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Dedicated


to the memory of my friend


Harry Cocks




ONE


1826. The summer, which had been comfortably warm, began to give way to darkening nights, misty lowlands and burnished leaves as autumn approached. For Will and me the past three months had been busy. Every week during that time we had travelled around Surrey, and occasionally into the adjoining counties too. Every fair we had attended during the summer had its own rhythm and charm, which added to the excitement and made each a real adventure for me. But there was still a living to be made, and so our time from dawn to late was for the most part spent at our pitch at the fairs. Will loved to be there. He was quite the showman. Shouting out to passers by to come over to see the shoes and boots that he had made so carefully. By early evening each day we were both tired and hungry, and it was such a joy to leave the noise of the fairground behind and return to the tent that we pitched nearby.


My life now was one that others would not perhaps wish to follow. We were what folk called trampers, moving from place to place and living a nomadic life. It gave me a great sense of freedom. A great joy being in the open, unencumbered, together. But there were times when I thought what might have been. The sight of the ladies whom I had seen during the day, dressed so beautifully, carefree, laughing and happy, each on the arm of a fine looking gentleman, did make me wonder. But, then again.


It had not always been like this. Until my late teens I had lived with my parents in an altogether sleepy village in the county. Local people went about their business, tending their own smallholdings and looking after their livestock. Some worked on the several large estates in the area. We all lived for the most part quietly and peacefully. The village had a thriving market, which each week attracted hundreds, and then life was much more interesting and lively. The tavern, situated at the crossroads in the centre of the village, was always busy that day from first light. Even in the early hours of the next day it still disturbed our sleep.


My mother and father had always been honest and hardworking. Truly devout Catholics they had attended the local church every Sunday for years. My father was not born a local man. He had travelled down from the north about twenty years earlier, and had had the quick good fortune within days of his arrival to meet my grandfather John Akehurst, a lawyer and church elder. John had taken immediately to my father and had offered him work as a clerk in his practice in Leatherhead. That’s how he came later to meet my mother. They were married in 1806 and I was born the following year.


*****


The local schoolhouse, which I attended, was just down the lane from our cottage in Bookham. I had enjoyed school from the very first day, and especially art and divinity studies. My teacher, Mrs Soper, had taught at the school for many years and was regarded highly by everyone in the village. It was she who encouraged my art and I recall many times sitting with her in the village as we tried to paint a picture of buildings there. In my final year at school I had quite a number of paintings that people said showed merit, and so when a fair came to our village that year they were shown at the art exhibition. That’s how I first met Will.


Will, who at that time was still apprenticed to his father, was about four years older than me, and as he had been a traveller, some say a gypsy, all his life he hadn’t had the same chance of an education as I had had. What he knew is what he had seen and heard. But he was without doubt a confident, amusing and assured young man, liked by everyone. I had noticed him first when we were watching the ploughing competition in the top fields. He was with a few of his friends and they were making quite a racket shouting at each of the competitors as they made their way carefully up and down the fields. It wasn’t until later that day that I saw him again. This time he was at a pitch his father had where they were mending riding boots. He had simply looked up and given me a gentle smile. It was the first time I remember feeling self conscious, but it didn’t stop me staying there.


‘Can you mend these? ‘ I had asked, pointing to my boots, which after three years constant wear had seen better times.


‘Maybe…what’s your name?’


‘Mary. Mary Ayres.’


‘I’m Will. When I’ve finished these in a minute or two, can I buy you an ice cream?’


And that ‘s how we started. That was three years ago now.


I finished my schooling that year and although I didn’t see Will again after the village fair, we did meet up by chance when he came back at Christmas time alone to sell in the local taverns the boots he had made. By then he had started to work for himself. He spoke about the fairs that he had visited since we had first met, and suggested that I ought to sell my pictures at them too. It set me thinking. And so in the following year when the fair was again in the village I took a pitch, hung the paintings that I had prepared over the winter, and realised then that this was how I could make a life for myself.


*****


It was often said of my grandfather John Akehurst that fortune frowned on him. Born in neighbouring county Sussex he lived there until his parents moved to Surrey when he was ten years old. His father, a merchant trading in animal feeds, was a successful and much respected businessman in the local community. That is until the early and unexpected death of his wife. Her death had a profound and severely disturbing effect on him, and although people were at first sympathetic to his situation, his heavy drinking and bad temper eventually became a burden to all, and he was shunned. His business in time suffered too and the family were soon a pitiful sight.


My grandfather, then in his early twenties, was at that time in training as a legal clerk at a practice near Dorking. By all accounts he was a diligent and hardworking man, such that his principal was able after five years to make him senior clerk. His life was essentially uneventful for several years, with most of his time being devoted to his work and community matters. But the sudden closure of the practice changed all that. No one really knew the circumstances. Some said that fraudulent use of clients’ funds was involved. But then again no prosecution had followed. It was this event that prompted him to set up his own practice in nearby Leatherhead the following year.


Single until thirty he met and married within five months a neighbour, who had been widowed two years earlier. But their happiness was short lived, she dying in childbirth the next year. For five years after her death he had lived a fairly solitary existence, employing only a live in nanny to care for their young daughter, my mother, until one day he decided that he also needed a housekeeper. It was then that he employed an elegant looking lady named Elizabeth Haines, well known in the village both for her devotion to others, as well as for her excellent cooking.


There was talk in the village soon after she joined the household that the relationship between the two was close. It was even mooted that the reason the nanny had been dismissed in the following year was that she had become aware of that and had started to speak openly of it to her friends. Whatever the background and the arrangements in that household, what is a fact is that my grandfather and his housekeeper lived in the same house together for over thirty years without, it was said, ever a harsh word. Now in their retirement he tended the vegetable beds proudly set out by him, while she attended to the flowers in Bookham church, a short stroll from their cottage.


I have always been close to my grandfather and have tried to keep in touch with him, but this was not always easy with the travelling I was doing to make a living at the fairs. But I had written to him in late summer and promised to pass by when I was in the area that October. As that day got nearer my excitement was fairly uncontained.


*****


John Akehurst eased himself from his chair. His knees cracked and pain sheered through his left side. He made no sound. He had got used to being what he described as decrepit. He made his way over to the hearth, warmed himself for a short time against the open fire that by now was beginning to burn brightly. He turned to see Elizabeth come through from their front room. He smiled and she acknowledged that without saying a word.


‘Well I’ll be away now, ‘ he said. ‘I have a meeting with Tom shortly. I’ll see you around eleven I suppose.’


‘Fine. Mind you don’t get cold, the wind is strong today and it’s fresher out there than it looks. I’ve put your jacket by the front door.’


As he stepped out he understood what Elizabeth had meant. He braced himself against the freshening air and started the short walk into the village. As he passed the butchers at the top of the main street he viewed a couple of men he did not recognise. He paused for a second, without wanting to catch their eye, but ensured that he had a measured look at them. They both were in the early twenties, dressed untidily as if they were off to work in the fields for the day, and he thought their manner seemed to him to show that they had interest in noting activity in the village. He thought no more of it, passing them without comment.


He entered the offices of Taylor and West down a short alley at the top of the main street. A young lady seated in the front room welcomed him politely, and as she did so Tom Taylor came through greeting him warmly.


‘Good to see you. You’re looking fit. How’s the leg today?’


‘Fine,’ he said rather curtly not wishing to spend too long discussing his ailments. ‘How’s your family, Tom? – I heard that that daughter of yours is doing well at school.’


‘Very well indeed, thank you. Anne’s settling in well by all accounts. We both have high hopes for her.’


The two men had been friends for at least fifteen years, ever since Tom Taylor had settled in the village to join Sam West at his practice. Unfortunately Sam had passed away within two years and Tom had worked alone since that time. Their conversation then moved to a discussion about John’s request to amend his Will. He was anxious to ensure that he had accounted properly for everything as he hadn’t viewed his will for several years and some of his sentiments had changed. He wanted to ensure that Elizabeth would be well provided for, and to make adequate allowance for his daughter. He was conscious that hers had been a difficult life, not made the easier by a husband whom he had at one time thought a malingerer.


He read the amendments made to the document before signing it.


‘What’s the date Tom?’


‘Thirteenth of October.’


The business concluded, the two friends then sat and enjoyed each others company talking about John’s days in court and current legal issues, which interested them both. After about an hour John said his farewell, and made his way back on to the street.


On his way home he spoke only to a couple of acquaintances, whom he had met at church over the previous months, before walking across the main street and through the gate into the churchyard. He followed the path to the church’s large wooden door, which was wide open. As he entered he met Father Bolland, a portly man with a kind face. They had become well acquainted with each other since his arrival in the parish three years earlier and they had often spent evenings since then playing chess and sharing a fine wine.


‘Good morning, John. Wonderful morning isn’t it. How’s Elizabeth and the family?’


‘Well, thanks.’


And with that curt reply he made his way to his seat at the front of the church. Kneeling he whispered his prayers, before rising, crossing himself, and walking slowly to the back of the church again, where the priest was busying himself rearranging his notices. They talked for a few minutes and then wished each other well. John only had a short walk from the church to the side gate at the west of the church before he rejoined the main street that took him back to the cottage. He tipped the large metal latch and entered his home. That was the last time he was seen alive.
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TWO


The candle was still lit in the parlour. Its dim glow cast a yellow sheen on the wet pathway at the back of the cottage. Nearby a fox cried out, which would have startled anyone else but the young boy making his way towards the cottage. On his shoulder he carried a small sack of firewood. He had been awake since four that morning and had been soaked to the skin by the relentless rain that had swept across the North Downs overnight. As he approached the wood store he couldn’t but help notice that the back door into the Akehurst’s cottage was ajar. Curious, once he had safely stowed away his delivery, he poked his nose into the back room. The room smelt a little damp and he could see that the embers of the fire in the hearth were only just alight and were a little smoky. He saw a cat asleep on the rocking chair and the sound of him leaning against the door alarmed it. It stood up quickly, but soon recognised him and jumped to the floor running its body against his legs.


He didn’t want to make a disturbance and was about to turn back when he just then caught sight of two feet, their white soles upturned, jutting into the room. He was shocked. It was clear to him that something wasn’t right, and so he turned away hastily and ran to the end of the path.


‘Pa! Pa!,’ he cried in a muted shout so as not to awaken the street. His father seemed not to hear him, and so he ran swiftly up to the adjoining cottage, where his father was repositioning stacks of wood in the wood store.


‘Pa! Pa! Come, there’s something wrong next door.’


‘What is it?’


‘Pa, there’s something wrong next door. I think someone’s fallen down or something.’


His father noted the tone of his son’s voice and sensed quickly that he needed to follow. They both made their way to the back of the Akehurst’s cottage, hesitated for a second at the back door, and then quietly opened the door fully and stepped inside.


‘See Pa,’ he said pointing.


By now the man’s eyes had become accustomed to the light and he could see quite clearly two feet on the floor ahead of him, and then down the passage into the front of the house he spotted a man lying face down.


‘Stay there,’ he said softly to his son as he stepped gingerly across the parlour.


He was shocked when he saw Elizabeth Haine’s body lying at the entrance to the front room. Her right arm was underneath her and her body lay contorted with her head held uncomfortably to one side. He could see a large dark patch on the side of her face, which he assumed was blood. She had a gazed expression.


He stepped carefully over her feet and with caution took the three small steps that brought him to John Akehurst. He was lying leaden on the stone floor. His head was to one side so that his right cheek was facing upwards. His right arm was outstretched and the other was locked heavily under his left shoulder. Although he looked peaceful the man could see that he had been hit on the back of the head. Blood had matted his grey hair, and had also streamed from his nose, which looked damaged and broken.


Turning, the man made his way to the back of the cottage, from where his son had been watching. He ushered him out and onto the street. It was only then that he realised he was starting to sweat and that he was having difficulty breathing. He paused and inhaled deeply several times.


‘Son, take the cart back home as quick as you can. Go and tell your mother that I’ve gone to find the police and that I’ll be back as soon as I can. Good boy, off you go now.’


With that he turned and ran to the end of the street, running towards the local tavern. Within two or three minutes he was at the south end of the village, where there was a police house. His knock shook the door and would have woken everyone inside. He didn’t have to stand there for long before he could see the flicker of a candle as someone descended heavily footed downstairs. The bolts were shot noisily top and bottom of the heavy door and in its frame now stood Robert Hall.


‘Robert, there’ve been murders at the Akehurst’s,’ the man said, ‘it looks like both of them have been attacked during the night. Come.’


Although it had seemed a long time for him to return to the cottage it was just ten minutes since he had left it. By now first light was beginning to show and the rain had stopped. The trees dripped and the leaves underfoot felt slippery and treacherous as they had both walked briskly through the village to the back entrance of the cottage. As they entered he could see anxiety on the face of the constable. The constable shone his lamp into the room and saw the two bodies which the man had described as they had approached. It was evident to him that the two had met a violent and savage death, and once he had looked more closely at first Elizabeth Haines and then John Akehurst it was clear to him also that both had been assaulted and each had received the blow of a heavy object to the back of the head. The constable felt dizzy and slightly nauseous, but had the presence when he turned to the man to not display this.


‘We need to secure the cottage now,’ he said a little falteringly. ‘I suggest that we make sure that the front door is secure and then leave by the back locking up as best we can when we go. I’ll then go straight into Leatherhead to the Union Hall to speak to the chief constable. You go home now, but please do not discuss what you have seen with anyone. I shall come and see you as soon as I can to get a statement from you.’


They then secured the cottage without further comment and took leave of each other.


*****


The constable had been in service for two years. He remembered fondly his passing out parade and the warm words his father had said to him as he stood close after the ceremony. His life in the force had been fairly routine since then, interspersed with catching petty thieves and dealing with vagrants that wandered the countryside nearby. He had not had to deal with anything like this before, and he certainly was not accustomed to seeing the trauma that he had just witnessed so vividly. He vomited in the ditch.


Within the hour he was at Union Hall. The journey had helped calm him and he prepared himself as he turned the corner into the station yard to meet his colleagues and the chief constable. As he climbed the steps to the office he heard another officer call to him across the yard. He turned and waved at him rather weakly and then pushed the door into the musty warmth. At the front desk was a young officer who looked up from his work.


‘Good morning constable Hall.’


‘Morning. Is the chief constable available, I need to see him as a matter of urgency please?’


‘Let me enquire,’ and with that he got up and made his way through the heavy wooden doors behind him. His steps echoed on the wooden boards marking his progress to the main office. He heard the rap on the chief constable’s door and the muffled sound ‘enter’, and then after what seemed an eternity the officer’s returning steps.


‘He’ll see you now.’


‘Thank you.’


As Robert Hall entered the room he was struck at first by the clouded atmosphere in the chief constable’s office. The man was a pipe smoker and had a penchant for trying new varieties of tobacco. At this time in the morning the sweet smell of the colonial weed scented the air and pervaded all it contacted. He did all he could to not wretch again.


‘Sir. I have to report grave news of two murders in Bookham this morning.’


‘Have you come directly from there?’


‘Yes, sir. Straight from the house of John Akehurst and his housekeeper Elizabeth Haines, sir. There, sir, I discovered about an hour ago two of them, both murdered. Both had been struck on the head. They were found by a boy and his father as they were delivering firewood to the cottage at about dawn. There was no sign of forced entry to the cottage. The door at the back of the cottage had been left ajar, which is how the boy first discovered it.’


He listened calmly but as he did so he could not help but note that the constable clearly was shaken, and that his face was ashen. Even slightly green.


‘Go and see the superintendent. Give him the details. Ask him to arrange a party to go up to Bookham within the hour. And then take yourself to the refectory to get something to eat. You need to be ready for what is going to be a difficult day. Well done. Call me as soon as the carriage is ready to leave.’


*****


The arrangements were made speedily for the constable to be accompanied back up to Bookham by the superintendent, a second constable and the chief constable himself. And so Robert Hall soon found himself wedged, rather uncomfortably, against the side of the carriage as it lumbered and lurched up the track towards the village. Little was said although the driver, a cheerful man most of the time, cussed constantly at one of the horses. When they got to the top of the hill and the track turned west he could see ahead of him the church spire at Bookham and to his right and in the far distance he could hear thunder. The skies had darkened by the time the party arrived in the village and turned towards John Akehurst’s cottage. As the horses came to a rather shuddering halt the heavens opened again.


The village was no longer quiet. Their entry into it and their arrival at the cottage had only heightened the curiosity of the crowd that had now gathered nearby. Although he could hear their mutterings no one actually spoke to him as he led the party down the alley that ran to the back of the cottage. The path, soaking earlier that morning, was now full of puddles, which were beginning to merge and were running along the track. With his boots sodden and muddied he reopened the door and carefully stepped once again inside.


He felt calmer. Stepping forward he could see Elizabeth Haines as he had left her and ahead the pitiful sight of John Akehurst. His features now seemed very haggard and his deathly expression seemed more shocked and frightened than he had appeared on first view. The blood around his head and on the tiled floor had become a dirtier and darker red and was now dry. The superintendent had followed him into the cottage and stood stiffly at Robert Hall’s side. The constable could feel his tension. He remained silent, for the moment, as he viewed the scene. He scanned the room, which was darkened by the gloom outside and noted that there had been a fire in the hearth, but that this was now barely aglow. The two bodies were lying as the constable had described. The first, a woman who looked small and thin and possibly aged about sixty lay ahead of him. She had on a white bonnet, soiled ruby with her own blood, and a nightdress. Next to her right arm lay a woollen shawl. Her head had been battered behind her right ear.


He stepped forward towards the second body, which he knew was John Akehurst. He recognised the man whom he had seen only two weeks earlier seated at the front of the church in Bookham. He looked crumpled as he lay there, his arm twisted under his strong frame. He had been beaten and his face evidently had been hit hard as the constable had described. His cheeks still retained the ruddy colour that the superintendent had remarked to himself when he had seen John Akehurst alive, but his skin now had a darker hue, more purple than red.


The superintendent turned and looked at the chief constable, who had now also entered the cottage, and whose frame blocked the doorway. He acknowledged him and then instructed the constable who had come with them to keep watch outside. He turned to Robert Hall. The look they gave one another then was expressive and indicated both shock and keen awareness that they were at the start of a difficult journey together.


‘Fine,’ said the superintendent. ‘Constable, prepare a written description of each victim and the surrounds. Identify and secure any items, which might have been used or might provide us with insight or evidence. Then have the victims removed from here and taken to Union Hall for examination by the police doctor. I shall have a wagon sent up here as soon as I am back at Union Hall. Clear?’


‘Sir,’ Robert Hall answered.


Then as swiftly as they had entered the superintendent and chief constable departed. Robert Hall heard their carriage move away from the front of the cottage and he was left alone to survey the morbid remains.
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THREE


Mary Ayres awoke. Hers had been a fitful sleep, with the rain relentless all night long. It had soaked the ground around the tent in which she and Will lay. She had meant to mend the tear that had appeared in its upper end about two weeks ago, but the weather had been fine for so long that she hadn’t yet got round to it. ‘What a shame,’ she thought to herself with a wry smile, partly mocking her own laziness, and a little amused at the unnecessary inconvenience that it now caused her.


She could hear running water. It seemed faster than it had been when they had pitched the tent there the previous day. The river below Box Hill she had always thought was beautiful and she had enjoyed playing down there as a small child. Now grown up she still had the same emotions about the place. Their tent was close to the stepping stones across the river, which allowed them access to the paths opposite where they were able to walk when they had time. But now Mary had to rush. Today she needed to walk into Dorking, where she had arranged with the local church to have a stand at the church fete. She had her paintings ready, but had done little preparation for the event. She felt a tiny bit anxious.


Time seemed to have slipped by so quickly since yesterday when they had returned to the area. Once they had arranged the tent they had walked up the hill through West Humble and down into Bookham. As they walked along the main street towards the church Mary was amazed at how many old friends she had met. They all seemed very pleased to see her and her girlfriends appeared impressed with Will, who stood for the most part quietly at her side. When they got to the church they had turned left towards her mother’s dwelling. As they turned the corner she could see the gate to her grandfather’s cottage a little way down the adjacent road and she reminded herself that she was going to see him the next day after she had finished in Dorking.


Her mother’s house was down a short dirt track off the main road. The garden was overgrown with bind weed covering most of the large shrubs that filled the front. The gate was off one of its hinges and leant rather sadly to one side. As she walked down the path Mary could see the dim light of a candle through the window. Her mother always kept the door slightly open to let her cats out and so Mary walked straight into the dwelling unannounced.


‘Mother, I’m home,’ she shouted.


At first there wasn’t a reply, but then her mother appeared from the back. She was still carrying the wet clothes that she had been hanging outside and she looked agitated at first. But on seeing Mary her demeanour changed in an instant.


‘Mary, Mary, Mary,’ she repeated as she gave her daughter a kiss on her right cheek. ‘Where have you been for the past few weeks then? Hello Will.’


From that moment her chatter didn’t stop until they left about five hours later.


*****


By the time Mary and Will left it was beginning to get fairly dark. The sky was heavy with grey clouds and it looked like rain was on its way. They walked briskly up the street towards the church, passed the tavern and towards a farm at the top of the hill above Leatherhead. From there they were able to follow a track through woods, which straddled the escarpment, before descending down the steep slope towards the bridge close to Mickleham. They stopped at the tavern there for a rest and to get something to eat. To Mary’s surprise the barmaid was an old school friend. Although they hadn’t been particularly close at school they chatted while the food was prepared and the girl then unwittingly remarked on how untidy Mary looked.


‘You’re right,’ Mary said dismissively.


‘How did you get blood and a tear on that sleeve,’ she then went on to say.


‘Oh, that was me slipping on the way down here against a fence. It really hurt.’


She didn’t make any other comments about it, but was also aware that Will, who had been introduced to her earlier, had had little to say for himself and seemed the whole time engrossed in his own thoughts. He too looked just as dishevelled, and she noticed that the knuckles of his hands seemed sore and dirty. Having eaten they said their goodbyes and set off just as the rain started to fall. Running most of the way they soon reached their tent. Already some of their blankets and covers were damp, but they made light of it and soon settled down beside each other. Lying close to get warm she could feel Will’s body against hers and heard his steady breathing as she drifted off to sleep.


*****


John Akehurst’s body was the first to be brought out of the cottage. It was carried with immense care by four young police constables through the front door and onto the adjoining road where the police carriage was stood. The two horses, a grey and a chestnut, were edgy. Their temperament was being tested by the crowd that by now was milling around the area, creating an additional tension that had not been present a few hours earlier. Once his body had been laid on the left of the carriage, the constables made their way back up the path and into the cottage. A short time later they appeared again, this time with the slighter body of Elizabeth Haines, who was now shrouded in a large colourful wrap that she had made for herself the previous year. Gently the officers placed her alongside John Akehurst. The transfer completed, the carriage driver shut and bolted the carriage’s back door and returned to his seat at the front, where he waited for his instruction to return to Union Hall.


The sight of Elizabeth Haines’ body and the solemn manner, in which the constables had completed their task and then, as a single disciplined unit, had taken their positions alongside the carriage, had quietened the watching crowd. Two young children squealed as they played on the grass opposite the cottage, but hastily were admonished and subdued by one of the adults close to them. At that point the officer in charge called the carriage party, which had been stood rigidly to attention at the back of the carriage, to order. He then gave the instruction to move. The driver unlocked the brake and spoke a softened command to the horses. The carriage lurched as the horses took the strain and then it started its steady progress up the lane towards the church and the crossroads at the centre of the village. Most of those viewing now stood very still, but several others ran on ahead, noisily, keen to see as much of the event as they could. As the carriage approached the corner and made to turn left, the church bell began to peel a dull, solemn call. That drew visible emotion from the onlookers who were stood in some numbers outside the tavern, and there were cries of ‘God Bless you both’ from several bystanders. The carriage steadily made its way down the road towards Leatherhead, and in a short time was nearly out of sight. The driver could still hear behind him the bell, which rang for a further five minutes until Father Bolland began to feel faint from the exertion, at which point it stopped.


The tavern was busy. There was little talked about other than how John Akehurst and his housekeeper had been killed in this of all villages. Speculation soon began to float around the public house as to who might have committed such a terrible act. There were those who thought that perhaps John Akehurst had been killed by someone whom he had helped convict in the past, and who recently had left prison intent on doing him harm. Others voiced the opinion that it was probably a casual robbery gone wrong, for it had often been mooted that he kept some of his alleged ‘fortune’ in cash in the cottage.


In the cottage meantime Robert Hall calmly completed his report. He sat in the large wooden chair close to the front window, from where he had witnessed the bodies being placed in the carriage. During his time there he had heard the crowd gather outside. Intent on his duties he had not allowed himself to be distracted by it. But now he relaxed a little and watched as the spectators thinned and made their way back into the village. When he had finally finished writing his report, in which he described the scene in the cottage and the condition in which he had found the two occupants earlier that morning, he called in the constable, who was still stood patiently alone at the back of the cottage. He entered looking rather cold and drawn.


‘Right. I’m finished here for the time being. I shall make my way to Union Hall to post my report. You should stay here until someone comes to relieve you later this afternoon. Secure the back door and keep the front door locked.’


‘Sir.’


Rising from the seat, Robert Hall collected his papers and then walked carefully to the front door, before turning to take a final look at the scene. The cottage was now lightened by the sun, which shone weakly through the back window. He was struck how everything appeared normal. Coats hung on pegs. Boots cleaned and carefully stowed on racks. Ornaments around the fire, which now was dull and grey. As he stood there he felt a nudge against his left leg. Looking down he saw Elizabeth Haines’ cat nuzzling him. He bent down and ran his fingers along its back. The cat purred loudly, and then jumped onto the warm seat he had just left, where it settled.


‘Until later then,’ he said to the constable as he opened the front door.
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