lintel. He inspected his dress, picked a few stray fragments of sawdust from his navy anorak, and dropped them on the flags outside; the habits of neatness built in over twenty-two years of service life were second nature to him now.
 
   He did not offer them tea, and for a minute or so they all remained standing. He was not used to visitors, whether on business or pleasure. They observed his bearing, as their training had taught them to do. This man was stiff, watchful, cautious. But perhaps that was his normal attitude: they had not seen him in other situations, and were not likely to.
 
   He did not inquire as most people did about the progress of the case. They wondered if he knew rather than surmised that they could not have made much headway; that might be significant. Belatedly, he asked them to sit down, and the two large men perched themselves side by side on the two-seater settee of the cottage suite, in front of the single long, low window of the room.
 
   Before he sat down, Comstock looked round the small parlour, with its two neatly framed prints and its few carefully placed china ornaments, as if checking that all was in order. His dark hair was slicked straight back in the manner of an earlier generation, his small black moustache looked as if it had just been trimmed. It was bitterly cold in the room, but he did not seem to notice; after his exertions with the saw, he was warm enough, though he did not take off his anorak. All his behaviour implied that this need not take long, if they all behaved as sensible men.
 
   Lambert said conventionally, “I know that you have been asked about these things before, but we need to go over some details again, now that we have a fuller picture of everyone’s movements at the time of the two murders.” Comstock nodded curtly, but made no other rejoinder. He did not appear particularly nervous. Perhaps he was a man without small talk; Lambert warmed to him a little as a kindred spirit. Then he nodded to Hook, who had his notebook open on his knee.
 
   Bert said, “We want to check the details of your movements at the time of the Reverend Barton’s murder first of all. You said that you dropped him off in Ashbridge, drove to Cheltenham to pick up your sister, and returned here. Did you then remain in this house for the rest of the evening?”
 
   Comstock looked at him as if he were trying to set a trap. “No. I went out again, briefly. I drove down to the village stores to pick up an order that Tommy Farr had made up ready for me. I’ve told your people that.”
 
   Hook said, “Could you tell us exactly when this was?”
 
   Comstock looked a little nettled, for the first time. “No, I couldn’t. I suppose it must have been some time around half past five. I thought Tommy might be closed, but I knew he’d open up for me. Is it important?”
 
   Lambert said, “It could be. Peter Barton was killed at about that time.”
 
   Arthur Comstock looked genuinely shocked at the implication. He said, “But I thought you’d decided that —”
 
   He stopped abruptly, making no attempt to complete his sentence even in the painfully prolonged pause which they allowed to follow.
 
   “Decided what, Mr Comstock?”
 
   “Nothing. I must have been mistaken.”
 
   Had he been under arrest, they would never have let it go that easily. As it was, he was merely voluntarily helping the police with their inquiries, so that they could not risk him refusing to cooperate. Lambert said, “The fact that you drove to the village store is also important. To put it bluntly, it means that you would have had time to reach the spot in the wood where the vicar was killed and return home afterwards without being away from here for more than twenty to thirty minutes. That is about the length of time your sister says that you were away.”
 
   Comstock did not look as shocked at the fact that his sister had been questioned up in Yorkshire as Lambert had hoped. Probably she had been in touch with her brother by phone since yesterday and told him about it. Almost everyone had access to phones now: that was one of the differences from when he had started as a constable on the beat. It made it more difficult to surprise them with information like this. He said, “Your employer tells us that your instructions on that day were to leave the car with the vicar in Ashbridge and walk home through the woods yourself.”
 
   Comstock looked thunderous at the mention of his employer, as if he fancied that Harry Davidson might have been trying to implicate him in this death. But he carefully avoided any mention of the Colonel as he said stiffly, “That is correct. It was the vicar who suggested the rearrangement.” He sounded like the NCO he had once been, making his report to the Orderly Officer.
 
   Lambert nodded. “You realize that we have only your word for that? I’m not saying we don’t believe you. I’m saying that as policemen it is our job to check every statement we have against the accounts of other people, whenever that is possible. That is how we proceed: when discrepancies arise, they are often significant, you see.”
 
   Comstock nodded, stretching his long forearms towards them as he closed his fingers over the wooden arms of the chair. “Nevertheless, that is what happened. I argued quite hard with the vicar, but once he found that I had been planning to pick up my sister from the bus station, he was quite insistent. He was very good about things like that, the Reverend Barton. He said he had intended walking both ways to Ashbridge at the beginning of the afternoon, so that I had already saved him one journey.” He sounded as if he had already been over their conversation many times, as a conscientious man might in the light of the death which had followed.
 
   “Quite. And nothing has occurred to you in the days which have passed since to suggest who might have killed Peter Barton?”
 
   “I thought you —”Again he stopped. This time he said quickly, “It doesn’t matter. You know more about it than I do, with the number of men you have working on it.”
 
   Lambert said gently, “It might be useful to us to hear your ideas. It might even be your duty as a citizen to share your thoughts with us, Mr Comstock. Two men have died. There may be more to come.”
 
   He looked up at them abruptly with the suggestion that there might be more killing yet, searching their faces for what they knew. Hook felt ridiculous on the small sofa, sitting up against his chief, like a fowl perched close to its neighbour for warmth; the small room had the temperature of a fridge. Comstock was too agitated to see anything ludicrous in the picture. He said, “It’s just — well, I thought — I thought the man in the woods might have killed the vicar. The man who was killed himself a few days later.”
 
   “The tramp, you mean. You think a tramp might have killed Peter Barton?” Lambert was at his blandest.
 
   “Not if that’s all he was. I thought…he might be something more than that. Perhaps I was mistaken.” Comstock looked as though he bitterly regretted getting into this, but could see no way out of it. He was no expert in bending words to his own purposes, having spent most of his adult life in a system too rigidly defined to leave much room for flexibility of that kind.
 
   Lambert leaned forward, studying the gaunt, troubled face intently. “You were not mistaken. The man in the forest was not a simple tramp. He was a professional killer. We know that now, because of information stored in police computers all over the country. What interests me, Mr Comstock, is how you managed to deduce that for yourself, without any of our advantages.”
 
   “I — I don’t know. It’s just that he was the only man around at the time, as far as I could tell, so I thought he might be involved.”
 
   “It’s a big step from thinking he was the only man around which he patently wasn’t, by the way to deducing that he was a trained killer.”
 
   Comstock hadn’t deduced anything like as much as that, but he did not trouble to defend himself against the charge. He might have said that he knew the police had taken the man in for questioning after the murder of Barton: that at any rate must have been common knowledge around the village. Instead, he said wretchedly, “I must have read things in the papers, put two and two together, I suppose.”
 
   “There has been nothing in any of the papers to suggest that Ian Sharpe was anything other than a simple tramp. We’ve taken care to see that there wasn’t.” Lambert thought he got a reaction when he threw in the name, but Comstock committed himself to no more words. He gave a slight, helpless shrug of his square shoulders and stared at the carpet.
 
   “It’s interesting to us that you should have assumed that a man who was apparently a tramp should have shot Peter Barton. There were other people around at the time who had the opportunity to kill him, despite what you said a moment ago. You, for one.”
 
   “I didn’t kill him, whatever you think,” he said sullenly.
 
   “But he was found with your telephone number in his pocket.”
 
   “I’ve already explained how that came to be there. I gave it to the vicar in case he changed his mind about walking home from Ashbridge.”
 
   Lambert regarded him evenly. “What clothes were you wearing that day, Mr Comstock?”
 
   He looked from one impassive face to the other with real fear for a moment. Perhaps he thought they were closing the net upon him. “It was cold. I think I was wearing this anorak. I don’t have many clothes.” The last sentence fell almost comically into this serious context, and he gave a half-smile of apology, though he was not quite sure why.
 
   “I see. Where were you at the time when Ian Sharpe was killed, Mr Comstock?”
 
   It was another abrupt change of gear, and like his previous ones it threw his man for a moment. “I don’t know just when he was killed,” he said cautiously; again he spoke as though he was negotiating a trap.
 
   “Oh, I think you do, Mr Comstock. But I’ll rephrase the question, if you like. Let us ask where you were on the morning of 27th December?”
 
   “I was here. I told your people that, already.”
 
   “Here for the whole of the morning?”
 
   In the pause which followed the question, a tabby cat came and stood for a moment in the doorway and inspected these rare visitors to its house with baleful yellow eyes. Apparently it did not approve of them, for it gave a leisurely swish of its tail, then disappeared as silently as it had come. Comstock said, “I think I was here for the whole of the morning, yes.”
 
   Hook looked up from his notebook to say, “That is what you said originally. We thought you might perhaps have remembered some excursion during the morning.”
 
   “No. I didn’t go out.” After his momentary uncertainty, his denial now was vehement enough to sound suspicious.
 
   Perhaps even he thought so, for he shifted his feet upon the patterned carpet. They almost touched Bert Hook’s substantial black toecaps, so close were the three men to each other in the tiny room.
 
   Lambert said, “Is there anyone who could confirm to us that you were here for the whole or part of that morning?”
 
   This time Comstock answered not too quickly but too slowly, so that they were made acutely aware of the deliberation which preceded his reply. Eventually, looking over their heads to where a robin hopped along a branch of the cherry tree in his garden, he said, “No. I didn’t see anyone.”
 
   He could hardly see them with their heads against the only light coming into the low room, but they could study the strain on his gaunt face as he looked beyond them, his brown eyes fixing unblinkingly on the world outside. Lambert said, his tone now that of counsellor rather than inquisitor, “It is in your interest to be perfectly frank with us, Mr Comstock. You are one of the few people we have questioned who had the opportunity to commit both these brutal crimes.”
 
   He looked at them now, and there was consternation in his face. For a moment, he looked as though he might suggest some other name to them. Then he looked down at the carpet again and said, “Mrs Davidson came across here on that morning.”
 
   He sounded as though he was breaking a confidence. Bert Hook as he noted the statement wondered if they were uncovering an unlikely affair between the lady of that imposing edifice a hundred yards south of them and the chauffeur-handyman in the service cottage, the stuff of a hundred leery music hall jokes. He said in a carefully neutral voice, without looking up, “At what time was this?”
 
   “I’m not absolutely sure. I think about ten o’clock.”
 
   “And how long did Mrs Davidson spend here?”
 
   “I suppose about twenty minutes.” Comstock sounded as though they were drawing teeth.
 
   Lambert said, “That would account for at least part of the morning.” For two people, he was thinking. Whatever they were doing. “What was this meeting, Mr Comstock?”
 
   “Purpose?” He looked at them for a moment as though he did not comprehend.
 
   “Yes. What did you talk about?”
 
   The lean face set obstinately. “I don’t wish to talk about that. It — it hadn’t anything to do with these killings.”
 
   Lambert thought quickly. They would get it out of him if they had to, in due course. And they were going to interview Rachel Davidson, very shortly. It would be interesting to see what she had to say about his meeting, if meeting there had been. He said, “You didn’t have transport that morning, did you?”
 
   “No. Colonel Davidson took the Rover into Gloucester to take his aunts to the railway station.” There was a flash of animation from him on this, but it might have been merely relief that they had let him off so easily about his meeting with the Colonel’s wife.
 
   “Except, of course, for the bicycle you keep in the old stable behind this cottage.” Lambert threw away the line like an actor knowing its impact, and was rewarded as he moved on by Comstock’s startled expression. “Colonel Davidson tells us that he was in Gloucester at the time when we think the murder of Ian Sharpe took place. I don’t suppose you can tell us anything to confirm that?”
 
   They were standing now, ready to go; it was an old ploy of Lambert’s to throw a final thought in just as the subject relaxed vigilance in the belief that the interview was over. Comstock said, “No, I can’t help you, I’m afraid. He certainly wasn’t back here until late morning.”
 
   The tactic had worked, as it had before. Comstock was scarcely aware that he had dropped his guard. But his satisfaction as he denied his employer an alibi was quite unmistakable.
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   The Old Vicarage was as warm and welcoming as its service cottage had been cold and unfriendly. Rachel Davidson received them in the big drawing-room. There was no sign of her husband, and Lambert wondered which of the pair had ensured his absence.
 
   It was a gracious, civilized room, as far removed from a world where people blasted each other apart with shotguns as could be imagined. Hook wondered whether that was perhaps the effect intended: prolonged contact with serious criminals tends to make a man cynical. There were skilfully lit paintings of ancient cities on the walls, a bookcase with volumes which looked as though they were actually taken down and read, pieces of silverware gleaming on the surfaces of mahogany that had the patina which comes only from a century of polishing. A Steinway grand in the corner of the room accommodated an arrangement of winter flowers that contrived to be at once opulent and discreet. The scent of freesias emanated from tiny vases on each of the window-sills.
 
   They had an appointment, and they came precisely as arranged, as their subject acknowledged with a small, composed smile. Effortlessly exotic and foreign, cosmopolitan and cultured, she could hardly have made a greater contrast to the taut, scarcely articulate man they had just left. Bert Hook found himself speculating again on the possibilities of a liaison between such an unlikely pair.
 
   Rachel Davidson behaved like a hostess, rather than a key figure in a murder investigation. As they perched a little awkwardly on the edges of their velvet-covered Victorian armchairs, Mary Cox brought in a large tray, with gold-rimmed coffee cups and a plate of gingerbread slices. Watching the coffee pouring in a smooth dark stream from the Royal Worcester coffee pot, Bert Hook decided that there were perks after all in CID work, some of them more agreeable even than the boot allowance he had long ago relinquished.
 
   If Rachel Davidson had been aiming at a deliberate effect, she did not carry it through into her own dress, which was as modern as the room was graciously period. She wore a black cotton top, which was slim-fitting enough to emphasize her small, shapely breasts. A slim gold chain was visible at her neck, but disappeared beneath the cotton, and her long fingers carried only engagement and wedding rings. The tight-fitting dark grey cord trousers emphasized how youthful her figure still was, as she moved lithely across the big room in her simple, low-heeled shoes.
 
   It was as though she had dressed in deliberate contrast to the formality of the clothes she had worn at the funeral of Peter Barton. Yet as she subsided gracefully into a chair opposite the two large men, she was as effortlessly elegant as they were awkward. She crossed her legs and picked off the two tiny specks of mud she noticed on the dark corduroy. “I’ve been walking our springer spaniel,” she explained, as though claiming a peculiarly English habit. The smile on her wide, expressive mouth softened features which in repose looked perhaps a little too grave and serious.
 
   Hook reminded himself conscientiously that the possession of a dog gave her an excuse to go regularly into the forest, and probably a knowledge of its intricacies. He had been ribbed too often about his vulnerability to female charms not to be a little wary. And his experience of wealthy ladies thirty years ago, when he was taking his first tentative steps into the great world outside Barnardo’s, made him still suspicious of the species.
 
   Lambert took her quickly through the details she had given earlier of her whereabouts and those of others at the time of Barton’s death. It was all low-key, urbane; a necessary, even a boring, ritual on both sides. Then, after a tiny pause, he shot at her, “Who do you think killed your vicar, Mrs Davidson?”
 
   If she was ruffled for a moment, she recognized it as the tactic it was. Her face creased momentarily into that smile which lit up its whole surface; then she banished it, in acknowledgement of the seriousness of the matter. “If I knew that, Superintendent, I should have told you long ago.”
 
   “I’m sure you would. But I said ‘think’, not ‘know’. You must realize from the fact that we haven’t made an arrest that we are not yet certain ourselves.” His slight, ironic smile and her answering one registered the understatement. “Frankly, I’m inviting you to speculate. We shall respect your confidence, of course, but you’ve been in this locality for some years and often —”
 
   “The locality is more foreign to me than to you or your men.” For the first time, they could detect her Swiss accent, particularly on the word ‘locality’, in which she pronounced each syllable carefully and distinctly. Her vehemence must have shocked herself as much as it did them, for she stopped abruptly. Then she attempted to recover her more relaxed delivery as she said, “Remember that I am in a foreign country, and in a rural area of that country. In Woodford, many of the families have been here for a long time —for centuries in some cases. We Jewish people are not used to such permanence.” This time the smile was wry, even grave, but the white brow beneath the austerely controlled black hair lost its furrows just the same.
 
   Lambert said, “I am sure you are a valuable addition to the local community, Mrs Davidson.” He meant it; he was thinking of the moment after the interment of Barton’s body on the previous day, when she had taken Clare Barton’s hand between hers. It would have been a sentimental intrusion more often than not; yesterday, it had been the most natural conclusion in the world, subsuming the widow’s personal grief into a wider sense of human tragedy as effectively as some great Renaissance pietth .
 
   She looked at him to check whether this was a hollow reassurance he offered. Then she said stiffly, “I really have no idea who killed young Peter Barton. I presume from your question that you haven’t either.” She stared steadily out of the window. But in the pause he now allowed himself, he was surprised to catch her darting a quick glance at his face to check his reaction. He realized in that moment that she wanted to know whether they were contemplating an arrest. Was she anxious for herself, or on behalf of someone else?
 
   “Mrs Davidson, you say you have only lived in this country for a few years. Since your marriage, in fact. Did you spend all your previous life in Switzerland?”
 
   She looked him full in the face then, testing his inscrutability to the full. “No, Mr Lambert. Like many European Jews, our family felt it owed support, financial and otherwise, to the state of Israel. I was born in 1941. I cannot remember much of the War, nor of the holocaust, but my earliest memories are of the fear and the grief in my family. And I certainly remember as a child the enthusiasm all Jews felt for the new state in 1948. I spent six years in Israel as a young woman.”
 
   “I see. And perhaps at that time you had some sort of training in the use of arms?”
 
   “I undertook compulsory military service. I was proud to do so, just as I was proud to live in a kibbutz. Israel does not distinguish between its young men and its young women in the way the countries of Western Europe do.” This time the smile was proud, the head held high, the gaze trained on a point far out beyond the boundaries of the Old Vicarage. They had a momentary glimpse of that fervent religious nationalism which the nineteenth century found so admirable and the twentieth one finds so threatening as it moves towards its end.
 
   Lambert said quietly, “So you are proficient in the use of weapons, Mrs Davidson.”
 
   She turned back to him like one being recalled from a trance. “I am, as you say, ‘proficient’. Perhaps even a little more than that; in our dining-room, there are cups I won for rifle-shooting. A long time ago, now.” She looked down reminiscently at the fingers which seemed far too delicate for military ambitions.
 
   “I think you also have some more recent trophies. For clay pigeon shooting, I believe.” Lambert’s inquiries around the village threw up some fascinating sidelights upon its occupants. The activities of the well-heeled were always of interest to the less fortunate, especially when an exotic foreign lady turned out to be better than the men in what they had thought of as one of their preserves.
 
   “For clay pigeon shooting, yes.” She looked at Lambert steadily. “With a shotgun. You could simply have asked me whether I was experienced and proficient in the use of shotguns, Superintendent.” It was impossible to tell from her tone whether their researches had made her impressed, amused or furious.
 
   Now it was Lambert who smiled. “I could have done that, I suppose. I find that when I lead people logically, they tell me fewer lies, which is less embarrassing for both sides. So you are used to handling a twelve-bore shotgun, and have done so recently.”
 
   “Not recently enough for your purposes, Mr Lambert. I haven’t touched a shotgun in the last month. But for your records, you will probably want to confirm that I am quite efficient with a twelve-bore. I should certainly have hit a man’s heart at five paces, had I had occasion to do so.”
 
   There was no doubt this time that she was exasperated. The colour had risen in her sallow face, her lips had tightened, her delivery had become ominously precise. And perhaps emotion had led her into an indiscretion, as often happened.
 
   Lambert said, “Five paces? You seem to have an extremely accurate knowledge of the distance from which the fatal cartridges were fired, Mrs Davidson. I don’t think there has been any discussion of such distances in the press. And we have certainly never released that information.”
 
   She was physically totally calm. Even the hands which she felt had just been accused remained folded on her lap. There was perhaps a little tenseness about her shoulders and the slim neck which rose above the cotton shirt, but that had probably been there all through their exchanges. Only her eyes, narrowed and darkly glittering, gave away the anger which burned behind them.
 
   There was no doubt now that she had to struggle for the control of her voice as she said in measured tones, “I am not sure where I gathered the information, Superintendent. Perhaps I heard it around the village; the children who discovered Peter’s body lived locally, you know. Perhaps I deduced it from what we have heard about the wounds. Perhaps I know how close a person would have to be to the victim to discharge a shotgun with the certainty of killing a man: it is not the most accurate of weapons from any great distance, as you are no doubt aware.”
 
   Lambert acknowledged her thoughts with a little bow of his grizzled head. It was a rational enough explanation, but he was not going to let her know whether or not it convinced him. He said, “May I ask how long you have been married, Mrs Davidson?”
 
   Perhaps she was relieved to have him leave the questioning about shotguns. She said tersely, “Five years. Is it relevant?”
 
   “It might be. It is very difficult to say what is relevant to an inquiry like this. To put it bluntly, a woman who has been married for thirty years generally knows more about her husband’s past than one who has been married for five. And he about hers, of course. I should not like to give the impression that we were interested exclusively in your husband.”
 
   She looked at him evenly, trying to calculate what was in his mind. He had played these games for far too long for her to discover anything. “I intended at one time to settle in Israel, Superintendent. The man I was planning to marry was an army officer. He was killed during the Six Day War in 1967. I left Israel shortly afterwards and lived in Switzerland until my marriage to Harry five years ago. I met him while I was on a long visit to my sister in Buckinghamshire. He was on his demobilization leave at the end of his service at the time.”
 
   She delivered the information in a monotone which was itself a protest, but Lambert was too professional to let that ruffle him. “I believe your husband served with distinction in the Falklands War.”
 
   “Yes, I believe so. It was before I knew him, and he is not a boastful man. If you wish to know about something which can have no bearing on this case, no doubt you will ask him about it.” She made as if to rise, but the two men did not cooperate. They had not finished yet.
 
   She saw no sign pass between them, but it was Hook who now said, “Probably you have discussed the time of the second murder with your husband. You are no doubt aware that he says he was shopping in Gloucester at the time of the killing. We have not been able to find anyone so far to confirm that. Can you offer us anything, or suggest anyone who might be able to substantiate his story? I should emphasize that we are merely trying to eliminate him from our inquiries, as we have been able to eliminate several others.”
 
   She looked at him for a moment, which seemed to Bert very long and very quiet. “What possible reason could my husband have to kill a tramp in the forest, Sergeant Hook?” Through his discomfiture, Bert was still flattered that she had remembered his name from the formalities of Lambert’s introduction: most people remembered the chief, but forgot the details of his side-kick straight away.
 
   Lambert said, “It appears he was not simply a tramp, Mrs Davidson. He may well have been a professional killer.”
 
   Her dark eyes widened now. He wished they were the cornflower blue of Clare Barton’s; that seemed to him to be a much more revealing colour. She might have been acting surprise, of course: detectives had always to be aware of that. She might have been shocked at the notion. What he thought he had seen was a flash of fear, but he could not be certain. She said, “And what was he doing here?”
 
   “If we knew that, Mrs Davidson, we might be close to an arrest. Have you any idea why such a man might be in the area? Unless he was just hiding in the woods, you see, it is probable that someone had paid him to come here.”
 
   “Had hired his professional services, you mean. No, I cannot think that anyone in this area had use for such a man. I find it inconceivable.”
 
   Hook said, “We had better have the details of your own movements on that morning, Mrs Davidson.”
 
   “For your elimination, yes.” Again she pronounced every syllable of the long word with deliberation, giving it a ring of irony. “I was here for most of the morning, I think. I probably went out for a walk with Sheba at some time — that’s our spaniel. It’s difficult to be precise about times: I wasn’t expecting to be questioned about the morning by senior policemen, you see.” It was thrown at them carelessly, even defiantly. Yet it was a front: she had been questioned in some detail about this already.
 
   Hook said, “So there is no witness to your movements on the morning of 27th December, any more than there is to your husband’s.”
 
   She turned and looked at him coldly. “Probably not. I should have thought Mary could confirm that I was here for most of the morning, but no doubt you have already questioned her.”
 
   Lambert said, “We have already questioned everyone in the village, and about fifty other people from further afield, about that morning, Mrs Davidson. As Sergeant Hook implies, we have been able to eliminate most of them from the investigation.”
 
   Both of them wondered as they rose why she had not chosen to mention her visit to Arthur Comstock and the service cottage on the morning of Sharpe’s murder. That meeting would account for an important part of the morning for both of them. Assuming, that is, that it had actually taken place.
 
   Mary Cox came into the warm room as they were buttoning their coats. “There is an urgent phone call for Superintendent Lambert,” she said.
 
   It was Rushton, as he knew it must be. “We’ve got the full information in from military records,” he said. “There’s some interesting stuff about both Arthur Comstock and Harry Davidson.”
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   In the Murder Room at Oldford police station, Rushton had already added the information from Army Records to his burgeoning files. It did not seem to him particularly significant, but he was a natural bureaucrat, welcoming anything which made his files more complete. If the case was not solved in the next day or two, the Regional Crime Squad would be brought in. The senior officers involved would find Detective-Inspector Christopher Rushton’s records both comprehensive and beautifully presented.
 
   In the meantime, he had his summary of the faxes ready for Lambert. “Arthur Comstock began military life as a driver in the RASC. Drove all kinds of vehicles; served in various overseas stations; was in charge of an armoured vehicles unit in Northern Ireland from 1986 to 1988. Active Service Medal for the Falklands campaign — apparently he went because he had a Special Proficiency Certificate for amphibious vehicles. He held the substantive rank of sergeant for the last eight years of his service. He took a voluntary discharge after twenty-two years in 1989.”
 
   “Any blemishes on his record?” asked Lambert. Fallibility was always more interesting than virtue to those engaged in detection.
 
   “Not much, sir. He was busted from corporal to the ranks for a fight with another NCO in Germany in 1980. Made up again a year later. He was married, without children, but his marriage packed up many years ago. That conforms with what we got from him about his background in our own initial interviews. He seems to have been a hard man and a bit of a loner in his army days.” Rushton produced the last sentence with some diffidence: these were the very phrases one of the national dailies had come up with when they were encouraging local people to search out The Fox.
 
   Lambert did not react. “Any details of his service in the Falklands?”
 
   “No, sir. But there is one interesting sidelight. There’s a handwritten note on Arthur Comstock’s Army file to record the death of his brother-in-law in the Falklands. No more details, because he was in the Navy, not the Army. He was killed when HMS Sheffield went down in May 1982.”
 
   There was a little pause as they digested this, almost as though it was a tribute to a man they had not even known existed until now. Then Lambert asked “Have you found any connection between Comstock and Ian Sharpe?”
 
   “No, sir. They certainly didn’t serve together. But any other connection would be unlikely to show up in Army records, of course. Indeed, Sharpe seems never to have enlisted in the armed forces, as far as we know, though he was almost certainly a mercenary in the period after he was kicked out of the police. If they had contact, it would probably be after Comstock finished his Army service. According to what he told us himself, he didn’t find it easy to get employment, at first.”
 
   Hook said, “He must have been grateful to be taken on here by Colonel Davidson. I expect the ex-Army connection helped; they must have come out of the forces at about the same time.” Bert, who had had to make his way in life without such help, occasionally exaggerated the importance of ‘connections’ of this sort.
 
   Rushton said nothing, conscious that he had something curious to report in a few moments on Colonel Davidson. Lambert for his part was thinking about Comstock’s assumption that Sharpe had been more than a tramp; about his refusal to talk about his meeting with Rachel Davidson; about his satisfaction when he had been unable to alibi his employer for the murder of Sharpe. The chauffeur-handyman did not seem unduly burdened with gratitude for the employment he had been offered.
 
   Rushton said, “There does seem from our own surveillance of the village to be some connection between Arthur Comstock and Tommy Farr. Maybe no more than friendship, of course. Two men who have been deserted by their wives; two hard men who are happiest in their own company. But they’ve been seen together quite a lot in the last week. By Charlie Webb, among others.”
 
   Lambert said sharply, “Your man did check that Webb had got that gun secure in the house now?”
 
   “Yes, sir. In his bedroom. Much to Granny Webb’s disgust, apparently.”
 
   Lambert smiled. “Charlie should be grateful to his grandmother, for all kinds of reasons. Not least that she helped to convince Bert and me that Charlie hadn’t killed Sharpe, when we knew his shotgun had been fired at about the right time.”
 
   Bert, who had been in this situation before, put on what he thought of as his suitably knowing look. To the others in the Murder Room, he looked ineffably smug. It was left to Rushton to say glumly, “You’ve eliminated Webb from our suspects, then?” He had rather fancied Webb as their murderer since the early days of the investigation, and when Webb’s neighbour, Mrs Baker, had seen Charlie going into the woods on the morning of Sharpe’s death, he had thought they had their man.
 
   Lambert said, “What is the first thing you would do, Chris, if you shot a man?”
 
   Rushton said promptly, “Get rid of the weapon. In the deepest piece of water that was convenient, I should think.”
 
   Lambert grinned ruefully at this departure from his script. “All right. You’re an experienced CID man, so you know how often we get a conviction by following up the weapon. But suppose the weapon was a prized possession, and you wanted to keep it. Perhaps you even knew that shotguns, unlike rifles, couldn’t easily be pinned to a particular shooting. Perhaps you realized, indeed, that even the absence of a weapon people knew you should have would itself be suspicious.”
 
   Rushton thought hard, then shook his head in puzzlement. “I don’t know. I suppose I’d clean it up in the normal way. After that, no one would be able to prove that it was my shotgun that had discharged the murder cartridges.”
 
   “Precisely. Sam Johnson from forensic asked us exactly the right question when he brought us his report on the shotguns: ‘Is Webb the sort of chap who would normally be careless about cleaning his shotgun?’ That is one of the key things Bert and I had to sort out when we went to see Charlie and his grandmother. Mrs Webb’s mind is not as steady as it used to be. But minds which are off balance are sometimes more reliable than sound ones: they do not normally set out to deceive, for one thing.”
 
   Bert Hook, who had been wrestling that morning with an abstruse article on the Fool in Shakespeare for his Open University studies, found this practical demonstration easier to follow than the convoluted theory he had fought with on paper. He saw as he turned to his notebook the point of the words he had recorded when the old lady used them. He said, “Old Mrs Webb told us that she didn’t let Charlie keep his shotgun in the house.”
 
   “Precisely. So the twelve-bore was in the shed at the bottom of their garden. Which was unlocked, and not five yards from the footpath running behind the houses. And whence the gun could be easily removed by those with malice aforethought. But we asked Mrs Webb about whether Charlie cleaned the shotgun regularly, as Sam Johnson had indicated we should.”
 
   Bert had the answer ready. “She said, ‘Always at it, he is. Takes it to pieces on the kitchen table. Oils it and polishes it’”
 
   Lambert smiled. “Not a lad who would leave a shotgun uncleaned after use in ordinary circumstances, Charlie. Still less, then, when he had killed a man with it. Someone else used that gun, not Charlie Webb. The most we could charge Charlie with is not keeping a shotgun under lock and key.”
 
   Rushton nodded, accepting the logic and reluctantly discarding his candidate. He said, “We have the information from Army records on Harry Davidson, as well, sir.”
 
   “Let’s have it, Chris. Cut the routine stuff and let us know about any discrepancies.”
 
   Rushton, who had been planning to build to the interesting information through a scaffolding of routine entries, said with a grin, “All right, sir. He had what I take to be a normal career for an infantry officer in peacetime. Commissioned after the normal selection boards and training at Sandhurst. Full Lieutenant two years later, acting Captain, then substantive Captain, then Major. Where he seems to have stuck.”
 
   Rushton delivered his little bombshell effectively enough. There was a small, shocked silence around the table. Then Lambert said, “He wasn’t made up to Colonel and then reduced because he blotted his copybook?”
 
   “No trace of that on his Army file, sir. And he certainly left the Army as a Major. The details of his pension are recorded.”
 
   “No record of his having held even the acting rank for a period? In the Falklands, perhaps?”
 
   “No, sir. In fact, that’s the other thing. There’s no trace that he was ever in the Falklands. He seems to have spent the campaign at the Regimental Depot in England. Mind you, it’s difficult to see any connection between that and two murders ten years later.”
 
   “Except that that kind of lie can be more important to the man who used it than to anyone else.” Lambert became suddenly urgent. He was on his feet by the time he said to Hook, “Let’s go and see Harry Davidson.”
 
   ***
 
   It was a cold, crisp day, rising above freezing point only for a few hours around noon, and that in the sun. That sun was shining on the long windows of the Old Vicarage as they drove up the wide gravel drive in Lambert’s old Vauxhall. For an instant, its reflection was a red disc of fire in the glass, belying the temperature around the house.
 
   Mary Cox opened the door to them, but her mistress was immediately visible in the hall behind her. Her dark hair was as impeccably groomed as ever, held straight and severe above her forehead by a single wide slide. Her face was white and strained as she came forward to speak to them; perhaps some of Lambert’s gravity had communicated itself to her.
 
   “Harry isn’t here,” she said in response to Hook’s inquiry.
 
   “Where is he, Mrs Davidson?” asked Lambert. His tone was a warning against deception or prevarication.
 
   “He went out. On foot, about half an hour ago, I think.” It was as though she divined their questions without their being asked.
 
   “Mrs Davidson, can you tell us anything about his service in the Falklands?”
 
   She controlled herself well. Only the tightening of her hand on the curved back of a chair showed that the query had struck home. She said in a low voice, “I can’t tell you because he wasn’t there, Superintendent. I presume from your question you know that.”
 
   He said harshly, “Who else knows?” She looked down at the seat of the chair, refusing to meet his eyes. He had to say, “Please, Mrs Davidson, it’s vital that we know.”
 
   “Only Arthur Comstock.” She stared miserably at the carpet, as though she had betrayed someone by her replies. Whether it was Harry Davidson or Arthur Comstock was not clear.
 
   “Have you any idea where your husband might have gone?”
 
   “No.” Now at last her wide black eyes rose to meet Lambert’s. They filled with sudden apprehension in the face of his gravity. “Is it important?”
 
   “It could be. If he comes in, please phone Detective Inspector Rushton at Oldford immediately, and keep him here until we arrive. Do you know if Mr Comstock is in his cottage?”
 
   “I should think so. He certainly wasn’t driving Harry today.”
 
   The cottage was only eighty yards from the house, though it was almost hidden by the leafless winter tracery of the large oaks. They had rapped twice at the door when they saw Mary Cox hurrying across the cobbled yard from the house, looking anxiously over her shoulder to see if she was observed.
 
   “He’s out,” she said breathlessly. “Arthur, I mean. He left about ten minutes ago. You’d have seen him if you’d come from the village.”
 
   “Do you know where he went?”
 
   She shook her head. Her young eyes were wide, inquisitive, intelligent. With her head inclined a little to one side, she looked to Hook like an alert young dog which was anxious to be involved in its master’s business. As if she were loath to detach herself from what she sensed must be dramatic events, she said, “He was on his bicycle. He might have gone to the village store. His bike has a basket on, see, so he can carry —”
 
   But Lambert was already out of earshot, racing on long, rather stiff legs towards the old Vauxhall. It threw up a little spray of gravel as it swung round and headed off down the drive, such was the unwonted urgency of his driving. Mary stood and watched it go without resentment, stirred to be involved even on the periphery of happenings that would be retailed in the village for half a century and more.
 
   From the high windows of the drawing-room, Rachel Davidson also watched the policemen’s departure. She felt the terror and the pity of life, as she had felt it in her childhood when her parents wept over the loss of the relatives she had never seen; as she had felt it in her young womanhood when the man she was to marry was killed in a successful war, leaving her in tears while those around her rejoiced.
 
   The fear she thought she had defeated for ever confronted her now like an old enemy come for a reckoning.
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   Mary Cox was right. When they pulled up at the village store, they saw Comstock’s bicycle leaning against the side of the stone house. It was half past one now; the door of the store was closed for lunch, and knocking brought no response. Either Farr was out or he did not care to have his lunch-hour disturbed.
 
   Hook, who was braver about large dogs than Lambert, went to the rear of the building and called “Kelly?” Rather to his relief, there was no growl or bark to answer him. At a nod from Lambert, he went cautiously to the old wooden rear door and tried the latch. As he had expected, it was not locked; people with Dobermans were a little careless about these things, whatever the police advised about security precautions.
 
   They looked inside the small rear scullery like thieves, poking their heads forward and bending their torsos to the right, as if by keeping their feet only on the borders of the property they respected the owner’s rights to privacy. They saw all they needed to see. The hook where Kelly’s lead hung was bare. So was the small niche beyond it where Farr kept his twelve-bore.
 
   It did not take more than two minutes to drive the Vauxhall to the nearest entrance to the wood. It was long enough for Hook to contact Rushton, who detailed a police car to attend at the other side of the long tongue of forest they were entering.
 
   As they left the sun and hurried under the long nave of arching trees, the cold hit them as suddenly as if they had walked into a butcher’s freezer room. Lambert hesitated a moment when they came to a choice of paths, then turned on to the larger of the two, which led towards the spot where Ian Sharpe had been killed. Their steps rang loud in the silence upon the frosted flints of the path. Then, as it narrowed and was submerged under an inch of decaying leaves, the sounds of their movements were deadened. At the same time, as though they were taking a cue from this, they slowed their pace and trod more warily, listening for any sound which would tell them of another presence in this frozen place.
 
   They passed the spot where Sharpe had fallen. A short length of the cord which the Scene of Crime team had used to isolate the area of their detailed search lay still trapped at the base of a gorse bush. Beyond here, they moved into a stretch of tall evergreens, which shut out most of the little light they had enjoyed and turned a bright day outside the woods into a twilight world within them.
 
   They almost missed Comstock. He was fifty yards ahead of them, with his back to them, moving warily along the edge of the path, wearing the navy anorak he had worn on the day of Peter Barton’s death. Hook remembered his bleak little statement, “I don’t have many clothes.”
 
   And at that moment, things happened very fast, though the watchers experienced the slow-motion effect of a car accident. Harry Davidson appeared ten yards beyond Comstock. He had a twelve-bore tucked hard into his shoulder, trained upon Comstock’s breast. There was a harsh, urgent command from the woods on the left, and as Comstock threw himself sideways, a black force launched itself at Davidson’s throat, bowling him inexorably backwards.
 
   For a moment, Hook thought it was some wild, nightmare creature of the forest. Then, as they ran forward, his brain as well as his senses reasserted themselves. By the time they reached Davidson, he was sitting up, watching the dog’s brown eyes fearfully from no more than eighteen inches. Tommy Farr kicked away the shotgun which had been levelled at Comstock. Farr’s own twelve-bore hung loose in his left hand, pointing at the ground. There was no need for that, with the dog there. “Easy, Kelly,” said Farr, as Davidson clutched his left elbow and a warning growl rumbled deep in the dog’s throat. Somewhere in front of them, they heard the sound of the police siren as the car stopped at the edge of the forest.
 
   “Stay right where you are, Major Davidson,” said Lambert. The man on the ground had not even known they were there until he spoke, but it was the use of the rank which announced to him that all was lost. He remained motionless on the ground while Hook pronounced the words of the caution, then slipped a handcuff on to his right wrist. Hook had to help his prisoner to his feet; he looked dazedly at the steel, as though the wrist it encircled belonged to someone else.
 
   Comstock had risen with him from the shallow ditch into which he had thrown himself at the sight of the shotgun. For a moment, the two men confronted each other, both breathing hard in great snorts of white vapour. The mutual hatred of employer and employee was manifest in their every movement.
 
   “I should have got you myself, in the first place,” said Davidson.
 
   “Instead of which, you killed a man who never hurt anyone!” Comstock’s contempt turned the words into a snarl.
 
   “Barton was too bloody good to be true. If you’d only done as I told you and left him with the car, it would have been you whom Sharpe killed in the woods. And he’d have been away that night, with no one any the wiser.”
 
   Lambert had an uncomfortable feeling that that might be true. He heard the cautious tread of large feet in the woods behind Davidson, and called the officer forward to take charge of the prisoner. He said as Hook passed over the manacle, “What happened to the radio telephone?”
 
   Davidson was the only one not surprised by the question. He said, “I took it away when I disposed of Sharpe. He’d hidden it after he’d killed Barton. He was a professional, you see; he knew you’d be taking him in and searching his camp.” He sounded as though he was explaining some military procedure to those without experience.
 
   Lambert, happy to get him talking while his senses still reeled, said “Why did you kill him?”
 
   Davidson shrugged; all moral sense had now departed him. “He was threatening to split on me if you got any closer. And he wanted more money, even though he hadn’t fulfilled his contract.”
 
   “You used Charlie Webb’s shotgun.” 
 
   “It was used for both the killings, yes. But it was returned each time. I’d seen young Webb putting it away in the shed in the garden, and it seemed an obvious strategy, careless young beggar! Sharpe liked the idea: he knew the police would be searching for the murder weapon. It was easy enough to remove it under cover of darkness, and if anyone had seen me, remember I’m a JP, merely detecting a dangerous weapon improperly kept.”
 
   There was no sign of his stammer now. He smiled a little at the recollection of his own cleverness: for a moment, with the reference to strategy, he was twenty years back on Salisbury Plain, showing his initiative in the plans he made as a young platoon officer.
 
   “Take him away!” said Lambert abruptly. After a working lifetime of crime, he could still be revolted when a man guilty of the greatest one of all showed no sign of remorse.
 
   The officers who had appeared from the woods behind Davidson moved in and led him away. The young policeman among them, Bill Evans, was aghast to recognize as the prisoner in his charge the Chairman of the Parish Council, the magistrate who had been on the bench when he first appeared as a prosecution witness in court. Evans was young enough never to have been handcuffed to a prisoner before. He departed from their sight like a comic soldier, watching Harry Davidson’s feet and trying hard to get in step with him.
 
   Comstock watched the group until it disappeared before he said, as though he still could not quite believe it, “He would have killed me.”
 
   “Today he would, yes. You would have died on the 22nd December, if you hadn’t changed his arrangements. He brought in a professional to achieve just that. Why?”
 
   Comstock paused for a moment, as though he might deny all knowledge of the matter. Then he said, “Because I had a hold over him, I suppose.”
 
   “You knew he had never been a colonel, the rank he had used as he took his position in the local community.”
 
   “Oh, I knew that, yes.” Comstock brushed away the thought as if it were no more than a troublesome fly. “But I knew he’d never been in the Falklands, when he’d told people here he had. Even told his wife, when he was getting ready to marry her!” Comstock who had no wife himself now, spat the thought as though it were the ultimate marital deception.
 
   Lambert let the man’s anger run, and his next words explained his fury. “My brother-in-law was blown to bits in that war, which we’re now told need never have been fought. I saw men burned and maimed for life. And that sod claimed he’d been there, when he’d never seen active service, even once.” For the first time, the watchers saw how Davidson might have killed him, to suppress a knowledge which had seemed too trivial to warrant murder. Bitterness such as Comstock felt was never permanently silent, however expensively it was bought off.
 
   It was Hook who said, “His lies were useful enough to you. You made him give you a job.”
 
   “Yes. In a recession, it was all I could get. I heard from Tommy here that the richest man in the area was a Colonel Davidson, who had fought in the Falklands. So I took myself round to his house, hoping for employment for old times’ sake. I quickly twigged he’d never been in the Falklands. Later I checked with a pal in his regiment and found out about his rank. I expect you wondered why a man who had only one car and had driven himself until I came needed a chauffeur.”
 
   His resentfulness seemed now to be directed against himself as much as the other figure in this bizarre charade. “We called it ‘chauffeur-handyman’, and I managed to find plenty to do about the place. I was quite sorry for his wife sometimes. She obviously didn’t know what I knew about the sod.”
 
   Lambert suppressed the thought that Davidson might also have been a thoughtful, even a loving husband. People played many roles in life, and murderers in his experience kept stricter divisions between them than most. He said gently, “Was that what Rachel Davidson came to see you about on the morning of Sharpe’s murder?”
 
   Comstock nodded. “She asked about the Falklands and her husband’s service there. She seemed to know already that he had only been a major. I tried to keep it from her, but I don’t think I convinced her.”
 
   That was almost certainly true. The taciturn, almost inarticulate ex-sergeant would be no match for the intelligent cross-examination of that subtle woman. Lambert said, “Why on earth didn’t you come to us earlier?”
 
   “I didn’t think I was in any danger. I was as puzzled as anyone else about poor Peter Barton’s death — I didn’t know it should have been me.”
 
   Lambert said, “Peter Barton was a generous man, as everyone knows. His last unselfish thought cost him his life. When he insisted on your going to collect your sister in the Rover, he took your place as a murder victim. He was wearing a similar navy anorak, and his killer had not seen either of you before. When Davidson contacted him on the radio telephone to tell him you would be walking home through the forest, he couldn’t have expected anyone else to arrive in the darkness — by that time his victim was already late.”
 
   Comstock nodded dolefully. “It wasn’t until after the second murder that Tommy and I began to work out what had happened. We presumed like everyone else that the same person had killed both people at first, especially with all the papers talking about serial killings and The Fox. Then Tommy saw Granny Webb in her garden and she said Davidson had been snooping around.”
 
   Farr glared at him from beneath black Welsh brows, recalling to them his earlier resolution to have no dealings with the police. He growled, “I didn’t think the old girl was in her right mind, see?” without looking at Lambert or Hook. “Arthur and I met in the forest to exchange notes about Davidson’s movements.”
 
   Farr was a natural vigilante, thought Lambert, looking at the Doberman by his side and the shotgun hanging loose in his hand. No doubt he had enjoyed a little cloak-and-dagger secrecy, even perhaps the frisson of danger. He had not killed Davidson just now, when many wild men would have done so rather than use the dog. But he would like to have brought in Davidson without police help, even when it meant risking injury to himself or Comstock.
 
   Lambert said, “Always listen to people like Granny Webb when you think they may not be in their right minds. They are less devious than many allegedly normal people — village storekeepers, for instance, who choose to withhold evidence. It was poor Johnny Pickering, you see, who told us that Davidson had been in the forest on the morning of the second shooting. He’d seen ‘the Sergeant’, he said. But he called everyone with a rank Sergeant, including me. Since Davidson was the only one around the village who had chosen to carry a military rank into later life, the likelihood was that he was the man whom Johnny had seen.”
 
   Farr said with reluctant admiration, “It was a pretty thin deduction to pin a murder on the man.”
 
   “Of course it was. Alone, it would have been useless. But our function is to put together various pieces of information until we see a pattern. There were other things, you see. Davidson lied to us about having to be in Tewkesbury at the time of Barton’s funeral: his chauffeur here was driving the Rover he said he was using at the time, so he couldn’t possibly have used it. My guess is that he couldn’t face acting a prominent part in the last rites for the man he had virtually executed. He also seemed to recognize Ian Sharpe’s name as soon as I mentioned it, even though it had never been made public. These are significant details, no more: a long way from a case which would stand up in court. But had you two not withheld your thoughts from us, the pattern might have been apparent earlier.”
 
   They had been walking slowly to the edge of the forest as they spoke. Now they left it, and Farr and Comstock quickened their pace, moving towards the village store as though it were a haven from interrogation. If Lambert suspected they had kept silent because they hoped to wring money or other concessions from Davidson at the meeting which had nearly cost a life, he held his peace. There was little chance now of such revelations.
 
   Lambert and Hook, each busy with his own thoughts, exchanged not a word as they drove slowly through the village. There was a furniture van outside the red brick of the New Vicarage. Clare Barton was moving out. There would be a new vicar soon in the old church: he would have much to live up to if he was to emulate the much-loved Peter Barton. Behind the high wrought-iron gates of the Old Vicarage, Rachel Davidson had yet to learn the details of this new horror in her life. No doubt she too would move out, leaving the country as well as the house where her new life had been so abruptly shattered.
 
   Both the New Vicarage and the Old would be shadowed by these events for generations. Only the forest would shrug off these human tragedies quickly, absorbing them alongside the thousands of smaller deaths it accepted each year.
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   Chapter 1
 
    
 
   The light shone into the man’s face, white and unrelenting. The room was hot and airless. On its stark and functional furniture, there was no room for dust to gather. But there was a faint odour of stale sweat within these bleak and narrow walls.
 
   It was almost two in the morning, but in the airless and windowless interview room it might have been any time.
 
   Only the fatigue of the three men who fought each other with words within this place gave any clue that this might be an hour when the remainder of the world was at rest.
 
   Lambert watched the cassette which turned almost silently beside him, recording each syllable of this so far pointless performance. He hoped the tension was building within the figure opposite him, but he suspected the man had been through these sessions too often to panic now. He resisted the feeling of hopelessness within himself; it troubled him more and more these days, whenever he approached the point of exhaustion.
 
   ‘You might as well admit it, Tommy. You were in Union Street at the time. You were seen. We can document it, if we have to. You – ’
 
   ‘I was at home.’ Tommy Clinton repeated the statement for the seventh time that night, as though he were making the response in some bizarre secular litany.
 
   ‘And who says so?’
 
   ‘I’ve told you. My mother. But she was asleep at the time you’re talking about. Like a decent old lady should be.’
 
   Lambert smiled sourly. An old lady, nodding a little with Parkinson’s disease, who had lied before for her son, who would bring herself to believe her own lies by the time they had prepared a case. Whom he could never put in court for cross-examination, in any case. They both knew the score.
 
    He drove himself on to what he knew he must do. He was helped by the irritation he felt that this man should best him. Tommy Clinton was a pathetic figure. His frayed shirt was grubby about the neck: it had been worn at least two days too long. His grey hair was greasy, untidy now from the four hours he had been at the station. His grey eyes were carefully blank; that came from his experience of petty crime, of hours of questioning like this.
 
   He was only here because of his grubby past, and that held no more than minor, even comic crimes, the kind even the police laughed at when he was gone. Tommy was no threat. But here he was, outsmarting the CID.
 
   ‘You’re a flasher, Tommy. Tried and convicted.’
 
   ‘I’ve given up all that, Mr Lambert. I’ve told you.’
 
   He had, several times. No doubt he would go on doing so. Unless they could frighten him.
 
   ‘Flashers go on to bigger things, sometimes. You know that, Tommy, and so do we.’ It wasn’t true, it was a rarity. But not unknown. And Tommy didn’t know the statistics: for the first time, he looked a little scared.
 
   ‘I haven’t done nothing. I told you.’ He kept his hands on the table between them, with the dirty fingernails turned towards the two men opposite him. But for the first time in twenty minutes, the hands became mobile. The fingers did not tremble, but they began to massage each other a little. All three men watched them in silence, like deaf men trying to interpret a new sign language.
 
   Lambert saw the first stirring of apprehension and went for it, like a fencer seeing an opening in his opponent’s defence. No, nothing so subtle, he thought wryly: like a boxer seeing the chance to put in a bludgeoning blow. Not a knockout, merely something that might weaken the adversary a little, score him an extra point with the non-existent judges.
 
   ‘This is big, you see, Tommy. Big and nasty. The girl was killed. And before she was killed, she was sexually assaulted. That’s what it will say in the papers. You and I know what that means. Clothes torn off; fist rammed in her mouth; face bashed until it bled; legs forced apart; tights – ’
 
   ‘It’s not my sort of crime, Mr Lambert.’ Clinton was desperate to stop the flow of detail, and Lambert scarcely less desperate to be interrupted. Both of them breathed hard as they stared at each other. ‘I’ve never been one for violence. I – I’ve had my little weaknesses with women, God knows, but I’ve never been charged with hitting them.’
 
   It was probably true, but Lambert was too weary to care. He smelt the fear on the man, and he went for it. ‘And when the man had finished with her, he killed her. Brutally, with his bare hands. Just to stop her talking. Or to give himself more pleasure. You tell us which, Tommy.’
 
   The police usually kept the facts from men like Clinton, hoping to make them uneasy by keeping them in ignorance of what the investigation was about, collecting bits of information which men like him often revealed when they jumped to false conclusions.
 
   This sudden revelation when he least expected it threw Clinton off balance. ‘You’re not setting me up for the Julie Salmon killing?’ His voice was almost a shout, bouncing off the walls at them, shocking in its alarm after his earlier calm. They smelt his stale breath, gusting at them now across the table as he struggled to control it.
 
   ‘You’re in the frame, Clinton. And you’re not helping yourself.’ Lambert sat back, recoiling a little from that awful stench, estimating the state of his man from a few inches further away. The little man knew the name of the victim; Lambert cudgelled his tired brain to decide whether there could be any significance in that. ‘We have a witness who saw you that night, not far from where the body was found. And at about the right time. There you are: I’ve levelled with you now. It’s about time you did the same with us.’
 
   The man was still frightened. The fingers twined and untwined rapidly, as if with a life of their own. Clinton watched them as though they were someone else’s, making no attempt to stop them moving. He was scared, but after the first shock, his fear took on the unthinking sullenness of a panic-ridden child. ‘I didn’t do it. I wouldn’t do any-thing like that. You can’t pin this on me.’
 
   His voice carried no conviction. In his world, the creed was that the pigs could pin most things on you if they had a mind to.
 
   Lambert, recognizing the doors being closed behind that blank, sullen face, eased his chair back a fraction. The man beside him knew the way he worked so well that no glance was needed between them to indicate what was required. Instead, there was the briefest of pauses. Then Bert Hook, who had not spoken for half an hour, took up the questioning, his voice unexpectedly restrained, even friendly, in that room which was designed to be unfriendly to men like Clinton.
 
   ‘You see, Tommy, we’d like to help you. To help you to help yourself.’ Hook felt unhurriedly through his pockets, watching the face opposite him, looking for the first hint of cooperation. The man had not asked for a lawyer, but that did not mean he felt he had nothing to fear. The petty fringe of the underworld in which men like Clinton lived did not deal with lawyers. Only, later on, with legal aid.
 
   Hook found the packet and shoved it on to his edge of the table. ‘Want a fag, Tommy?’
 
   Clinton’s hands moved a couple of inches towards the cigarettes, then drew back. ‘No. Keep your snout.’ His lips had betrayed him into the prison word before he could control them.
 
   But it was his hands which had given away his need for nicotine, as they had earlier given away his apprehension. Hook pushed the packet across the small square table between them, then struck a match as Clinton fumbled out a cigarette from it. The smoke smelt strong in the tiny, overheated room, the more so as both the policemen were reformed smokers themselves. Both of them found themselves with their eyes on the packet; Clinton’s had been only the second tube extracted from it. It was at the ends of days like this that they missed the relief of tobacco most.
 
   Hook forced himself to something near affability as he said, ‘Where were you, then, Tommy, on that night?’ 
 
   Clinton, grateful for the cigarette, looked up at the man opposite him, seeing the sweat under the arms of his white shirt and the tiredness on the sergeant’s face, feeling a bond between them from these signs of physical weakness as much as from the tobacco he had been given. But he looked down, resisting false friendship from men who must be his enemies by their calling. He shook his head stubbornly, then drew again upon the cigarette.
 
   ‘You see, Tommy, we know you were there. When you deny it, naturally we have to think bad things about you.’ Hook would not admit that their ‘witness’ was a prostitute who thought she had glimpsed him through the darkness: scarcely the most reliable of sightings. He saw Clinton’s little start of fear at his use of ‘bad things’, which the man obviously considered a euphemism.
 
   ‘My mum’ll tell you. I was at home.’
 
   ‘I don’t think we’ll even bother to ask her, Tommy. Old ladies like her should be left with clear consciences, I always feel.’
 
   Clinton said sullenly, trying to disguise his fear, ‘I was nowhere near that murder. I didn’t see anything. I can’t help you nail the man who did it.’
 
   It was the first perceptible switch of ground, and all of them were expert enough in these exchanges to detect it. Hook, playing this nervous fish which had taken his fly, did not hurry. ‘You see, Tommy, if we can just eliminate you as a suspect, we can concentrate on others. And because you were in the area that night, you will probably have seen some little thing which will be of interest to us, even though it doesn’t seem significant to you.’
 
   On the surface at least, Clinton was being treated almost as an equal; he liked the big words, the careful explanation. He was not used to being treated by many men with anything more than a routine contempt, and he did not find it easy to deal with this. He rose a little in his chair, as a cat rises a little under the knuckles which gently stroke its head. ‘If I was in that area, it was much earlier in the evening.’
 
   The brains of the men opposite him, trained over many years to dissect such vagaries, wondered automatically how much information the Press Officer had dispensed to the press about the time of the murder.
 
   ‘All right, Tommy. Let’s accept for the moment that you were tucked up in bed at home like a good boy when poor Julie Salmon was killed. Where were you earlier that night?’
 
   Clinton looked hard at the hands which would not be stilled, as though watching carefully for their reaction to what he was going to say. ‘I was in the Grapes. Having a couple of drinks.’
 
   ‘And who was with you there, Tommy?’
 
   ‘I  – I don’t remember. It’s a few days ago now and – ’
 
   ‘Pity, that, Tommy. Puts you right back in the frame, that does. Especially now you’ve told us you were in the area.’
 
   ‘Look, Sarge, the blokes I was with, they – ’
 
   ‘Rape and murder, Tommy. Crimes don’t come any bigger. Or any worse. Are you telling me your mates – ’
 
   ‘All right. All right!’ The hands which had been so mobile rose a little into the air, then fell back hopelessly on to the table and were still at last. ‘I’ll tell you all about what I did that night.’
 
   ‘And all the times, Tommy.’ They were the first words Lambert had spoken in over ten minutes. Clinton looked at him for a moment in shock; he had almost forgotten he was there.
 
   It was at that moment that there was a sharp rap at the door which surprised them all. Detective-Inspector Rushton’s face, reluctant but urgent, appeared as the door opened a few inches and said, ‘Sir, I’m sorry to interrupt, but something’s come in.’
 
   Lambert thrust down his irritation, choked back the expletive that had sprung to his weary lips. He rose without a word and followed the younger man from the room, shutting the door firmly behind him. Sergeant Hook said to the microphone, ‘Superintendent Lambert had to leave the room at this point. The interview was suspended,’ and pressed the stop button on the recorder.
 
   The two men remained silent for a moment opposite each other, each speculating on what could be important enough to stop them at this crucial stage, fellow sufferers now in their exhaustion, instead of the opponents they had been a moment earlier.
 
   They did not have long to wait. Lambert came back grim-faced, scarcely looking at the man he had struggled with for half the night as he said, ‘All right, Tommy, you can go and make your statement on your movements that night to DI Rushton or one of his men.’
 
   Clinton followed Rushton obediently from the room. Lambert scarcely waited for the door to close before he said, his voice grating harsh in the airless room, ‘There’s been another one. Tonight. Not more than a couple of hours ago.’
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