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DRAMATIS PERSONNAE 

Old Village 

Kerry Carmichael – wife of DS ‘Davey’ Carmichael, and her sons, Dean and Kyle 

Rosemary Wilson – Kerry’s aunt, and proprietor of ‘Allsorts’, Drovers Lane 

George and Paula Covington – owners of ‘The Fisherman’s Flies’ public house 

Alan and Marian Warren-Browne – formerly of the post office; godparents of Kerry 

Rebecca Rollason – proprietor of the Castle Farthing Tea Shop. Husband Nick, son Tristram (3) 

Brigadier Godfrey and Joyce Malpas-Graves – The Old Manor House 

Albert Carpenter – a village elder, of Woodbine Cottage. 

Great-nephew, John. 

New Village 

Digby Jeffries – ex-BBC, of Michaelmas Cottage, Carsfold Road 

Robin De’ath – ex-Channel 6, of Pastures New, Carsfold Road 

Cedric Malting – playwright, of The Nook, Carsfold Road 

Alice Diggory – ex-English teacher, of Hillview, Carsfold Road 

Henry Pistorius – ex-BBC radio, of The Old School House, Sheepwash Lane 

Warren Stupple – physics teacher at Market Darley, of Pilgrim’s Rest, Sheepwash Lane 

Helena Stupple – his wife. Two sets of twins: Emily and Amelia; Sholto and Octavius 

Dr Hector Griddle – In charge of Blue Sky, a rehabilitation centre based in the old vicarage 

The Officials 

Detective Inspector Harry Falconer of the Market Darley CID 

Detective Inspector ‘Davey’ Carmichael of the Market Darley CID 

Rev. Searle – officiating clergyman in St Cuthbert’s for 24th and 25th December 

Superintendent ‘Jelly’ Chivers, PCs Green, Starr, 

Proudfoot, et al.  
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This is the eighth big case that Detective Inspector Harry Falconer and Detective Sergeant ‘Davey’ Carmichael have worked on together. When they were first made partners they were a decidedly odd couple, but each had something to teach the other, and during these months Falconer has become a little less obsessive about his appearance, and Carmichael has found a voice of wisdom that he never knew he possessed. 

Harry Falconer is about five feet ten inches tall, with a slightly olive cast to his skin, and brown eyes. His hair is short and straight, very dark brown, and worn en brosse. He is of medium build, and tries to eat healthily to preserve his still-trim waistline. 

He previously lived alone with his seal-point Siamese cat, Mycroft, having spent sixteen years in the army, reaching the rank of major. Since working with Carmichael, he has acquired three more cats directly from the cases they have worked on together: Ruby, a red-point Siamese, Tar Baby, a long-haired black cat, and Perfect Cadence, a silver-spotted Bengal. His parents are both barristers. 

‘Davey’ Carmichael is six-feet-five-and-a-half inches tall in his enormous cotton socks, and takes size fifteen shoes. He is not just tall, but broad as well. He has a shock of fairish hair which grows in any direction it feels like, and his eyes are blue. Carmichael can eat an awful lot of anything he fancies without gaining an ounce. 

Carmichael’s real forenames are Ralph Orsino, and he has, very sensibly in Falconer’s opinion, chosen to be known as Davey. He has numerous brothers and sisters and, when they were first put together as partners, he lived with his parents and other family members in a council house in Market Darley in a ramshackle extension at the back of the house, which Falconer mentally dubbed ‘Carmichael Towers’, but never dared verbalise this nickname. 

When first partnered with DI Falconer, he was a humble uniformed PC but, during their time together, he has managed to pass his sergeant’s exams, and been moved to the plainclothes side of policing. 

On their first case together he met the woman who would become his wife, Kerry Long, who had two sons, Dean and Kyle, from a previous marriage. They married on New Year’s Eve, 2009, in a pantomime-themed ceremony at the Register Office in Market Darley, and now live in Castle Farthing with two dogs, a Chihuahua and a Yorkshire terrier, known, unbelievably, as Fang and Mr Knuckles, which they acquired on January 9th, 2010. 

At the end of their sixth big case, Music to Die For, Carmichael found out that his wife, Kerry, was expecting his first child, and during their seventh, Strict and Peculiar, he learnt that Fang, supposedly a boy, was in pup – and so was his mother, Mrs Carmichael senior! 
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The village of Castle Farthing had been positively bustling, as far as changes in residents went, over the past eighteen months, and as many had left so many more had moved in, and it wasn’t quite as sleepy as it had been when the village had been struck by the tragedy of murder in the summer of 2009. 

The four new houses that were being built at the time that those events took place were now finished and occupied. As there was no intention of installing a fulltime vicar for the village again, the vicarage had been sold off by the church, the garage had been taken over by a large chain of petrol stations, and its little shop now provided some very unwelcome competition for Rosemary Wilson’s shop, Allsorts. 

Sheepwash Lane had been particularly hit by the departure of previous residents, and three in a row now had new owners: The Old School House, The Beehive and Pilgrim’s Rest. Alan and Marian Warren-Browne had retired from the post office and bought The Beehive, once the home of Clive and Cassandra Romaine, and were delighted to have the property, as it had a studio building in the garden which they had turned into a rumpus room-cum-playroom for their goddaughter Kerry Carmichael’s two sons. 

The Old School House had been purchased by a widower who, rumour confidently had it, used to be involved in the broadcast of agricultural programmes on the radio but, for the locals, there would always be Martha Cadogan’s shade out in the garden somewhere, tending her beloved plants. 

Pilgrim’s Rest, the former home of Piers and Dorothy Manningford, was now inhabited by a lively family of six, and its proximity to The Old Manor House had considerably increased the Brigadier’s intake of pink gin and the frequency of his tantrums when the children were laughing and shouting in the garden. 

The vicarage, against furious local opposition, had been acquired by an organisation that dealt in the final stages of rehabilitation for ex-drug users and alcoholics, and events at the village hall, which was adjacent to the property, had dwindled since the property had been in use in its new guise. 

As for the four new houses, two either side of the Carsfold Road where it bifurcated to go round the village green, these were occupied thus: Michaelmas Cottage housed Digby Jeffries, who had been something to do with the BBC; Pastures New was occupied by Robin De’ath (pronounced, naturally, as Deeth), who had worked for a less well-known television broadcaster; on the east side of the road, Hillview was the home of a retired English teacher, Alice Diggory; The Nook, by the amateur playwright, Cedric Malting. 

With Henry Pistorius in The Old School House and three of the four new houses containing residents from a similar background, debate had become more lively, and the competition between these four had been furious as to who should be top dog when it came to prior importance in their respective fields. 

What with the opening of the new rehabilitation centre, newly named ‘Blue Sky’ (all the residents of which were barred from the village’s only public house, The Fisherman’s Flies, by order of the centre’s resident doctor), life had become very different from what it had been in the past, and Castle Farthing was slowly and reluctantly becoming  used to the changes that had occurred in its midst. 

The post office, although run by a young couple now and not closed as many thought it would have been, was still a lively place for people to meet and gossip as they waited their turn in the queue, and the Castle Farthing Tea Shop did a livelier trade than it had in the past, mainly due to the residents of ‘Blue Sky’, as they were banished from the pub and there was little else to do in the village. Rebecca Rollason, who ran it, had always found them courteous and polite, and would not have dreamt of refusing their custom because of their pasts. 

DS Davey Carmichael and his wife Kerry had almost finished the joining of Kerry’s formerly rented home, Jasmine Cottage, and its neighbour, Crabapple Cottage, and were really appreciating the extra space it had given them, not only for themselves, but for Kerry’s two sons, Dean and Kyle, too. With the addition of the two dogs to their family – Mr Knuckles and Mistress Fang, the latter in pup – the arrival of a stray cat which they had adopted, and the imminent arrival of their own baby, they had noticed little about the change in the population, being much too busy with more important things: creating the perfect nest for their family. 

Cosy little villages tended to stay the same in cosy fiction, but real life simply isn’t like that. Castle Farthing had changed considerably, and was due to change again as the cataclysmic winter of 2010 approached, as unsuspected events closed in around the little village. 
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Friday 24th December – Christmas Eve, 5pm 

In Castle Farthing on this Christmas Eve, all was aglow with myriad lights, all twinkling in the cold air and filling it with a rainbow. George and Paula Covington had outdone themselves with their decorations this year and, apart from the many varied strands of lights attached to the outside, they had added an enormous inflatable Father Christmas and an equally huge inflatable snowman, both of which were lit up from within.  

From the Christmas trees outside the pub doors, every colour imaginable sparkled from the fibre-optic trees (with added strings of light and decorations) that they had placed outside the doors of the public house, and an equally large Christmas tree did the same job inside, the roaring log fire providing an extra welcome to customers in this bitter weather. 

Even the castle ruins from which the village had originally been given its name (the ‘farthing’ thought to be the toll charged to pass down the road through the old castle grounds) had been seasonally tarted-up, and, for the first time, were strung with sturdy outdoor lights in an assortment of colours. 

The lights strung round the village green also did their bit to add to the seasonal atmosphere, and every cottage sported a brightly lit and decorated tree in its front window. Castle Farthing looked like a Christmas card, the impression heightened by the snow that had threatened earlier in the day and had eventually begun to fall at about two-thirty, delighting those on their way to the church for the crib service, for St Cuthbert’s had a locum this Christmas, and services would be heard in its ancient walls at this time of the year for the first time in two years. 

In the next few hours, however, everyone back in their houses hiding from the cold and the rising wind, the snow had begun to fall in earnest, the flakes large and soft as duck down, falling faster and faster in ever increasing volume, and Castle Farthing, unbeknownst to most, now had six inches of blanketing white decorating it, too, and the sky was heavy with more to come. 

Wednesday 1st December – morning 

Detective Inspector Harry Falconer was sitting at his desk finishing off a provisional report on the crime figures for November, when a whirlwind entered the room; the door flying back on its hinges to bang and rebound from the metal filing cabinet behind it, and then slammed with a shudder that ran through the whole room and a giant of a figure crossed over to the desk and flung itself into the chair on the other side of it, exclaiming, ‘That bloody man!’ 

‘Carmichael!’ retorted Falconer, in horror, for he rarely heard Carmichael swear. ‘Whatever’s got into you? What man? Calm down and tell me all about it, and we’ll see if we can’t get it into some sort of perspective for you.’ And damn you for interrupting when I thought I’d just got a handle on these figures; I’ll have to start all over again now when you’ve got it out of your system, thought Falconer with a mental sigh. 

‘That one I’ve mentioned a few times to you: the one that’s moved into the village: the one that’s trying to get his finger into every pie, and who’s been upsetting Kerry. You remember, sir?’ 

‘I certainly do. What’s he done now?’ The inspector hoped it wasn’t anything too heinous, but Carmichael didn’t usually get all het up about nothing. 

With a renewal of the anger he had demonstrated on entering the office, Carmichael’s face grew red, and he made strangling motions with his huge hands, declaring, ‘I could kill the man myself, saying such things to a pregnant woman.’ 

At the rise in the volume of his voice, a uniformed officer poked his head round the door to see that everything was all right, and withdrew when he realised that it was only the DI and the DS in there. 

‘Come on, you! Let’s get ourselves off to the canteen, get some hot tea into you, and talk about this calmly. Just simmer down, and you can tell me all about it, but without the murderous gestures, if you don’t mind,’ Falconer suggested. Then, perhaps he could get back to what he had been doing, in peace. Let the younger man get it out of his system . 

‘Sorry, sir, but he just makes me so mad!’ replied Carmichael, blowing on his hands now, which were blue with cold as he wore no gloves. 

‘And get your hands by that radiator for a couple of minutes before we go. I don’t want you throwing scalding tea everywhere, especially over me, just because you’ve got no feeling in your fingers. My arm’s only just recovered from that knock with the baseball bat I got, and I don’t want to follow it up with a nasty case of Advent burns.’​[1] 

Falconer had received a nasty blow to his arm during an attack from a suspect in their previous case, and was still taking painkillers and painstakingly following the exercises the physiotherapist had shown him after that injury. 

A few minutes later in the canteen, his enormous hands wrapped round the special pint mug that Maggie behind the counter kept for him (she was soft-hearted, and proud of it!), Carmichael took a noisy slurp of the almostboiling liquid, squinted his eyes in pain and appreciation, and began his tale of woe.  

‘That chap I told you about over the last few weeks: 

he’s getting worse, and it’s really upsetting Kerry,’ began Carmichael. 

‘What’s he said this time?’ Falconer asked him, taking a tentative sip of his coffee and finding it to his liking. 

‘Yesterday he cornered her in Allsorts and told her some horror stories about pets lying on newborn babies’ faces, and smothering them, backing it up by saying that he worked for the BBC and had heard all about such events. He only shut up when the owner, Rosemary Wilson – you remember Kerry’s aunt, don’t you? – came over and heard what he was saying. She had him out of that shop so quick his feet didn’t touch the ground.’ 

‘Is that all?’ asked Falconer in all innocence, finding the story quite mild, and not realising what a hornets’ nest he was stirring up. 

‘All?’ shouted Carmichael, drawing eyes from all over the canteen. 

‘Shhhhh! Calm down, Carmichael, otherwise I’ll be able to sell tickets to this conversation.’ 

‘Well, when was the last time you spent a lot of quality time with a pregnant woman?’ 

‘OK, you’ve got me there.’ The answer was never, so perhaps he’d better find out just why his sergeant was in such a rage about it. Capitulating, he continued, ‘You win; but what about it?’ 

‘Their hormones are all over the place. The littlest thing upsets them out of all proportion, and they’re convinced that everything’s going to go wrong with the pregnancy, the birth, and for months after that. 

‘The closer to the birth they get, the more ridiculous and outrageous the fears, but there’s no rationalising with them. Kerry’s getting herself into a right tizzy now there’s only just over a month to go, and this idiot just feeds her fears and creates new ones she hadn’t even thought of.’ 

‘Is it really that bad?’ asked Falconer. He’d always considered Kerry Carmichael a very grounded person, not easily upset or knocked off balance. 

‘You should see her, sir. Sometimes she just cries, and there’s nothing I can do or say to help her, and quite often it’s because she’s bumped into him, and he’s set her off again.’ 


‘And what is his name?’ 



‘Digby Jeffries. He lives in one of those four new houses just to the south of the village green. He’s an old codger, or I’d have asked him to step outside to settle the matter long before now.’ 

‘Come on, Carmichael. We can’t have you assaulting old-age pensioners. That wouldn’t do the reputation of the police a jot of good. Have you tried to have a word with him and told him what effect he’s having on Kerry?’ Wise words, Falconer thought, but was then disabused. 

‘Yes! He actually gave this horrible little giggle, then said he was just passing the time of day, and was I sure it wasn’t me being over-sensitive?’ 


‘Sounds a right arse. Is there anything I can do?’ 



‘I don’t think so, sir. At least, not yet. I’ll try talking to him again, and see how far I get,’ Carmichael finished, and heaved a huge sigh. He really didn’t need this hassle. And, in fact, neither did Falconer. Not only did he have his monthly report to finish, but there had been a spate of burglaries of garden furniture and statuary that was trying him to the limit, and no one yet had reported a sighting of the van that might be transporting these heavy items from gardens to God knows where. 

Monday 6th December – afternoon 

Even though the weather was bitingly cold and the roads slippery, Carmichael had stated that he was going home for lunch, giving no reason other than he thought it might be a good idea. He’d been in a subdued mood for the final half-hour of the morning, but would offer no reason for it. After his departure, Falconer had sent out for sandwiches, not wishing to brave the severity of the temperature if he could avoid it, and spent a quiet hour with his current reading matter – statements about the stolen garden accoutrements. 

The hands of the old-fashioned wall clock had no sooner reached two o’clock when it seemed that time was repeating itself, and Carmichael stormed into the office again like an avenging angel, his face purple and twisted with fury. This time, without waiting to be asked, he burst into speech in a sort of strangled scream. 

‘He’s done it again! She rang me just before lunch, but by the time I got there, she was in a right old state. Something’s got to be done about him!’ 

‘I presume you’re referring to Mr Jeffries again?’ asked Falconer in a quiet, calm voice. There were so many suspect vans registered locally that it had been like looking for a needle in a haystack, and he was quite glad of the interruption. 

‘Yes I bloody well am! Mr bloody Jeffries had better watch out, or I’ll strangle the bloody life out of the old villain!’ This time, Carmichael’s voice was a low and dangerous growl. 

‘Calm down, Sergeant. Just take a deep breath or two, sit down, and count to a hundred, or a thousand, if it helps, then see how you feel. Would you like me to have a word with this trouble-making old codger?’ asked Falconer, as Carmichael sank reluctantly into his chair. ‘Nothing official, you understand, but maybe I could drop into The Fisherman’s Flies with you for a half sometime, and you could point him out to me. I presume he uses the pub. Gossipy old-woman types like him usually do, to spread their poison and pick up new ammunition.’ 

‘Please, sir,’ agreed the sergeant, tears forming in his eyes, now that his fury had abated, and with real anguish on his face, ‘but not just yet. Let’s leave it a couple of days, and see if he gets bored with taunting her.’ His soft heart was breaking for Kerry, who usually coped with everything that life could throw at her without turning a hair. It could only be the effects of the pregnancy, but that didn’t make the situation any easier. 

‘OK, so what horror story did he have for her this time?’ asked Falconer, dreading to hear what this interfering old ferret had come up with this time to frighten a woman within a few weeks of giving birth. 

‘It was all about the number of newborn babies who are mutilated or killed by jealous pets who were in the household before they were born.’ 

‘Monstrous! Silly old sod obviously needs to take up a hobby, or maybe start writing horror stories to stop him getting under the skin of other people.’ This chap really knew how to stir up the emotions, choosing just the right material and delivering it at just the right time. He must be well-practised. Maybe a word from someone a little higher up the food chain would sort him out. 

Friday 10th December 

The raging roar started this time, presumably in the foyer of the station, and Falconer could hear it getting louder and louder as it approached his office. The office door nearly came off its hinges this time as it was flung open. Carmichael rushed through and headed straight for the nearest wall, beginning to bang his fists on it while uttering obscenities and threats. 

Deciding that distance was the better part of valour in this case – Carmichael was in one hell of a temper, and had very big fists and lightning reflexes besides – he spoke slowly and calmly, hoping to distract his sergeant from his assault on Market Darley Police property. ‘I presume Digby the Mouth has had another little dig. What did he say this time?’ he asked, laying aside the paperwork he had been trying to clear from his desk. 

It took a few minutes for Carmichael to stop thumping at the plaster, gather himself together, and sit down in the closest to a civilised manner as he could manage, given his current emotional state. 

‘I was in the shower this morning, and Kerry only opened the door to collect the milk, and there he was; just happened to be walking past – my big, fat, hairy arse, he was. This time he’d dug up even more horror stories, and told her a tale of big babies – referring to my size, obviously – being the cause of a lot of internal damage to the mothers, sometimes even maternal death. 

‘I had to go over to the shop to get some more milk. Kerry dropped ours, still in its bottle holder, with horror at what he was telling her. I took her over to her godparents at The Beehive, to spend the day there – though Marian seemed in rather a weird mood, and not really pleased to see us – then dropped the boys off at school. But, on the drive here, when I’d had time to take in what had actually happened, I felt my temper start to rise, and as I approached the station, I knew I’d have to get inside, or risk behaving the way I just did outside and have to be restrained.’ 

‘Thank God! I thought it might have been something I’d done,’ said Falconer, more to make the younger man smile than because it was true. This sort of occurrence was becoming tediously repetitive. ‘We’re going to have to do something about this. We don’t want Kerry to go into premature labour just because this joker gets his kicks from making other people feel uncomfortable or scared. And you say he’s like this with everyone?’ 

‘Yes. ‘Can you make it tonight, and come to the pub with me? If he’s there, maybe you could say something to him to make him stop.’ 

‘No worries. I’ll follow you home later, and we’ll just drop in and see if he’s in there. All I can do is my best, but I’ll try to put the frighteners on him if I can.’ 

‘Thank you, sir. Honestly, I don’t know how I keep my hands off him.’ 

At Falconer’s request, Carmichael telephoned Kerry at her godparents’ home that afternoon and told her that he would be bringing a visitor home that evening, but not to worry about food, as Inspector Falconer was going to pick up fish and chips for them all on the way. It would save his wife cooking, and she was so very tired now at this advanced stage of pregnancy. 

When they had done what they could for the day, Falconer followed Carmichael’s battered old Skoda, both cars stopping once so that Falconer could be given instructions for what the other members of the family would like, then they headed straight for Castle Farthing. They had gone slightly out of their way to the chip shop on the Upper Darley parade for although there had been a tragic occurrence there just after Easter,​[2] it still produced the best fried food in the area. 

Kerry was back in her own home and greeted them with the table already laid for five, a pot of tea brewing in the centre, two plates of bread and butter, and all the condiments needed for a meal of this sort, but her face was puffy and her eyes swollen and red with weeping. 

It simply wasn’t fair, thought Falconer, that such a previously happy couple should have their simple existence blighted by the spite of a silly old man, whose obvious delight it was  to tease and frighten the weaker and more vulnerable members of the community, and he felt his ire rising just at the thought of setting eyes on him. 

Carmichael had immediately taken his rotund wife in his arms and begun kissing her hair and murmuring words of comfort to her, while she told him that she thought there was something seriously wrong with Auntie Marian. She’d been strange all day – sort of distracted and forgetful, and now she was really worried about her. 

Carmichael did his best to explain that it was probably because Kerry was so sensitive and had been upset, that she was seeing something that simply wasn’t there in her godmother, and that they should just concentrate on their own worries before taking on those of other people. She’d feel a lot better when both Christmas and the birth were over, and she must just try to keep calm for the remaining weeks so that her blood pressure didn’t go too high.  

For want of anything better to do, Falconer looked round their developing home and realised what a good job they were doing, turning two cottages into one. Where walls had once been, separating the space into tiny boxes, now there were sturdy RSJs holding up the structure, and making large open spaces that were much more conducive to life in the twenty-first century rather than the nineteenth.  

The chimney that had been shared by both properties was now a central fireplace (surrounded by safety-guards, of course), the space opening out into what had been the cottage next door, to either side of it, making one room out of what had once been two tiny parlours and two minuscule dining rooms. 

Both kitchens had also been joined together at the rear, and a downstairs shower room added into the mixture. The only indication that this had once been two dwellings was the presence of twin staircases, placed centrally where the two cottages had once divided, but, as far as the boys were concerned, this only added to the fun of their home, as the two landings had now been joined too, and they could now race up one staircase, through the new opening on the landing, and down the other stairs – a grand game! 

This evening a hearty log fire burned in the grate and the atmosphere was cosy, the first few Christmas cards on display, adding to the atmosphere, as did the huge wicker basket of logs waiting to provide heat throughout the evening. 

Falconer took himself off into the kitchen, extracted two enormous roasting tins from the storage drawer beneath the oven, and loaded the contents of his stillsteaming packages into them. He’d bought enough to satisfy even the appetite of a Carmichael, Davey, DS. As he did so, he thought of his first sight this evening of the two boys, Dean and Kyle. 

They were both squeezed into the seat of one armchair, the older boy with his arm around the younger, the younger one with his left thumb in his mouth, his right hand picking at the wool of the front of his jumper. To him, this was demonstration enough of how badly affected the boys were by their mother’s distress. Usually, at Carmichael’s entrance, they threw themselves at his legs, chattering away about their day and what they had done. Tonight they had sat in silence, cuddled together in the same chair for reassurance. He must do something to help. 

After a few more minutes of comforting his wife, Carmichael loosed his embrace and found Falconer looking at the cards on display on the sideboard, apparently unperturbed by Kerry’s display of distress, and her fears for her godmother, branded as just another symptom of raging hormones by her husband. 

‘Sorry about that, sir,’ he mumbled, as he walked towards the kitchen, cheered to find that Falconer had turned on the oven and put the food in to warm. ‘I’ll just get the plates out.’ 

The food proved to be a good reviver of spirits, being the boys’ favourite; for Kerry, something she hadn’t had to cook; and, for her husband, lots. Just lots! That was fine by him. After the meal, however, when Kerry was clearing the table and shooing the boys upstairs to the bathroom before putting on their pyjamas, Falconer sat down opposite his sergeant, and said,  

‘We simply can’t put up with Kerry getting herself into that state. Tell her we’re off for a quick drink, and you can point this old joker out to me, while I think what on earth can be done about him. You say you’ve already had a word with him, and that’s had no effect. Well, that says something for the thickness of the man’s hide. If you’d had a word with me, I’d be terrified.’ 

‘But I bet you can be more scary than me, sir. You’ve got this sort of ... presence of menace when you’re angry.’ 

‘Have I?’ queried Falconer, being totally unaware of just how intimidating he could appear when he was in a fury. 

‘It must be your army training, sir, because you scare the wits out of me sometimes.’ Then, completely abandoning the subject, but leading to matters that arose from it, he called out, ‘Leave the washing up for me, Kerry love, and I’ll do it when I get back. We’re just slipping over to The Fisherman’s Flies for a quick one. I won’t be long.’ As he pulled on his warmest coat, a hand grabbed at his trousers, and he looked down to see Kyle standing there with an excited expression on his face. ‘Got a surprise for you, Daddy,’ he whispered, looking shyly at Falconer as he did so, ‘but you can’t have it until tomorrow.’ 

‘Lucky, lucky me!’ exclaimed his stepfather. ‘I’ll look forward to that all night. Now, you push off upstairs and get into the bath, because I think your mum’s very tired, 

and would like to have a rest in front of the fire.’ 


‘OK, Daddy, and ...’ 

‘What?’ 



‘I love you,’ said the little boy, flushing with the embarrassment of saying this in front of Uncle Harry, who didn’t know about this little nightly ritual. 

‘I love you too, son. Now, off you go upstairs. Little angels,’ he commented to Falconer as he reached to open the front door for them. 

The wind took their breath away, blowing straight from the north with needles of ice in its breath, which stung their cheeks and closed their eyes in self-defence. There must have been a light dusting of snow between their arrival and now, but under this, where the temperature had dropped even further, was ice, and the going underfoot was treacherous. 

Ignoring what anyone might say should they be seen, Carmichael put his arm through Falconer’s so that they could help each other balance, for the pathway to the green was like a skating rink. Ears, noses, and fingers were red and stinging when they reached the pub’s door, which was only across the green, and Falconer felt for anyone homeless who was outside on a night like tonight. 

Inside, the heat of the log fire and the lights and good cheer lifted their spirits. Falconer got them a half-pint of shandy each, as neither was much of a drinker, and they settled down at a table that had a good view of the whole bar. 

‘That’s him, down there!’ muttered Carmichael, pointing discreetly at table level. ‘Sitting with his ‘new village’ cronies, all previously involved with the media in some way, and so very smug because they consider themselves so much better than the ‘turnips’ who have lived here for generations.’ 

‘But you’re an incomer,’ Falconer commented, as Carmichael had been a resident of the village for less than a year, and had only moved in after his wedding at New Year. 

‘I know, but I’m bred from the same soil. There’s nothing hoity-toity about me, or any other of our neighbours, no matter how much money they’ve got or what they’ve achieved in the past. We’re all just villagers. But these incomers, they’re a breed apart, and they look down on everyone else, thinking themselves something special just because of what they did for a job.’ 

‘Give me a rundown, then. There’re five of them at that table: four men and a woman. Put yourself in ‘obs’ mode, and tell me what you know, and what you see,’ said Falconer, hoping to avoid a return of the anger that had completely overtaken his normally mild-mannered and polite sergeant that afternoon. 

‘Can you see the one that looks just like a garden gnome?’ asked Carmichael, a storm clouding his brow with emotion. 

‘Yes! I see just what you mean. He only needs a little red hat and a fishing rod, and you could put him at the side of your garden pond any day of the week,’ replied Falconer, still leaning towards a light-hearted manner, but Carmichael had been spot-on with his description. Even sitting down, he could see that the man indicated was not tall, but he was on the tubby side, with white hair and a white beard, and he seemed to be hell-bent on having his say within the group, his right index finger being waggled in the air for emphasis. 

‘That’s Digby Jeffries, one-time employee of the BBC,’ explained Carmichael, through clenched teeth, ‘and the one on his left is Robin De’ath, ex-Channel 6. They’re like a pair of terrible twins, lording it all over not just the locals, but over the other incomers as well. 

‘See that big man opposite Jeffries? He’s also exBBC, but only radio, and the World Service to boot: Henry Pistorius. How they like to put him down because he was nothing to do with television. He holds his own, though. He’s more than a match for them, and sometimes they come off the worse for tangling with him.’ 
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