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The places and characters in this story are fictitious and any similarity to, or apparent connection with, actual persons, whether alive or dead, is purely coincidental.

The Liars is the second in a series of classic police procedural murder mysteries set in various locations in Britain. 

These books have previously been published worldwide, by major publishing houses, in hard and paperback editions and several translations, and are now available as eBooks.
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Each book is a stand-alone story but with the same major protagonists
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It is the 1970s and there are no sophisticated aids to detection to help Scotland Yard’s Detective Superintendent Bob Staunton and Detective Inspector Leo Wyndsor when they investigate a bizarre murder in the parochial Celtic fastness of Cornwall. 
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‘Bizarre murder and a full, meaty, thoroughly absorbing account of the investigation with sex spicily sandwiched in.’

The Times
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‘...an acute professionalism. What is even better, it has the holding qualities of a rock-loving limpet.’

The Bookseller
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‘Fine character, plot, atmosphere and suspense. An engaging, witty and entertaining yarn.’

Publishers Weekly

The Staunton & Wyndsor Series

––––––––

[image: ]


The Hunters

The Liars

The Enthusiast

The Savages

––––––––

[image: ]


Also by Peter Hill

––––––––

[image: ]


The Commander Allan Dice Books

––––––––

[image: ]


The Fanatics

The Washermen

––––––––

[image: ]


and

––––––––

[image: ]


The Evolution’s Path Series

––––––––

[image: ]


Killing Tomorrow

The Ladies’ Game

Procreation

––––––––

[image: ]


Find out more about Peter and his books on his website:

––––––––

[image: ]


Peter's Website



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


ONE


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


The body hung head down, suspended by a nylon rope tied to the left ankle.

It swayed slightly in the dawn wind, a gentle movement that brushed dead fingers across the level rock platform below the arm of the gibbet. Now and then a slight change in the vector of the wind imparted a spin to the body but he had been a big man in life, was a solid weight in death, and the movement was slight.

The knot securing the rope to his ankle was neat and expertly tied. It was a blood knot. A fisherman’s knot.

A herring gull landed on the massive arm of the stone block gibbet and eyed the hanging man speculatively but, disturbed by a movement of the body, it flew off uttering a harsh screaming alarm call, swooping over the headland and down to where the waves thundered against the rocks at the foot of the cliff. The body was drying slowly in the weak, early morning sunlight. For the second time in the long history of Gwel Cloghprenyer, ‘The Field of the Gibbet’, a young man had died before his time, his body offered in hideous display.

Abide ye by the law.

***
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Samuel Hemmick rose early. He was a man of set routine, of fixed habit, and starting the day early had long since become part of his life.

He found that as he grew older he needed less sleep and since his widowhood he had apportioned with pedantic care those waking hours when he was not at work between tasks important and trivial. Each had now demanded equal attention.

He woke at 6am to the cold blackness of his cottage bedroom. His uniform, spotlessly clean and neatly pressed, hung in the wardrobe. On a chair beside his bed lay his early morning clothes, old and darned but clean and, as he often observed to himself, with a deal of wear in them yet. The contents of his pockets were laid in neat lines on the dressing table in front of a photograph of his dead wife: his watch, clean handkerchief, pipe and tobacco, pocket knife, matches and an allowance of money for the day.

Samuel Hemmick took a light breakfast and, as dawn broke over Ruan Head, went out into his garden. Beside the front gate stood a blue Landrover marked ‘H.M. Coastguard’. He had the use of it for mobile patrol and fussed over it as if it were his own. He checked the battery and water levels, the tyre pressures, the brake fluid and the petrol gauge, then returned to the garden. In mid-December there was little enough for him to do there but he found a few weeds to pull and he inspected his winter cabbage.

His world was silent but for the calling of seabirds. From the advantaged position of his cottage, on the small promontory of Just Point halfway up Ruan Head, he overlooked the bay across to Pen-a-Maen and beneath him the village of Crukenporth was still sleeping, seemingly painted onto the landscape. The cottage next door was also silent but that lad was never one to take his fishing seriously—Lord knows what his father would have said, God rest his soul.

Samuel Hemmick nodded to himself as if satisfied that his world was intact, things as they should be, as he fervently hoped they always would be. He went back into the cottage. It was 7.30am.

After washing his hands in the bathroom he changed out of his early-morning clothes into his coastguard’s uniform and placed his personal possessions from the dressing table into his pockets, each in its usual place. He inspected himself in the long mirror in the wardrobe door. At sixty he had reached retirement age and was only allowed to continue in the Coastguard Service on a year-to-year basis, subject to his continuing good health, but he still cut a smart figure.

At precisely 7.50am he carefully locked the door of his cottage and set off up the track to the coastguard observation point at the top of Ruan Head.

Samuel Hemmick knew every inch of the way. He could have made the walk blindfold. His work and this place were now his whole life and he asked no more. He was part of the tradition of Cornwall, for his forebears had an unbroken line of coastguard service dating back to the days of the ‘Revenuers’ and of that he was quietly proud.

He stopped just once, to watch a pair of redwings digging for grubs in an empty field. These birds warranted a moment of his time for they were winter visitors, these thrush-like beauties, and in the spring they would be gone.

He saw the hanging body as soon as he emerged on to Gwel Cloghprenyer but at first his brain refused to accept that which his eyes told him. He walked steadily up the track past the ruins of the old church and its tiny graveyard with but one grave, his eyes fixed on the body hanging from the gibbet. 

When he stood beside it, he recognized the dead man despite the face reddened by blood fixed in the upper part of the body by hypostasis, the battered face and staring eyes. It made no sense to him but in this moment of crisis years of disciplined routine came to his aid. He knew what he had to do.

He ran across the rock-strewn headland to the coastguard observation post, fumbled with the fence gate, then the door key, and found himself inside but trembling from shock. It was not the fact of death, he was used to that, it was a sadly inevitable part of his life’s work, but death in that horrific manner, death striking one of his own people, no man could calmly contemplate that.

From force of habit, he switched on all three R/T sets, booked himself on duty in the log and swept the sea with binoculars before the urgency of the event imposed itself upon his mind.

Later, as he waited for the police, he considered what was to come. His world was about to explode about him, this he knew, for someone in Crukenporth had committed a ghastly murder, had killed one of their own, and things would never be the same again.

***
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Leo stood close behind the girl. His hands encircled her waist, then moved up to cover her breasts. ‘Hurry up,’ he said.

She turned away to speak into the telephone. ‘That you, Janet?’ And she was lost to him for the moment.

Leo wandered into his bedroom and undressed slowly. Outside the December day was dull grey and a spiteful wind blasted gusts of rain against the window. He turned on the fan heater and stood in front of it as he removed his clothing. Beside him on the floor was an open but fully packed suitcase, waiting, as he was, for a call to duty.

Detective Inspector Leo Wyndsor was, in the language of Central Office, New Scotland Yard, ‘Number One’. It meant quite simply that he and his Murder Squad partner were next in line to be sent out when a call came in from another force requesting assistance on a major enquiry. Usually that meant a murder enquiry. He knew that elsewhere in London, in Chief Superintendent Bob Staunton’s bedroom, just such another suitcase stood open, awaiting the call. Leo Wyndsor and Bob Staunton had worked together before and were paired together again now from mutual choice. They had been waiting for two weeks and the waiting had become a bore.

Leo slipped naked into the unmade bed and pulled the covers up around him. He could hear Cheryl still talking on the telephone. He wondered about her, if she would make it.

‘Anything?’ he asked when she came into the bedroom.

She shook her head as she started to undo the zip of her skirt. ‘Not really. I’ve got an interview with a producer at the BBC next week. He’s casting for a costume drama... If he likes me, I could be in with a chance.’

She slipped out of her clothes with practised ease and pirouetted in front of him, proud of her body, willing him to admire her.

‘He’ll like you,’ Leo said, holding out his arms for her.

She slid into bed beside him. ‘With my luck he’ll be a raging old queen.’

Her hand reached down between his legs. ‘Love me, Leo,’ she said urgently, ‘love me!’

For once he was happy to do exactly as he was told.

***
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Miss Trevose sat rigidly upright in her wheelchair, staring fixedly out of the oversize window that gave a perfect view of most of the comings and goings in the village of Crukenporth.

She was old, certainly she would never see eighty again.

Her grey hair was sparse and bald patches on her head were speckled with the brown blotches of age. Her face was heavily wrinkled and lined and straggly hairs grew on her upper lip and on her chin. Her lower jaw hung slack, exposing a few yellowed teeth, and a slight trace of saliva oozed unnoticed from a corner of her mouth. The hands resting on the arm of the wheelchair were blotched and heavily veined. She wore a single-stone diamond ring on the third finger of her right hand.

Those who knew her well might have detected an unusual brightness of eye, an aura of heightened awareness, a tension in the way she held herself. There was about her something of the cold excitement of the patient, waiting carnivore when the prey is in sight. But there was no one to see the change in her. She was alone in the room. Alone with the fierce, exultant delight that was her substitute for passion. For Miss Trevose revenge was not just sweet, it was a sensual pleasure, long awaited, now to be savoured to the full.

She saw Elizabeth Jane Gully emerge from Sanctuary Lane and walk towards the house. Miss Gully was in fact only forty years of age but she looked many years older. She had suffered all her life because her appearance belied her nature. She was tiny, with a frail, flat chested, spindly-legged body, thin face and close-set eyes which made her look mean and shrewish. Her nose was long and narrow, her cheeks pinched, her teeth huddled together in a tight-lipped mouth. On the left side of her chin was a large and unsightly mole from which three long grey hairs grew. She wore no makeup and her skin was pallid, almost translucent. A faint feathering of moustache appeared on her upper lip, and her fading brown hair, cut short and straight and noticeably thinning, was clipped to her head with wide tortoiseshell hairgrips. It was a mild, cloudy day but Miss Gully’s thin figure was draped in a long unfashionable coat and her head covered by a hand-knitted beret.

She walked slowly, shoulders slumped, head hanging down, not wanting or needing to look where she was going. Every movement, every despondent step, spoke of utter dismay. Her thin shoulders shook with silent, racking sobs and her hands clasped each other in front of her chest as if fearful of being parted.

Miss Trevose could barely contain herself. She told herself to be calm, to wait. Just a few more minutes and Gully would tell her. She would know officially, and then it could be talked about, then it could be enjoyed.

Miss Gully disappeared from sight beneath the window and a moment later came the sound of the front door opening and closing, her slow footsteps on the stairs.

‘Oh, Miss Anne...’ she mumbled through her tears, ‘‘Tis terrible, terrible...’

‘What is it, woman?’ Miss Trevose asked brusquely, and she thought, tell me, for the good Lord’s sake tell me!

‘He’s dead, Miss Anne... Killed, murdered.’

Miss Gully’s frail body shook uncontrollably, her hands ground continuously together and she seemed unable to raise her grief-ravaged face to look at her employer.

‘Murdered? Who’s murdered?’ demanded Miss Trevose harshly, the breath wheezing from her.

And she thought, so help me, if you don’t spit it out soon I’ll explode, I’ll throttle you, you stupid bitch!

***
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Detective Inspector Wyndsor lay flat on his back in bed with the covers pulled up to his chin. Cheryl was asleep on his shoulder, cuddled into him, tucked under his arm. He was conscious of the warm length of her naked body. She was snoring gently with mouth part-open, blowing warm puffs of breath against his neck. In the background the fan heater hummed contentedly to itself and, in the further distance, rain drummed incessantly against the bedroom window.

Leo carefully eased his arm from beneath her and slid out of the bed. She muttered complainingly in her sleep and turned onto her side. He tucked the bedclothes around her child-like body and shrugged on his dressing gown.

The clock told him it was 11am.

Leo wandered through the small lounge and into the bathroom, ran himself a bath.

Later, as he lazed in the warm water, Leo thought about his relationship with Cheryl. They were perfect sexual partners but they shared little else. For the first month it had been good but in recent weeks they had slipped into the way of talking less and making love more, as if they both realized that the end was coming and wanted desperately to hang on to the part that had given the most pleasure.

Any time now Leo would be called away on an enquiry, they would have no physical contact for weeks, months perhaps. He doubted if their relationship would survive that.

The bathroom door opened and Cheryl walked naked into the room. Leo smiled lazily up at her.

‘I tried not to wake you.’

‘You didn’t. I woke anyway.’

She stretched luxuriously, going up onto tiptoe, reaching for the ceiling with extended fingers. The movement flattened her breasts, drawing her unblemished skin tight so that it rippled over her ribs. Leo smiled affectionately as he watched her display. She had much to be proud of.

‘Move over,’ she said, ‘I’m coming in.’

Leo laughed. ‘There’s not enough room.’

‘Don’t be a prude. I’m only small.’

She clambered into the bath and laid herself on top of him, grinning into his face and wallowing about to swish water over herself.

‘Are you up to it?’ she enquired, reaching for him. 

‘Judge for yourself,’ Leo replied.

She slid her knees up over his body, sat on him, guiding him into her. ‘You lie still,’ she ordered, ‘I’ll do the work.’ 

At that moment the telephone rang.
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Detective Chief Superintendent Bob Staunton lived in a small semi-detached box-house with a mini-sized garage and gardens to match. It had never been designed to accommodate twelve adults and eighteen children at one time but there is always a minimum of family and friends who simply must be invited to a christening, no matter how the list is pruned, especially if you hail from the East End of London, as Bob did.

The consequence was that the tiny house was bursting at the seams with laughing, talking, singing, fighting, eating, drinking, bawling and screaming humanity of a wide variety of ages, sizes and types.

In the lounge, Bob sat in an armchair smothered in children whilst Uncle Sid performed a somewhat unsteady and improvised ‘Knees up Mother Brown’ with a coy and reluctant Gladys, Bob’s unmarried elder sister whose girth alone would have disqualified her as a member of any corps de ballet.

In a corner, clustered round the record player, an assorted group of relatives was following the words of a sing-along record with more enthusiasm than talent.

Everywhere there were people, everywhere noise.

Through this scene of animated chaos Mrs Staunton weaved her way bearing plates of sausages on sticks, tiny sandwiches and home-made fancy cakes. Christopher and Penny, the happy but flustered parents, were doing rather better business with the wicked fruit punch that Bob had made up the previous day.

The telephone rang unheard for a while, then Christopher answered it. Bob saw the look on his son’s face as he made his way through the crowd towards him. He knew what it meant.

***
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James Sennen vented his anger and fear on the car as he drove from St Mawes to Crukenporth, crashing gears, stabbing hard on the brakes, gripping the steering wheel with clenched hands and wrenching the car round corners.

The nearer he got to Crukenporth, the greater became his anger. He was vulnerable and he knew it. Had the situation been reversed he would have used it to his advantage as undoubtedly his arch-enemy now would. His errand was an attempt to nullify the advantage fate had given her.

He stopped the car in the cobbled triangle in the centre of Crukenporth, jammed on the handbrake and slammed the driver’s door behind him. He made no attempt to control his anger, knowing he would need it to drive him through the interview to come, to give him the strength to say the things he wanted to say. He hammered on the front door of the large house overlooking the triangle and stood back to wait for it to be opened.

James Sennen was fifty but had the appearance and physique of a man considerably younger. He had served five years in the Royal Marines and it still showed in the ramrod straight back and the military neatness of the man. His short-cut dark hair and clipped moustache were greying, his expensive if slightly loud suit covered a well-muscled body, now thickening slightly as a concession to middle age.

Miss Gully peered through the letter-box, recognized the caller and opened the door a fraction.

‘What d’you want?’ she asked ungraciously.

Sennen pushed open the door and brushed her frail body aside. ‘I’m going up to see Trevose,’ he said, ‘and I’ll thank you to keep your nose out, Lizzie.’

‘You’ve no manners,’ Gully shouted after him as he mounted the stairs two at a time, ‘never did ‘ave.’

He walked straight into the room on the first floor and slammed the door behind him. ‘I want to talk to you, Trevose,’ he said harshly.

Miss Trevose had seen him arrive, noted his anger, heard him mounting the stairs. She guessed what had brought him and had had time to compose herself, prepare herself for the battle. She looked forward to it, knowing she had the advantage, confident she had everything to gain and nothing to lose.

‘If you wish to speak to me,’ she said sharply, ‘you will kindly keep a civil tongue in your head.’

She had positioned her wheelchair near the bed, facing the door, meeting his attack head on. She had many years of experience in dealing with the likes of Sennen to fall back on; face them, attack them, and they always crumpled.

But Sennen showed no signs of crumpling as yet. ‘Don’t talk to me as if you owned me.’ His fingers pointed straight at her sunken, flabby chest. ‘You’re nobody these days, Trevose, nobody.’

‘You are a peasant, Sennen,’ she spat back, ‘just like your father and your grandfather before you. For all the money you’ve scrabbled together, you’re still nothing but a peasant. You’ll be civil when you address your betters or I’ll have Luke throw you out.’

James Sennen hesitated fractionally. Henry Luke was not someone he would wish to tangle with, his strength was legend in the area. The old woman noted his hesitation and smiled inwardly, she had him off balance already. Sennen was unaware of her satisfaction. He saw only that she sat rigid but for a slight movement of her pendulous double chins. Her eyes were fixed on his face. He took a new tack.

‘I’ve come about Denis,’ he said. ‘You hated his guts as much as you hate mine.’

‘So? He’s dead and I’m not sorry. You think I killed him, Sennen? Him a young man and me a chair-bound old cripple? You think that, do you?’

Sennen’s anger boiled again. ‘You’re not as incapable as you make out,’ he shouted. ‘You can get around if you want. It just suits you to sit on your arse and be waited on, you’ve been a parasite all your life, like your family before you, living off the backs of working people. There’s an evil streak in your family, Trevose, always has been. Your father was a murderer... Shot Tom Walley like a dog. My father carried Tom’s body in, maybe it was seventy years ago but we don’t forget things like that, us peasants!’

For the first time Miss Trevose showed animation. Her jowls shook with the effort of control and her eyes blazed.

‘You’re a nasty little man, Sennen,’ she said viciously. ‘That was an accident, proved an accident and well you know it. Say that in public and I’ll sue you for every rotten penny you’ve got.’

‘Accident, was it? When John Trevose had threatened to kill him?’

‘And why shouldn’t he,’ the old woman blazed back, ‘after what he did?’

‘Tom Walley did nothing he wasn’t forced to. It was your whore of a mother dragged him into her bed. If he’d not, she’d have had him sacked, put him and his out of their cottage... And your father killed him for it, then used his money and influence to buy a verdict. You come of evil stock, Trevose, you and yours are a stench in the noses of decent Cornish people.’

‘Get out!’ the old woman screamed. ‘Get out of my house!’ She grabbed for the wheels of her chair, as if she intended to run him down. Her anger was a fire in her head that consumed her reason.

Sennen stood his ground. He felt more confident now. He had wrestled the initiative away from his adversary, vented some of his anger on her, now he could offer his threat in some hope that it would be heeded.

‘I come to warn you, Trevose,’ he said. The old woman was speechless with rage, her face flushed, her eyes staring, her chest heaving. ‘If you make trouble for me over Denis Kerkin’s death, if you spread any rumours, so help me I’ll finish you once and for all.’

He turned on his heel and walked out of the room.

‘I’ll pay you out, Sennen!’ the old woman screamed after him. ‘See if I don’t!’

***
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Leo went first to his own office on the second floor of the New Scotland Yard building in Victoria Street and left his personal suitcase beside his desk alongside another, larger and far heavier, the contents of which would be sufficient to set up a murder enquiry in even the most outlandish spot at a moment’s notice. It contained everything he might need, from index cards to thermometers, from statement forms to handcuffs, from sample phials to torches. This do-it-yourself murder investigation kit was known in the force as ‘The Murder Bag’ and Leo had personally checked over every single item against the master list a dozen times in the last two weeks. His experience told him that the one item missing would be the one he most needed.

The office was the working home of 6 Squad, known irreverently as ‘odds and sods’ because its day-to-day function was to deal with any CI Department enquiries that did not fall neatly into the areas covered by the other teams in the Department, in the same way as the team dealing with obscene publications was known as ‘The Dirty Squad’.

Leo could never find much enthusiasm for the routine work of the Department, he was first and last a committed murder investigator.

The office was empty at this time, nearly midday on Saturday, and Leo stopped only to check through the message book. There was a note for him from one of his sergeants about a fraud he had been investigating for the past five weeks. He initialled the message and wrote out a copy of it to pin to the relevant file. He took that file, and the others in his tray, along the corridor and left them on his Chief Inspector’s desk. Someone else would be allocated to these enquiries now and Leo was more than pleased about that.

He then walked along the neon-lit corridor with its cream and light green partition walls and entered the door marked ‘CI COMMUNICATIONS’. Detective Inspector Potter was the duty officer and he turned away from the long desk beneath the window overlooking Victoria Street and grinned his welcome. He and Leo were old friends.

‘Who’s a lucky boy then?’ Potter bantered.

‘It could be worse,’ Leo admitted, ‘winter holiday in Cornwall.’

‘You won’t find much crumpet down there this time of year.’

‘Don’t wager on it,’ Leo replied as he picked up the duty book marked ‘6 Squad’ and quickly wrote in it, ‘To Crukenporth, Cornwall with Ch. Supt. Staunton. Murder of Denis Kerkin.’

Potter had already changed the disposition board that occupied nearly half of one wall, transferring Leo and Bob’s names from ‘Waiting’ to ‘Enquiries In Hand’.

‘Been there before, Leo?’ Potter enquired.

‘Cornwall?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Yes. A few times. On holiday, you know.’

‘Sounds like a funny one this. Who the hell’d want to string a guy up by one leg?’

‘That I will be able to tell you when we’ve charged him,’ Leo grinned. ‘One thing I’m sure of, you don’t kill people that way.’

‘Depends how long he was there,’ Potter observed, ‘maybe he starved to death.’

‘My thanks for your considered opinion,’ said Leo wryly.

‘Just trying to help.’

‘Do you have anything for me?’ 

Potter handed over an envelope. ‘Your train leaves Paddington at 1.30pm Travel warrants for tickets to St Austell. You’ll stop off at Plymouth to see the Chief Constable.’

‘Money?’ Leo asked, answering his own question by taking a wad of notes from the envelope.

‘A hundred and fifty. Should keep you in Polos for a day or two.’

Leo grimaced. ‘A day or two is about all.’

‘Trouble with you public school types is you got no sense of thrift,’ Potter complained, mimicking the voice of the Divisional Clerk who doled out cash as if each note was a drop of his own blood.

‘You’re a pain, Potter.’

‘Get stuffed,’ said Potter amiably.

He felt no jealousy of Leo’s obviously advantaged upbringing and education. An East End Cockney himself, he was of an age with Leo and their careers had been equally meteoric. The police force is, along with the arts, as near classless as makes no difference.

Leo sat on Potter’s desk. ‘Has Mr Staunton appeared yet?’

‘Haven’t seen him. Be here any minute I reckon. You gettin’ twitchy?’

‘No.’

‘Balls.’

Leo shrugged. ‘As you wish,’ he said nonchalantly.

‘Listen, your Lordship, I’ve got work to do, so will you kindly remove your bum from my desk?’

Bob Staunton walked into the office and greeted Leo in typical fashion.

‘Hullo, mate, how’s your belly off for spots?’

‘Good morning, sir. We are ready to leave anytime you like,’ Leo replied, ignoring the question.

‘Let’s get off then,’ said Bob, ‘get a good seat on the train if we get there early. I’ve left me suitcase down in the car. Bring yours and I’ll see you down there.’

‘Good luck, sir,’ said Potter.

‘Thanks, mate,’ Bob replied as he walked out of the room.

‘See you some time, old chap,’ said Leo to Potter, as he made for the door.

‘Take care, blue-eyes,’ said Potter, ‘have some for me.’

Leo picked up the two suitcases from 6 Squad office and staggered along to the lift with them. On the ground floor he headed along the corridor to the foyer at the rear entrance to the building where Bob Staunton was waiting patiently in a plain saloon driven by a civilian police driver.

After lumbering the heavy cases into the boot Leo got into the rear seat of the car somewhat out of breath.

Staunton frowned at him. ‘What kept you?’ he asked.

***
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Rose Rescassa, the local District Nurse and Health Visitor, parked her car outside Miss Trevose’s house and let herself in through the front door.

She was tall, in her mid-twenties, and her dark hair was cut short, bobbed, and a fringe drew attention to her grey-green eyes. Rose Rescassa was not beautiful. Her face was thin, her nose too large, her mouth too small, her teeth uneven, and she had a strawberry mark on the left side of her jaw. But Rose Rescassa had not yet abandoned herself to spinsterhood. Her face was carefully made up and her nurse’s uniform complimented her willowy build.

Her visits to the ailing old lady were now so frequent that knocking and waiting for formal admission was a pointless exercise.

Elizabeth Jane Gully came into the hall from the kitchen. She looked wan and tired and Rose wondered if she had been up all night. Rose well knew how cantankerous and demanding Miss Trevose could be, and that she treated Elizabeth Gully as little better than a slave.

‘Good morning, Elizabeth,’ Rose said brightly. ‘Were you up with Miss Trevose again last night?’

‘Good morning, Miss Rose,’ said Elizabeth, and shook her head. ‘No, she slept well enough, God be praised.’

Her voice was flat and formal, even the praise of the Lord lacked conviction. Her eyes were red-rimmed and her hands were in constant nervous movement.

‘Are you feeling all right, Elizabeth?’ Rose asked.

‘Right enough,’ Gully replied, ‘she’m up there waiting you.’ And she pointed up the stairway.

Rose smiled. It was hardly as if she did not know the way.

Miss Trevose was sitting up in bed. Apart from that odious man Sennen, Rose Rescassa was her first visitor since Elizabeth Jane Gully had brought her the news officially earlier that morning. And Rose was late. Miss Trevose had waited with growing impatience for this first opportunity to speak openly to someone outside her household about the murder. She bitterly regretted that she had to live this excitement, this pleasure, at second hand. The penalty of a still-sharp mind confined by a maimed body was constant mental and physical frustration and although she had lived with this condition most of her life, she had never before felt this appalling limitation so passionately.

‘You’re late,’ she complained, by way of greeting.

Rose Rescassa placed her medical bag beside the bed and took Miss Trevose’s pulse, holding the painfully thin and heavily veined wrist with gentle fingers and staring down at the watch pinned to the tunic top of her uniform.

‘So I am. I’ve a lot of other people to attend to as well as you, you know.’

Rose was well aware that Miss Trevose would capitalize on any sign of weakness. The merest hint of an apology now and Miss Trevose would make her life a misery in future, insisting she always attended at exactly the same time every day, and that was not possible. But Rose was not unsympathetic. The irascibility, the preoccupation with routine, the hyper-interest in minor incidents, these things were to be expected, they were but a sign of advanced age, of enforced confinement, of encroaching senile decay. It was debatable how long Miss Trevose had to live.

‘I should be having lunch by now,’ Miss Trevose complained.

Rose returned her wrist and pulled back the bed covers.

‘Nonsense,’ she said briskly, ‘you never have your meal till one o’clock and it’s only just twenty to. Now turn yourself over and let’s look at you.’

‘Why?’

‘You don’t want to get bedsores again, do you?’

Miss Trevose grumbled under her breath but did as she was told. Rose took a bottle from her bag and slapped spirit onto the withered buttocks and thighs, rubbing briskly. After Miss Trevose had submitted to this indignity for a moment or two she considered enough time had passed to justify her bringing up the subject closest to her heart.

‘Young Kerkin, he’s dead then,’ she said, trying to screw her head round on scrawny neck to see Rose’s reaction 

‘Lie still,’ said Rose, continuing her ministrations. 

‘Found him hanging on the old gibbet, they say.’

There was a note of something approaching glee in the old woman’s voice, a barely hidden gluttonous delight in the death.

Rose did not look at her.

‘So they say,’ she replied, matter-of-fact.

She had known Denis Kerkin vaguely. For the first time she gave thought to who might have killed him—killed him and left him strung up in that horrible fashion.

‘Did you see the police in the village?’ Miss Trevose asked.

‘There was a police car ahead of me as I drove here.’

Rose adjusted the old woman’s nightdress and pulled up the bed covers. She hurried to re-cap the bottle and pack it in her medicine bag, anxious to be on her way. Clearly her patient would survive another day.

Miss Trevose was equally anxious to detain her. Rose had been a disappointment so far.

‘I could ask Gully to get you some tea,’ she offered.

Rose shook her head. ‘Must be on my way,’ she said, buttoning up her coat, ‘things to do, people to see.’

She walked to the door.

‘Gully wanted him,’ Miss Trevose called after her.

‘What?’ Rose turned back from the door, not understanding.

‘Gully...’ said Miss Trevose, ‘Gully wanted Kerkin. Imagine that, Rescassa, she’d have lifted her skirts for him.’

A harsh cackling noise followed Rose Rescassa down the stairs and into the road outside. Miss Trevose was laughing.

***
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Once it had crossed the county border of Devon the train seemed in no great hurry, as if adjusting itself to the slower pace of life in the south-west. They pulled into Plymouth station just before half past five in the evening and were met by a smart young PC who drove them to police HQ.

Bob was not feeling at his best despite the fact that he had slept most of the way down. The punch he had made for the christening had had a soporific effect and when he woke he felt heavy-headed and his mouth was parched. Leo leaned across to him as the PC weaved his way through the evening traffic in Plymouth town centre.

‘Are you feeling all right?’ he enquired quietly.

‘Got a mouth like the bottom of a budgie’s cage,’ Bob grunted.

‘Celebration?’

‘Christening, my boy’s latest.’
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