
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Falconer Files

Murder Mysteries

Books 1 – 3

By

Andrea Frazer





The Falconer Files Murder Mysteries

Books 1 - 3

This edition published by JDI Publications 2023

Copyright © Andrea Frazer 2017

The right of Andrea Frazer to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

The story contained within this book is a work of fiction. Names and characters are the product of the author’s imagination and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, electrostatic, magnetic tape, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the written permission of the publishers: JDI Publications, Chiang Mai, Thailand.



In this three book boxed set

Book 1. Death of an Old Git

In the village of Castle Farthing a mean-spirited, spiteful, curmudgeonly old man is found drugged and strangled in the kitchen of his cottage, with no obvious clues to the perpetrator of the crime.




Book 2. Choked Off

When Marcus Willoughby is found dead at his desk in his new home, no crocodile tears are shed. His demise is even presented on air, during his pre-recorded radio show Marcus having been 'choked off' for good while in full flow. His arrival in the village had obviously caused a few already guilty hearts to beat faster, and precipitates the hasty confessions of dark deeds thought long since buried.

Book 3. Inkier Than the Sword

In the quiet village of Steynham St Michael there is an anonymous letter writer at work, jabbing and stabbing at the past's Achilles' heels of many of the upright citizens living there.

After one resident is driven to extreme measures to escape exposure, another is driven to murder.
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Death of an Old Git
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In the village of Castle Farthing a mean-spirited, spiteful, curmudgeonly old man is found drugged and strangled in the kitchen of his cottage, with no obvious clues to the perpetrator of the crime.



DI Falconer and Acting DS Carmichael are summoned from the police headquarters in the nearby town of Market Darley and begin to uncover a web of grudges against the old man and a sea of familial connections between those who knew him.

As the heat of July continues relentlessly, tempers flare, disturbing the usual rural calm of the village, and the normally imperturbable Harry Falconer. Faced with a crime with no obvious prime suspect and the idiosyncrasies of his new partner, Carmichael, is he gradually losing his grip on the case as the body count rises?
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DRAMATIS PERSONAE 
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The Residents of Castle Farthing 

Cadogan, Martha – retired schoolmistress Covington, George and Paula – licensees of The Fisherman’s Flies Lowry, Kerry (née Long) – ex-wife of Mike Lowry Lowry, Michael – owner of the village garage 

Malpas-Graves, Brigadier Godfrey, and Joyce – of The 

Old Manor House 

Manningford, Dorothy – interior designer Morley Reginald – an unpleasant old man 

Rollason, Rebecca, and Nicholas, son Tristram – run the village tea-shop 

Romaine, Cassandra – artist, married to Clive Swainton-Smythe, 

Rev Bertram – vicar, married to Lillian Warren-Browne, 

Alan and Marian – run the village post office 

Wilson, Rosemary – runs the village shop, Allsorts 

The Officials 

Detective Inspector Harry Falconer 

Acting Detective Constable ‘Davey’ Carmichael 

PC John Proudfoot 

Sergeant Bob Bryant 

Dr Philip Christmas
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Prologue
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The village of Castle Farthing drowsed in the heat of the July sunshine, postcard-pretty with its diamond-shaped green, duck pond and Saxon church. 

At the top of the High Street, at the Old Manor House, Brigadier Malpas-Graves scratched his head and frowned as he surveyed the empty patches in his asparagus beds. He was sure and certain that they had not cut that much over the last few days. From the soft fruit beds his wife’s voice called, ‘There’s hardly a strawberry here, and I know there were more raspberries on these canes yesterday. Have you checked the hens?’ 

‘I have indeed,’ replied her husband. ‘Only the two eggs, and I’m sure it wasn’t a fox made off with that bantam the other week. If it was, there would’ve been feathers and injured birds. I’m going to have to put a stop to this before it gets out of hand.’ 

‘Oh, Godfrey, must you? You know how I hate bad feeling between neighbours.’ 

‘I’m sorry, Joyce, but I must. We’re not a charity and I won’t be taken for a fool. It has to stop now.’ So saying, the Brigadier smoothed down the ends of his white moustache, hitched his belt over his prominent frontage and marched off to check his salad beds. 

To the west, at The Old School House in Sheepwash Lane, the white-haired figure of Martha Cadogan could be seen bobbing about in the garden as she twitched out chickweed and other invading greenery from amongst her beloved blooms. Really, she thought as she weeded, these raised beds that Bertie built for me are a real God-send. Nowhere nearly so much bending, and the stonework is really very attractive. She stopped for a minute and smiled as she thought of all the hard work put in by her beloved nephew-in-law, then, spotting greenfly on her rose bushes, resolved to give them a good spray before she set off for her Sunday afternoon stroll, a habit that eased the ache of her arthritis and gave her much needed contact with the other folk of the village. Since her retirement from teaching she missed the daily hustle and bustle of social intercourse, and did what she could to get out and about and keep up with what was going on in what she considered to be ‘her patch’. 

Next door to her property was an unusual oval-shaped thatched property, appropriately named ‘The Beehive’ as it boasted several of these in its rear garden. With its whitewashed walls and black-painted window frames and door it had a very attractive appearance which would not have looked out of place on the top of a jigsaw-puzzle box. To the rear of the property, beyond the hives and abutting the orchard wall of ‘The Rookery’, stood an outbuilding that served as a studio. Inside, Cassandra Romaine was just laying down her paintbrush as her husband Clive appeared in the doorway. 

‘I’ve got to nip into the office to get some paperwork for tomorrow. Do you want to come with me for the ride?’ 

‘No thanks. I’ve got a bit more to do here, then I thought I’d go for a walk to clear my head. You go on. I’ll see you at teatime.’ As the door closed she picked up her brush again and frowned at the canvas on the easel. It was always so difficult to know just when something was finished. 

On the corner of Sheepwash Lane and the High Street, in the substantial residence known as Pilgrims’ Rest, Piers Manningford was pacing impatiently round the drawing room, occasionally glancing at his watch and sighing. His wife, Dorothy, at forty-nine eight years his senior, looked up from her laptop and tutted. ‘Oh for heaven’s sake, Piers, isn’t there something you could be doing? I’ve got to get the design for this warehouse conversion finished today and you’re driving me to distraction.’ 

‘Sorry, dear. I wasn’t thinking.’ He glanced at his watch again. ‘I think I’ll just go for a stroll down the Carsfold Road and see if the hang gliders are up, if that’s all right with you.’ 

‘Go, go, and give me a bit of peace and quiet. And don’t hurry back. I’ll be glad to see the back of you for a couple of hours.’ 

Piers’s bored expression dissolved as he headed for the hall to collect his binoculars, stopping at the hallstand to check his already immaculate appearance. 

In Jasmine Cottage, in the High Street opposite the village green, Kerry Long was on her way out into the back garden to bring in her washing. Sunday was the one day of the week when she did not work, and she liked to keep up to date with her household chores. The cottage was one of a thatched terrace of six, in the past home to the workers on the land that used to be Manor Farm. The land had been sold off in parcels since the last war, first by the Brigadier’s father, then by the Brigadier himself, in an effort to afford the upkeep and maintenance of The Old Manor House. Where once there had been cows and crops, now there was a trout farm and fishery, a caravan park and a small development of modern houses. The terrace housing Jasmine Cottage and a similar terrace of six in Drovers Lane had since ceased to be tied cottages and had, likewise, been sold off to bolster the coffers of ‘the big house’. 

Kerry’s smile of approval at her brilliant white sheets moving in the slight breeze turned to a grimace of disgust as she noticed a brown stain in the centre of the folded double sheet. Her gaze moved down to the ground, to the path below the washing line, where lay the culprit, a misshapen but nevertheless recognisable lump of dog dirt. Her temper began to rise. Many a time she had suspected that her next door neighbour had encouraged his Jack Russell to push its way through the hedge to do his business in her garden, and scratches in the herbaceous borders had argued the accuracy of her suspicions. This, however, was entirely different. Buster could not have made that mark: it was a good three feet from ground level. The ‘missile’ had been aimed and thrown, calculated to smear the largest item on the clothesline, the most awkward to rewash, for she boasted no washing machine. 

Turning to shoo her two children back indoors so that she could safely dispose of the health hazard, she leaned over the fence, her anger getting the better of her. ‘Are you in there you malicious old sod? Don’t think I don’t know what you’ve done. Well, you’re not getting away with it any more. I’ve had you and your twisted mind up to here. It’s about time something was done about you, so take fair warning that I’m the one who’s going to do it.’ 










That ‘old sod’, aka Reginald Morley, sat in a battered old Windsor chair in the kitchen next door in Crabapple Cottage, and wheezed the asthmatic laugh of an elderly smoker. At his feet Buster twitched in his sleep, as the shrill voice from next door berated his master. Reg was greatly cheered, not just by the accuracy of his shot, but at the reaction it had produced. A wizened old man, long past his eightieth birthday, he seemed to have shrunk, dried out, and gone bad like an old plum since his wife had died. They had not been able to have children of their own, and his wife’s bitterness at this misfortune had turned him against children in general. In his wife’s lifetime it had been just a fairly mild aversion, but since her death it had turned to open hostility. Since Kerry Lowry and what he mentally referred to as ‘those two mewling, snotty-nosed brats’ had moved next door he had made it his life’s mission to make all their lives a misery. Every little victory, every point scored, he hugged to himself in silent glee and added to his twisted treasury of sour memories. 

––––––––
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In St Cuthbert’s parish church, opposite the village green on the eastern fork of the Carsfold Road, the Reverend Bertie Swainton-Smythe was stacking hymn books at the rear of the church. He was a tall man in his early fifties, just beginning to run to fat. Generally good-humoured and easy-going, with a slight twinkle in his hazel eyes, he was considered by the village to be a good man to have around in a crisis. 

His mop of thick brown hair bobbed back and forth as he bent to his task. Matins and the Eucharist were over and, as it was the third Sunday of the month, there would be no Evensong. Business was over for the day, as it were. The coarseness of the expression made him wince, and a vision of his wife popped involuntarily into his conscious thoughts. Although he loved her dearly, he sometimes wished she could be a little more like her Aunt Martha in her ways: a little more genteel, a little more ladylike. Bertie sighed, recognising a prayer to St Jude when he heard one, and continued with his monotonous task. 

At the front of the church Lillian Swainton-Smythe was rearranging the floral displays, removing faded blooms and redistributing greenery to try to get a few more days out of them before they needed to be discarded and replaced with fresh ones. Less than a year younger than her husband, she was the complete antithesis to him in temperament, tending towards the hyperactive, even the manic; she was very outspoken, and gave a good impression of a headless chicken when faced with any sort of crisis. She was short of stature and, like Bertie, becoming slightly tubby. Her eyes were blue; her hair a thick, shoulder-length style, highlighted to disguise the influx of grey that had invaded her tresses over the past few years. She was the perfect foil for her husband: they balanced each other out nicely because of their differences. 

‘Oh, to hell with these flowers! They’ll keep till the morning,’ she muttered to herself then, raising her voice, called, ‘How about we call it a day, Bertie? Fancy a G and T?’  

Slipping the final hymn book back into place, her husband called back, ‘Lovely, but just the one. I’ve got to pop out later.’ 










Even though it was high summer, the Castle Farthing Teashop was shut for a few hours, its owners next door in The Rookery enjoying a rare family moment together. As it was such a beautiful day, Tristram Rollason (aged fourteen months) was out and about in the garden, sampling woodlice, daisies and other such outdoor delicacies. He had very magnanimously agreed to his parents joining him on this Sunday treat, and they reclined now in sun loungers sipping iced lemonade, occasionally chatting, but mainly watching the antics of their beloved first-born. 

The Rollasons were in their late twenties, both born locally. A tall man with blue eyes and light brown hair, Nicholas could definitely be described as a strong, silent, traditional Englishman. On weekdays he worked for an insurance company in Carsfold. Rebecca was a tall, solid country girl with dark hair, green eyes and a smile of dazzling beauty. Tristram looked the image of his father until he smiled, when he became an angel. 

Rebecca had had the (good) luck to be made redundant from her job just before she discovered she was pregnant. This proved a blessing in disguise, as the redundancy money helped them pay for the lease on the teashop, and meant that Rebecca could continue to work after Tristram was born, but had no need to leave her baby with someone else to do so. Life could hardly have been more perfect for the little family. There was only one fly in their ointment and Nicholas had resolved to squash that insect. 

‘I’ve been asking around and it’s got to be him. You know what a nuisance he was when we were courting. I’m going to face him with it. It has to stop now.’ 

‘I wish you wouldn’t, Nick. I should have remembered to draw the curtains. It’s not as if we live in the middle of nowhere. I should’ve thought.’ 

‘Curtains, be blowed. That’s our own back garden out there. I’m going to speak to him about this, for if it happens again I’ll not be held responsible.’ 


‘Oh, Nick!’ 

‘Well ...’ 



‘That’s that, then. Good. Oh no, look at the time! I’ll have to get my skates on if we’re to be open in time for afternoon teas.’ 

––––––––
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Next door to the teashop the CFFC (Castle Farthing Farmers’ Co-operative) was closed for business. Run by a couple, both the offspring of local farmers, they preferred to spend their Sundays catching up with the fascinating developments of family and farming life during the previous week. 

Next to this establishment, on the corner of Drovers Lane, the general store, ‘Allsorts’, stayed open for those dilatory few who ran out of gravy browning, or who had forgotten to buy eggs. Rosemary Wilson, who ran the shop, considered Sunday opening not so much a commercial exercise as an example of social work. 

As she served her few customers, the sound of banging and metal-cutting drifted across from the workshop at the rear of Castle Farthing Garage in Drovers Lane. Rosemary sighed. That boy was working on a Sunday again, when he couldn’t find five minutes to spend with his own kiddies. If he could not find the time, at least all this extra work ought to make him enough money so that he didn’t fall behind with his maintenance payments. 







The sound of metal on metal also reached the walled garden of the post office, where Alan and Marian Warren-Browne were sitting in the shade of a venerable tree. Alan set down his teacup and frowned.  

‘I hope that racket doesn’t start off that damned dog next door.’ 

‘Oh, I shouldn’t think so,’ opined his wife, although her expression was an anxious one. ‘We heard nothing from him when Kerry was calling for the old man a while ago. Maybe they’re having a nap, or even out somewhere.’ 

The clang-clanging and grinding of metal on metal continued unabated. 

––––––––
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At The Fisherman’s Flies, Castle Farthing’s only hostelry, George and Paula Covington may not have been in the first, or even second, flush of youth, but they could have taught today’s young quite a bit about the execution and enjoyment of a little bit (or even a lot) of ‘afternoon delight’. They anticipated it eagerly as they finished clearing away the last of the lunchtime debris. 
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Chapter One
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Sunday 12th July – afternoon and evening 

From where she stood, feeding the ducks on the village green, old Martha Cadogan could see George Covington outside the public house, collecting glasses, as his wife Paula followed behind emptying ashtrays and collecting carelessly discarded crisp packets. Sunlight glinted off the weathervane atop the tower of St Cuthbert’s and the vicar, husband of Martha’s niece Lillian, greeted her as he cycled past on some unknown errand. 

Castle Farthing, with the exception of the surfeit of motorised through-traffic, had changed little since Martha was a girl. Now eighty-five, she reflected on the whole of a lifetime spent in one village, first as a child, then as the schoolmistress, and now, when no doubt she was known as ‘that old biddy from Sheepwash Lane’. A dazzle of bright colour lit the periphery of the old lady’s vision and she turned slightly to observe the village’s artist, Cassandra Romaine, swanning her way down the High Street, her outfit a rainbow of dip-dyed cheesecloth and vivid scarves. With a wave of her hand the younger woman turned left into Church Street, leaving the afternoon somehow cooler and less bright. 

Across the green the Covingtons had ceased to dart around the umbrella-shaded tables of The Fisherman’s Flies, and were taking a break to chat to a figure that Martha easily identified (for her eyesight was still sharp, despite her years) as Piers Manningford, an incomer who, it seemed, was doing his best to integrate into village life, despite a deeply felt desire to keep himself to himself most of the time. He seemed to be making a real effort. Perhaps he was just shy, she thought. 

From a window in the Castle Farthing Teashop a white tea towel appeared and was shaken vigorously. It was soon replaced with a head that yodelled ‘toodle-oo’ across the green. Martha acknowledged young Rebecca Rollason with a wave, and watched with amusement as young Tristram toddled unsteadily out of the teashop door, only to be scooped up within six steps, and carried, bawling in protest, back into the cool, safe interior. 

Hearing the yapping of a dog behind her, she turned to see Reg Morley, nearly as old as her, only a couple of years behind her at school, emerge from the musty interior of Crabapple Cottage with his Jack Russell. As he bent to clip on the little dog’s lead, a head emerged from an upstairs window next door in Jasmine Cottage to issue an ultimatum. ‘You just make sure that mangy mutt of yours does his business while you’re out and doesn’t save it up for my back garden later.’ Muttering under his breath, old man and dog set off to see what sport the afternoon had to offer, Reg pulling viciously on the lead when the dog veered off in excitement at an interesting scent. 

Martha Cadogan, having exhausted her supply of stale bread on the ducks who resided at the village pond, sat down on the bench next to the war memorial to watch the continuation of the Castle Farthing Sunday afternoon perambulations, in the hope of a conversation or two. The fair weather currently prevailing boded well for St Swithin’s Day on the fifteenth, and thus the superstitious promise of fair weather to come should prove a good opening gambit. 

Shadows were beginning to lengthen when the squeak of the church gate announced that either someone had mistakenly turned up for Evensong, or the shortcut from the woods had been selected in preference to going round the long route on the Carsfold Road. 

As the catch caught with a ‘snick’, a still-energetic Buster bounded round his master’s feet, slowing the old man’s already arthritic progress to a funereal crawl. Reg Morley did not seem to notice the joyous capering of his pet, as he looked alternately cunning and confused, even stopping at one point, at the corner of Church Street and the High Street, to raise the greasy peak of his ancient flat cap and give a tentative scratch at his head with a grimy, broken-nailed finger, as he stood contemplating something in the middle distance. A perplexed smile creased his forehead as he muttered to himself, ‘I knowed that one. I’d’ve knowed that voice anywhere. That other though – can’t place it. But who’d’ve thought it. Dirty buggers!’ 

Finally rousing himself from this reverie, he gave a sharp tug on the dog’s lead and, getting no response, used his foot to gain attention, before heading the few yards to his own front door, whistling softly to himself, half a twinkle forming in his age-dimmed, rheumy eyes. 

Even if the old man had realised that this was to be his last day on this earth, he would still have been surprised at what a busy and informative evening he would pass, before leaving this vale of tears to meet his maker. Oblivious to what was to occur over the next few hours, Reg Morley lit the gas under his old tin kettle, switched on the radio, and opened the back door to let Buster out to run off the last of his energy before bedtime. The action was about to commence as fate marched inexorably towards his shabby abode. 

––––––––
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Castle Farthing is a smallish village, too far east to be deemed in the ‘West Country’, and too far west to be considered a part of the south-east. A small-ish village in an area of many such small-ish villages, it occupies an enviable position in a shallow valley bordered, on the north, by a stream and the ruins that gave it its name, and, to the south, by agricultural land and woods. Farms also line the roads leaving Castle Farthing to east and west. 

As far as small-ish villages go, it can afford to be slightly smug, as it is on the picturesque side. A diamond-shaped village green at its centre is home to a duck pond, a war memorial, several venerable oak trees, and two benches, where passers-by can sit and enjoy a shady umbrella of leaves in the summer. 

The Carsfold Road enters the village from roughly due south, and forks around the lower half of the green’s diamond. To the right, an obtuse angle is formed, with Church Street leading to St Cuthbert’s parish church (Saxon tower, Norman font, and unusual sarcophagi in the churchyard), the vicarage and the village hall. The left-hand lower section of Castle Farthing houses its only pub, The Fisherman’s Flies, a petrol station and an occasional doctors’ surgery. 

A casual visitor wandering north up the High Street which, a few short steps ago, had been the Carsfold Road, might be momentarily disconcerted by the simultaneous change of road name on both sides of the green. (New postmen were driven to distraction by the proliferation of quaint house names, and the eccentric numbering system that had developed, like a separate life-form, over the years.)  

The north-western quarter of the village, now being passed through by our imaginary visitor, possesses Castle Farthing’s few shops – a general store, a farmers’ cooperative, and a tea shop. At the very top of this corner of the village, where the stream weaves lazy coils through the vale, is a trout farm. The remaining quarter houses a post office, a terrace of ramshackle thatched cottages, picturesque to look at but uncomfortable to live in, and The Old Manor House.  

To the rear of the grandly-proportioned Old Manor is the ugly scar of a new housing development, and a caravan park occupying some of the land that used to belong to the big house, since sold off for the upkeep of an elaborate, draughty and inconvenient residence, which also just happens to be the best address in the village. 

––––––––
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Reg Morley didn’t give a fig for picturesque, so long as life was interesting, and today had been extremely interesting. Settling in a grubby armchair, he replayed its highlights in an imaginary video, from the ‘interesting’ eavesdropping in the woods earlier – interesting and, maybe, profitable, if only he could get it properly figured out in his head – to the three extremely satisfying arguments he had enjoyed since returning home. Buster’s whining interrupted these thoughts, and he realised that the dog had some last-minute business to conduct. On a whim, the old man decided to take him out the front, see if he could not get the dog to leave someone a little present for the morning. Then he might shut him out for a bit. The kiddies next door would be asleep by now, and a bit of hearty yapping should give that cheeky mother of theirs the run-around for a while, trying to resettle them. 

As he stood outside the post office in the gathering dusk, holding the lead of an obliging Buster, a flash of colour caught his eye. A red or brown would have gone unnoticed in the fading light, but this vivid turquoise was almost arrogant in its brightness. As Buster gave a single yap to indicate the end of his ‘business’, a penny dropped in old Reg’s brain. And as the penny dropped, a devious smile spread across his sour features. And, as he smiled, the figure turned and looked directly at him. Reg raised his free hand and waved lazily. He could afford to be magnanimous because, now he did have everything figured out, he could concentrate on how to extract the maximum profit and the maximum fun from that knowledge. He had them both bang to rights, one by the voice; the other, by the clothing.  

Reg Morley had never in his life heard the word Schadenfreude, and now he never would, which was a pity since he had revelled in it for all but the first two or three years of his miserable, bitter life. Giving a harsh tug on the lead that set Buster whining, he half-dragged the little dog back through the front door of his cottage. Martha Cadogan, passing on the other side of the green on her way home from supper with her niece and nephew-in-law, averted her gaze at this unnecessarily harsh treatment of a dumb animal. 

The last sliver of the setting sun slipped below the skyline, and the serene orb of a full moon glided into prominence to gild the rooftops of this typical, peaceful English village. 
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Chapter Two
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Monday 13th July – morning 

The mist heralding a fine Monday had already dispersed in wraiths and ribbons, and the sun sparked diamond fire from pond and stream. Even at this early hour, when Castle Farthing was just beginning to stir and shrug off the sluggishness of sleep, a haze shimmered from the roads, and the village cats, ever vigilant in the pursuit of their own comfort, sought shade where they could. 

Commuters and agricultural workers had long left for their labours as the local children congregated at the war memorial to await the arrival of the school bus, and the commercial section of the High Street drew its bolts and opened its doors for another day’s trade. No chimney smoked to cloy the sweet summer air, most houses had their windows flung wide, and doors were propped wide open with an ingenious range of improvised doorstops: here a hefty flint, there an inverted floor mop. 

In the small sorting office at the rear of the post office, Alan and Marian Warren-Browne were putting in order the letters and packets for the first delivery of the day. Alan’s short frame was hunched over the table, his small hands furiously rifling through and extracting those items for outlying properties that would need delivery by van. His lips moved in a silent litany of addresses and, occasionally, he winced and rubbed at his back when he had bent uncomfortably far to reach an envelope. 

Opposite him, his wife’s waif-like figure worked more slowly, almost ponderously, as she assembled the on-foot deliveries for the main village. Every couple of minutes she would slow to a halt, raise a birdlike hand to brush her mousy fringe from her eyes, and wipe away the thin film of perspiration that had formed on her forehead. 

In the background, constantly, came the yapping that could only be Buster. On and on it went, although slightly muffled, which must mean that Reg could not be bothered to let him out into the garden to be about his morning ‘business’. That was a mixed blessing, for the barrier of the back door muted the sound a little and, if let out, the volume of the staccato yelps would increase. Then again, they might just stop completely given the little dog’s joy at being abroad in the fresh air. 

With a quick glance at the wall clock, Alan snapped an elastic band round the last of his letters, and rose to open the front door to any early customers. As he ducked through the low doorway, Marian ceased her sorting altogether and raised both hands to cradle her head. The dog’s frantic entreaties bit into her brain like needles: she could feel the fire in her head about to ignite. A silent tear rolled down her cheek, and she was too sunk in her own misery to hear her husband’s sharp cry of disgust and his bustling return, his right shoe in his hand, held at arm’s length. 

‘Just one step outside,’ he explained, heading for the minute kitchen area where they made their tea and coffee when on duty. ‘Just one step and I was in it. He takes that damned dog through the woods every day and he’s got a perfectly good garden of his own, so why does that yappy little tripe-hound of his always do its business by our front door? One of those two is evil, and I doubt it’s the dog,’ he continued, mopping with kitchen roll and sprinkling disinfectant. ‘I wouldn’t put it past that old codger to have trained the dog somehow, got it to poo to order, just where he wants it to. He’s upset just about everyone in this village and I, for one, have ...’  

He trailed to a halt as he returned to the sorting area and saw his wife’s waxen face beaded with sweat and streaked with tears. ‘Have you got another migraine?’ Marian nodded carefully and winced. ‘Is it that damned dog again?’ (Another careful nod.) ‘Well, that’s the last straw. I’m going round now to give him a piece of my mind, and if he doesn’t do something this time about that bloody animal, there just might be a nasty accident in the woods come pheasant shooting season.’ Alan fantasised about meting out a swift end to his canine adversary. ‘Terribly sorry, Your Honour. There was a movement in the grass, he was off the lead and, well he is – was – such a small dog. Easy mistake to make in the heat of the moment.’ It’d be worth the day in court just for the peace and quiet.  

And with that, the postmaster disappeared. A few seconds later Marian heard a furious, ‘Oh, no! I can’t believe I’ve trodden in it again. Well, he’ll just have to have it on his carpets and serve him right.’ The door slammed shut and she was left with just the dog’s yaps and her pain for company. 

––––––––
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From the window of the Castle Farthing Teashop, Rebecca Rollason held up her small son and pointed across the green. ‘Look at cross old Mr Warren-Browne banging on nasty Mr Morley’s door,’ she crooned. ‘Doesn’t he look funny with his face all red? He looks very, very cross to me.’ Tristram gurgled his approval of this impromptu entertainment, and she continued, ‘What’s he going to do now, then? Naughty Mr Morley must be hiding ’cause he doesn’t want to answer the door. Ah, cross old Mr Warren-Browne’s going down the side now. He’s going to surprise naughty Mr Morley at the back door. I don’t think naughty Mr Morley will like that, do you, precious? But we don’t care, because naughty Mr Morley is a dirty old man, and Daddy says he’s going to punch him on the snoot one of these fine days.’ 

A muted banging sounded from the rear of Crabapple Cottage. ‘Let’s go sit outside for a minute, shall we, baby? Then we can hear better if the naughty men are going to shout at each other, and it doesn’t matter if they use bad words, because you won’t understand them, will you, my little bundle of joy?’ She settled her son on her hip and stepped out into the High Street, ears strained for the expected slanging match. 

But there came no shouting. Even the dog’s yapping ceased, leaving a silence that was almost painful to the ears. 

Rebecca’s pretty face creased in a frown, then her eyes and mouth became so many ‘o’s, as Alan Warren-Browne reappeared, this time through the front door, face now white, hair standing on end where he had raked his fingers through it in disbelief. Catching sight of Rebecca, he lurched towards the green calling hoarsely, ‘Police. Call the police. 999. Someone’s done for the old bugger. He’s as dead as a doornail.’ 

––––––––
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About seven miles to the north of Castle Farthing lies the town of Market Darley. As market towns go, it is quite pretty, with a weathered market cross, a sprinkling of churches, a couple of supermarkets, and a large selection of the small, idiosyncratic shops that seem to congregate in towns of this ilk. It has a town hall, a cottage hospital, a hotel, four public houses and a limited range of the other necessary amenities. As it is the only place in the area that can be dignified with the name ‘town’, and as it is fairly central to the area’s villages, it also has a decent-sized police station which, at this moment, is running at minimum strength, mainly due to the number of officers fighting German tourists for sunbeds round pools in a variety of sunny locations. 

In an office, to the rear of the first floor in this police station, sits a man painstakingly re-shaping a ragged fingernail on an otherwise immaculately manicured hand. His hair is dark, short and straight; his eyes are dark and his skin is tanned; he is within six months of his fortieth birthday. Today, he is wearing an exquisitely-cut lightweight beige suit, a cream shirt, and a tie of pale pink silk; his socks are cream and his brogues brown; a handkerchief peeps shyly from his breast pocket. The heat of the day has left him unmoved, and he looks as immaculate as when he had dressed at seven that morning. 

At a desk opposite sits another man. Not much more than half the older man’s age, he is however nearly twice the size. Six feet five and a half inches in his rather large cotton socks, he is built along the lines of a brick outhouse. Everything about him is untidy. His hair sticks up in sweaty tufts, his tie is askew, his collar open. Ink stains his fingers and he breathes adenoidally through his mouth, as what passes for his brain fights the heat in order to deal with the paperwork before him. 

The internal telephone on the older man’s desk trills selfimportantly and he puts down his nail file and lifts the receiver. ‘Yes?’ (Pause) ‘Speaking.’ (Pause) ‘Oh, not in another godforsaken village?’ (Pause) ‘If I must. But who will I take with me? My sergeant’s on leave for another week.’ (Pause) ‘You can’t mean that.’ (Pause) ‘You do mean that.’ (Pause) ‘A plague on your house, Bob Bryant.’ 

Inspector Harry Falconer replaced the telephone handset and looked across the office with an expression of disdain. ‘Come along, Constable Carmichael, you’ve been seconded to plain clothes and temporarily promoted, so now you’re an acting detective sergeant. We’ve got a murder on our hands so, let’s be getting you into some of the aforementioned apparel.’ 


‘Beg pardon, sir?’ 



‘Out of uniform, Carmichael. That’s what plain clothes means.’ Falconer sighed. 

Ralph ‘Davey’ Carmichael put down the statement he had been making such heavy weather of, his features a picture of awe and delight.  


‘And it’s a real live murder, sir?’ 



‘No, a real dead one. Come on, man, look lively. We’ve got to get changed.’ 

‘Have we got time to bother with what we’re wearing, sir?’ 

Falconer’s upper lip lifted almost imperceptibly in the wraith of a sneer. ‘If you think I’m going into the country wearing town clothes you must be mad. Anyway, what’s half an hour to a corpse? It’ll still be just as dead if we don’t turn up till tomorrow. By the way, do you have a car?’ 

‘Skoda,’ replied the younger man, eyes now agleam with anticipation. 

‘We’ll take mine.’ Falconer drove a sporty little two seater. As they descended the stairs, he eyed Carmichael’s bulk dubiously, and idly wondered if he had a shoehorn in the glove compartment. 

––––––––
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Harry Falconer tapped the steering wheel impatiently, as he waited outside the dingy terrace where Carmichael lived with his mother, current step-father and an assortment of siblings and half-siblings. Partly-dismantled motorcycles fought for space with lop-sided tricycles and dolls’ prams, amidst the forlorn clumps of weeds and mess that passed for a front garden.  

The inspector looked down approvingly at his own fresh attire. His trousers were lightweight twill with a hint of lovat, his shirt lemon, his waistcoat in discreet tweed, and his tie and jacket a muted brown. He looked (and felt) every inch the English country gentleman. But nothing lasts forever ... 

Carmichael finally emerged through the debris-strewn frontage in what he considered appropriate attire for the occasion, and Falconer stared in disbelief at the vision of sartorial inelegance that was his partner-in-crime. In place of his rumpled (but at least discreet) uniform, he now wore a pink, orange and green Hawaiian shirt, blue and purple Bermuda shorts, sandals (with regulation black socks), the whole ensemble topped off with an Arsenal baseball cap worn the right way round. Carmichael was probably the only twenty-something person in Market Darley, possibly in the world, who always wore his baseball cap the right way round, a fitting testimonial to his conservative attitude to life (if not to colour co-ordination). 


‘This do, sir?’ he ventured almost shyly. 



‘Get in quickly, man. Quickly!’ Falconer thought, but was too stunned to add, ‘Before someone sees you.’ An awful lot of people were going to see Carmichael today, and each and every one of them was going to remember who was with him. 

––––––––
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There is nothing faster-growing known to man (or woman) than that which goes by the name of ‘the village grapevine’. The airwaves and the Green were thick with news, rumour and conjecture. Alan Warren-Browne had taken the unprecedented step of closing the post office during normal opening hours, and had retired to his bed where he lay, exhausted with shock, next to his wife who snored gently and peacefully, escaping her migraine with the aid of a sleeping tablet. 

Rebecca Rollason’s 999 call had initially summoned Constable John Proudfoot from Carsfold, a large village five miles south of Castle Farthing, and it was he who, realising that he was out of his depth, had called for assistance from higher up. His solid figure now guarded the closed front door of Crabapple Cottage. He stood there now, immovable and silent, perspiring gently, secure in the knowledge that he would soon be able to wash his hands of the whole messy situation and get back to some proper rural policing, like sheep-worrying, and possession of unlicensed shotguns. It was a rather muddled thought that made him sound quite criminal, but he knew what he meant, and that was all that mattered. 

Lack of solid information did not hinder the growth of the grapevine though, it merely meant that it had to rely more heavily on rumour and conjecture to stretch its spreading tendrils. 

At the vicarage Rev. Bertie Swainton-Smythe entered his dank, north-facing study to answer the summons of the telephone. Picking up the receiver he trilled, ‘Three, five, seven,’ thus immediately declaring himself to be what was known colloquially as ‘OV’ (as opposed to ‘NV’). Many village communities have their petty snobberies and, although not exclusive to it, this was one which Castle Farthing had embraced since telephone numbers ceased to have only three digits. 

To elucidate briefly, any resident who had been born in the village, or whose family had lived there for at least a hundred years, and who, furthermore, lived in one of the older properties with an old-style telephone number, was deemed to be Old Village. Anyone who did not fulfil these criteria was deemed to be New Village, including those who had always lived there but had moved to modern houses. Old telephone numbers shared the first three digits: new telephone numbers in the village only shared the first two digits, therefore, NV’s had to declare four digits when answering the instrument, or passing on their number to a new neighbour.  

The Reverend Bertie himself was, technically, NV as he had only been the incumbent at St Cuthbert’s for ten years. Married, however, to Lillian who had been born there, and who was niece to Martha who had, likewise, been born there, he had been tacitly accepted as OV in more than just his telephone number. It must be said, though, that his being a man of the cloth was largely responsible for the warm welcome he received in most villagers’ homes. 

But, to return to Bertie in his gloomy study: his cheery ‘Three, five, seven,’ was answered by the voice of his aunt-by-marriage.

‘Have you heard, Bertie? Has anyone sent for you yet?’ 

‘Heard what, Auntie?’ he asked, a knot of apprehension forming in his stomach. 


‘About old Reg Morley.’ 

‘What about him?’ 

‘Dead. Murdered.’ 



‘Surely he can’t have been murdered, Aunt Martha. Not in Castle Farthing. This is a nice village. People don’t get murdered here. It must have been his heart. He wasn’t a young man and he did smoke.’ 

‘Bertie, stop rambling and listen to me. When I went down to collect my paper the whole village was buzzing with it. They say that Alan Warren-Browne found him about an hour ago, but he’s gone to ground.’ 

‘How did he find him? I mean, how did he know he’d been murdered and hadn’t just passed away in his sleep?’ 

The old lady’s voice took on an edge of exasperation. ‘How should I know, Bertie dear. All sorts of rumours are flying around. Some say he was in a pool of blood with his head bashed in, some are sure there was a knife in the place where his heart would have been if he’d had one, and others say that he was strangled and robbed. I went to find out what had happened to the poor dog, but that John Proudfoot was standing outside the front door doing a pretty good impression of all three wise monkeys. Why, when I remember how backward he was with his reading, and all the extra time I had to give him, I could slap him for trying to ignore me like that.’  

Bertie could easily visualise this encounter, and gave a little smirk, before he recalled the seriousness of the conversation. ‘Leave it to me, Auntie. I’ll go round right away. After all, I would have been his spiritual advisor, should the old gent ever have felt the need for such a thing,’ and with this he hung up the receiver and went in search of his old panama hat as protection against the heat of the sun. 

Both benches on the village green were occupied, and a suspiciously large number of people had suddenly been moved to feed the ducks on the pond. In fact, so numerous were they that the ducks had taken fright at the rain of stale bread and dry cake, and had fled, en masse, into the safety of the reeds in the centre of the pond to ride out this unwarranted spell of popularity. The village shops were also doing a surprisingly brisk trade for a Monday morning. Rosemary Wilson and Kerry Long were run off their feet in Allsorts, as were the Heaths in the CFFC. Thirsty hordes filled the teashop and spilled out on to the few tables and chairs outside on the pavement. The air was full of anticipation and the hum of conversation, and all eyes were fixed, some blatantly, some warily, on that lone figure of authority guarding the door of number four High Street, aka Crabapple Cottage.
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Chapter Three


[image: ]




Monday 13th July – midday 

The solemn tolling of a lone bell echoed sonorously across village and fields. Those out and about on the green bowed their heads, some crossing themselves self-consciously. The bell tolled on for Reg Morley. Farmers and labourers in the fields stopped what they were doing, removed their caps and counted to see if the departed was young or old. As the tolls continued they relaxed a little. At least it had not been a child. 

It was into this sombre atmosphere that Falconer and Carmichael drove, pulling up just past Crabapple Cottage into a space, coned off by Constable Proudfoot, by the walled garden of the post office. Falconer locked his car and approached the uniformed officer, surprised to find his initial greeting ignored, as the perspiring constable’s lips moved silently, counting. ‘Seventy-nine, eighty, eighty-one, eightytwo, eighty-three ... Sorry, sir. What was that you said?’ 


‘What on earth were you counting for, Constable ...?’ 



‘Proudfoot, sir. Constable Proudfoot. Passing bell. I were counting.’ 


‘What in the name of goodness is a passing bell?’ 



‘Tells folk that one of their own’s passed on. The number of tolls gives their age.’ 

‘Fascinating,’ glowered Falconer, who always felt out of his depth when people went all ‘harvest home’ on him. 

‘Where’s the body?’ 


‘Kitchen, sir.’ 

‘Nothing’s been touched, I hope.’ 

‘Well ...’ Proudfoot looked a mite uncomfortable. 

‘What do you mean?’ 

‘There’s sort of someone with him.’ 

‘Sort of? There can’t be “sort of” someone with him. 



Either there is or there isn’t!’ 

‘There is.’ Proudfoot’s colour was rising with his discomfiture. 

‘Who? When? Why?’ Falconer’s high horse had just stepped forward to be mounted. 


‘’Tis only the vicar, sir. Couldn’t see no harm in that.’ 



‘Couldn’t you, Constable Proudfoot? And what if the vicar is the one who did for this old gentleman, or it was someone he knows and wants to protect. He could be in there now destroying vital evidence, while you stand out here turning a blind eye and aiding and abetting him.’ 

‘But ’tis only the vicar, sir. He wouldn’t do nothing like that. He’s a man of God.’ 

‘With feet of clay, no doubt. Get out of my way, you bumbling fool, before there’s any more harm done.’ And, pushing the bulky man to one side, he beckoned to Carmichael (glinting like a jewel in his rainbow attire) to follow him, and bustled through the front door of the cottage, bristling with indignation. 

––––––––
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‘What the hell do you think you’re doing, sir?’ roared Falconer. The earthly remains of Reg Morley were slumped in a Windsor chair by the range, a man in black kneeling before him, apparently examining his knees. 

‘Praying for his immortal soul. And who might you be?’ asked the vicar, rising from his knees and extending a hand in greeting. 

‘Inspector Falconer, and this,’ (he winced at the shambolic figure ducking under the low ceiling), ‘is Acting 

Detective Sergeant Carmichael. And you are?’ 

‘Vicar of this parish, for my sins. Bertie SwaintonSmythe. D.D.’ Their hands met briefly, more of a squaring up than a tactile social ritual. 


‘Indeedy?’ Falconer already felt wrong-footed. 



‘No, no. D.D. – Doctor of Divinity. Sorry. Didn’t mean to catch you out.’ 

Oh yeah, sure you didn’t, but Falconer kept this thought to himself.  

‘That bell that was ringing when we got here. Do you always do that?’ Carmichael was always eager to learn where he could. 

‘Oh, yes.’ Bertie felt inclined to conversation, now that introductions, however shaky, had been effected. ‘Got to keep up all the old customs. The village expects it. We’re high church here, you know. Oodles of incense and enough genuflexions to create a surplus – bit of a pun there, I’m afraid: surplus and surplice. We have early communion and sung Eucharist every Sunday, Matins first and third Sundays of the month, Evensong, second and fourth. 

‘What about the fifth Sundays?’ Falconer cut in, with a sarcastic edge to his voice. 

‘Practically a day off, old chap, what? Ha ha! Get the old Eucharist out of the way early, and feet up for the rest of the day.’ Bertie was oblivious to sarcasm. 

‘Right, that’s enough of this tomfoolery. Let’s get on with the job at hand, and stop clucking like a gaggle of old ladies. Vicar, turn out your pockets, and then I want you out of here. This is a crime scene, not a parish knitting circle.’ 

Left to their own devices, the two policemen had their first opportunity to examine the body, although they could not yet move it, as first the police surgeon had to pronounce the life officially over, and photographs and fingerprints would have to be taken. 

Even at first glance, it was fairly obvious that the old man had been garrotted. His empurpled, swollen features supported this, and the fold in his scrawny neck, where whatever had been used to choke the life out of him, was just visible. He was slumped backwards in the wooden chair, his hands hanging over the sides, where they must have fallen when his struggles ceased, and he had lost his fight for life. A dark stain before the range and some shards of china showed where his drumming feet must have kicked a cup over. ‘Cocoa,’ decided Carmichael, who had dropped to his knees on the grubby floor to sniff the area. 

‘Well done, lad,’ Falconer thanked him gratefully, eyeing the state of the brick-tiled floor and his own immaculate trousering. ‘Let’s see if there’s anything here for us, any signs of a forced entry, then we’ll get started on the neighbours, see if anyone heard or saw anything yesterday evening. We’ll assume evening because of the cocoa.’ 

Even in the heat of summer, a musty, dank smell hung in the air and mingled with the aromas of dog and seldomwashed owner. A fly buzzed lazily at the closed window, no doubt drowsy from the stale air. ‘Come on, Carmichael.’ Falconer indicated with his head towards the front of the 

property. ‘Let’s go and play “Grass Thy Neighbour”.’ 

––––––––
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As a young man, Falconer had served ten years in the army, and those years had left their mark. He owed his immaculate appearance and painstaking attention to detail to this era of his life. He had also learnt, during this decade, to ‘learn’ his enemy before engaging him (or her) in combat. To this end, he would take initial statements from a great number of people at the start of an investigation and, without pressing them on any involvement on their part, would, with gentle encouragement, get them to ‘squeal’ on anyone they wished. After a little judicious cross-referencing and collation, he would end up with a useful list of accusations with which to begin his second round of statements. It was devious, but it got results, and it caught many an unwary witness on the hop. 

Leaving Constable Proudfoot to await the arrival of a scenes-of-crime team, Falconer pointed himself towards the village pub. It was as good a place as any to start, and it was nearly lunchtime. The church clock was just striking twelve and George Covington was drawing the bolts on the front entrance to the pub as they approached it. Not being a town pub, it was not open all day. 

The positioning of The Fisherman’s Flies was ideal, for its south-facing garden allowed maximum enjoyment of the sunshine for those who felt so inclined, its north-facing bar was a haven of coolness in summer, and a log-fire-heated snug was exactly that in the winter months. Stepping in from the fierce midday July heat was like suddenly finding yourself underwater, and both policemen gave an involuntary shiver at the contrast in temperatures. Clematis, ivy and other vigorous climbing plants partly covered the pub’s windows in their scramble upwards, making the lighting in the bar dim and green-tinged, re-enforcing the sub-marine atmosphere. 

Ever-observant, Falconer had made a mental note of the licensee’s name above the door, assumed it was he who would take responsibility for opening up, and thus addressed the man now behind the bar by name. ‘Good day to you, Mr Covington. We’ll take a little refreshment if we may, and then, perhaps, we could have a little chat.’ 

George Covington treated the introductions that followed with due solemnity, recommended the local smoked trout salad, and assured them that he and his wife would speak to them as soon as they had eaten. 

After their excellent salad (although Carmichael could not see what was wrong with a good steak and kidney pie, mushy peas, and chips with curry gravy), the landlord and his wife arrived together at their table, for although the tables at the front of the pub had filled rapidly, they had filled with the curious rather than the hungry. These ‘customers’ were more concerned with having a ringside seat for the unfolding village drama than with parting with any significant sums of money to maintain their places. They preferred to keep their money in their pockets, and their wits about them, in case they missed anything. 

George and Paula Covington appeared an ill-matched couple when seen together. He seemed a typical country fellow in his late fifties. Broad, balding, and ruddy complexioned, he was slow of movement, quietly spoken, and had surprisingly large hands and gentle grey eyes. His wife was the chalk to his cheese. She was about a decade younger, although her age was difficult to determine due to the amount of ‘help’ that she gave her appearance. Her hair was abundant and hennaed, her make-up heavy. Her proportions were generous and enhanced by a low-cut, closefitting, leopard-patterned top and a short, narrow black skirt. She wore black stiletto-heeled shoes and a multiplicity of jangling gilt jewellery. Her voice, when she spoke, was slightly husky, probably from the cigarettes that she appeared to chain-smoke, and belied her London origins. She also displayed an unfortunate tendency to giggle in a flirtatious manner when spoken to by anyone of the opposite sex. 

‘’E didn’t come in more ’n once a week,’ George explained, when asked about Reg Morley’s habits, ‘and then ’e’d only ’ave an ’alf – made that last a two-hour stretch if ’e could. Tight-fisted old sinner ’e were, but not above cadgin’ a drink off of anyone daft enough to put their ’and in their pocket. But ’e weren’t no trouble. Sat by the fire in winter to save on ’eatin’, same as a lot of old folk on a pension. ’Alf of mild’s a lot cheaper than a scuttleful of coal. 

‘That little dog of ’is is a rare ’un, though, when it comes to beggin’ for crisps and peanuts. Reg’lar card is that Buster, although Reg weren’t above showin’ ’im the boot when the mood was on ’im. Wonder what’ll ’appen to ’im now.’ (Falconer wondered what exactly had happened to him, as there had been no sign of a dog when they were at the cottage, and made a mental note to nip back and have a word with Proudfoot.) ‘But no,’ concluded the publican, ‘Reg knew better than to cause trouble in ’ere.’ 

‘But what about that slangin’ match wiv the Brigadier?’ his wife interrupted, a slight tartness in her tone indicating that she was feeling a little left out of the limelight. ‘I thought the two old boys were goin’ to come to blows, fists up, circlin’ round they were, blowin’ off enough ’ot air to fill a balloon.’ 

‘When was this?’ Falconer’s interest had been diverted and he nodded to Carmichael to make sure that he was taking note of this. 

‘Friday night last,’ George took over the narrative. ‘Ol’ Reg, ’e was sittin’ beside the ’arth as usual, it bein’ a breezy day, suppin’ ’is ’alf, little Buster asleep under ’is chair, when in comes the Brigadier an’ ’is wife for a pink gin or three. 

Reg’lar as clockwork, those two are, on a Friday, seven-thirty on the dot. Well, we was fair busy with some summer folk who’d been up at the ruins and the trout farm – been ’avin’ a look at the church, that kind of thing. Then about nine, it all thins out.’ 

‘The Brigadier’d ’ad a few by then,’ Paula interjected, eager to cut to the chase. ‘’E was soundin’ off to the vicar and ’is wife about someone thievin’. Louder and louder ’e got, about someone raidin’ ’is fruit an’ veg patch, someone who’d ’ad ’is eggs and, maybe, even made off with a hen or two. Right purple in the face ’e was, an’ then ’e spotted the old man over by the fireside, an’ I thought ’is ’ead was goin’ to explode, ’is face got so black.’ 


‘I don’t think it was quite that dramatic, Paula love.’ 



‘It was indeed, George Covington,’ she countered. ‘Surely you recall ’ow ’e marched over an’ ’auled ’im to ’is feet and barked into the old man’s face that ’e deserved ’orsewhippin’?’ 

‘Is that correct, Mr Covington?’ Falconer cut in. There was a brief nod from the publican before his wife, the bit between her teeth now, galloped on with her narrative. 

‘And the old boy asked ’im what ’e was bellowin’ about, and then ’e gave a sly sort of grin an’ said that some folks ’ad so much it was amazin’ as ’ow they ’ad the memory to miss a tiny morsel. Well, that was it, wasn’t it? The Brigadier rolled up ’is sleeves, the two o’ them raised their fists and began to circle. Pathetic, it was really, two men o’ their age tryin’ to act like they was twenty again.’ 

‘That’s when I went over and intervened, Inspector.’ George took over the tale again. ‘It wasn’t as if I was worried about any damage. It was more the injured dignity I could see a-comin’ that worried me. They’d made fools enough of themselves, and it was well-nigh time someone stopped them goin’ any further.’ This simple statement of fact showed the sturdy logic of George Covington’s mind, an admirable character trait in a publican. 


‘And then what happened?’ 

‘Nothin’. That were it.’ 



‘Not quite, George, an’ you know it. It was the language, Inspector. You should’ve ’eard it. Like when I was a nipper in the East End.’ Paula Covington’s eyes grew misty as she remembered more exciting times in her youth. She was grateful to have met George, and happy that he had asked her to be his wife. He was no oil-painting, but she had been well past her sell-by date when they had met, having had more than her fair share of fast-living when she was young, and, if her life was more sedate now, at least it was secure. George had taken her at face value and loved her for what she was. He thought himself a very lucky man to have her as his wife, and she, in her turn, was treated like a rare jewel. 

Returning to the present, she continued, ‘Fair effin’ an’ blindin’ they were, old Reg callin’ the Brigadier every name under the sun, the Brigadier threatenin’ to set the dogs on ’im if ever ’e caught ’im on ’is property. Said ’e’d whip ’im to within an inch of ’is miserable, thievin’ life if he tried anything like that again. ‘Aven’t ’eard language like that since those sheep got loose and got into the caravan park,’ she concluded with a sigh of nostalgia. 

‘It were all ’ot air, though,’ George was quick to add. Eighty-three bells I counted this mornin’ for old Reg, and the Brigadier’s seventy-five if ’e’s a day. Neither of ‘em ’d’ve ’ad the strength to knock the skin off of a rice puddin’ if you ask me.’ 

There being nothing of interest from that previous evening that either of them had heard or observed on the other side of the green, Falconer thanked them for their time and made preparations to leave. 

––––––––
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Outside it was the hottest part of the day, and the village shimmered in the unrelenting heat. Fewer newshounds dotted the green, and the ducks remained amongst the reeds or clustered under the shade of the trees, ready to take cover, should there be another barrage of stale bread and cake. Falconer decided to shelve the matter of the missing dog for the present. They would tackle the finder of the body first and, as they headed towards the post office, a lone wolfwhistle reminded him that Acting DS Jean-Paul Gaultier was as conspicuous as ever. 

The post office was still closed for business, although whether for the lunch break or for the whole day was not indicated, so Falconer rang the bell for the private accommodation. Although his summons was answered in less than a minute, he could feel the perspiration begin to trickle down his back, and smell the dusty scent of the parched pavement as the door opened. 

They were summoned inside by a whey-faced man, only a few years short of retirement, who looked like he carried the weight of the world on his shoulders. After introductions were effected he said, ‘Do come in. We’ll go upstairs to the sitting room, but would you mind being quiet. My wife’s in bed with a migraine – she’s a martyr to them – and I’d like her to sleep for as long as she can.’ This request over, he walked slowly and quietly before them and showed them into a cool, shady room at the rear of the property that overlooked a pretty walled garden that must adjoin Crabapple Cottage.  

The room was papered in a pale apricot sprigged with tiny daisies, the furniture was of oak, and chintz-upholstered. On the mantelpiece were several silver-framed photographs of a pretty girl, from baby to young woman, a wedding photograph, and one of the woman with two very young children, obviously the most recent. 

‘Our goddaughter and her family,’ explained Alan Warren-Browne, seeing the direction of the inspector’s glance. ‘Do take a seat. I’m sure you’d like me to tell you what happened this morning.’ And this he did, starting with the dog’s barking, his wife’s headache, and the unpleasant surprise awaiting him outside the post office door. 

‘I was pretty furious, I can tell you, and I banged like fury on his front door.’ A little of the pallor left the postmaster’s face as he remembered the intensity of his emotion. ‘I felt like throttling the old devil. Oh, not literally,’ he backpedalled, recalling the circumstances, ‘but I was so steamed up. I marched round to the back door, certain that he was hiding from me and laughing up his sleeve. I knew he was in there because of the dog, you see. He never went anywhere without Buster. I thought he wasn’t answering the door on purpose. 

‘Anyway, I hammered on the back door a couple of times and shouted, then I tried the door handle and it wasn’t locked. I fairly fell through it, the dog yelped and shot out, nearly having me over, then I saw him in the chair.’ 

‘Did you touch anything, Mr Warren-Browne?’ Might as well see if he would admit to any fingerprints that might be found, thought Falconer. 

‘Apart from the door, I think I put my hand on the wooden chair arm when I was checking that he wasn’t unconscious or asleep, although only the dead could have slept through the racket that Buster had been making. But then, of course, he was dead.’ The narrative dwindled to a halt. Acting DS Carmichael was sitting slightly out of the elderly man’s eyeline, notebook open, tongue protruding from the side of his mouth in concentration, grateful for the momentary silence as he struggled to keep up with the narrative.  


‘And what did you do next?’ 



‘Oh, I bolted. Couldn’t get out of there fast enough. I was so panicked that I didn’t even go back out the kitchen door. I blundered through the hall, had a beastly wrestle with the front door ...’ 

‘It was locked?’ Falconer liked his detail as fresh as possible. 

‘It was, but the door had also dropped on its hinges, and when I unlocked it I had to give it a good heave to get out. There’s probably a knack to it, but I didn’t have time to think about that. Then I caught sight of Mrs Rollason from the teashop. I didn’t want to disturb Marian any more, as she already had one of her beastly heads,’ (here Falconer had to repress a smile at the mental image that this last phrase conjured up), ‘so I called to Mrs Rollason to dial 999, then I’m afraid I closed up shop and went to bed. Felt absolutely washed out. Wife had taken a sleeping tablet and was already out of it. Felt I could do worse than join her.’ 

‘And did you hear or see anything of Mr Morley yesterday, particularly during the evening? Anything, no matter how trivial it might seem to you, might put us on to someone who might have vital evidence.’ Falconer’s hunch muscle was telling him to become persuasive. After all, these people had been right next door when the deed had been done. 

Much to his surprise (and annoyance) a voice from the door interrupted the flow. ‘What’s going on, Alan? Who are these gentlemen?’ 

In the doorway stood the slight, frail figure of Marian Warren-Browne, wrapped in a floral robe of some light material, a puzzled frown on her face. 


‘They’re policemen, my dear.’ 

‘Why, what’s happened? It’s not something to do with 



Kerry and the kiddies, is it?’ 


‘No, nothing to do with them at all.’ 



‘That beastly old man hasn’t been making trouble again, has he?’ 


‘Who’s Kerry?’ Falconer fired off simultaneously. 



‘Our goddaughter, Kerry Long. And no, only in so much as he’s gone and got himself murdered,’ replied Alan Warren-Browne, trying to answer both queries at the same time. 


‘What’s your goddaughter got to do with the deceased?’ 

‘What are you talking about, murdered?’ 



Falconer held up a hand and rose, calling for order and, when Marian had been apprised of the morning’s events missed in her drug-induced sleep, returned to his own unanswered question. ‘What has your goddaughter got to do with the deceased?’ As he asked it, he could not prevent his eyes from straying to the photographs on the mantelpiece. 

Marian Warren-Browne had slumped into one of the chintz-covered armchairs, and made no effort to speak. Her husband, ever protective, moved to fill the silence. ‘Kerry lives in Jasmine Cottage, next door to Crabapple Cottage, and has been there since just after her marriage broke up. In fact, we secured the cottage for her so that we could help out with babysitting and suchlike.’ 

‘More’s the pity, the trouble it’s caused the poor dear, living next to that monster.’ Marian Warren-Browne lapsed back into silence again after this brief rally, laid her head back against the embroidered antimacassar and closed her eyes. Her skin looked grey in the north light from the sash window. 

‘That wicked old man has had it in for her since the day she moved in.’ Alan Warren-Browne continued the explanation. ‘The fact is, he just doesn’t – sorry, didn’t – like children. Made her life a misery over them playing and laughing, and then let that dog of his bark when he knew they were asleep, and let him get through the hedge and do his business in their garden. That’s downright dangerous – a positive health hazard – with young children around.’ He ground to a halt and looked across at his wife as if seeking guidance, but she was still sunk in post-migraine misery and did not notice his look. 

With an expression of resolution on his face he continued, ‘Anyway, there was something yesterday evening that I suppose you ought to hear about from us.’ Marian’s head began to rise. ‘We’d been outside all afternoon, and it was getting on.’ 

‘What time yesterday evening?’ Falconer interrupted him as he sensed a change in the atmosphere.  

Marian was now fully alert and cut in urgently, ‘No, no, you mean yesterday afternoon, darling. Really, you’re getting so muddled of late, I despair of you.’ 

Alan Warren-Browne’s forehead creased, then relaxed slightly as he agreed. ‘Silly of me, of course. What time was it, sweetheart?’ For some reason Marian Warren-Browne was definitely in the driving seat now. 

‘When that dreadful noise was coming from the garage, you remember? So we couldn’t really hear very clearly.’ 

‘Of course. My wife’s spot on. Heard Kerry having a good old harangue, but no idea what it was all about. Might just have been her shouting at the kiddies, I suppose.’ 

This was an abrupt volte-face, from ‘something they ought to know’, to ‘just shouting at the kiddies’, and Alan Warren-Browne looked as if he had had only a brief and very recent glance at the script. Something was being concealed, and Falconer would find out what it was, either from them or from someone else, and he did not care which.  
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Chapter Four
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Monday 13th July – early afternoon 

Back out in the early afternoon sunshine, Falconer and Carmichael walked the few short yards from the post office to Crabapple Cottage, where they found Constable Proudfoot still on guard at the front door, his face crimson in the heat, perspiration dripping from his nose and chin. 


‘Scene-of-Crime people been?’ enquired Falconer. 



‘Yes, sir. And the police surgeon. Search just completed. Just need your authority to seal it off now.’ 

‘By the way. Was there a little dog here this morning when you arrived?’ 

‘Indeed there was, sir. Yappy little thing it was too, but seemed friendly enough.’ 

‘And where is that friendly little dog now, Constable Proudfoot. You seem to have omitted to inform me of its whereabouts.’ 

‘Miss Cadogan took it, sir. Old schoolmistress from Sheepwash Lane. She were here first thing, harassing me to let her take it and collect its things. I didn’t know what else to do with it, so I let it go with her,’ he blustered. 

‘Put it in your report, Proudfoot,’ sighed the inspector, scandalised at this lax attitude. ‘By the way, you’ve had a quick scout around. Anything worthy of mention?’ 

‘No signs of forced entry. No signs of any search being made by person or persons unknown. Key still on the inside of the back door. Oh, and about nine thousand pounds in a 

box under the bed, mostly in old fivers.’ 


‘What?’ 



Proudfoot gave him a ‘not my fault this time’ look, and turned his gaze skywards to follow the lazy course of a pigeon towards the oak trees on the green. 

––––––––
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Carmichael had the good sense to keep quiet, as they walked next door to Jasmine Cottage. As they approached it, a figure hurried up to it, handbag slung casually over one shoulder. Although recognisable as the subject of the photographs on her godparents’ mantelpiece, there had obviously not been a recent addition to their collection. The bloom had gone from Kerry Long’s skin, she was a little too thin, and her features had become sharp, her expression harder. Maybe this was a result of the harsh realities of the breakdown of her marriage and single-parenthood, or maybe it was from the strain of a protracted battle with her unpleasant elderly neighbour. Falconer did not know the answer to this, but he meant to find out. 


‘Mrs Long?’ he enquired. 



‘Ms Long,’ she corrected him. ‘Who wants to know?’ ‘Inspector Falconer – and this is Acting DS Carmichael. It’s about Mr Morley next door.’ 

‘If you find out who did it, let me know so I can buy them a drink.’ 


‘I beg your pardon?’ 

‘Sorry. That wasn’t a very nice thing to say, was it?’ ‘Can we have a word?’ he asked. 



‘I was just on my way back for a few minutes’ break: I work over in Allsorts. Left the kiddies over there for a few minutes, so I can catch my breath. The rush has calmed down a bit now, as you lot haven’t carted anyone off in handcuffs. The Punch and Judy show loses its shine when the puppets don’t perform,’ and with this somewhat enigmatic turn of phrase she held the door open for them to enter. 

Although the cottage was the same age, size and design as its counterpart next door, it could not have been more dissimilar in its interior. Crabapple Cottage had been dark, grimy, uncared for and neglected. The tiny front room in Jasmine Cottage, into which the young woman now conducted them, was bright and cheery with white walls and woodwork. Sensible washable covers in a royal blue and jade zigzagged pattern on the two-seater settee and single armchair, and a vase of scarlet roses on the polished mantelshelf lifted the spirits; there were cream curtains at the tiny windows, and pale washable rugs on the uneven floor completed the picture of a well-cared for home. 

Falconer nodded approvingly and Carmichael positively beamed. He could do with just such a little gem as this place when he was ready to spread his wings. Seeing their expressions of approval, their hostess asked, rather shyly as if expecting a rebuttal, if they would like to see the rest of the downstairs, and Carmichael’s enthusiastic, ‘Please,’ brought a smile to her face that dispelled the hardness that had sat there at their arrival. 

A second door off the hall led to a tiny dining room which overlooked the back garden. Here, a cheap, white plastic patio set had been transformed with a tablecloth tie-dyed in yellow, orange and red, the chairs draped with crimson cotton. The same colour hung at the windows, and the old floorboards were (with young children in the house) sensibly bare and well-polished. So bright were the colours that Carmichael blended in splendidly, and Falconer looked as if he had suddenly faded to monochrome in comparison. 

Kerry Long nodded towards the dining set next to which Carmichael was standing and murmured, ‘It’s amazing what you can do with some jumble sale sheets and a bit of imagination,’ leaving the policemen in some doubt as to whether it was her own homemaking, or the younger man’s peacock appearance, to which she was referring. And with that ambiguous remark, she led them out to the tiny kitchen at the back of the cottage. 

It, too, was immaculate, the cupboards home-made many years ago, but freshly painted in a vivid lime green. Falconer’s eyes darted back and forth in search of something he could not find, but had expected to be there. At last he gave in and asked, ‘Where’s your washing machine?’ 

With a rueful smile the young woman replied, ‘Haven’t got one. Can’t afford it.’ 

‘But you’ve got kiddies.’ Carmichael was full of concern. His mum could not manage without hers. It was in use every day, sometimes two or three times. ‘And them covers on the suite, and the rugs and stuff. How do you manage?’ 


‘I manage all right, thank you, DS ...’ 

‘Carmichael. Acting.’ 



‘DS Carmichael Acting it is, then. Most stuff I can manage myself. I’m used to hard work. Really heavy stuff my auntie takes into the launderette in Carsfold for me. That helps a lot.’ 

Although Falconer was aware that he had veered the conversation in this direction, it was becoming a little too cosily domestic for his liking, and he cleared his throat in an effort to get everyone’s attention back to the matter in hand. ‘About Mr Morley?’ he prompted. 

‘Oh, I’m sorry, Inspector. Go back through to the front room and take a seat, and I’ll see if I can be of any help.’ 

Back in the front room, and back to the more serious business on which they had called, Falconer asked the inevitable question. ‘How well did you get on with Mr Morley, Ms Long?’ although the answer was fairly obvious from what they had already gleaned at the Post Office, and the young woman’s reaction when they had arrived. 

A cloud crossed her face, and the former hardness returned as she answered, ‘Not at all. We didn’t get on at all. Anyone’ll tell you, so I better had. We were at loggerheads, and have been since we moved in here.’ 


‘Can you tell me why?’ 



‘I wish I knew.’ Carmichael discreetly opened his notebook and began to scribble. ‘He’s had it in for me and the kids from the day we got here. He just doesn’t like kids. If they lark around and play indoors, he bangs – oh, that should be banged – the wall at them. If they played in the garden, he yelled for them to shut up. If I went out and left washing on the line, nine times out of ten, he’d have a bonfire. And if me and the kids were trying to get a bit of peace and quiet, or they were asleep, he’d let that blasted dog of his out and set it off yapping. He’d shut it out in the garden for hours in all weathers, even though the stupid thing adored him and that’s more than any other living creature did.  

‘And he’d encourage it into our garden for a ‘dump’ when I was out. He was really foul to us, and we’d done nothing to him except exist and move in here.’ 

‘Your godparents mentioned an incident yesterday afternoon,’ he offered, deciding to hold fire on his hunch and gain her confidence, rather than alienate her. Relaxed, she was more likely to let something slip. 

‘Oh, that. Yes. That filthy old man had been throwing dog shit at my clean sheets. It takes ages to wash them in the bath, and he’d scored a direct hit right in the middle of a white double. I could’ve killed him,’ she stated baldly, apparently unaware of the significance of what she had said. ‘I shouted like hell over the fence, but the old sod wouldn’t come out, so I had another shout out of the window when he took that shite-hound of his out for a walk. I mean, that stuff can blind kids, and I hate having to keep them out of the garden till I’ve been over it with a fine tooth comb. I got him later on, though, out the back, and really laid into him.’ She sighed deeply. ‘On the whole I’m rather glad he’s dead.’ 

Falconer put a mental tick beside the Warren-Brownes’ pathetic attempt to deceive him, and was rather surprised that this young woman should be so open in her hostility to one so recently murdered. She was either very naïve or very cunning.  

The inspector felt he now had a fair idea of the state of open warfare that had existed between these neighbours and, if he only felt a fleeting and guarded sympathy for this outwardly hard young woman, Carmichael had obviously seen a rather different side to her, if the expression on his face were a reflection of his feelings. He had sided totally with the hard-working underdog, and he surveyed her and her immaculate home with open admiration. (So much for impartiality, thought Falconer.) This admiration did not seem to be reciprocated however, as, whenever she felt herself unobserved, Kerry darted incredulous glances at 

Carmichael’s polychromatic length, as if she had never seen such a vision. Falconer smiled, as he imagined her to be sizing him up mentally to use as raw material for reupholstery. 

Dragging his thoughts back to the here and now, he asked, ‘Did you notice or hear if anyone called next door yesterday evening? This could be very important.’ 

‘I did hear a banging on his door and some shouting a bit after nine, maybe later, but I was in the bath.’ The tiniest of the three bedrooms upstairs had been converted to house more modern washing facilities than those provided by a tin bath hanging on a nail on the back wall. ‘But by the time I got out the noise had stopped.’ 


‘So you’ve no idea who it was? Man or woman?’ 



‘Oh, I’m fairly sure it was Nick Rollason – his wife runs the teashop. At least, when I looked out of the upstairs window, it was him I saw crossing the green from this direction, and I hardly think he’d’ve been to the post office at that time of night.’ 

‘Any impressions from what you saw?’ Falconer probed with little hope. 

‘Only that he might have been in the pub beforehand. He wasn’t walking terribly well. Looked like he’d had a few. But he’d certainly come from over this way, and there was nowhere else that he could have been coming from.’ 

Thanking her for her frankness and co-operation, the two men took their leave of her and went back outside, momentarily blinded by the contrast from the shady interior to dazzling sunshine. 

‘Brave girl, that,’ commented Carmichael. ‘Two kids to bring up on her own, neighbour from hell to contend with, got a job to hold down, no washing machine, and the house is immaculate. Wonder what fool let that gem get away.’ 

Wondering what fool had let Carmichael loose in the casual wear section of Marks & Blunders, Falconer said, ‘Come on Acting DS Smitten. Stop mooning over it and let’s see what the spider at the hub of the web has to say.’ 


‘Beg pardon, sir?’ 



‘The village shop, Carmichael, where else? The centre of all gossip, the fount and repository of all wisdom and knowledge, the reference library of life.’ 

‘Yes, sir.’ Carmichael knew when he was out of his depth, but who the hell was this Smitten bloke when he was at home? 

––––––––
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The village shop lived up to its name of ‘Allsorts’. Dim and cool inside, it was like an Aladdin’s cave of anything a rural dweller could want, without the inconvenience of a trip to town (with the exception of combine harvesters and livestock). A multiplicity of goods filled shelves, hung from the walls, and crouched on the floor, so many obstacles for the unwary or unobservant. Galvanised and plastic buckets jostled for place with mop-heads, old-fashioned Sunlight soap (do they still make that? wondered Falconer, disbelieving the evidence of his own eyes), clothes pegs and kindling. Bottles and jars, packets and boxes filled the central counter, alongside an array of cleaning materials, dishcloths and dusters. The far wall housed a refrigeration unit and a freezer: the main counter and till were surrounded by newspapers, magazines, greeting cards, sweets and tobacco products. 

Behind this counter was a round, rubber ball of a woman, overweight in a not-unattractive way. Probably in her midfifties, her grey hair was permed and immaculate, her overall clean and fresh, her smile genuine. ‘How can I help you gentlemen?’ she enquired, her voice belying her northern roots. 

Falconer held out his warrant card and made the necessary introductions.  

‘It’s about old Morley you’ll be wanting to know,’ she surmised, holding out her hand. I’m Rosemary Wilson – Mrs. I’m the owner.’ 

‘That’s right, Mrs Wilson. We’re just trying to get a general picture of what the unfortunate gentleman was like, see if we can’t clear up this sorry business as quickly as possible. We thought that, as the shop was probably the central meeting point for the village, you might be in a position to give us a few pointers.’ Falconer was not above flattery in his quest for information. 

‘I don’t like to gossip.’ Fifteen-love to Mrs Wilson. He had made an error of judgement. 

‘I’m sure you don’t, Mrs Wilson. I just thought that you might be able to give us a character sketch of him as a customer.’ The inspector was back-pedalling now, but it seemed to have worked. 

‘I do know he was a fair old nuisance to many. Never a pleasant word to say about anyone, and many an unpleasant one to folk’s faces, as well as behind their backs, in the hope they’d get to hear about it.’ 

‘Is there anyone in particular you feel you can tell us about,’ he probed, aware that this was just the start of the investigation and, should it prove to be a non-straightforward one, he would need the trust of as many of the villagers as he could get. 


‘I really don’t want to speak out of turn, Inspector.’ 



‘Anything at all would be helpful, Mrs Wilson.’ Really, thought Falconer, this was not at all how he had envisaged this conversation. He should now be overwhelmed with a torrent of local rumour, malice and spite. This was more like pulling teeth. 

‘Well,’ she capitulated slightly, ‘he didn’t like the Warren-Brownes at the post office. He had them down as stuck-up because of their double-barrelled name, and them liking to keep themselves to themselves. He had it in for them.’ 

‘In what way did he have it in for them? Can you be a bit more specific?’ Falconer knew he was covering old ground here, but encouraged the woman, to check the accuracy of what he had already been told. If her account tallied with the one the Warren-Brownes had offered, it meant that any further information from this source could probably be relied upon. 

‘Well, Mrs Warren-Browne – Marian – is an absolute martyr to them migraine headaches – these painkillers here,’ she pointed to her right on the display behind her, ‘I started stocking just for her.

Now, not even they are strong enough, and the doctor’s trying to find something as’ll work for her. And Mr Warren-Browne – Alan

– he’s that protective of her, her being so frail.’ 

‘And Mr Morley?’ prompted the inspector, aware of time passing. Carmichael, sensing repetition, had lost all interest in the proceedings and was gawping round the wares displayed with keen interest. 

‘He goaded that dog of his,’ she continued. ‘Goaded it, every opportunity he got, to make it bark. Knew it would set her off with one of her heads.’ Once more Falconer could not afford the luxury of time to enjoy this vision. He would have to save that for later. ‘And the old man seemed to time his dog’s walks so that it would quite often do its business outside the post office. Can’t blame the animal, of course, and Reg Morley wouldn’t know a poop scoop if one hit him in the eye.’ (Another surreal vision for later.) Mrs Wilson’s questing finger to the wall on her left, indicated a multicoloured array of what were described on the backing cardboard as ‘Doggy-Do-Aways’. 

‘Anything else you feel able to help us with?’ the inspector interjected at this natural break. 


‘Bit of a dirty old man, as well,’ she offered. 



‘How did that manifest itself?’ he prompted her, elbowing Carmichael in the ribs, to rouse him to take note of this new information. 

‘Why do you think he walked that dog of his in the woods? Young courting couples, of course! Dirty old man! Better than the telly, he thought, if he could have a good peek at young folks’ goings-on.’ The shopkeeper finished with a snort of disgust and a moue of distaste. 


‘What about relations with his other neighbours?’ 



This seemingly innocent question must have touched a nerve, for she coloured momentarily and said, ‘If you really want to know about him why don’t you speak to his nephew – or rather, great-nephew, I should say. He’ll give you chapter and verse, I don’t doubt. His name’s Mike Lowry and he runs the garage – out of the shop and it’s opposite on your right.’ And more than this she refused to say. 

As they exited, Carmichael summed up his impressions of the shop. ‘Funny smell in there, and it seemed so oldfashioned, it ought to have been in black and white.’ 

Unlike you, my lad. Unlike you! Falconer could not suppress the thought. 

––––––––
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Castle Farthing Garage was just in Drovers Lane, which ran west from the village green. It had a small forecourt with three petrol pumps, a small pre-fabricated shop that sold only car-related products, and a workshop at the rear where repairs and MOTs were carried out. The pumps were not self-service, and an oil-smeared notice on the shop door directed any callers to the workshop. 

It was here that Falconer and Carmichael found the proprietor, his oil-stained overall legs protruding from under an elderly Mini. By the side of the car a transistor radio blared, and it was only by directing Carmichael to switch this off (Falconer did not want to get oil on his hands) that the inspector gained the mechanic’s attention. 

As he rose from his prone position, the begrimed young man caught sight of Carmichael and let out a hoot of amusement. ‘I hope you won first prize.’ He grinned. ‘You certainly worked hard on your costume.’ This comment drew a blush from the young policeman and a frown of disapproval in his direction from his superior. He really would have to speak to Carmichael about his plain clothes being a little more, well, plain, in the future. 

Lowry did not deny his blood-tie with the old man, but said there had been a family rift, years before he was born, between his great-uncle Reg and the rest of the family, and he had hardly ever spoken to the old man, as he did not seem of a mind to let bygones be bygones. ‘I never did have any idea what the original tiff was about – blew up over something and nothing, I seem to recollect, the way a lot of these things do. He were a right hard old sinner, though, and visited his contempt down the generations,’ he explained, wiping his hands on a rag so oily it was probably achieving the opposite of his intentions. 


‘So you had little to do with him?’ 



‘Best part of nothing. He wouldn’t acknowledge my existence: I didn’t want to know him.’ 

‘Were you working here yesterday evening, Mr Lowry? Did you happen to notice anyone cross that way towards Mr Morley’s cottage?’ 

Lowry shook his head. ‘I was closed up out front and working out here under this little wreck. Not sure what time I finished. I was that beat, I washed up and went straight to bed.’ 


‘And you live where?’ 

‘Here. Back of the shop. Sort of bed-sit, but it does me.’ 



Mike Lowry was a slimly built man, tall and rangy, with fair hair and grey eyes that never wavered from the face of the person to whom he was speaking. He had a certain charisma that even Falconer, as a male, could recognise (and resent), and he put the question that this, together with the last bit of information, left uppermost in his mind. ‘Not married then, Mr Lowry?’ 

‘Was.’ The muscles in Lowry’s face tautened, and Falconer found himself probing deeper – but, hell, he wasn’t being nosy, it was his job to ask questions. 


‘Anyone local?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Name?’ 

‘Any of your business?’ 



‘Might be. Now, what’s the missus’s name. I’m sure there are plenty who would be willing to tell me.’ 


‘Kerry.’ 

‘Not Kerry Long?’ 

‘Went back to her maiden name.’ 



Falconer suddenly felt a penny drop. ‘So those children next door were actually Reg Morley’s own flesh and blood. Well, I’ll be damned. And you say you had no occasion to speak to him, not even about how he was treating her and the children?’ 

‘She had no need of me to defend her.’ Lowry was beginning to look aggressive. ‘Not with that Auntie 

Rosemary of hers, riding into battle for her.’ 

A further penny began to roll towards the edge. ‘That wouldn’t be Auntie Rosemary Wilson, by any chance?’ 

‘Got it in one, Sherlock! She’s like Boadicea when she’s roused, believe you me. I’ve had the rough side of her tongue on more than one occasion, and it’s left me reeling.’ 

Falconer was still puzzled. Village ways were a closed book to him and he sought enlightenment. ‘Ms Long said nothing about having been married to you, or your relationship to Mr Morley, and neither she nor Mrs Wilson said anything about being related to each other. How do you explain that, man?’ he asked in exasperation. 

Lowry stared at him as if he was stupid. ‘You probably didn’t ask them.’ 
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Chapter Five
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Monday 13th July – afternoon 

At the vicarage in Church Lane, Bertie Swainton-Smythe was in his study, working on his sermon for the following Sunday, but apart from a facetious phrase in Hebrew and the words ‘Pentecost 6’ at the top of the sheet, the paper remained stubbornly blank. His wife Lillian was vigorously dusting the numerous bookshelves that lined the walls. What light managed to penetrate this gloomy sanctuary merely highlighted its shabbiness. The carpet was worn through to its backing in places, the curtains frayed, the furnishings not so much antique as ‘early jumble sale’. Chipped and battered ornaments spoke of a boisterous brood of children, but no such brood had ever blessed their union. 

‘I don’t know why you’re letting the death of that old goat get to you, Bertie. He was hardly a Christian soul, rarely in church. Not what you’d call a regular worshipper, and when he was there you know he helped himself from the collection, rather than part with a penny to add to it. In fact you said yourself that he only came to services when he was short of a bob or two.’ 

‘Suspected, Lillian, suspected. I never had any proof, and I never confronted him,’ chided the Reverend Bertie, somewhat hurt by his wife’s forthright manner. 

‘Suspected, be blowed. Don’t be such an old hypocrite,’ accused Lillian, pulling out an ancient set of bound eighteenth-century sermons by some obscure country cleric, in pursuit of a spider. ‘You said yourself that takings were always down when he turned up.’ A muffled thump and a grunt of satisfaction showed that she had achieved her objective. 

‘Why, at Easter, the Brigadier said that when you cashed up,’ (her husband winced at such a commercial description), ‘that he had put a ten-pound note in the bag, and there wasn’t a sign of it, and no one has admitted to the twenty drachma coin that was in there, either. What other conclusion is there to draw?’ 

‘One mustn’t condemn without proof, my dear. And if the old man’s needs were greater than God’s, who are we to stand in judgement?’ 

‘Oh, stop being such a saint, Bertie. Wake up and smell the coffee. Don’t you remember the uproar he caused when you wanted to move the time of the carol service last year, so that the kiddies could join in and do a little nativity scene? I honestly thought there’d be blood on the pews before he was over-ruled. Really, some of the old folk in this parish seemed to be as anti-kiddie as he was. At times, I could hardly believe the evidence of my own ears.’ 

At this, the vicar put down his pen and squared himself up for confrontation. ‘A little eccentric he may have been, but I will not have ill spoken of the dead in my own study, in my own vicarage, by my own wife.’ 

‘Bertie, you said you could have throttled him, when he said that children shouldn’t be allowed to have anything to do with Christmas.’ 


‘Figure of speech.’ 



‘And that they should be seen and not heard, and how they’d all turn out better if they were locked in an understairs cupboard for cheeking their elders and betters.’ 

‘That is enough, Lillian. He was an old man and he has been murdered. He’s been murdered in my parish, and I won’t sit here and stand for it,’ he concluded in somewhat muddled terms. ‘I simply won’t stand for it.’ 

And he did not have to for, at that moment, the front doorbell wheezed asthmatically through the first half of the main theme of that infernal piece by Beethoven (‘Ode to 

Joy’), and faltered to a flat-batteried halt, as Bertie tugged on the ill-fitting lump of wood that was the vicarage door. The vicarage faced north, and the aforementioned door was a martyr to the weather, never quite making up its mind whether to shrink and admit shrieking draughts, or swell and try the patience of a near-saint. Whichever it chose made little difference to this hypochondriac piece of carpentry, so long as it drew attention to itself. 

‘Must get this seen to,’ he puffed, as he revealed Falconer and Carmichael waiting impatiently on the step. ‘Ah, we meet again.’ 

‘Indeed we do,’ concurred Falconer, cocking a sardonic eyebrow. ‘If you can spare us the time, we need to go through exactly what happened earlier on today, and then see if there’s any other information you may have to offer us, that might prove useful in the course of this investigation.’ 

Bertie looked pained. ‘I don’t know that I know anything helpful.’ 

‘Ah, you’d be surprised at how much you do know, Reverend, and how useful even the most trivial of things might prove.’ 

At this moment the door from the study opened, and the gap left by it was partly breached by a stout figure holding a feather duster. ‘Friends of yours, Bertie? Hadn’t you better make some introductions before I begin to feel left out? Just got back from your holidays, son?’ this last to Carmichael as her gaze travelled down his Technicolor length. Her voice was husky, with a persuasive quality that left the listener anxious to please. 

‘Of course, my dear. This is my wife Lillian. Lillian, this is Mr Falconer – Inspector, if I remember right.’ Bertie indicated the shorter of the two callers, beaming at his feat of memory, then his face clouded as he surveyed the rainbowclad Everest that was caller number two. ‘I’m afraid I seem to have forgotten the name of your, ah, multi-coloured colleague,’ he admitted, a wave of crimson washing up from beneath his clerical collar, lest his description cause offence. 

‘Carmichael, Vicar. Davey Carmichael,’ carolled the young giant, not in the least offended. 

As they followed the incumbent and his wife down the narrow, gloomy corridor in search of the sitting room, Falconer looked puzzled. He had had a quick look at Carmichael’s file (no questions asked) when they had been thrown together, as it were, and this did not tally. ‘I thought your name was Ralph.’ 


‘’Tis.’ 

‘Then why did you say you were called Davey?’ 

‘’Cos I am.’ 



‘Let me get this right, your name’s Ralph, but you’re called Davey?’ 


‘Yes.’ 



‘Is Davey your middle name?’ All this sotto voce as they walked. 


‘No.’ 

‘David?’ 

‘No.’ 



‘Then why?’ Falconer pleaded for enlightenment in an exasperated whisper.  

‘If you had a name like Ralph, wouldn’t you prefer to be called Davey, or something else ordinary?’ 


‘Don’t you have a middle name you could use? 

‘Yes. But I don’t want to.’ 

‘What is it?’ 

‘Not telling.’ 

‘That’s an order, Carmichael.’ 



‘Orsino. Me mum saw some play when she were having me and liked the sound of it.’ 

‘’Nuff said.’ Harry Falconer could not see too much wrong with the name Ralph, but anyone whose mother had saddled her son with a name like Orsino deserved at least a little sympathy and tact. 

––––––––
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The reception room referred to as the ‘sitting room’ proved as unwelcoming as Falconer had imagined, from his first impressions of the vicarage. A selection of misfit chairs and a sofa, all dating from the three immediate post-war decades, clung to the walls like maidens shunning the dance. No two pieces shared the same upholstery, and the carpet was a much-worn nylon twist in a nauseous shade of mustard. In the centre of the room stood a coffee table that had obviously achieved its current status by the use of a saw (not quite evenly) on the legs of, what had once been a hall or small dining table. A bulky television set with enough dials and knobs to declare it pre-remote control lurked in a corner, and the windows were framed with slightly too short, dull goldcoloured curtains in unlined brushed nylon. This room faced east and north and had little light at this time of the afternoon. 

Bertie Swainton-Smythe confirmed to the two policemen how he had heard of the death of one of his parishioners, and how he had reacted to this news, describing his earlier meeting with the inspector in the kitchen of Crabapple Cottage, and of course his visit to St Cuthbert’s to pray for Reg Morley’s immortal soul. 

At the conclusion of his narrative, Lillian shooed him off to make coffee, as she obviously had some business of her own to conduct. Her eager flow of gossip merely confirmed the relationships between the deceased, his neighbours and his great-nephew, but when the monologue (with breaks for suitable exclamations) reached the village shop, she did have something new to impart. 

‘... and it wasn’t just his treatment of Kerry and the children, even though Mrs Wilson feared the boys getting toxocara from the dog’s mess. He was a thieving old git.’ Both policemen looked mildly disapproving of such uncharitable language from the wife of a man of the cloth. ‘And don’t you cock your eyebrows at me. You didn’t know him. He’d pocket anything he could. She had to watch him like a hawk, once she’d found out who was responsible for the bulk of her shrinkage – that doesn’t sound right, but you know what I mean.’ Carmichael grunted as his pen flew across the page of his notebook, in an effort to keep up with the flow, Falconer nodded, not wishing to speak and stem it. 

‘And do you remember Easter this year?’ she called in the direction of the kitchen ‘It was that wet, I told Auntie I’d have to order some cubits of wood, so that Bertie could get on with building an ark. Anyway, that week when it rained pretty much non-stop was the week that Mrs Wilson went up north to visit her family, and she left a friend of hers from Carsfold in charge of the shop. 

‘Well, that Reg Morley could sniff out a ‘live one’ at a hundred paces. When he worked out he wasn’t being watched like a hawk, he starts to ingratiate himself with the temporary help when Kerry was on her breaks. The help was a fairly old dear herself, and by the time Mrs Wilson gets back from her little trip, he’s run up a slate into three figures, and got the old dear to keep it to herself and not bother Kerry with the details. 

‘Try as she might, I don’t think Rosemary’s seen a penny back this four-month. Maybe now he’s dead, she’ll be able to make a claim against his estate. I know she could do with it. That little shop’s been that close to closing down many a time, and something like this could be the straw that breaks the camel’s back.’ 

‘Not gossiping, I hope, dear?’ asked the Reverend Bertie, returning with a laden tray. 


‘Of course not, Pops.’ 



Short for ‘Sweetie Pops’? wondered Falconer, who, not being a sentimental man, shuddered, mentally searching for a new direction for the conversation and unexpectedly finding it in Carmichael. 

‘What about the little dog in all this? His owner’s dead, but we’ve not seen him. All we know is that someone came and took him away ...’ He faltered to a halt, slightly embarrassed at being the centre of attention, and Bertie’s next remark did not help. 

‘What a kind-hearted young man you are. No, I’m glad to say that poor Buster has been taken in by a kind neighbour with an excellent pedigree. In fact, she’s my wife’s aunt. 

Martha Cadogan.’ 


‘The old schoolmistress?’ 



‘That’s right.’ Lillian took the conversational reins. ‘Auntie and Reg Morley were of an age, at school together, knew each other all their lives, although not intimately as friends. She persuaded that rather crimson constable to let her have Buster’s bits and pieces, and took the little animal off to her place, saying that, even if he only stayed for a while, he’d be company, and the extra exercise would be good for her arthritis.’ 


‘Aunt Martha is an angel.’ 



‘I wouldn’t go that far, Bertie, but her heart’s in the right place, and if someone hadn’t taken responsibility, that dog would have been a real nuisance running loose.’ 

‘So your aunt must have known quite a bit about Mr Morley over the years?’ prompted the inspector. 

‘She’d known him as long as anyone locally, and probably as well,’ agreed Lillian. 

‘And where does she live?’ Proudfoot had mentioned where, but they had not made a note of it at the time. 

‘Right up the High Street, turn left into Sheepwash Lane, third property on the left – The Old School House, it’s called.’ 

––––––––
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Upon leaving the vicarage, Falconer and Carmichael returned to Crabapple Cottage to give it the once-over, now that forensic evidence had been taken and the body removed. Proudfoot had shown them the battered box of crumpled and ancient grubby bank notes, and had been dismissed with it, to lodge it at headquarters in Market Darley for safekeeping. 

Looking round them now, even with the addition of fingerprint powder, the place seemed no more grubby, and they commenced their search, Falconer with a handkerchief fastidiously wrapped round his right hand. 

In the kitchen-cum-scullery they found little more than cracked and chipped crockery, elderly cooking pots and halfused packets and jars of various foodstuffs. There was no refrigerator, and foods liable to spoil were kept in an oldfashioned metal meat safe, on a slab of marble in the larder. It was Falconer who made this discovery, and he immediately instructed Carmichael to dispose of the contents with some haste. The milk had turned in the heat, and the few rashers of bacon in there seemed intent on following it. Falconer’s face was a picture of disgust as he withdrew from the claustrophobic space, a hand over his mouth and nose. 

A plethora of bills, both paid and unpaid, resided behind the mantel clock, and the two drawers by the sink held a collection of unmatched cutlery, and several money-off coupons for such items as dog food and tea bags. The sink itself held two or three inches of greasy water and several unwashed items, including a saucepan, probably the one used to heat the milk for the old man’s cocoa. 

The middle room was empty except for a battered table, a wooden chair, a lop-sided stool, and several teetering piles of books which proved all to have come from the County Library, and which should have been returned, some as long as twenty-three years ago. So the old man had had a hobby after all, and it seemed to be kleptomania. 

The tiny front room had little to yield in the way of information on first inspection, but presented plenty for them to sift through. Newspapers were ranged in piles around the walls, as if the old man had never thrown anything away. One armchair was piled high with an assortment of broken clocks and radios, and an old bureau seethed with a collection of paperwork that probably stretched back over several decades. The one electric light hung, unshaded, from the centre of the ceiling. There was no television set. 

After some time, Falconer suggested that they just bundle up the contents of the bureau, plus anything else that looked of interest, and take it all back to the station with them, so that they could examine it in more salubrious surroundings. This agreed, Carmichael was dispatched to the shop to purchase some black refuse sacks, while Falconer climbed the stairs to see if any clue awaited them there. 

There were three rooms upstairs, none of which had been converted to a bathroom. Two of them were stacked with a variety of items: old bicycles, bits of what could once have been lawnmowers, wooden tennis racquets in old-fashioned presses, pictures with dilapidated frames and cracked glass, gloomy Victorian vases – a veritable Aladdin’s cave of jumble. The third, and largest, room was obviously where the old man slept. It contained a huge and very ugly walnutveneered wardrobe with matching monstrous dressing table, a marble-topped washstand (with period basin and ewer, and probably in use since the old man’s childhood), and an ironframed bed complete with greyish sheets, old army-surplus blankets and two un-slipped pillows, the whole in unmade disarray. 

Under the bed where the cache of cash had been discovered there was also what is known in the vernacular as a ‘gazunder’. Falconer pulled this out, then wished he had not, for it was un-emptied from the night before Reg Morley had met his maker, and was more than a little fragrant. 

Wrinkling his nose with distaste, he made a hasty perusal of the contents of dressing table and wardrobe, and was just finishing when Carmichael returned. ‘Right, I’ll bag up that stuff, you deal with what’s under the bed, my lad. I think you’ll find there’s a privy somewhere out the back.’ 


‘Thanks, sir.’ 

‘Don’t mention it.’ 



He was just about to put the last of the papers into the black bag when Carmichael returned holding something very gingerly by its edge. ‘What have you got there?’ 

‘Don’t know, sir. Seems like a funny coin thing, but it doesn’t quite seem like proper money. I’ve never seen anything like it before.’ Carmichael held out his discovery, which was about the size of an old half-crown, but rather heavier. A copper coin, it held an intricate pattern on one side, the date 1787 just discernible, and on the other, a worn profile of what appeared to be a male figure, hooded and with a beard. Any wording once engraved on its surfaces, bar the date, had long been worn to illegibility. 


‘What is it, sir?’ 

‘I’ve no idea. Where did you find it?’ 



‘Down the edge of the path next to the privy. It was only luck that I saw it.’ 

‘It’s probably been there for years. It’s not exactly Ground Force out there. Give it here,’ Falconer pocketed it, ‘and I’ll look it up when I get a minute, see if I can find out what it is.’ And so saying, he gathered up the sack of papers, together with another small bag of assorted debris they had accumulated during their search. ‘You lock up, Carmichael. I reckon we’re about done here for today.’ 

––––––––
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Outside once more, and away from the oppressive atmosphere of the cluttered little cottage, Falconer pulled his pocket watch from his waistcoat pocket (one of his little affectations, for he wore no wrist watch) and, after consulting it, decided, ‘I think we’ll call it a day for now. We’ll start up at that old dear’s tomorrow morning, then see who else there is to be seen, finish playing “Grass Thy Neighbour”. Then we can consolidate and start on Round Two.’ Round Two was Falconer’s favourite part of an investigation. He always moved very softly in his initial enquiries while he gathered ammunition. Round Two was ambush time. 

As he dropped Carmichael off at his family home he ventured, ‘Oh, and Carmichael – Davey – tomorrow, do you think you could ...’ but he was lost for words. 


‘I could what, sir?’ 

‘You know, your dress.’ 

‘What dress?’ 

‘Your attire.’ 

‘I’m a what?’ 

‘Your garb.’ 

‘Sorry, sir. You’ve lost me.’ 



‘Wear darker colours, man. You look like a mobile paintbox.’ There, he had said it. Exasperation had dragged it out of him, but that could not be all bad if it meant that they were not quite so conspicuous on the morrow. 


‘Sir?’ 

‘Yes?’ 



‘Forget the ‘Davey’ bit. Carmichael’ll do fine, if you don’t mind.’ 


‘Carmichael it is, then, er, Carmichael.’ Touché! 





Chapter Six

Tuesday 14th July – morning 

Harry Falconer pulled up outside Victoria Terrace the following morning with a sick feeling of dread. He had already caught a glimpse of what lurked at the side of the porch. As the little sports car drew to a halt, what seemed to be an inordinately tall shadow detached itself from the property and advanced towards the waiting vehicle. 


‘Mornin’, Sir.’ 



‘Good morning, Carmichael.’ The inspector’s baleful gaze took in the sight of a six-and-a-half-foot mourner in search of a funeral. Carmichael had taken Falconer at his word, nay at more than his word, and divested his appearance of all trace of colour. Today he wore only black: black trainers and socks, black knee-length shorts and a black tee shirt (no motif). On his head sat a similarly plain black baseball cap, still worn the right way round. His eyes were hidden behind black-framed sunglasses. He looked, Falconer thought, not unlike the angel of death on his way to a disco. 

‘This dark enough for you, sir?’ the younger man asked as he folded himself, like a human ironing board, into the passenger seat. 

‘You look like you’re about to make me an offer on something in oak with brass handles.’ 


‘Come again, sir?’ 



‘Nah!’ Falconer drove off, aware that his companion for today appeared to be an escapee from a Mafia picnic at the very least. Was there no happy medium for the lad? 

––––––––
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Following the directions they had received the previous day, Falconer headed straight for Sheepwash Lane, to the left off the top end of the High Street, and found The Old School House with no difficulty. From its appearance, in the past this had obviously been the old Church of England village school, recognisable from the narrow, high-set, ecclesiastical windows visible to front and sides. The land to the front, and running part of the way down both sides, was tarmacked, and must have been the playground in its previous usage. They were unable to see round to the back of the property, as their view was obstructed by fencing smothered in a variety of climbing plants, the air thick with their scent. 

The ringing of the front door bell produced a frenzied tirade of barks, and the door half-opened to reveal a whitehaired, elderly woman holding on to the collar of a small dog, which she expertly fielded into a side room before opening the door full, and greeting her visitors with a broad smile. 


‘Mrs Cadogan?’ began the inspector. 

‘Miss.’ 



‘My apologies. Miss Cadogan. Detective Inspector Falconer and Acting DS Carmichael. May we have a few words with you, please?’ 


‘If you show me your warrant cards.’ 



These produced, she took them, put the security chain on the door, and went in search of her reading glasses, leaving the two men on the step feeling a little foolish, and not much more than five years old. Returning a minute or two later, she unchained the door, handed back their IDs and bade them come in. Martha Cadogan was nobody’s fool, and she took nothing at face value. As they entered, she eyed Carmichael up and down and asked, ‘Have you recently suffered a loss, young man?’ 

She led them right through the house and into the back garden, where she shepherded them over to a wrought-iron garden table surrounded by four chairs. Returning briefly indoors, she re-emerged carrying two tumblers. On the table stood a half-empty (or half-full, depending on whether one is a pessimist or an optimist) tumbler and a jug full of ice-cubes and an opaque liquid. Small beads of moisture on the outside of the jug attested to the liquid’s cooling properties. 

‘Home-made lemonade, gentlemen?’ she offered, and had poured for them before they had time to answer. Lowering herself carefully into a cushioned chair, the little dog at her feet, she asked, ‘How may I be of assistance? I presume you’ve called about yesterday’s unpleasant discovery?’ 

It was obvious that she had been a schoolteacher. Carmichael had removed his baseball cap and was sitting to attention. Even Falconer looked like a man on his best behaviour. ‘Is that Mr Morley’s dog? I understood from your niece that you had rescued it,’ Falconer enquired. 

‘I did indeed rescue it. And it’s a he.’ A glint of something as cold and hard as steel had appeared in her eyes. ‘That wretched John Proudfoot was only going to pack him off to the RSPCA sanctuary. He even refused, at first, to let me in to feed him. Well, that’s when a few home truths came in handy. Three years I taught him, on this very property, before his family moved to Carsfold. He needed reminding of the snotty-nosed little wretch who used to wet himself during story-time, rather than put up his hand to be excused.’  

‘And that worked, did it?’ Falconer knew it had worked: knew it would have worked on him, too, and more effectively than any order from his senior officers in his army days. Carmichael merely looked intimidated and fingered the peak of his cap nervously. 

‘I’ll say it did, young man. I had that poor dog and all his bits and pieces out of there in a trice. Unless, or until, someone claims him he’ll be company for me, and walking him will give my old bones a good stretch. But was it just the dog you came to enquire about, Inspector?’ 

Pulling himself together, Falconer launched into coaxing out whatever background information about the deceased, and his chequered relationships with the other villagers, that he could. 

‘A long time? I’ve known him all his life, young man. He was a nasty, spiteful little boy who grew into a nasty, spiteful old man. All his life he’d never do anyone a good turn if he could do them a bad one.’ (Goodness, they called a spade a spade in Castle Farthing.) 

‘When we were at school, you had to keep your eye on anything you had – marbles, sweeties, comics – or he’d be away with them. And if we girls went out to the old earth closet, we went in twos, one to use it, the other to check round the back to see that little Reggie Morley wasn’t on ‘knickers-watch’. And I lost count of the little girls who went home in tears because he’d dipped their pigtails in the inkwell. He did it to me once, but only the once, mind. And he never changed.’ She sighed, floating on a cloud of memory and lost youth. 

‘Can you recall anyone whose back he may have put up, recently, Miss Cadogan?’ Falconer broke through her reverie. 

‘Oh, I can give you a list, but it’s a long one,’ and she enumerated the grievances with the Brigadier, with Mrs Wilson, Kerry Long, and Mike Lowry. Her final pieces of information were, however, news to them 

‘I’m sure my niece mentioned all the bother he’s caused at the church. Really, Bertie is a saint to have put up with a man who was hardly what one would call a regular worshipper.’ 

This was news indeed, and Falconer did not want to alert the lady to his total ignorance. ‘Yes, if you’ll just go through the main grievances for the sake of accuracy and verification,’ he encouraged, hoping she would not see through his bluff. This was “Grass Thy Neighbour” at its best. 

‘Lillian seemed to think he was light-fingered with the collection, but she had no definite proof. No, it was more the trouble he’d make whenever there was a special service, as if he wanted to blight it for everyone else.’ 


‘What sort of trouble did he cause?’ 



‘Usually just bad feeling, like when Bertie wanted to change the time of the carol service, but last harvest was rather more horrible.’ 


‘Go on.’ 

‘Well, there was some sort of to-do about what would go 



in the old folks’ hampers – they’re made up from the harvest offerings and go to old folk (like me, I suppose) in the village. Some of us, though, don’t really need them, and thought it would be nice if some of the produce could go to the cottage hospital.’ 

‘And Mr Morley didn’t agree?’ Falconer’s voice was very quiet and controlled. 

‘He wasn’t the only one, but he was the most abusive.’ 


‘So what happened? What did he do?’ 



‘No one knows for sure it was him, but when Bertie arrived for service on the morning of the harvest festival, all the fruit and vegetables had been cut up and mutilated, and weren’t fit for anything but the pig bin.’ 

‘Did Mr Morley, or anyone else, have access to a key?’ 

‘Didn’t need to. Bertie opens the church at seven-thirty for early communion, and he doesn’t lock it between services, in case someone needs to look in for a prayer or solace.’ 

‘Not very nice,’ judged Falconer. ‘Did he have any other unpleasant traits?’ 

‘Has anyone mentioned that he was a bit of a peeping tom?’ A vision of the village shopkeeper arose in the inspector’s mind as he confirmed that, yes, they had been told of the old man’s proclivities. ‘Well, beyond the garden wall here,’ Miss Cadogan pointed, ‘is an access road, little more than an alleyway that runs down from the end of the terrace of cottages in Drovers Lane, turns right, past the end of my garden, past next door, and ends with access to The Rookery and the teashop.’ 

‘And?’ Falconer resisted the temptation to ask where all this geography was leading. 

‘I know for sure that he’s been spying on that young Rebecca Rollason – runs the teashop and lives next door at 

The Rookery.’ 


‘You know for sure, or you’ve heard.’ 



‘Oh, I know, young man. I was out putting my dustbin in the alley late one evening a week or so ago, and I heard a noise. When I went down to see what it was, Reg Morley pushed past me and nearly knocked me flat, in his haste to get away.’ 


‘You’re sure it was him?’ 



‘My nose, alone, confirmed it,’ she said rather tartly and with a sniff. ‘And Buster was with him, so that was a bit of a give-away.’ 


‘What did you do next?’ 



‘I went down to see if I could see what he’d been up to. When I got to the end of the alley, the only light was coming from upstairs at The Rookery. The curtains weren’t drawn and young Rebecca was just putting on her night-dress.’ 

This was shaping up nicely, as Nick Rollason had (unconfirmed, but probable) called on Reg Morley on the night of his death. Falconer plunged in with a question. ‘Did you tackle the old man about his behaviour?’ 

‘There was no point. He’d been like that since childhood, as I told you. No, I went and had a quiet word with her husband when next I saw him, and suggested that drawing the curtains was probably a good idea.’ 

‘Is that all then, Miss Cadogan?’ Falconer was preparing to rise, nodding at Carmichael that the interview was at an end. 

‘Except for those other two, and I really don’t know whether he knew anything about it, or even if I ought to mention it, as it doesn’t yet seem to be common gossip.’ 

‘What other two?’ Falconer was right back down in his chair again, all ears. 

‘It’s Mrs Romaine from next door and Mr Manningford from the corner house.’ 


‘What about them?’ 



‘I had better set the scene first. The Romaines have three children away at school. He works in Carsfold – he’s a financial adviser, I think; he commutes – and she’s a freelance artist – has a studio at the end of their garden. The Manningfords live next door. She’s a bit older than him, one of those interior designers, works away a lot, no children. He works from home. Can you see what I’m leading up to, Inspector?’ 


‘You’d better lead me there, Miss Cadogan.’ 



‘She works from home: he works from home. The studio’s well away from the house – an ideal place for a tryst. They seem to forget that I’m here during the day, even if everyone else within earshot is out at work. Sometimes I’ve had to go in from the garden. But it’s not my place to say anything. Anyone who causes a rift between husband and wife ends up the villain – or villainess – of the piece.’ Spiteful old biddy, probably consumed with jealousy, thought Falconer as the old lady finally ran out of steam. 

‘And you think you may not have been the only one aware of this liaison?’ 

‘It’s certainly a possibility, with one as nosy as he was.’ (She could talk. Cheek!) ‘But how will you find out if he was on to them?’ 

‘I shall ask them, Miss Cadogan. I shall ask them.’ With this, Falconer rose and beckoned to Carmichael to join him. There was work to be done and no time to waste. 

As they showed themselves off the property, Martha Cadogan smiled to herself, well pleased with her morning’s work. 

‘Next door, sir?’ asked Carmichael, as they closed the garden gate behind them. 

‘That’s the ticket, Sergeant. I think we’ll leave the Brigadier, and tackle Lady Godiva after the village ‘swingers’.’ He knew he had used that last description incorrectly, but he was feeling frivolous and didn’t give a damn. 

––––––––
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Repeated knocking and ringing brought no response from The Beehive, but remembering what Miss Cadogan had said, Falconer indicated to Carmichael to follow him round to the back of the property. There, they found a wide lawn, shaded towards the rear by a vast cedar tree, beyond which the garden narrowed into an ‘L’ shape. Beyond this could be glimpsed a smallish whitewashed building that adjoined the rear wall. Between them and what could only be Cassandra Romaine’s studio stood a cluster of some half-a-dozen beehives, from which emanated a hum that sounded almost electrical and, to the two policemen, decidedly threatening. 

‘What do we do now, sir,’ enquired Carmichael, only to receive a stentorian ‘Shhh’ in reply. Falconer was rattled. 


‘Why are you shushing me, sir?’ 

‘Do bees react to sound, Sergeant?’ 

‘Don’t know, sir.’ 

‘Do you want to find out?’ 

‘Don’t think so, sir.’ 

‘Then shut up.’ 



This futile exchange was saved from further protraction by the appearance of a female figure, in the doorway at the side of the little building. ‘Can I help? I saw you through the end window. Not quite a true north light, but it’s the best we can manage. I hope you haven’t let the bees worry you. They’re sweeties really.’ 

Cassandra Romaine was forty or so, but still retained most of the bloom and vitality of a much younger woman. Today she was swathed in vibrant pinks and purples in a boho style, and her wrists and neck clinked with chains, beads and braided threads. Her auburn hair housed more braided threads of colour, and on her tiny feet she wore dainty gold- and copper-coloured leather sandals. As she approached them through the hives they were able to appreciate how tiny she was – barely five feet in height – and, with his first close-up glimpse of her features, Falconer could appreciate why any man would find her attractive.  

Her skin was tanned, her nose covered in an attractive band of freckles, her eyes a vivid green flecked with gold. When he introduced himself to her, she offered him a dainty hand with coral-painted nails. Each finger, and even the thumb, bore a silver ring, he noted. In close proximity, Carmichael appeared a mountain of humanity, she, a pixie. 

When they explained the reason for their visit she grew a little wary, but still seemed fairly relaxed, as she led them back through the garden and into a low-ceilinged sitting room, complete with many an exposed beam. One wall housed a fair-sized inglenook fireplace and the décor was unexpected in its paleness. Cream carpet covered the floor, the walls and ceiling were white, the woodwork and curtains cream. The seating was in cream leather, the cushions a pinky-cream velvet.  

The Romaine children obviously spent the bulk of their time at boarding school, or the upkeep of such a light colour scheme would have been an impossible task. The only colour was from the walls, which were covered in artwork. Oil paintings jostled for space with watercolours, which made way for collages and screen prints. The room was a gallery, a rainbow that spoke of a love of colour, of varied media, of vibrancy.  

Falconer could not help but be impressed. Carmichael looked around in puzzlement. Where was the television? 

The artist left them for a few moments looking round in appreciation, and returned with a laden tray. ‘Earl Grey?’ she asked, directing them to be seated. 

After establishing that she knew Reg Morley well enough to say good-day to, and knew much of the unpleasant side of his character, the part of the interview that Falconer thought would prove uncomfortable and embarrassing proved to be no problem at all. Faced with the question of her relationship with her neighbour, Piers Manningford, she gave a little tinkling laugh and looked at Falconer with a conspiratorial air. 

‘Oh, you must keep this to yourself if you can, Inspector. I know Martha’s generally a discreet old bird, and Piers’s wife wouldn’t notice for a week if he disappeared off the face of the earth, but my Clive would create like merry hell if he thought I was being a naughty girl. But, there, you won’t tell him, will you? It can’t have anything to do with that nasty murder, and what he doesn’t know won’t hurt him. After all, it’s just a bit of fun, not real life.’  

Falconer tried not to look scandalised at this lax attitude to morals within marriage, and asked her if she had seen Morley at all on Sunday. 


‘Well, not exactly seen. More heard.’ 

‘What, you mean having a row with someone?’ 



‘No. In the woods. He saw us. I think he was watching when we were – you know.’ 

Carmichael blushed as he made notes. At his age he considered Cassandra Romaine to be practically elderly, and what she was inferring sounded downright disgusting to one of his tender years. Falconer, his face a rigid mask to hide his disapproval, requested that she make herself a little more clear. 


‘With it being Sunday, you see?’ 



Falconer did not see, and Carmichael simply did not want to. 

‘Well, Clive doesn’t go into the office on a Sunday, and Dorothy – Piers’s wife – was at home working on some stuffy old design. What with the heat and everything – well you know what that does to one’s libido. And I called Piers because I just couldn’t wait until Monday, and we obviously couldn’t use the studio, so I said I was going for a walk, and he said he was going to watch the hang gliders.’ (Here she giggled at their subterfuge). ‘And I went off down Church Street and cut off through the woods, and he went off down the Carsfold Road and cut through by the bungalows.’ 

‘I think we get the picture, Mrs Romaine.’ Falconer halted the narrative before he had to loosen his tie. ‘And Mr Morley saw you, did he?’ 
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