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The policeman stared uncertainly at the scarecrow.

It stood, rigidly composed, mutely indifferent to official puzzlement, just inside the gate of a roadside field. It was of course an anachronism on a modern farm and even to the untutored eye of the police officer it was clearly of limited value in a field of close-cropped grass. No amount of staring produced an answer.

The silence, as the taciturn farmer awaited his decision, became a tangible weight on the officer’s shoulders. PC Humber knew that some decision should be made, some action taken. He could feel the farmer’s eyes boring into his back, alive with scarcely veiled mockery.

Stephen Rolls was his contemporary, a childhood enemy, and he was delighting in Humber’s discomfiture.

Humber turned to face his tormentor, leaning back against the heavy wooden gate, flapping a lazy hand at the persistent flies that buzzed his head like Lilliputian war planes.

‘Nothin’ to do with you, then?’ he asked neutrally.

Rolls was leaning up against the wheel arch of his battered and mud-daubed Landrover parked close up behind the police patrol car. He spat inelegantly into the ditch.

‘Told you,’ he said.

‘Some joker...?’ Humber suggested.

‘Expensive joke,’ Rolls commented, pointing.

Humber turned back to lean on the gate and consider the scarecrow anew. It was simply constructed of two hedgerow staves, one hammered into the ground, a second and shorter crosspiece tied at the intersect with red baler twine. By contrast the manner of its dress was exceptional; a dark pinstripe three-piece suit of obvious quality, a sober bowler hat, white shirt and grey tie. At its foot were a pair of black shoes with black socks tucked into them and hung on one ‘arm’ was an immaculately rolled umbrella. Round the neck of the scarecrow was a placard of thin wood, also tied with baler twine. There was writing on it which, from a distance, he could not read.

‘What d’you think, then?’ Rolls persisted.

PC Humber ran a finger round his none-too-clean uniform shirt. So early in the morning, not yet nine, and already uncomfortably hot. Even the normally shrill morning chorus was muted. Yet there was no sun. The day was overcast, dark grey pillars of clouds collecting high over the Chiltern Hills, threatening rain but failing to deliver. It had been like this for days, hot and humid, dull and brooding, enervating to the point where the slightest physical effort required a positive commitment of will. Even thinking was desperately hard work.

‘Think I’d better have a look,’ Humber said reluctantly. He liked his crimes clear-cut. On a call like this a man could very easily make a fool of himself whichever way it went. If it was a joke and he took it seriously he would be a laughing stock. If it was serious and his action was inadequate he would be hauled over the coals.

He clambered up onto the gate and surveyed the field. It appeared to be empty of stock but there were obvious signs that it had been recently occupied by cattle. From the top of the gate there was a clear view to his right towards the hills, across the undulating and occasionally wooded Oxfordshire countryside which mostly comprised the Gantry Estate – although Gantry Hall itself was out of view, hidden by Eelbrook Woods. To his left the church spire and the rooftops of some of the taller buildings of the village of Gantry Coombe could just be seen above the hedge line a mile or so away.

‘Like the view?’ Rolls enquired sarcastically.

PC Humber pretended not to hear and dropped clumsily down into the field. He approached the scarecrow slowly, taking a snaking path through the cow pats, then circled it as cautiously as a dog approaching a lamppost on foreign territory. He stopped in front of it and read the words written in Chinagraph pencil on the wooden board round the scarecrow’s neck. “This was a Savage. Valkyrie.”, it said.

‘Try the kiss of life!’ Rolls shouted from the road.

Humber ignored him. There was something about this scarecrow that was distinctly sinister and he was loath to touch it. He had now collected a great mass of flies which milled around in a humming confusion above his head, bolder individuals now and then attempting a landing on his face and neck. He swatted at them in annoyance and stepped forward to search the scarecrow.

In the jacket pockets he found a vest and a pair of underpants and as he stuffed them back he noticed the pearl cufflinks still in the cuffs of the shirt. The wallet was leather, soft and well worn. It contained a considerable amount of cash in notes, a number of credit cards, a driving licence, some photographs and a Ministry of Defence official pass. He put the wallet in his pocket and returned to the gate, trailing an entourage of flies.

From the expression on PC Humber’s face Stephen Rolls deduced that the joke was over.

‘See, Allan, I didn’t want to touch it meself, just in case...’ he said placatingly.

Humber nodded. ‘Right thing,’ he said.

‘Who... I mean whose...?’

‘Colonel Bannister-Coates.’

‘Yeah?’

Humber patted his pocket.

‘His wallet anyway.’

‘Well... What d’you reckon...?’

Humber clambered back over the gate and headed towards his patrol car, happier now he could properly pass responsibility for any further action on to a more senior officer.

‘Where is he then?’ Rolls said.

PC Humber reached in through the passenger window of the police car and grasped the radio microphone.

‘Dunno,’ he said ‘but wherever he is he’s stark naked, that’s for sure.’

***
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Detective Chief Superintendent Bob Staunton fired from the hip, directing an accurate and lethal spray on the greenfly that had infested his beloved roses.

‘And don’t bleedin’ come back!’ he ordered them fiercely.

The rose patch, with barely room for the half dozen bush roses it contained, was sited immediately outside the kitchen window in the pocket-sized rear garden of the Stauntons’ modest semi-detached house in the East End of London. Tiny it may have been, but the garden had been designed and maintained with sound technique and no little artistic flair. There was colour in that garden every month of the year, and not just in the heavily stocked lean-to greenhouse but all round the tiny plot, provided by a wide range of ornamental shrubs and climbing plants, from winter jasmines to luxuriant fuchsias, from firethorn to wisteria.

It was a labour of love on Bob Staunton’s part. The tipping of a city dweller’s hat to a more natural lifestyle. It was also for Alice, who had loved him and tolerated his long absences and uncertain tempers over long years, always loyal, the solid rock on which their marriage was founded. The prime intention of the garden was that Alice should always have something of beauty to look upon as she went about her humdrum daily chores, and be reminded that she was loved. Except that Bob would have explained it in rather less poetic terms.

Alice watched him on his usual morning tour of inspection, his ‘dawn patrol’ as she called it. He was frowning at a climbing hydrangea, leaning forward, hands behind his back as if delivering it a lecture on expected growth rates or size of flower clusters. He moved on to the minuscule vegetable plot, flanked by a trellis of runner beans in full blood-red flower, inspecting neat rows of onions, peas and broad beans which paraded in ruler-straight lines with hardly a weed to be seen. Apparently satisfied with the turnout, Bob walked slowly back towards the house, unaware that he was being observed.

Only to Alice’s biassed eye was he handsome. He was in his early fifties, short, broad-shouldered, bull-necked with tight curly black hair now fast turning grey. Others observing his blunt features, determined square jaw and fierce bushy eyebrows might, with charity, have preferred to describe him as rugged.

He did not hear the telephone but Alice called him from the kitchen door.

‘It’s Sir John,’ she said.

And Bob could tell from her voice that she anticipated another lonely vigil. She knew as well as he that the Commissioner of Police of the Metropolis did not telephone his officers personally at their homes at this hour of the morning without very good cause.

***
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Detective Inspector Leo Wyndsor stood motionless at the very edge of the short, rigid three-metre diving board.

He was less than six feet in height by only the merest fraction and had the slim, lightly muscled body of an all-round athlete. Of late, having now passed his thirtieth year, he had begun to give more consideration to the physical fitness he had hitherto taken for granted. He did not smoke, drank less, took such exercise as the demands of his work permitted and now and then undertook a period of modest dieting to regulate his weight.

The regime had repaid him with a body that could have modelled male underwear, and which was shown off to advantage by his brief swimming costume. His rounded face, deep blue eyes and slightly over-long blond hair gave him a deceptive look of choirboy innocence. He was pretty to look at rather than handsome, a fact he had never found to be a disadvantage.

On this morning there was no-one in the swimming baths to form any opinion on the matter of his appearance. The blue-green water was absolutely still, appearing as solid as the tiled surround; motionless as a painted mirror.

Leo Wyndsor hesitated on the diving board, staring mesmerised at the water surface, unwilling to violate the virginal innocence of the pool by the forced entry of his body, to destroy the silence, to shatter the moment of total peace. Yet he felt the pull of the innocent water as strongly as he would have sensed the eagerness of a young girl for first experience.

Eventually he let himself fall forward, so that his dive was in the end of necessity and not a deliberate act of will, entering the warm depths of the water with rigid body, plunging deeply but with minimum disruption to the serenity of the pool.

He swam for twenty minutes, then went to change, as a group of earnest-looking youngsters complete with skull caps, ear plugs and goggles arrived and began to plough up and down the length of the baths with every sign of dedication but little of pleasure. He didn’t resent their coming, the serene spell of total solitude had been broken the moment his body had entered the water and shivered its surface with shock waves.

Leo collected his bicycle from the rack and rode through the first of the morning rush hour traffic to his tiny bachelor flat in West Hampstead. His elderly Mini Cooper, although comparatively miserly on fuel, he seldom used in town.

The girl had gone. There was a brief note in the kitchen. ‘Got myself breakfast. See you. J.’ From the shambles on the draining board and cooker she had eaten well. Evidently mother had never taught her the esoteric secrets of washing up, or perhaps she felt she had already given value for a meal and a few dirty dishes. Had she made that point Leo would probably not have argued. He set about the task of tidying the kitchen and washing up, but with no great enthusiasm.

He had barely finished when the telephone rang.

‘Apologise to the young lady, then get your backside into the Yard. God wants us in his office in half an hour sharp.’

There was no mistaking Bob Staunton’s Cockney accent or blunt manner of speech, even had Leo been less well acquainted with them both.

‘Actually I’m alone, up and dressed and I’ve just returned from an invigorating swim,’ Leo said.

‘Sorry, must be a wrong number,’ Bob said, and put down the phone.

***

[image: ]


The pattern of events that was to turn the boy into a murderer began when he was just four years of age.

He could recall very little of his life before his third birthday but he was aware that there were some things that had simply always been.

There had always been Mother. Mother had always had a cough. There had always been the small terraced town cottage that seemed to him quite enormous and there had always been Aunt Hilda. He did not understand the relationship between Mother and himself and Aunt Hilda but Mother always seemed to be doing a great deal of work in the house and Aunt Hilda always seemed to be giving a lot of orders. He did not dislike Aunt Hilda but sometimes she frightened him by shouting loudly, as she did when she found dust. Aunt Hilda hated dust. She also hated things she called ‘idleness’ and ‘slovenly work’ and ‘wickedness’, and they made her shout. On the other hand she was very fond of ‘charity’ and ‘honest endeavour’ and ‘God’s forgiveness’ which she spoke of a lot and which never made her shout.

So far as the boy was aware the world consisted of the cottage and the town. A normal family consisted of a boy, a mother and an Aunt Hilda. There had never been a father. Having no contact with other families or other children, he did not know what a father was. He was sometimes hungry and sometimes cold but never for very long. He suffered no illness and had no awareness of being in any sense deprived. Only sometimes he was tired when Mother coughed all night and kept him awake.

The first truly dramatic event in his young life, the one that was to warp his future and his personality, had its genesis in a great shouting that Aunt Hilda made one evening in the early part of the year. She must have discovered a great deal of dust or wickedness because he could clearly hear her ranting even though he was far away in the tiny sloping-roofed room he shared with Mother. The boy was frightened but only to a whimper, the shouting had become a part of life and experience had shown it never led to anything worse. But this time, when Mother came to the room, she was weeping and the boy became desperately anxious, clinging to her and sobbing uncontrollably for fear of the unknown disaster that he suspected was threatening the stability of his family unit.

Very soon afterwards Mother left him alone with Aunt Hilda and was gone for two whole days. It was as if the sun had deserted the sky. He was in a constant panic lest she might not return and each night he cried himself to sleep. Yet Aunt Hilda was not unkind. She did not shout and spoke a lot about ‘poor innocents’. And Mother returned.

For days the boy would hardly dare let her out of his sight, but soon life returned to normal.

Then Mother went away again and when she returned she seemed different. She laughed sometimes and cuddled him now and then for no reason.

A week later they left the cottage forever.

The journey was a long one, they spent all day and much of the evening on three different trains and the boy, surfeited with new experience, was asleep long before journey’s end.

He afterwards remembered little of the journey from the railway station and the bustle of being put to bed in a room that smelled quite different from the cottage and had a level roof, tiredness overcoming even hunger and curiosity.

The following day was a haze of delight. He discovered himself to be in a tiny, magical tumbledown cottage on the very edge of a village in the heart of the country and every sight and every smell and every touch and every sound were new and incredibly exciting. In the old cottage there were the most glorious cooking smells and an old collie dog that smelt of damp and ‘Aunt Gwyneth’ whose voice was soft and gentle and who never shouted. Out in the ramshackle garden were succulent peas growing in popping pods and a cat with three legs and five kittens and white butterflies and a tall shed where the privy was and all around were mountains. There was grass to roll on and flowers that stung you and a broken down wall and a ditch with frogs and slippery stones... and there were other children who stared at him and laughed and ran away.

He did not notice that Mother had changed her dress.

The man seemed as tall as a giant. He had a red face and not much hair and there was mud on his boots and he smelt of animals. Not nice smells like cats and dogs but hard smells that tickled your nose. His mother pushed him forward.

‘This is... Uncle Llewellyn,’ Mother said.

The man looked at him. ‘Healthy, is he?’ he demanded.

His accent was strange, his voice harsh, his tone unsympathetic.

Instantly, intuitively, the boy feared and distrusted Uncle Llewellyn, sensing where few adults would have on such slight acquaintance, the true extent of the evil hidden deep within the man.
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Commissioner Sir John Murcott himself introduced Detective Chief Superintendent Bob Staunton and Detective Inspector Leo Wyndsor to the other two participants at the meeting. Mr Parsons represented the Security Services, a small nervous-looking man with a pinched face and quick bright eyes, and Chief Constable Holbeck of the Thames Valley Constabulary, who bore an almost brotherly resemblance to the Commissioner, having the build and flattened features of an unsuccessful heavyweight but a gentle manner and a quiet but firm voice that commanded attention. It was Holbeck who began, and it was clear that he was not in good humour.

‘The scarecrow was found by the manager of one of the farms on the Gantry Estate at about 8.30am yesterday. He immediately called the police...’

Holbeck passed round photographs of the scarecrow.

‘The officer who attended examined the clothing and found the wallet suggesting the clothing belonged to Colonel Reginald Bannister-Coates, a well-known local resident. He had been to a late night meeting in London and his wife was expecting him home in time for breakfast next day. He didn’t arrive and we found his car, a very distinctive orange BMW abandoned in a lay-by about a mile from the field where the scarecrow was found dressed with his clothing. I ordered that the matter be treated as one of murder and an Incident Room was set up at Wallingford police station. One final thing. You will see from the photograph that a placard of sorts, in fact a rough piece of board, has been hung around the scarecrow’s neck. The words on that placard are, “This was a Savage”, then a full stop, then the single word “Valkyrie.” No satisfactory explanation as to the meaning of this message has so far been suggested.’

‘Any signs of violence in the car or the field?’ Bob asked.

‘None,’ Holbeck replied. ‘The ground is bone hard, there are no footprints, no tyre prints, not so much as a drop of blood or a fingerprint so far as we can discover. The only thing is that the back of the jacket and the trousers were creased and marked with dry dust, as if the wearer had lain flat on his back on the ground not long before the scarecrow was set up.’

‘Might I ask during what period the scarecrow was erected, sir?’ Leo asked.

Chief Constable Holbeck considered the youngest member of the meeting for the first time. What his experienced eye saw was a young officer of some promise, exceptionally well dressed and neat in his appearance, well spoken, composed and almost arrogantly self-assured even in the present fairly high-powered company. And he asked intelligent, professional questions. Holbeck nodded his approval but without warmth.

‘It was not there at 9pm on the day before yesterday when Stephen Rolls, the farm manager, took some bullocks out of the field. It was there, as I have said, at 8.30am yesterday morning.’

‘And nobody knows nothin’, I suppose,’ Bob said.

‘We haven’t discovered any material witnesses so far, apart from the man who found the body. Local enquiries have drawn a blank but they are still continuing. It’s a very thinly populated area apart from the village of Gantry Coombe and even that has only about two hundred people on the electoral roll.’

‘Get on with the locals, did he?’ Bob asked.

‘Colonel Bannister-Coates was a local. He was born at Gantry Coombe and his present house has been in the family for a couple of hundred years or so. He was, I think you could fairly say, a pillar of society. A well-known, well-respected and, I should consider, a well-liked personality.’ He handed round photographs of a handsome, grey-haired man in his early fifties. ‘This is a recent photograph,’ he concluded.

‘Perhaps we should now hear what Mr Parsons can tell us,’ Commissioner Murcott suggested.

The little man cleared his throat and fingered his tie but when he spoke his voice, a surprisingly deep baritone, gave no hint of nervousness or uncertainty. Clearly it would be an error to take Parsons at face value.

‘Colonel Bannister-Coates was semi-retired but still did a great deal of very useful work for the Security Services. His army rank provided a useful public cover but in fact he was seconded to us many years ago. As you have heard he attended a meeting in London on the night before last. He left at about 1am and so far as we know that was the last time he was seen. After that he simply disappeared. We do know that he did not go to his London flat so presumably he drove straight to Gantry Coombe. From the practical point of view I doubt if I can help any further.’

There was a moment’s silence. Parsons was clearly debating how much he should say, fully aware that the attentive policemen would have to be given the tools if they were to complete the job.

‘Colonel Bannister-Coates was a psychologist,’ he said eventually, ‘and he was also a linguistic expert specialising in the Slavonic languages. Although semi-retired he still had access to highly classified material. For this reason, in addition to humanitarian considerations, we are very anxious to know his whereabouts and his condition.’

‘Meanin’ you’d be happier if there was a body,’ Bob said bluntly.

Mr Parsons looked slightly pained and fixed his birdlike eyes on the heavy bulk of the detective, trying to evaluate him even as he sought for a judicious reply. The Commissioner had assured him that Staunton was the finest investigator in the country. Bob Staunton in the flesh, however, had come as something of a surprise. Parsons had expected someone a little more urbane.

‘Let us simply say,’ he began, ‘that at the moment we have too many possible explanations for his disappearance. He may have been targeted, he may have been kidnapped, he may have defected, or his death may be totally unconnected with his work, That much will be obvious to all present. Until we know which is the case my department is unable to take the corrective measures necessary to alleviate any damage that may have been done. That is why this whole matter is one of the highest priority and why an early answer is essential.’

‘Without enquiring into the exact nature of the work that Bannister-Coates was engaged in,’ Leo said, ‘might we ask, if it transpires that he has been targeted, who the most likely instigators would be? The CIA, the KGB, the IRA, the PLO...?’

Parsons shrugged.

‘In a long and distinguished career such as Colonel Bannister-Coates enjoyed, it is sadly possible to make enemies of all persuasions.’

‘But judged on his more recent work?’ Leo persisted.

Parsons’ smile was formal, as thin as charity soup.

‘I understand the logic of your question,’ he said, ‘but no prime candidates come to mind.’

Commissioner Murcott cleared his throat loudly to take their attention, then began a carefully worded explanation aimed at Bob and Leo but also very much for the ears of the other two.

‘There is intense political interest in this matter, so much so that there has been absolute insistence that a team of investigators from this office be appointed to the case although it is, of course, very much Mr Holbeck’s affair and he naturally retains day-to-day control. The situation is, Mr Staunton, that you will report to me daily on progress, with early reference to Mr Holbeck. Understood?’

Bob understood perfectly. It was a neat way of catering for both the pressure from Parsons and the affront to the pride of the Chief Constable, whose officers would normally have conducted the enquiry. He was being given a completely free hand but was being told not to tread on Holbeck’s toes if that could be avoided.

‘Right, sir,’ Bob said.

‘Anything else?’ Commissioner Murcott asked the meeting.

Parsons moved a hand slightly.

‘Yes, Mr Parsons?’ the Commissioner enquired.

‘Just a final reminder that speed is all important,’ he said.

‘Quite so,’ the Commissioner agreed.

‘One thing,’ Bob said, ‘what’s your opinion, Mr Parsons? You know him, what he was doin’ and that. Murder, kidnap or defection, what d’you reckon?’

Somewhat to Bob’s surprise Parsons met the question head on.

‘In my opinion he is dead,’ he said succinctly.

***
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As the senior officers in charge of the enquiry conferred in the modern, well-furnished but strangely antiseptic office of the Commissioner of Police of the Metropolis, on the thirteenth floor of the modern high-rise block in Victoria Street, London, a massive search of the countryside around Gantry Coombe was under way.

All leave had been cancelled in the Thames Valley Constabulary and officers from surrounding forces and from the Regional Crime Squads had been drafted in to aid in the house-to-house enquiries and the comprehensive search of the countryside within a mile radius of where the car and the scarecrow had been found. In the oppressive heat uniformed officers stalked across fields, clambered through hedges, impaled themselves on barbed wire, rooted about in overgrown ditches, fended off the close interest of curious bullocks, swore at the flies, beat down undergrowth with sticks, cut and scratched themselves on thorn and bramble thickets and generally suffered an uncomfortable and unrewarding day.

Even the dogs seemed affected by the heat, engaging in short bursts of energetic tracking leading usually to rabbit holes, then collapsing, sides heaving, tongues lolling out of grinning jaws, bathing their disgruntled handlers in adoration from liquid brown eyes.

The only searchers who remained cool were the police frogmen, flapping along the beds of shrunken streams and rivers, exploring the shallow depths of the local ponds and feeling their way through the murky and odoriferous entrails of drains and conduits.

Photographers recorded the scene at the abandoned car and took endless still shots of the scarecrow from every conceivable angle. Scenes of Crime officers poked and pried, took samples of everything from the hard-baked earth to the fluff in the trouser pockets of the scarecrow’s suit. Fingerprint officers brushed and dabbed, leaving behind a dusting of white or black powder wherever they went to chalk up an announcement of their passing.

There were also civilian volunteers, male and female, mostly retired persons dressed in sensible boots and pride of civic duty, seemingly enjoying the debilitating heat, the flies and the company of the morose policemen. They chattered and called to each other like a flock of starlings picking over a field for grubs. For them it was an adventure with the considerable bonus of being a secretly painless sacrifice, the one thing most of them had in endless, boring, plenty was time, but the giving of it without seeking reward was nonetheless praiseworthy, a privately selfish act of public selflessness.

Above them all, co-ordinating the search by radio, was a senior officer in a helicopter hired for the day at the insistence of Chief Constable Holbeck. He was aware of the psychology of these investigations. If the enquiry was abortive then he had to show that every effort had been made to secure results. Far from being criticised for incurring the expense of paying his officers considerable sums in overtime, hiring expensive machinery and setting up a massive, complex and expert administration and investigative control centre, it might, in the end, prove to be his saving.

The hub of the enquiry was one-half of the top floor of Wallingford Police Station. Here was the Incident Room which housed the main index, an indexed card system drawing information from all the activities of the enquiry, storing it and throwing up anomalies for expert eyes to consider. It was a kind of manually operated computer, its aim to digest information and disgorge unanswered questions. It was served by fifteen officers, male and female, varying in rank from the Chief Inspector who was in effect the office manager, to the women constables and civilian secretaries who typed up the handwritten statements, the air thick with noise, the atmosphere super-charged with the tension that was inevitably present at the start of every major enquiry. Later, the pace would slow.

Away from the epicentre of the enquiry, in the solemn quiet of the Scientific Laboratories sited above Holborn Police Station in London, when the officers at the scene had completed their work, forensic scientists examined the scarecrow, the clothing and the samples taken by the Scenes of Crime officers. Here the more relaxed and intellectually detached atmosphere made a sharp contrast with the frenetic pace maintained perforce in the Incident Room.

Around every site of activity, like hungry wolves scenting a kill, prowled the persistent representatives of the communications media. But there was precious little meat for them to rip from the bare bones of this enquiry which, with the bizarre discovery of the scarecrow, had at first seemed likely to offer a gargantuan feast of copy.

Of Colonel Bannister-Coates the searchers found no trace.

***
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Leo drove his own car with Bob cramped up in the front passenger seat and their suitcases occupying the rear. Bob was not built for small cars, he overflowed the seat in all directions and his bulk made changing gear an intimate procedure only acceptable between close friends.

Fortunately, despite the disparity in age and rank Bob Staunton and Leo Wyndsor enjoyed a very close professional and personal relationship, a rare thing in a highly competitive and stress-ridden occupation where self-interest is often a prerequisite for advancement. The undoubted friendship between the two men was a constant surprise to their contemporaries who failed to see what a blunt, forthright middle-aged Cockney of evidently and uncompromisingly working class origins should find in common with a young man whose accent, manner of dress, casual assumption of authority and ambience of certainty bespoke his privileged upbringing and upper-middle-class background.

The fact was that they were a well-matched pair. What Staunton lacked in flair and intuition, Wyndsor made up and Bob supplied in return dogged determination and endless patience, factors not readily evident in Leo’s make-up. Each recognised and held in high regard the other’s capabilities and they had a total mutual trust. The partnership had endured for four years – much longer than would have been the case had Leo’s inability to mutely tolerate ineptitude in his senior officers not retarded his promotion prospects. All Bob Staunton’s efforts had failed to remove the ‘arrogant’ tag from round Leo’s neck. The incompetent must protect themselves from attack and they have elephantine memories. So, for the time being, the partnership was preserved and was now headed out of London into the peaceful and scenic countryside where learned Oxfordshire rubs borders with Royal Berkshire within sight of the Chiltern Hills.

They had passed through Maidenhead and were on the road to Henley-on-Thames before Bob, who had been immersed in deep thoughts of his own, finally awoke to his discomfort and voiced his complaint.

‘Why can’t you get a decent set of wheels, Leo?’

‘Decent?’

‘A bit bleedin’ bigger. Ain’t room in here to swing a cat.’
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