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The Hunters is the first in a series of classic police procedural murder mysteries set in various locations in Britain.
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It is 1975 and there are no sophisticated aids to detection to help Scotland Yard’s Detective Superintendent Bob Staunton and Detective Inspector Leo Wyndsor when they are sent to a time-warped Suffolk village to investigate the murder of a local girl whose body has been abandoned in a ditch by a country road.
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This is a place where old ways still hold sway, where animosities are pursued through the generations and where outsiders are viewed with the utmost suspicion. Here the murderer lives, embedded in this introverted society. As the investigation progresses and we get an insight into his life, it soon becomes apparent that he will kill again unless Staunton and Wyndsor can hunt him down.
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‘To follow... the brilliantly inspired tracking of Hill’s two detectives is a joy, apart from the brainteasing pleasure of accepting the author’s challenge to identify the murderer.’

London Evening News
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‘A really first-class who-dunnit.’

Essex Chronicle
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The pain smashed through his half-open eyes and ricocheted round his skull. The intense agony was made worse by the total inability of his brain to suggest a reason for this vicious and unexpected attack.

Easing himself gently back into a prone position, he tried to relax the muscles pulled string-bag tight by his panic reaction to the assault on his nervous system.

The pain slowly subsided, leaving a background of throbbing drums. It enabled him to make a serious attempt to rationalise the events of the last few seconds.

He identified the symptoms in what was, in the circumstances, a commendably short time. There was no doubt he had a hangover and from the shattering effect of his attempt to hoist himself into a sitting position, it seemed it was a hangover of monumental proportions. He relaxed further, eyes tight shut, relieved that so simple and likely an explanation existed. The drums faded into the distance to be replaced by a feeling of gentle nausea and when this too had abated, he ventured to investigate further.

Blinking to clear his vision, he panned his eyes left and right without moving his body. He was a man who sometimes learnt from his mistakes.

The bedroom was dimly illuminated by a pale shaft of early morning sunlight that filtered apologetically between the partly drawn curtains. His restricted field of vision revealed only the light blue ceiling, in the centre of which hung an ornate tasselled lampshade, looking too heavy by far for the slender links by which it was suspended.

His attention was caught for a moment by a spider, busily engaged in the construction of an interlacing pattern between the tassels on the shade, working methodically towards the creation of a miniature masterpiece. He watched absorbed but incapable of speculation or aesthetic appreciation.

The noise which had first woken him had continued unabated and now, dragging himself away from contemplation of the spider’s industry, he was able to identify the direction of its source.

Rolling carefully onto his left side, he took in the garish opulence of the bedroom furniture and finally concentrated his attention on the alarm clock, shuddering in its clamorous efforts to attract attention.

He slid his right hand out from under the covers, let it hover for a moment, and then dropped it onto the clock which thereupon subsided with a final muffled buzz. His arm, for want of further orders, dangled limply down beside the bed, his fingers just touching the thick pile rug.

He stared, uncomprehending, at the jumble of female impedimenta that littered the dressing table facing him across the room. His surroundings stirred vague feelings of familiarity but clearly this was not his own flat. It did not seem to matter very much.

He executed a slow body roll to take in the rest of the room and should not have been as shocked as he was when this movement brought him hard up against his bedmate.

Leo came wide awake then and risked a recurrence of the pain in his head as he screwed himself upright to see who it was he had ended up with this time.

She was lying on her side facing away from him, her long dark hair covering her face, one arm thrown up across her chin as if in defence. She smelled of alcohol, hair lacquer, sweat and stale perfume. Her body, where it touched his thighs, was hot and damp. He felt the stir in his stomach, the start of an erection.

The voice in his head, his moralising, critical and insistent alter ego, broke through the alcohol barrier that had held it at bay and screamed at him.

‘For Christ’s sake, Leo, you can’t feel randy.’

The patent untruth of this observation produced a flicker of a smile on Leo’s face. The voice prodded him out of vain contemplation of his sexual capacity.

‘Who is she? Find out who she is, you idiot... she may have given you something you can’t get rid of.’

At this sobering thought Leo moved away from her a little. She was breathing deeply and rhythmically, one broad limp breast exposed, the nipple dark brown and heavily wrinkled. Moisture twinkled dully on the hair under her arm which did not quite cover a large mole.

Recognition brought him relief from fear of disease. Paula Delaney owned and ran Paula’s Place, an almost straight drinking club off Charing Cross Road. Paula was all right. Paula was clean. The voice in his head nagged him.

‘One of these days you won’t be so lucky. One of these days you’re going to get stoned out of your mind and finish up in bed with some old crow who’ll give you a right dose.’

Leo recognised the truth of this but felt on balance that at that moment he could have done without the moralising. The voice was determined not to let him off the hook.

‘So what about work, Leo? Work!’

He turned away from Paula and stared at the clock ticking complacently to itself beside the bed. Half past eight, it said. At least he would be in the office by ten, even if he were in no state to do anything when he got there.

He pushed back the covers and swung his legs over the side of the bed. After pausing for a moment to gain the courage to test out his legs, he eased himself uncertainly to his feet and walked stiff-legged to the bathroom door. He pushed it open and leant against the lintel as he felt for the cord of the electric light, pulling it down with unintended violence. The retaining screws gave a fraction under protest. The voice stated the obvious.

‘You’re going to pull the bloody thing down one day. It’s the booze... affects the co-ordination see.’

Leo did see; he was, after all, familiar with the condition. He negotiated the narrow strip of carpet and sat on the edge of the bath staring at the sink.

The note, propped up behind the hot tap, stared back at him. He leant forward and picked it up with a hand showing a fair bit of shake.

The writing was large-lettered, oval and rather untidy, more like the work of an eager schoolgirl than a mature woman. ‘Good morning, Leo darling,’ it said, ‘you’ll find the shaving gear on the table. The toothbrush is new, I just took the plastic cover off for you. There’s aspirin if you want. Don’t wake me, I’ve took a couple of sleepies, love, Paula.’ A line of hasty crosses terminated with a P.S. ‘You’re still a good lay.’

A clever girl was Paula. She knew Leo well enough to accept that he would remember little of the previous night’s events and men in general well enough to feel intuitively that they often needed the kind of reassurance the postscript contained.

Leo grinned to himself as he screwed the note into a ball and lobbed it in the direction of a flowered plastic bin. It missed. He gripped the sink and levered himself to his feet.

His face, or was it his?... confronted him in the mirror. Thick blond hair matted with sweat, lined forehead, wide blue eyes with white full stops of mucus in the corners, a short straight nose with a fresh crop of blackheads round the base, full lips and a rounded chin now covered with a fair but heavy beard. It was not by any standards a pleasant sight and was more than his carping alter-ego could beat.

‘Jesus, what a revolting sight. Where’s the beautiful blond Adonis that started out last night for a few quiet beers? You’re not yet thirty and you look fifty. You’ll have to get off the booze, Leo, it’s making an old man of you. That and your adolescent attempt to lay every female you can in the shortest possible time. So what are you trying to prove?’ The question remained unanswered. Leo completed his toilet with mechanical deliberation, then gentled himself back into the bedroom where he found his clothes folded in a neat pile on a chair. He dressed slowly, taking care not to lower his head or move suddenly. He automatically checked his wallet, then moved round the bed to look at Paula.

Her face still wore yesterday’s mask but, relaxed in sleep, it had taken on an air of innocence, a vulnerability that never showed in her waking hours. He pulled the bedclothes up round her neck, tucking her arm back into position beside her with careful gentleness. She slept on.

She was no longer any great beauty and all of ten years older than he. The grey light of morning played havoc with her defences and sleep had robbed her of the will and opportunity to fight against the onset of middle age.

Despite the intimacy they had enjoyed for the past two years Leo felt at that moment that he was an interloper, an unwilling voyeur and it engendered a twist of unease. The voice crept up on him unnoticed.

‘Ugly, isn’t she, Leo? A few more years and the fire will have gone out. All you’ll get then is a night’s kip and a couple of aspirins. Maybe that’s all you really want... a bit of fuss... Mummy’s boy.’

With an effort Leo put down the insurrection in his head and left the room. He put on his overcoat at the street door and stepped out into the morning, hunching his shoulders against a wind that was in truth inoffensively mild but which chilled him to the bone.

He wandered through the back streets, finally emerging in the Bayswater Road. He felt weak and light-headed, detached from the world around him, an observer, a non-participant. A lone taxi dribbled down the road towards him, the driver certain of a fare even before Leo raised his hand.

If the streets were strangely deserted for that time of day, the fact did not register with him. The voice in his head left him in peace and he lived for the duration of the journey in the strange, once-removed world of indifferent neutrality that is the least objectionable result of a surfeit of alcohol.

The taxi cut through the back streets of Victoria and pulled up at the rear entrance of New Scotland Yard. Leo paid the driver and turned to cross the front of the ramp that leads down to the underground garage. He tripped slightly on the kerb, adjusted himself and pushed his way through the heavy revolving doors that led into the reception foyer.

Fat John was studying a newspaper at his seat behind the reception desk. Fat John loved policemen. His gross body and limited intellect had denied him a cherished place as one of them so he had settled for a job as a civilian employee, a life with them but not part of them. It was his boast that he knew every face at the Yard and he took great interest in their careers, especially those he thought were going to the top. He selected budding senior officers with a flair and insight that in another man would have earned a fortune on the race track.

He had a particular soft spot for CID officers; they were, in his opinion, the elite. If asked to make a selection amongst them of the fastest rising star he would probably have plumped for Detective Inspector Leo Wyndsor even had he known that officer’s present condition and the reasons for it.

As Leo entered the foyer, Fat John flipped his newspaper under cover with practised ease and greeted him.

‘Good morning, sir.’

Leo, unaware of Fat John’s evaluation of his potential, grimaced in his direction and passed on towards the first bank of lifts. Fat John smiled patronizingly at his departing back as he retrieved his newspaper.

In the office on the fifth floor marked ‘CI COMMUNICATIONS’, Detective Inspector Ron Mount leafed in bored fashion through a year-old travel brochure. The long, green-topped desk at which he sat was immaculately tidy although three-quarters covered with telephones, reference and record books, roneo-ed instruction sheets, availability charts and message pads.

In one corner of the room a teleprinter clacked to itself behind a glass partition. In another, on a table, lay a pile of buff-coloured hardback books, mostly much handled and dog-eared. It could have been the communications office of any large industrial concern except that it was less opulent, less clean and had a pervading atmosphere of determined efficiency. This room was the heart of Scotland Yard’s murder squad.

The only overt sign of this were the two large black pegboard sheets affixed to one wall, their white lettering standing out in relief. On one of them was indicated the whereabouts of the murder teams already operating, listing places as prosaic as Grimsby and as evocative as the Bahamas. On the other a list of numbers from one to twelve ran down one side, listing the order in which the teams in waiting would be called away.

At the top of the list, coupled together, were the names ‘Chief Superintendent R. Staunton’ and ‘Detective Inspector L. Wyndsor’. In the parlance of the murder squad they were ‘number one.’

Ron Mount threw the brochure into a wastepaper basket and was enjoying a huge yawn as Leo Wyndsor walked into the room.

‘Morning.’ Leo’s greeting was unintentionally curt. He walked across to the table and shuffled through the buff-coloured books.

Mount replied in like style but with an element of surprise in his voice. At forty-two Mount was balding and running to fat. He had no great regard for Leo Wyndsor and normally would have had little to say to him but now his curiosity was aroused. Why should Wyndsor have appeared in the office on a Sunday morning when he was supposed to be off duty?

Leo picked out the book marked ‘6 Squad’ and flicked it open. He stared in disbelief at the legend at the top of the page: ‘Sunday 7 August.’ Could he really have been that drunk he couldn’t tell one day from another? 

‘Yes,’ said the voice in malicious delight. ‘Yes, you bloody well could.’ 

Mount broke in on his thoughts. ‘What’re you doing here then?’

Leo turned to him and lied easily. ‘Felt a bit edgy, thought I’d pop in... you know.’

Mount was incredulous. Leo Wyndsor exuded strength and self-confidence, gave no hint of the doubt and uncertainty that daily assailed him.

‘Don’t give me that crap,’ said Mount.

‘All right I won’t.’ Leo dropped the book back on the pile and walked out, leaving Ron Mount staring at his departing back.

Within half an hour Leo was entering his tiny bachelor flat. He went first to the telephone in his bedroom and dialled.

‘At the third stroke,’ the woman told him, ‘it will be... ’ He cradled the receiver, satisfied. The voice in his head was not.

‘Blew it last night, didn’t you? If there’d been a call they’d never have found you, would they? You’d never have talked your way out of that one, clever dick!’

The open suitcase on the floor gaped at him as he stripped rapidly. It was full of newly laundered clothes, enough to last a month. As he had just been reminded, he had to be ready to leave in a matter of minutes when the call came.

He padded naked into the bathroom and flopped into the bath whilst the taps were still straining to fill it. Half an hour later, after a rough towelling, he was in bed and instantly asleep. It was 11:30am.

***
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The murderer was digging methodically, the spade an extension of his body as it rose and fell, turned, released its load and rose again. Sweat beaded his forehead, ran in rivulets down the side of his face and lost itself amongst the hairs of his broad chest.

He was a big man and the spade looked puny in his grasp. He worked automatically, with practised skill and economy of movement but nonetheless he was tiring. He knew it and it pleased him. He sought physical tiredness as the lover seeks the loved. It quietened the sexual urges of his muscled body, urges he was unable to control or satisfy.

He stopped work, leant on the spade, wiped the sweat from his brow with a tanned forearm and looked round his garden. It reflected the years of work he had put into it. Neat rows of flowers in geometric patterns bordered immaculate lawns and slide rule paths, sturdy trellis supported floribunda and Peace, rock plants crawled in profusion and deceptive disarray, dahlias pushed proud heads up to the summer sun.

He derived no pleasure from the beauty around him. It represented so much work, so much tiredness.

Anne Partridge saw him as she hurried back to the Haywain, ready to start work behind the bar. She waved and smiled, he was a handsome man.

He watched her go, her haste pulling her light summer dress against her well-rounded body. It aroused no desire in him, the garden had done its work. 

He started to dig again. He gave no thought to his victim. She lay where he had left her, ravished and torn, face up in a lonely ditch.
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Chief Superintendent Robert Staunton did not like Sundays. What others regarded as a well-earned day of rest was to him a bore, an unwanted excuse for idleness. He sat in an armchair staring morosely out of the French windows at the pocket handkerchief garden that huddled at the back of his small semi-detached.

Normally the garden pleased him, he fussed over it, encouraging the flowers, swearing at the weeds, watering, fertilizing and poisoning. He waged a constant and losing battle against an army of insect pests, decimating them on his few days off, but during his frequent absences from home they re-grouped, bred in profusion and faced his next onslaught with apparent disdain. Now it irritated him, there was not a weed or bug in sight. It offered no further excuse to potter, to fill time. 

Bob moved irritably in the chair in an attempt to find a position less aggravating to the haemorrhoids that had plagued him for years, but with little success. To him any illness was a sign of weakness, to be despised in himself even more than others.

His wife fluttered into the room, a frail pretty woman of fifty, two years younger than her husband. She knew this mood of his well. The waiting affected detectives in different ways; Bob was invariably morose and irritable.

She stood behind his chair, tickled the back of his bull neck gently for a moment then moved away. She took a bottle of whisky from the sideboard and placed it with a glass beside him. She felt his boredom, his frustration, his anxiety. She loved this man.

‘I hope they call you soon,’ she said.

His hand moved slightly on the arm of the chair, she smiled and faded from the room to prepare his lunch as silently as she had come. The communication between them no longer relied solely on words.

Bob stood up, a short thickset figure with a shock of unruly iron grey hair. He poured himself a drink of healthy size and paced the small room as he sipped it.

It wasn’t just the waiting this time, there was something else. He had twelve successful murder inquiries under his belt and was conscious he had come to be regarded as nigh on invincible. He felt it was right that he should be so thought of, he was after all the most experienced murder investigator in Britain; he had earned his reputation and enjoyed it, there was no false modesty in Bob Staunton.

As success had followed success however, the pressure had mounted.

To the press, the public and even his fellow officers he was all but infallible. Only Bob Staunton knew for sure just how fallible he was. He got through by dint of a wealth of experience, hard work and dogged attention to detail, he was no intuitive genius. He well knew that one day he would face the impossible investigation, no clues, no motive, no lines of inquiry, nowhere to start. He did not relish the prospect.

He finished his drink at a gulp and continued pacing. There was another worry. Leo Wyndsor. In the past he had been able to select himself the men he took with him. He chose officers he knew and trusted and who knew and admired him. With eight teams already away he had been paired with Wyndsor whether he liked it or not. He didn’t.

Bob was prepared to grant that Wyndsor was good, he wouldn’t be in the Department otherwise. He had the reputation of being lucky as well. You needed luck.

Unfortunately he was not particularly amenable to discipline and his attitude to senior officers had come close to insubordination. Bob wasn’t sure he could get on with this young man who was not likely to afford him admiration and respect solely on past record, wasn’t sure Wyndsor would be able to create the atmosphere in which he could work at his best.

He grunted to himself and poured another large drink, the first hadn’t touched the sides. He dropped back into his armchair. This waiting made him morbidly introspective. Young Wyndsor would be licked into shape when the time came as many a cocky youngster had in the past.

He picked up a detective novel and immersed himself in it. It was 12.30pm.

***
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Deep in the Suffolk countryside, Brian Cavell walked slowly along a hedgerow that bordered a field within sight of the river Orwell. He was a tall gangling lad of eighteen. A few adolescent spots still dotted his country face and the open-necked shirt revealed a tanned chest as yet devoid of hair. He looked awkward and ungainly but despite his heavy working boots he moved silently. His eyes roved the hedgerow ahead of him, his ears pricked for the tell-tale flutter that preceded the flight of his prey.

It had been a wasted afternoon, he had worked his way up from the river’s edge without getting within range of a single one of the plump-breasted wood pigeons that normally abounded. He pressed on, determined not to go home empty-handed. He was unconscious of the brisk east coast wind that worried at his lank hair and fluttered the leaves of the thick hedgerow beside him.

By the time he reached the gate giving out onto the winding road that marked the border of his permitted territory, he was still no nearer filling the bag that was looped across his back. He stopped and shucked the old single-barrelled shotgun into a more comfortable position as he looked wistfully across the road. It was Joe Cracknell’s land over there and Joe was notoriously short of temper with trespassers.

Brian swung over the gate and walked down the road heading back towards the river, still struggling with temptation. The gap in the fence invited him. He stopped and looked around, listening hard. He sifted out country sounds and isolated the distant hum of heavy lorries on the Ipswich to Felixstowe road, leading to and from the vast container docks at Felixstowe. With a bit of luck Joe Cracknell would be working in his vegetable garden, he usually did Sunday afternoons.

He turned quickly off the road, through the gap and along the inside of the hedgerow, doubly alert now, the spice of danger added to his quest.

He had gone about ten yards when the sudden flash of sunlight at ground level caught his eye. He stopped and picked up the object from the grass in front of him, fingered the cheap shiny metal, then pulled it in two.

He recognized it now, his sister Rowena used these things to paint her eyebrows. He stuffed it in his pocket, a cheap enough present. Rowena wasn’t to know where he got it. He looked ahead and immediately saw the powder compact, the soggy pack of tissues; the lipstick, the black plastic handbag dirtied and gaping open.

His face screwed up in puzzlement as he walked slowly ahead, his quarry and Joe Cracknell’s wrath forgotten.

He froze and the cherished shotgun fell unheeded at his side.

The body lay with arms and legs at unlikely angles, a discarded knitted doll, the face distended, flecked with the rubble of the hedgerow, the eyes stared blindly up at him, through him and away up to the powder blue sky. The shock emptied his brain but his legs moved, backing him away, turning then picking up speed until he was running full pelt back to the village. It was 5pm.

***
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Colonel Teddy Boulton was a worried man. He sat forward in his chair, head in hands, tweed-jacketed elbows on his desk.

In front of him a cup of tea stood unheeded, getting colder by the minute. He puffed nervously at his pipe and stared into the middle distance. It was unusual indeed to find him in his office on a Sunday evening, but the circumstances had left him no choice on this day. A decision was called for, he had to make it and it could not be long delayed.

He had found life in the regular army much easier than the police force. You had clear rules, instant obedience, always a higher authority to refer to. As Chief Constable of the East Anglian Constabulary he had steered a middle course, avoiding contentious decisions and concerning himself mainly with the substantial administrative side of his work, leaving practical matters much to his senior officers.

It was a policy that had worked well; he had a contented and efficient force and was well thought of by those members of the public who came within his social ambit. Now he was within six months of retirement and after years of solid, comfortable and relatively uneventful success, the chicken had come home to roost.

Joy Louise Prentiss had disappeared. Initially she was dealt with as a missing person. After four days however, the matter had been brought to his notice and all the available evidence suggested that her disappearance had not been voluntary. He had placed his senior CID Officer, Detective Chief Superintendent Bruce Day, in charge of the case, with instructions to treat it ‘as if it were murder.’

After a further two days no progress had been made and the press were yapping at his heels. He called a press conference and spoke for an hour during which time he said nothing. It had bought him time. He cherished the hope that the girl would turn up.

Now she had, and very obviously murdered.

He shifted his position in the chair, remembered the tea and took a sip. It was cold and had formed a skin which adhered to his moustache. He replaced the cup hastily and dabbed fastidiously with a handkerchief at his mouth.

The problem was simple but nonetheless difficult to resolve. Should he place his own man, Bruce Day, in charge of the murder inquiry or bring in Scotland Yard? If he took the latter course, Day would be upset at what he might well consider a slight on his ability and it might look as if Boulton was taking the easy way out. On the other hand the prospect of ending his career with an unsolved murder did not appeal. Day, although a capable officer, lacked experience of major inquiries and had already had the case in his hands for several days with nothing to show for his efforts.

He knocked out his pipe in the ashtray and dug at the deposit in the bowl with a penknife, scouring it absentmindedly and with rather more violence than was necessary. He tossed the problem back and forth as he re-stocked the pipe and lit it.

It belched out great gusts of smoke, signalling his decision. If he called in the Yard and they, the finest investigators in the world, failed, no blame remained with his force. If they succeeded some of the credit remained right here at home.

He reached for the telephone and put on his official voice.

‘Get me Central Office, New Scotland Yard,’ he said. It was 7.15pm.

***
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Detective Inspector Mount was prone to profess at boring length to any who would listen his outrage at the salacious content of the popular Sunday press. Only the severe bulk of The Sunday Times was delivered to his house and that he scanned himself before the rest of his family were allowed to view its contents.

On occasions he would justify this censorship by quoting to them suitably edited examples of the offerings of the profane and pornographic gutter press and was usually gratified by the rapt attention afforded him. Under the circumstances it was regretfully necessary that he should now and then peruse such cheap filth in order to pass on to his family the benefits of his informed and considered opinion.

Thus it was that, when the telephone rang in the CI Communications room, Ron Mount was deep in an article exploring the social problems of a nymphomaniac lesbian and was interrupted just as that unfortunate lady was about to reveal how, at the age of fifteen, she was seduced by a fourteen-stone choir mistress.

He pushed the newspaper aside with a grunt of annoyance, picked up the phone and announced himself. The problems of the nymphomaniac lesbian faded from his mind and he sat up sharply as he listened to the Chief Constable of the East Anglian Constabulary.

He slipped out his pen with his free hand, pulled a scribbling pad across the desk and made curt notes. ‘Ch. Cons. E.A. Constab. Rqst ass. Murder. Joy Louise PRENTISS. Age 20. Miss. 7 days. Fnd field Bacton Ford Sffk. Col. E. Boulton. Strangle-ligature.’

Before Colonel Boulton had finished his story, Mount was reaching for the notebook containing the home telephone numbers of the Department’s senior CID officers. Boulton was talking on now, his worries spilling out in the form of time-wasting verbosity. Mount politely cut him short.

‘Thank you, sir, if you would confirm this by teleprinter immediately, I’ll get things under way.’

He cradled the telephone and was already dialling the Commander CI by the time Boulton had realized that the conversation was at an end.

For the next few minutes Mount worked at top speed. He relayed the request and brief details of the inquiry to the Commander, leaving him to contact the Assistant Commissioner Crime for covering authority.

Whilst waiting for the Commander to ring him back with instructions to send for Staunton and Wyndsor, he checked the times of trains from London to Ipswich, collected cash for them from the Divisional Office safe and removed their names from the ‘waiting’ board, replacing them on the ‘operating’ board beside the legend, ‘Suffolk - Murder of Joy Louise Prentiss’.

As he finished, the teleprinter started to chatter to itself in its glass cubicle in the corner. Mount walked across to it and watched as it typed up six copies of Boulton’s request, now irrevocably committed to paper. The machine stuttered to a halt and he tore off the page, casting the carbon paper into a waste bin as he returned to his desk. He splayed the copies of the message in front of him and marked the top one ‘ACC’. As he marked the second copy ‘Commander CI’, the telephone jangled at him.

To the Commander CI one more murder was no novelty, he was entertaining friends and had no time for idle chat. Having established that the request had now been confirmed by teleprinter he issued his instructions to call out Staunton and Wyndsor under the verbal authority of the ACC. This done he returned to his guests and dismissed the matter temporarily from his mind.

Mount took a few seconds to catch up with himself. Every telephone call he had made or received now had to be written out on a telephone message pad and filed in order. Copies of the teleprinter message had to be allocated to various senior officers for information and the last copy filed in CI, later to be initialled by the Commander, authorizing officers to be sent out of London.

These administrative matters attended to, Mount picked up the telephone yet again, this time to make the call that would bring relief to Chief Superintendent Staunton’s itch for action.

***
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Robert Staunton was slumped deep in his armchair, watching with mounting impatience as a television interviewer struggled to extract some small statement of a factual nature from an urbane politician determined not to say anything that was not capable of at least six interpretations.

‘Idiot, bloody questions they ask.’ His cockney accent gave sharp edge to the observation. In the chair opposite, his wife was industriously knitting baby clothes; a labour of love for a mounting brood of grandchildren. She answered mechanically, deep in a dream world of tiny toes and talcum powder.

‘Yes, dear.’

‘That bloody MP is walking all over that interviewer. Do better myself.’

‘Yes, dear.’

On the screen, the interviewer gave up the ghost and with a sickly smile returned his viewers to the studio. A young man with obscenely perfect teeth promised that next they would see that ever-popular quiz game, ‘A Question of Truth’, in which the resident team of three nuns faced a challenge on religious knowledge from students of the London School of Economics. The teeth seemed to think it was likely to be an excitingly balanced encounter.

Bob Staunton grunted his disgust and levered himself out of the armchair, intent on shutting the teeth out of his life forever.

As he reached his feet the telephone rang and he changed direction, heading eagerly for the hall. His wife put aside her knitting and walked out behind him, leaving the nuns to answer their first question without an audience.

Bob barked into the phone. ‘Staunton.’

‘Inspector Mount, CI reserve, sir.’

‘Yes?’

‘Request for assistance from Chief Constable East Anglia Constabulary, sir. Girl of twenty been missing a week, found 5 o’clock today in a field. Strangled by ligature, no suspects. ACC has given his authority.’

Mrs Staunton was already on her way up to the bedroom to prepare for her husband’s departure, unhappy at the prospect of lonely weeks ahead but glad his waiting was over. Bob was deep in that other world of his in which she had no part.

‘Car laid on?’

‘I’ll do that now, sir. Should be there in... about half an hour.’

Bob felt the excitement building up inside him but his voice was calm as befitted an old campaigner. ‘Better ring young Wyndsor.’

‘Will do, sir, see you here shortly.’

Bob’s mind was already flickering ahead, recalling the little he knew of the County of Suffolk - Constable Country... Strangulation by ligature, we’ve had those before. He pulled himself back to the present. 

‘Eh? Oh yes, right.’ He replaced the telephone and skipped up the stairs as if he had suddenly shed a dozen years.  

As he entered the bedroom his wife was already packing his suitcase. She smiled up at him.

‘All ready,’ she said. ‘I’ve put in some cream for your bottom... ’

Bob cut her off, not wishing to indulge in an inventory of the more personal items she had packed for him. ‘Right, I’ll have a quick shave then, luv.’

He was gone for fifteen minutes and when he returned she had finished her task and was locking the case.

‘Come on then, downstairs, good luck sherry,’ he said.

It was a ritual they observed every time he went away, almost his only superstition.

He carried his suitcase downstairs, left it by the front door then joined his wife in the sitting room. She handed him a tiny drop of sherry in a miniature glass, they clinked and swallowed the liquid at a gulp.

‘Good luck,’ she said, ‘I hope it goes well.’ She replaced the glasses on the sideboard and went to him. He held her awkwardly in his arms. In the corner the teeth was announcing the result of the quiz. Nuns six. Students nil.

‘I see the nuns won then,’ Bob said, but his mind was elsewhere.

***

[image: ]


In the CI Communication office Ron Mount was in no hurry now. Cars were on their way from the pool to collect both Bob Staunton and Leo Wyndsor. He had not yet telephoned Leo and was in no hurry to do so. He saw no reason for allowing Leo ample time to get ready, let him raise a sweat for a change.

He made out telephone messages of the Commander’s call and his own to Bob Staunton, then as an afterthought, wrote out another anticipating his call to Leo. Since there was no other reasonable excuse for delay, he picked up the phone and dialled Leo’s number.

At almost the very moment that Brian Cavell had found Joy Prentiss’ body, Leo had woken from a deep and refreshing sleep. He got up and cooked himself a belated breakfast, faintly surprised at how hungry he was. The chore of washing up over, he wandered into the bathroom for a leisurely wash and shave.

The face that stared back at him now was related only in structure to the haggard horror that had faced him in Paula’s flat that morning. He felt good, bloody good. The voice congratulated him.

‘That’s more like it, Leo. See what clean living does for you? Makes sense, doesn’t it?’

For once the moralizing raised no counter of resentment in him. He combed his hair into place and splashed himself liberally with aftershave. The perfume drifted into his nostrils and added to his sense of well-being.

He picked up his pyjamas and padded back to his bedroom, leaving a trail of talcum powder across the fitted carpets. There was not a problem in the world except what clothes to wear and that required only that he decide where he was going that evening.

Maybe he would call Annette, she was teetotal and sex never had the debilitating effect on him that alcohol did. He dropped his pyjamas on the unmade bed and wandered aimlessly out into the living room where he put on a jazz record and flopped, still naked, into an armchair, letting the music flood over him.

The trouble with Annette was she talked so much. Even in bed, as if by talking about something else she could pretend to herself that she wasn’t really doing it. He drifted into a reverie in which past exploits floated through his mind in delicious disarray. Maggie who worked for Qantas Airlines and had ridden like an amazon queen... Kate who always said no and was still saying no after it was all over.

The voice infiltrated itself. ‘You could always have a quiet night at home - music, bring in some food, early bed.’

Oddly enough the idea was not totally unattractive. The matter was still not resolved when he was brought back to the present by the phone ringing in the bedroom.

Some sixth sense told him that this was it. He was already wondering where he was destined for as he picked up the phone.

Mount was not very forthcoming. ‘The car will be round for you in ten minutes.’

‘Where are we going, Mr Mount?’ Leo’s tone left no doubt that he wanted to know now.

‘You’re going moonraking, my son,’ said Mount. ‘Silly Suffolk. Twenty-year-old girl strangled. Missing for seven days, no suspects. Sounds like a tasty one.’

‘Thank you for giving me ten minutes.’ Leo banged down the phone and set about dressing in world record time. It was something at which he had plenty of practice, since facing suspicious husbands is difficult enough anyway without the practical and psychological disadvantage of being naked at the time.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
\

'PETERHILL

HE

HUNTERS






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





