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Wycliffe drained his glass and prepared to leave. ‘Newcombe had money to spend, apparently, but he doesn’t seem to have earned much lately. Do you think –’


Blatchford laughed. ‘You’ve been listening to tales about Emily’s old stocking. She might’ve left him a few pounds but nothing to write home about. If the old lady had money I don’t know where she got it; Bunny’s father was a gardener for the Beales and he did a bit of rabbiting on the side; Emily worked at Ashill, too. She was a maid there before she married and afterwards she worked there part-time all the way through up to a couple of years before she died.’


Wycliffe said, ‘What’s that to do with her having or not having money?’


A broad grin. ‘Just that nobody ever made anything working for the Beales. There’s a saying in the village – “They wouldn’ give ’ee the skin of a rotten tatie.”’


Wycliffe thanked him. ‘I expect I’ll be back.’


‘I reckon you will, sir.’


At the door Wycliffe stopped to read an advertisement stuck to the wall, a poster in an antique format announcing Washford Horse and Hiring Fair, to be held on May Day – the following Friday.


The landlord said, ‘Have you ever been to our Fair, sir?’


‘Never.’


‘You don’t know what you’ve missed. Takes you back; a touch of the old nostalgia.’


He made it sound like rheumatism.




W.J. Burley lived near Newquay in Cornwall, and was a schoolmaster until he retired to concentrate on his writing. His many Wycliffe books include, most recently, Wycliffe and the Guild of Nine. He died in 2002.
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CHAPTER ONE


Bunny Newcombe must have had a proper first name but even contemporaries who had been at school with him had forgotten what it was. He had lived all the forty-four years of his life in a cottage on the outskirts of the village and for several months, since the death of his mother, he had lived there alone. On leaving school Bunny had started out as a rabbit catcher but myxomatosis had put an early stop to that and so he had drifted into casual work around the village and on neighbouring farms. In the weeks and months following his mother’s death he had grown to look more and more like a tramp, his skin had acquired a smooth patina of ingrained dirt and he was rarely seen without a greyish stubble on his chin and upper lip. Recently, too, he had shown less interest in getting work and this had led to the belief that his mother must have left him some money.


Bunny knew and was known to everybody but he had no close friends; he spent his evenings at the village pub where he was as much at home as the landlord, and the last evening of his life was passed like any other. He sat in his corner near the bar, drank his usual ration then, at a little before half-past ten, he emptied his final glass, wiped his lips with the back of his hand, and got to his feet. He was rarely drunk but by this time of night he had had enough.


‘’Night all!’


A chorus of good-nights followed by a general laugh. Bunny was tolerated; a kind of mascot. He was barely five feet four in height with the proportions of a barrel. He walked with deliberate, waddling steps to the door and out into the night.


Outside, he paused to accustom himself to the relative darkness and to the fresh, moist moorland air, then he crossed the Green, passed the tall iron gates of Ashill, and turned off to his right down a narrow lane which had the high brick wall of Ashill estate on one side and trees on the other. Although it was a clear night with a half-moon, it was dark under the trees but his steps never faltered and he plodded on like a tired old horse returning to stable.


Bunny rarely indulged in abstract thought and by late evening he was incapable of much organized thinking of any sort; his consciousness was sufficiently engaged with present sensations, with random samples from a rag-bag of memories, and with vague anticipatory longings and resolves. At this present moment he was thinking that he wanted to pee, that it would be a relief to get his boots off and drop into bed, that nobody had ever made a rabbit pie to equal his mother’s.


But as a background to these immediate preoccupations his mood was euphoric; Bunny was convinced of a future very different from the past, a feeling which he summed up in the words, ‘I’ll show the bastards!’ And these words he muttered to himself from time to time like a charm.


Another couple of hundred yards and he came to Quarry House, an oddly elegant little house where the Gould sisters lived – twins in their late thirties, who dressed alike and held themselves aloof from the villagers. Bunny, stung by the memory of a recent encounter, muttered again, ‘I’ll show the bastards!’


From this point he could hear the steady, muffled roar of the waterfall in the grounds of Ashill; a sound which had provided a constant background to his whole life from that very instant when his ears had first opened to the world about him.


Not far from the Goulds’ house there was a seat, dating from a time when the parish council had shown a passing interest in the lane. It was too dark to see the seat or anyone on it at all clearly but he could hear whisperings and chucklings. He called out, ‘You watch yourself, Nancy Gratton, or you’ll need re-bushing before you drag ’im into church!’


A boy’s voice came out of the darkness, clear and without rancour, ‘Get ’ome you ol’ flea-bag an’ mind your own business!’


From that point the lane descended more steeply, its surface broken by winter frosts and scoured by rains. A few more yards and, clear of the trees, he could see his own cottage, its whitewashed walls standing out in the moonlight.


He unlatched the gate, which screeched on its hinges, and entered the yard. Small scuffling noises came from rabbit hutches against one wall and he said aloud, ‘Goodnight, my beauties!’ He lowered the flap on the hen house where the birds had gone to roost, attended to his own needs in an outside privy, then let himself into the cottage by the back door. He passed through a lean-to scullery to the kitchen in almost total darkness but there he struck a match and lit a candle he had left standing on a corner of the table. The scene came to flickering life: the big square table littered with saucepans, dishes, cans, bottles and packets; a dresser with only a few oddments of china left on the shelves; a window with a curtain dragged across it, sagging in the middle.


Bunny had un uncomfortable moment as it occurred to him what his mother would have said and done had she come back to find such squalor. But his mother would never come back – she couldn’t; she was dead. Bunny bolstered his ego with another ‘I’ll show the bastards!’ Then he took the candle and, holding it high in front of him, climbed the steep, narrow stairs. As his head came above the level of the upper floor he experienced a vicious jab of stunning pain which shot through his skull; he lost consciousness, staggered, and fell backwards down the stairs. In falling, life deserted the little fat man and there began at once those complex changes which would ultimately restore his body to Mother Earth. Bunny had died in the cottage where he had been born and where he had spent the forty-four years of his relatively untroubled existence.


Another balmy spring day, with Nature propagating in indecent haste. Wycliffe and his wife had spent most of their weekend in the vegetable garden, for this was the year when Helen had made up her mind on self-sufficiency in vegetables and soft fruit. Given a completely free hand she might have acquired an adjoining field and extended her activities to include a goat or two, even a Dexter cow; but he set the limit of animal husbandry at one fastidious and condescending cat who considered that he contributed more than his share to the commonwealth merely by being there.


Now it was Monday morning but Wycliffe found that the feeling of mellow tranquillity lingered, though his hands were scratched and galled. It was the slim file of weekend reports and the little bundle of inter-office memoranda on his desk which seemed unreal. He had difficulty in concentrating his attention; his eyes kept straying to the window where he could glimpse the tops of silver birch trees on the far side of the highway, their leaves breaking out in a greenish haze against the blue of the sky.


It was not long since he had refused to be considered for the post of Deputy Chief Constable, soon to fall vacant. He had no regrets; the job would have cut him off from the kind of police work which gave him most satisfaction, and saddled him with more administration, which he loathed. But the fact remained, he was now at the top of his particular tree, and there he would stay for the rest of his career in the force. There was something definitive and final about the thought which made him vaguely depressed whenever it entered his mind.


Back to reality – reality in the shape of reports of all serious or potentially serious crime in the two counties. A quiet weekend, nothing to get worked up about: a couple of muggings, but against that, the mugger had been caught; half-a-dozen break-ins, a ‘domestic’ involving GBH … He turned to his mail but the telephone rang. ‘Wycliffe.’


Information Room reporting a 999-call from a member of the public in the village of Washford: ‘A chap known as Bunny Newcombe has been found dead in his cottage where he lived alone. The village postman found him; he’s been shot through the head. No weapon at the scene.’


‘A shot-gun wound?’


‘Not according to the postman, who seems to know what he’s talking about.’


‘You’ve notified Newton sub-division?’


‘Mr Kersey is on his way to Washford now, sir.’


Kersey, newly appointed detective inspector, was beginning his apprenticeship out in the sticks as senior CID officer in a large rural sub-division based on the market town of Newton. After fifteen years as a city ‘jack’ he was now finding out what it was like to live with straw in his hair.


Half-an-hour later Information Room called again. Kersey had confirmed the report by radio and requested assistance in what he believed to be a murder inquiry.


Wycliffe gave routine instructions; there was no need for him to be involved at this stage but on such a morning the office was poor competition. He called in his personal assistant: ‘I shall be in Washford if you want me, Diane.’


Diane looked reproachfully at the unopened mail and at the little pile of inter-departmental memoranda. ‘When will you be back?’


‘I’ve no idea!’ He said it with the bravado of a rebellious schoolboy.


Washford was twenty miles away in a fold of the southern moor, a village of granite and slate which looked as though it had grown out of the moor itself and, in a sense, it had. The centre of the village was the Green, bordered by the pub, the school, the church, and Ashill – home of the Beale family. A single street bisected the village, known as North Street above, and South Street below, the Green.


Wycliffe drove up South Street from the Newton road and parked with other cars near the church and under the beeches which fringed the Green. One of the parked vehicles was a police patrol car and there was an officer on radio watch. Opposite the church a smug Regency house with an ironwork balcony was set back behind a high wall and only visible through tall wrought-iron gates.


As Wycliffe got out of his car his first impression was of silence; the village had a Marie Celeste air. He had grown up in such a village – not in the West Country, but where the Black Mountains trail their skirts over the Welsh border into Herefordshire, and what he remembered most about his village was this silent stillness. Then he heard the shrill voice of a woman teacher through the open windows of the nearby school; a little later he became aware of the stream which slid swiftly by in its culvert with a continuous ripple of sound, and now and again came the ‘ping’ of a shop door bell.


The constable on radio watch directed him: ‘Down the lane by Ashill, sir. You pass a funny little house on your right; keep on for another couple of hundred yards and you come to a cottage – a tumbled-down sort of place – you’ll find Mr Kersey there, sir.’


‘Isn’t Ashill the Beales’ place?’


‘That’s right, sir. Simon, the old man, lives there with all the family as far as I know.’


Beales’ Household Stores, an old-established family business with branches in several towns. A few years back, the firm had taken on a new lease of life with the complete rebuilding of their store in the city centre and the opening of several cash-and-carry depots strategically scattered over the two counties. Wycliffe had met old Simon a couple of times at civic soirées.


Unknowing, Wycliffe followed in the footsteps of Bunny Newcombe. He had the high wall of Ashill gardens on his right and a screen of beeches on his left; the trees arched overhead, filtering the sunlight. He could hear the rippling of the stream close at hand and the more distant sound of a waterfall or mill race. Where the wall came to an end there was a small pink house with white woodwork and dormer windows – like a doll’s house – with Quarry House on the gate. To that point the lane was well surfaced and maintained, but beyond, it degenerated into a rutted track, fatal to the suspension of any vehicle less robust than a farm tractor. But the while walls of Newcombe’s cottage were in sight.


The cottage must certainly have been recorded in the doomsday book of some council official as ‘sub-standard’ or, more probably, ‘unfit for human habitation’. No electricity, no piped water, no proper sanitation, not even a road … Its whitewashed walls supported a roof where thatch had been replaced by corrugated asbestos, itself now green with moss. The backyard, with its collection of rural junk, reminded Wycliffe of the backyards of his childhood; a rusting milk-churn, part of a chain-harrow, a broken cartwheel and the inevitable mangle … with nettles growing up through it all. There was a sentry-box privy, and a henhouse in which the hens clucked in protest against their confinement; there were hutches where rabbits shuffled and thumped, demanding to be fed … Somebody would have to see to the livestock.


Kersey was standing at the door of the cottage with a uniformed constable. A plank on bricks had been laid across the yard to avoid disturbing or effacing traces which the killer had almost certainly not left.


‘The local GP has certified death,’ Kersey said. ‘He didn’t have much option. Now we’re waiting for the pathologist. This is PC Miller, sir, community officer for the subsection.’


A constable with several years’ service and a soft tongue to turn away wrath; immaculately turned out, shop-window of the force.


‘Let’s have a look.’


The lean-to with its stone sink and pump, then the kitchen, so dimly lit that he had to wait for his eyes to accommodate; a sickly smell of decaying food and a buzzing of bluebottles; a littered table, a dresser with remnants of crockery on its shelves, a cooking range and a few kitchen chairs. Newcombe’s body lay in a heap at the foot of stairs which led to the rooms above. His eyes were open and glazed over; his cap had fallen off and was lying on the floor. He was almost bald and the whiteness of his scalp contrasted oddly with the weather-tan and grime on his forehead and face. The wound of entry was neat and round but the bullet must have torn its way out. A hand-gun, fired at fairly close range. Odd, that! When rural tensions explode into shooting the weapon is almost always a shot-gun. And this little man who looked like a tramp – why would anyone want to shoot him anyway?


Wycliffe had no idea of the trouble he would have, finding an answer to that one. He returned to the backyard, to Kersey and the constable.


‘I gather the postman found him?’


Kersey nodded. ‘Newcombe didn’t have much post but whenever the postman did call he would find him here in the yard, feeding his rabbits. This morning, with the hens still shut up and nobody about he wondered if Bunny had been taken ill, so he opened the door and called out.’


‘The door wasn’t locked?’


‘No, but that doesn’t mean much, they don’t go in for locking up round here, apparently.’


People hadn’t locked their doors in Wycliffe’s village either.


‘Of course the postman went in and found him.’


Wycliffe turned to the constable. ‘Do you know anything of the dead man?’


Miller was flicking whitewash off his uniform with a handkerchief. ‘I knew him pretty well, sir. He was the village odd-job man but he hasn’t done much lately – not since his mother died. Occasionally he would lend Sammy Pugh a hand in his scrap yard down on the Newton road. Sammy is a rogue; he was nicked for receiving a couple of years back and I wouldn’t put it past Newcombe to turn a dishonest penny if he got the chance, but nothing on any scale; nothing organized.’


‘Yet somebody shot him.’


Wycliffe got a cautious sidelong glance from the constable. ‘Yes, somebody did, sir, but I can’t think who would want to or why.’


‘Any relatives or close friends you know of who should be told?’


Miller eased the strap of his helmet. ‘The only relative I know of is an aunt – a Mrs Fretwell, she’s the wife of our local builder and undertaker and I think she’s his father’s sister. As to friends, I don’t think he had any; he was a loner.’


Wycliffe said, ‘See his aunt and make sure she knows what’s happening. Ask her if there are any other relatives.’


A sound of cars further up the lane and a little later Sergeant Smith arrived with his photographic gear and three detectives from Wycliffe’s headquarters squad. Dr Franks, the pathologist, followed almost at once.


Franks, bald and shiny as ever, greeted Wycliffe with his usual bonhomie and was taken into the kitchen.


‘God! This place stinks. I can’t do much with him here, that’s for sure.’


He waited while Smith took a series of shots from different angles then made his preliminary examination.


‘Not much I can tell you, Charles, that you can’t see for yourself. He was shot, probably at a couple of feet, with a hand-gun; the bullet passed through his head carrying with it some of his brains and making a mess on the stairs. He’s been dead between twelve and fifteen hours, I should think.’


Franks looked about for somewhere to wash his hands and finding nowhere wiped them on a white linen handkerchief. ‘Of course, other features may turn up in the course of the P.M. but who wants other features with a hole in the head?’


Franks retreated into the yard and the sunshine and looked around with acute distaste. ‘The amenities of rural life I can do without, Charles. Be a good chap and get him over to me sharpish; I had plans for today.’


Kersey said, ‘The van is here; the driver managed to back up off the Newton road. I only hope he can get away again without busting his back axle.’


Soon Newcombe’s body would be taken away to be subjected to the final indignity of a post mortem. His cottage would be searched from top to bottom; surfaces carrying several months’ accumulation of dust would be meticulously examined for prints and, suddenly, a dead match, a cigarette end or a muddy footprint could acquire absurd importance. Detectives would tramp around the village questioning people about Bunny’s habits, his foibles and his vices, his friends and his enemies – like journalists ferreting out the private life of a Royal. All this for a little fat man who had been of no importance whatever while he lived.


Sometimes, in a mood of disillusionment, Wycliffe saw the whole routine as macabre. The protection of Society – that was what it was about; not about the little man who never washed and had lived in squalor with only his rabbits and chickens for company. He had no more importance dead than alive except as a pointer to his killer.


Franks said, ‘I’ll be off then.’ He went out of the yard, leaving the gate open, and a minute or two later they heard the roar of his Porsche as the wheels skidded on the rutted surface. The incongruous row died away and Kersey said, ‘Are you staying, sir?’


‘For the present.’ He felt irritable and wondered why; then he realized that he was offended by Frank’s boisterous professionalism – really by his total lack of interest in the dead man who, as far as Franks was concerned, was just another carcass to be probed and dissected. Complete detachment; a job of work. But wasn’t that the proper, the correct attitude? All the same …


Newcombe was carried away on a stretcher, enveloped in a polythene sheet. His body was placed in the van and the van edged off down the lane, bumping over the ground and bouncing on its suspension. Exit Bunny Nerwcombe; the work could begin. Two men began to search the yard for those unconsidered trifles which are supposed to be the stuff of evidence. Wycliffe stood in the kitchen; he noticed that both drawers of the dresser were open and their contents had been scattered on the floor. Did this mean that someone had searched the place or that Newcombe had become irritated when looking for something he couldn’t find?


There was a parlour on the ground floor which Wycliffe had not yet seen; he went in and, to his surprise, found it perfectly habitable – evidently as Bunny’s mother had left it, except for dust. The chiffonier, like the dresser in the kitchen, had its drawers open, though their contents had not been tumbled on to the floor. There were photographs on the walls: two sepia prints on glass of seaside scenes in red-plush frames, and a large photograph in a black frame of a plump young man with a Charlie Chaplin moustache. He stood beside a good-looking girl who was seated; she wore a two-piece costume and a high-crowned hat. Bunny’s parents?


One picture was missing, though the nail on which it had hung was there, so was the rectangular patch of wall-paper less faded than the rest. Wycliffe found the frame and the broken glass on the floor, apparently kicked aside, but the picture itself was not there. Oddly, the hanging cord was intact so it had not fallen from the wall.


A little window with net curtains looked out on a wilderness which had once been a garden. There were apple trees smothered in blossom, their trunks and boughs encrusted with grey-green lichens, and the grass and nettles were waist high.


Newcombe, it seemed, had been the village jack-of-all-trades. In the past every village had one, just as every village had an idiot; an obliging girl who, for greater convenience, wore no knickers; and a tough guy who had spent a few months in gaol for beating somebody up… But such people do not get themselves shot – or, if by some mischance they do, then the weapon is a shot-gun and there is no mystery about it.


Wycliffe returned to the kitchen; this was where Newcombe had squatted since his mother’s death; as a tramp squats in a cave, a deserted hut, or under a bridge. He had continued to sleep upstairs, for there were no signs of bed or bedding in the kitchen, but in time he would, no doubt, have contracted his world to the compass of this single room, and the rest of the house would have ceased to have any meaning for him. Wycliffe could not explain this need to encapsulate, to concentrate one’s resources and responsibilities, though he could imagine something of the kind happening to him if he were ever left quite alone.


At any rate he was intrigued, and he poked around the smelly, squalid room with more than professional interest.


Finally he climbed the stairs which still bore sinister evidence of the manner of Bunny’s end. There were two rooms upstairs, separated by a thin wooden partition, papered over. Here, too, one of the rooms – the front one with a large brass bedstead, was habitable while the other, little more than a cupboard, was just big enough for a single bed. Yet it was here that Newcombe must have slept; the pile of tumbled and grimy bedding testified to that. There were no drawers or cupboards in the smaller room but in the larger one part of the contents of both wardrobe and chest-of-drawers had been turned out in heaps on the floor.


The impression of a search was inescapable but Wycliffe was unconvinced; the evidence had a contrived look, as though someone in a hurry had wanted to convey the idea that a search had been made.


He stood on the little landing, where he could see into both rooms. Bunny’s mother, like his own, had had a fondness for framed photographs and there were four or five hanging on the walls of the larger room. One of them could have been of Bunny – a leaner Bunny, at fifteen or sixteen. He was reminded of the empty frame and broken glass on the floor downstairs; that too seemed to have something deliberate and contrived about it. Was he imagining things?


Heavy footsteps on the stairs, and DC Fowler’s grey head emerged from the stairwell. ‘Is it all right to start up here, sir?’ Fowler looked with distaste into the cubby-hole where Newcombe had slept. Wycliffe left him to it and went downstairs, out into the yard. More of his men had arrived and Kersey was briefing them for inquiries in the village. They were being watched by a fair girl in a pink, short-sleeved dress; she was looking over the low wall which separated Newcombe’s place from the woods belonging to Ashill.


Wycliffe went over to her. ‘Do you want to tell us something?’


She looked at him, her face serenely solemn. ‘No.’


‘Do you mind telling me who you are?’


‘My name is Vicary – Esther Vicary. I live in the house.’ She nodded vaguely in the direction of Ashill house. ‘Have they ransacked the cottage?’


‘Who are they?’


‘Whoever killed him.’


There was something unreal about the girl; her features and her complexion were perfect yet totally lacking in animation so that one had the impression of a beautiful mask.


‘What makes you think the cottage might have been ransacked?’


‘I wondered. The villagers pretend to believe that his mother left him a lot of money – you know the sort of thing, hidden under the mattress or up the chimney.’


‘You say they pretend to believe – don’t they really think she had money?’


‘No. They say these things to make it more interesting but somebody might have thought it was true. I can’t think of any other reason for killing him.’


She was eighteen or nineteen, older than he had first supposed, self-possessed and cool, yet somehow childish; an odd blend of sophistication and naïvety. She spoke slowly and with a precision of enunciation which matched the perfection of her features but without emphasis and without expression. Helen would probably have spotted that her dress came out of the Laura Ashley stable; Wycliffe thought it had an old-fashioned charm so that she looked like a figure from an Impressionist painting.


He was puzzled by her. ‘You knew Newcombe well?’


‘I’ve known him all my life.’ Unexpectedly she went on: ‘Do you want someone to look after his rabbits and chickens?’


‘Will you do it?’


‘I don’t mind for a day or two; I’ll come back this afternoon, when I’ve changed.’


‘Have you ever been inside the cottage?’


‘I used to go there quite often when his mother was alive but I haven’t been there since. I expect it’s in a state now.’


‘Do you remember the photographs on the wall in the parlour?’


‘Not especially. I know there was a big one of his father and mother. Emily was very proud of it.’


‘Emily?’


‘That was his mother’s name – I used to call her by it because she worked at Ashill and everybody used her first name.’


Wycliffe persisted. ‘There were three other photographs on that wall; two were seaside scenes in red-plush frames, the third had an oak frame with a gilt border – do you remember that one?’


‘I’m afraid not – why?’


‘It’s not important.’


She went off and Wycliffe watched her go.


The girl intrigued him; she had the slim asexuality of girls in Egyptian tomb paintings yet he caught himself imagining her nude: small, hard buttocks, slim boyish hips, tiny breasts…. Then he felt guilty because a Methodist upbringing still laid claim to his conscience. He could not make her out: sophisticated yet naïve; sexy yet sexless; detached yet apparently concerned … enigmatic, that was the word.


Smith brought him back to earth. ‘We’ve found the cartridge-case, sir, and Edwards has dug the bullet out of the lath and plaster at the top of the stairs. Nine-millimetre Parabellum; a foreigner – Italian, I think.’


Which might tell ballistics something about the gun which fired it. Occasionally scratches on the cartridge-case made by the ejector mechanism will identify the breed of gun. In any case there was a routine response: ‘Check the register and bring in any nine-millimetre automatics. Start with this sub-division and see how we go.’


There wouldn’t be many; a nine-millimetre is a weapon for professionals – soldiers, policemen and hit-men.


His detectives had finished in the yard so he released the hens who rushed about madly, clucking and pecking, unable to come to terms with their belated freedom. He found an old oil-drum half-full of corn and scattered some for them.


The boundary wall where he had seen and talked to the girl was low in one place with flat stones built in to form a crude stile. He climbed up, standing on the wall; the sound of the waterfall seemed louder, but all he could see was a path disappearing into the trees, oaks and beeches being shouldered out by burgeoning sycamores.


He called to Dixon who was working in the lean-to, ‘Tell Mr Kersey I’ll see him later,’ and dropped down on the other side of the wall. The path was overgrown but easily passable and after following it for a hundred yards he came out of the trees to a clearing which had been planted with rhododendrons and laurels, now running wild. On his left, a scrub-covered slope led down to a large pool, almost a lake, in what had once been a quarry; and ahead of him, from yet higher ground, the waterfall plunged out of a clump of trees to drop thirty feet or more to the pool. Although the volume of water was probably not large, the fall was impressive. A zig-zag path, broken by occasional steps, led up from the clearing to a little pavilion in oriental style which bridged the stream at the point where it plunged over the edge, and there was a verandah which actually projected over the fall. A spot of chinoiserie in landscaping, which looked as though it had been lifted whole from a willow-pattern plate. A folly almost certainly ante-dating the Beales.


He climbed the zig-zag path by the waterfall. From the top the way led on, presumably to the house, but on his left was the faded, red-painted door of the little pavilion. Out of curiosity he tried the handle and the door opened. The building consisted of a single room, furnished with a large table, three or four wicker chairs, a sofa which had once been upholstered in red plush, and a number of cupboards built against one wall. A latticed window and another door opened on to the verandah. A novel summer house.


Dead leaves which must have blown in were scattered on the floor and there was dust everywhere. Faded photographs cut from Picture Post were stuck to the walls. He crossed the room and went through the second door to the verandah. It was an odd sensation to look over the low balustrade along the gleaming sheet of water, down to the foaming arc where it hit the surface of the pool. He was startled by the feeling of vertigo which gripped him, quite disproportionate to the drop, and he turned away with a sense of relief. He left the pavilion and continued along the path following the bank of a now placid stream until he came to a high brick wall on his right, ivy-covered, with a tall gate of slatted wood. Through the slats he could see into a well-kept garden with flowering shrubs and grassy paths.


It took him a moment to realize that he was at the back of Quarry House, the pink-and-white dolls’ house he had noticed on his way down the lane. He was peering through the gate when a sun-hat emerged from the shrubbery and, beneath it, a woman with a secateurs in her hand.


Wycliffe said, ‘Good morning.’


Hesitation. ‘Are you a policeman?’ She was lean and freckled with reddish hair and, despite the floppy sun-hat, she wore trousers and a mannish jersey. Her manner was abrasive – at least suspicious. Males are unpredictable creatures. Handle with care.


Wycliffe introduced himself.


She mellowed at once. ‘Dear me! I had no idea that horrid little man would cause such a stir!’ She opened the gate to let him in and, peeling off a gardening glove, held out a thin, aristocratic hand. ‘I’m Rose Gould and I live here with my twin sister, Veronica.’


Since daddy died, Wycliffe thought. He said, ‘Obviously you know that your neighbour was killed last night; I wonder if either you or your sister heard the shot?’


She went to the back door, which stood open, and called, ‘Veronica! Will you come here, please?’ Then she turned back to Wycliffe with a shy smile, ‘My sister is much better at talking to people than I. More practical.’


The woman who came out of the house was a carbon copy of Rose except that she was not wearing a sun hat. Rose prattled: ‘The likeness is remarkable, isn’t it? But you can tell us apart because Vee has an old scar just above her right eye.’


‘Which you put there,’ Veronica had a deeper voice as well as a scar.


‘Yes, I know, dear, but not deliberately.’ Rose blushed, the colour flooding up over her freckles. ‘The superintendent was asking about the shot we heard last night.’


‘We don’t know that it was a shot; it could have been anything – all we heard was a sharp crack.’


‘What time was this?’


Veronica said, ‘When we were going to bed – between a quarter to eleven and eleven o’clock.’
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