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  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find

  titles by classic crime writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are

  obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent of

  digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for

  decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid

  twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. ›››
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  Chapter One




  Kenny watched with an air of absorption as Shem industriously stuffed pieces of screwed-up newspaper into his left boot. From his expression he might have been trying to detect

  the sleight of hand required by some particularly baffling conjuring trick. Indeed, a conjurer might surely have had his own professional interest aroused by the quantity of newspaper which

  disappeared into Shem’s footwear without any sign of overflow. They were like two antique receptacles of inexhaustible capacity.




  It had been an agreeable surprise to Kenny coming across Shem. He’d found him sitting against a hedge on the farther outskirts of the village. Kenny had been mooching aimlessly along when

  he had suddenly decided to cut up one side of a wheatfield and make for a thicket of especially luscious blackberries. And there suddenly was the old man, looking, as he always did, like something

  left behind after a wild storm. A piece of gnarled but lively flotsam.




  It never occurred to Kenny to wonder how Shem always managed to look precisely the same. Dirty, though never any dirtier despite an obvious contempt for washing; unshaven, but never more than

  scruffily bewhiskered; and swathed in numberless layers of baggy garments. He merely accepted him as Shem who turned up in the district each year with the regularity of a migrating swallow –

  save that autumn was Shem’s season for arriving in the village – and who, after two or three weeks, would simply vanish again.




  Kenny inhaled slowly but deeply. Yes, Shem even smelled the same. An acrid smell of dog-ends, booze and musty flesh. In a curious way, Kenny found this reassuring. Healthy twelve-year-olds are

  not normally given to self-analysis, but if Kenny had been so morbidly inclined he’d have realised that reassurance was something which had been missing from his life since the departure of

  his cousin Brian from the village three years before.




  Though eight years his senior, Brian had been his idol. He was the only person for whom the younger boy had ever felt any devotion – and Kenny could still recall the mental – almost

  physical – numbness he’d experienced when Brian had told him that he was going away. It had been like an injection of some paralysing drug.




  Brian had left the village and had never come back, and the only news of him – scant in any event – had been of trouble with the law and a spell of Borstal. By now, Kenny

  didn’t suppose that he’d ever see him again. He’d passed out of his life for good, like nappies and rusks and short trousers and so much else of what one grows up with and

  discards along the way. Except that he never thought of it as discarding Brian. Brian who, with all the advantage of his eight added years, had taught him so much about growing up.




  Kenny’s reaction to his cousin’s defection had been to avoid all the places which had been their special private haunts as if they’d suddenly acquired a supernatural chill.

  Like someone leaving untouched the bedroom in which an adored one has died, then locking the door and throwing away the key. Save that Kenny had not been so morbidly motivated. He’d reacted

  that way because he had. That part of his life which had been shared with Brian had come to an end. You couldn’t do Brian things without Brian. It was as simple as that.




  ‘What you staring at, boy?’ Shem asked, shooting Kenny a sharp side-glance, as he plugged his boot with another ball of paper.




  ‘All that paper you’re poking into your boots!’




  Shem grunted. ‘Know anyone who’s got a pair to give away, boy?’ Kenny shook his head. ‘Too mean, that’s what,’ Shem observed sourly. ‘World’s full

  of mean people. No one wants to help his neighbour these days.’ Then in case Kenny hadn’t caught his meaning, he added, ‘I’m a neighbour just as much as the people what

  lives in the next house, that’s what the Bible says!’




  ‘Is that why you’re called Shem? Because you spout the Bible?’




  ‘Don’t you know who Shem was, then?’ the old man crowed. He and Kenny were given to communicating in a bizarre exchange of near non-sequiturs.




  Kenny shrugged as if the answer was of no importance to him. ‘He was in the Bible,’ he replied off-handedly.




  ‘You don’t know who he was, do you, boy?’




  ‘ ’Course I do, but I’m not telling you.’




  ‘Because you don’t know.’




  ‘I do.’




  ‘Who, then?’




  ‘You! You’re Shem.’




  ‘Because I’m old enough to be one of Noah’s sons, that’s why. Know who Noah was, boy?’




  ‘He was the bloke with all those animals in the ark.’




  ‘So they do teach you something after all!’




  ‘Never heard he had any sons, though,’ Kenny observed in a moment of confession.




  ‘Who do you think looked after all them creatures, then? Old Noah couldn’t have done it all on his own.’




  ‘Hired help.’




  ‘Hired help in an ark, boy!’ Shem said derisively, while Kenny shrugged again. ‘It was his sons, Shem and the other two.’




  ‘What was their names?’




  ‘What’s it matter what their names was?’ Shem growled defensively. Then suddenly he began chuckling. ‘Shem, Ham and Spam, those was their names.’ He repeated them,

  rolling the names round his tongue with obvious relish while Kenny grinned.




  With an abrupt change of mood, he asked, ‘What you brought me, boy?’




  ‘I haven’t brought you nothing. I didn’t know you was back until I found you sitting here, did I?’




  ‘Don’t you get mean like the rest of ’em. You fetch me something.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘It’s been cold sleeping out these last few nights.’




  ‘There’s lots of barns you could sleep in.’




  ‘Pah! Who wants to sleep in a barn!’




  ‘You’d be warm there.’




  ‘And have a bloody farmer sticking a pitchfork into my arse.’




  ‘You could probably get a room at the Tall Man.’




  ‘Who’d pay? You, boy?’ Shem scoffed.




  Kenny edged away slightly. ‘They do say you’re stuffed with money,’ he said, fixing Shem with a weather eye.




  Shem swung round on him sharply. ‘They! They! Who’s they, boy? Who tells bloody lies like that?’




  ‘They say,’ Kenny went on boldly, ‘that your clothes are stuffed with lots and lots of £5 notes. That you’re stiff with money.’




  ‘Who says, boy?’ Shem demanded angrily, thrusting his face close to Kenny’s, his eyes darting like agitated black buttons.




  Kenny wriggled away. ‘People. People in the village. But I don’t expect they mean it,’ he added soothingly. ‘It’s just sort of a joke.’




  ‘People shouldn’t say such wicked things,’ Shem said, his sudden spurt of anger subsiding as he leaned forward to pull on the boot which had been claiming his attention. Kenny

  watched with renewed interest. Wherever all the paper had gone, there still seemed room for Shem’s foot.




  ‘How long are you going to stay around?’ he asked, after Shem had been twisting his foot about for some time like a duchess trying on a new pair of shoes.




  ‘Depends, doesn’t it? Depends on how neighbourly people are. Last year when I came, they were downright mean. No point in hanging around if they just treats you like dirt, instead of

  like a neighbour.’




  Kenny knew well enough what the general reaction in the village was to Shem. Most people viewed his annual visit without enthusiasm. He was a misanthropic old scrounger whose presence they could

  well do without. There were a few – mostly women – who regarded him with a more tolerant eye and who were ready to give him food. One or two – women again – would even add

  advice to the proffered food. Advice on how to get closer to the Lord and ensure the salvation of his soul. From these, Shem would back away with dark mutterings, like an affronted monkey. His soul

  was his concern and, moreover, he’d got thus far through life without accepting anyone’s advice and he didn’t intend to start now.




  It was generally believed that he passed the winter months at a hostel in London and the summer ones on the road in southern England. But all anyone knew for certain was that he invariably

  turned up in the village in the second half of September, would stay anything from five days to a couple of weeks and then vanish again until the same time the following year. While around he was

  usually prepared to do a few light jobs in exchange for food or a bit of money, though if he could come by either without he was never averse.




  ‘You run off home, boy, and get me a bite of food,’ Shem said, breaking in on Kenny’s thoughts. ‘A nice bit of cold beef and a bit of bread. Your mum won’t miss

  that.’ Observing that Kenny appeared to be giving the suggestion favourable consideration, he reached into the ditch beside him and came up with a battered billy-can. ‘And a drop of hot

  tea, too. With lots of sugar, but not too much milk.’




  Kenny stood up slowly. He was a short, sturdy boy with a somewhat wooden expression until he smiled, when his stolid features would become transformed as by a stage effect. The semblance of a

  dimple (to his intense distaste) appeared in one cheek and his mouth became the focal point of an engaging grin. His hair, which was the colour of ripening corn, grew generally upwards and outwards

  but to no recognisable plan. This was hardly surprising since it had never been cut by anyone other than his father, who proclaimed it a waste of money to go to the barber when he could do the job

  himself with the kitchen scissors in half the time it took to smoke a cigarette. His father was a long-distance lorry driver.




  Kenny was the youngest of six children. Much the youngest, in fact, his three brothers and two sisters all being in their twenties and married, apart from Susan, his younger sister who was

  twenty-three. One by one they had left home and now Kenny lived alone with his parents. Not that he saw a great deal of them. His father was frequently away for several nights at a time and his

  mother had so many part-time jobs in the village that she was seldom home until late evening. Though Kenny had never been actually ill-treated (not counting the fairly regular and usually deserved

  wallopings he got from his father), the unintended circumstance of his birth had resulted in his being largely left to look after himself. Susan apart, his older brothers and sisters had tended to

  treat him with haphazard tolerance. Susan had always liked playing the part of little mother. She was genuinely fond of him and remained so despite a scornful rejection of her more pressing

  attentions. Though he had come to appreciate her rather more this past year since she had left home and moved in with a girl-friend in Arlebury where she had a job in a solicitor’s

  office.




  ‘You be here when I get back?’ he asked as he turned to go.




  ‘ ’Course I will, boy. And don’t forget, lots of sugar in the tea. But not too much milk.’




  It took Kenny about twenty minutes to reach home, the end house of a row of small grey-stone Victorian villas on the main street. As he reached the village, he glanced at the large clock in the

  butcher’s shop. It was a few minutes after six. His parents had gone into Arlebury and wouldn’t be back until bed-time, which meant the house would be empty. However, he was still

  unsure to what extent he was going to be able to execute Shem’s requirements. He’d certainly make him the tea and he could sneak out a few slices of bread without being questioned

  later, but when it came to meat . . . His mother had cooked a joint that morning, but it would be more than his skin was worth to start hacking that about. Two of his brothers and their families

  were coming over the next day and the joint was intended for them.




  He had just gone into the kitchen and was surveying the larder when he was startled by a voice.




  ‘Hello, Kenny, I thought everyone must be out.’




  He turned guiltily to find Susan standing in the doorway.




  ‘Oh, hello,’ he said uneasily.




  ‘Are you hungry? Do you want me to get you something? Where are Mum and Dad?’




  ‘They’ve gone into Arlebury. Anyway, what are you doing here?’




  ‘I had some curtain material for Mum, so I thought I’d bring it over. But it seems I’ve had a wasted journey.’




  ‘How long are you staying?’




  ‘I’m not in any hurry. I’ll get you something to eat if you want.’




  A sly look crossed his face. ‘Thanks. I’d like a couple of sandwiches. This beef’ll do. Shall I cut some off?’




  ‘Don’t you dare! Fetch me a knife and I’ll do it.’




  Kenny turned away and, with a smug expression, got a knife out of the table drawer.




  ‘Where are you going to eat it? Here in the kitchen?’




  ‘No, I’m meeting Ray up by the quarries. We’re having a feast together. Can you make some tea, too?’




  ‘Tea? Wouldn’t you prefer Coke? I’ll give you money for Coke if you like.’




  ‘No, thanks, I’d prefer tea.’




  ‘What are you going to carry it in?’




  ‘I’ve got an old can.’




  He picked Shem’s billy-can up from the floor and Susan looked at it with distaste.




  ‘You’re not going to drink out of that dirty old thing?’




  ‘Why not! It’s all right.’




  ‘As you please. It’s like that thing that terrible old tramp used to carry around. Where’d you get it?’




  ‘Found it.’




  While she made the sandwiches and tea under Kenny’s watchful eye, Susan plied him with questions, most of which he answered briefly and without interest. Sometimes her prattling got him

  down.




  ‘Go on, give us another bit of meat in that one,’ he urged at one point.




  ‘What’ll Mum say? Has she cooked this joint special for something?’




  ‘She won’t mind. Anyway, I’m hungry.’




  ‘How’s old Mrs Parkin?’




  ‘I dunno. Where’s the sugar?’




  ‘Usual place I imagine. Mum said she was pretty ill.’




  ‘Well, she ain’t dead yet. I can’t find it.’




  ‘Here, let me look! There, at the end of your snub little nose. She’s not all that old as a matter of fact. Well . . . I suppose she must be nearer eighty than seventy . .

  .’




  Kenny’s lips moved as he counted out six large spoonfuls. Susan who’d been bent over the table as she cut the sandwiches suddenly looked up. She seized the packet out of

  Kenny’s hand.




  ‘That’s quite enough. It’ll be like syrup.’




  ‘I like lots of sugar.’




  ‘You’ve got lots. How’s school?’




  ‘How’s what?’




  ‘School! the place you go to learn things.’




  Kenny wrenched his mind from contemplation of Shem’s forthcoming meal.




  ‘All right, I suppose. At least, it isn’t all right. I don’t like it.’




  ‘Did you ever?’




  ‘Some of it’s all right, but most’s not.’




  Susan shook her head in a resigned sort of way. Kenny seemed happy enough in one sense and yet she worried about him, which, admittedly, was more than any other member of the family did.

  He’d become curiously distant in some ways since Brian had departed from the village. She found it hard to particularise, but he seemed far too wrapped up in his own thoughts. Perhaps it was

  because he was more like an only child. Though an only child with a difference, most only children being doted on by their parents. This had certainly never been Kenny’s lot. Indeed, his

  conception and birth had caused first dismay and then recrimination in the Bostock household. Susan who had been ten years old at the time could remember it clearly. She’d been thrilled to

  have a baby brother, but all the others had viewed the new arrival with dubiety if not actual hostility.




  ‘What are you looking for now?’ she asked as Kenny began rummaging in a cupboard.




  ‘A bit of newspaper to wrap the sandwiches in.’




  ‘O.K., let me do it. Anything else you want?’




  He thought for a moment. Shem hadn’t mentioned anything else, but Kenny didn’t imagine he’d reject a few extras.




  ‘What about a bit of cake?’




  ‘If there is any.’




  There was, and Susan cut a wedge to Kenny’s specification.




  ‘That should do you. If you get through all that, you’ll be too bloated to walk home.’




  Kenny grinned. ‘Thanks, Susan.’




  ‘Tell Mum I came. On second thoughts, don’t bother. I’ll leave her a note.’




  ‘O.K. See you soon.’




  ‘I’ll be over again next Saturday.’




  Kenny slammed the door behind him and hurried back to where he’d left Shem. It didn’t occur to him that if Susan was watching his departure she might wonder why he was setting off in

  the opposite direction from the quarries which he’d said were his objective.




  It was while on his way back to Shem that a thought suddenly struck him. He almost stumbled over as he dug one hand energetically into a trouser pocket which was stuffed with a collection of

  items such as to excite a magpie’s envy. His fingers closed on what they sought and a small secret smile sped across his face.




  He found Shem reclining languorously on one elbow like a bored courtesan.




  ‘What you got there, boy?’ he asked, beadily eyeing the package which Kenny was clutching under one arm.




  ‘Beef sandwiches.’




  ‘Let’s see.’




  ‘My sister made them.’




  Shem held out a predatory hand. He wasn’t interested in who’d made them. He unwrapped the sandwiches and held them up to his nose.




  ‘They smells all right,’ he observed cautiously, ‘though a bit of onion pickle would’ve given ’em a nice bit of flavour.’ He looked up sharply at Kenny.

  ‘Didn’t think of that, did you, boy?’




  ‘ ’Fraid not.’




  ‘Anyway, they’ll do for going along with. But put a bit of pickle in next time.’




  ‘Here’s your tea. I put in lots of sugar like you said.’




  Shem accepted the billy-can, removed the lid and sniffed. Then he held it to his lips and drank half the contents before putting it down beside him.




  ‘All right, but too much milk.’




  Having made the remark, he settled back on one elbow and gazed out across the field, ignoring Kenny’s presence. A slight mist was rising and the air was rich with the agreeably dank smells

  of autumn.




  Kenny remained standing. He was always intrigued by Shem’s seasonal visit and it required more than the old tramp’s quirky moods to deter his interest. Indeed, in one sense they

  excited it. He was the only tramp Kenny had ever met, and his little-known way of life was enough to seize a boy’s imagination.




  He wondered whether it was really true that Shem’s clothes were stuffed with £5 notes . . . that he was even a millionaire . . .




  ‘Did you ever have to go to school?’ he asked suddenly, giving expression to a thought which had been occupying his mind for the past few seconds.




  ‘ ’Course I went to school. Everyone has to go to school. I’m not ignorant.’




  ‘Where’d you go to school?’




  Shem’s eyes darted maliciously.




  ‘A place called Bollockstown.’




  Kenny grinned uncertainly. ‘I don’t believe there is such a place.’




  ‘Just because they don’t teach you nothing at school these days, I’m not a liar.’




  ‘Where is it, then?’




  ‘Where? You ask your teacher.’




  ‘How old are you really?’




  ‘Old enough to skin your arse if you go on with your plaguing questions.’




  Kenny moved a prudent step back out of Shem’s reach.




  ‘Have you got any brothers or sisters?’




  ‘None what I know.’




  ‘Who’ll look after you when you’re too old to get around?’




  ‘Who looks after animals when they get too old?’




  ‘Do you mean like dogs and cats?’




  ‘Dogs and cats!’ Shem snorted. ‘I mean proper animals. Foxes and badgers and them sort.’




  ‘They just die in their holes. Nobody looks after them.’ Shem nodded fiercely and gave Kenny a hostile look. ‘But you’re not an animal.’




  ‘Some people thinks so the way they treat a man these days. No neighbourliness.’




  ‘What about me? I’ve brought you something.’




  ‘Didn’t put any onion pickle in them sandwiches, did you, boy?’




  ‘I will next time. And, anyway, I’ve thought of something else.’




  But Shem appeared to have sunk into a morose contemplation of his hat, a piece of apparel which resembled a misshapen steamed pudding of predominantly grey ingredients. He had removed it and was

  holding it out in front of him.




  ‘I’ve thought of somewhere you can spend the night,’ Kenny went on.




  ‘I don’t want any of your dirty old coal-sheds,’ Shem retorted.




  ‘It’s not a coal-shed. It’s somewhere very special.’ He paused as he observed the old man’s flicker of greedy interest. ‘Do you want to hear about

  it?’




  For several seconds they stared at each other in silence. Then Shem said testily, ‘Well, go on, boy.’




  







  Chapter Two




  It was four days later, on the Wednesday to be exact, that Kenny hurtled downstairs and through the kitchen towards the back door. He had got the door open and was about to

  disappear when his mother who was peeling potatoes called after him.




  ‘Where are you going?’




  ‘Out.’




  ‘Don’t forget Mr Gladwell’s expecting you.’




  Kenny looked round, his expression a mixture of resignation and exasperation.




  ‘Oh, Mum, do I have to?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘Because I said you would.’




  ‘But I’m in a hurry.’




  ‘Where are you going?’




  ‘Out . . . out to meet Ray.’




  ‘Ray won’t mind waiting. It’ll only take you five minutes to make the two deliveries he wants.’




  ‘It won’t, Mum. It always takes much longer than you think.’




  ‘Anyway, it’s what he pays you to do.’




  ‘A mouldy three bob a week.’




  Three evenings a week, Kenny would make late deliveries for Mr Gladwell the grocer. There were seldom more than a couple of houses to go to and normally he was quite happy to perform the duty

  and collect the meagre payment. But tonight he had intended to slip out and pretend he’d forgotten.




  ‘How do you know it’s two deliveries?’ he asked with sudden curiosity.




  ‘Because I saw him on my way home just now and he told me. I said I’d send you along straight away. One of the things is a bottle of tonic wine for Mrs Parkin. She’s been

  ill.’




  Not ill enough, Kenny thought savagely.




  ‘The other’s a packet of biscuits for Mr Shelley.’




  Kenny groaned. Getting away from Mr Shelley was like trying to free yourself from a fly-paper. He was always wanting Kenny to go in and see the rotten old model ship he’d built about a

  hundred years ago, or get him to move some stupid old piece of furniture from one side of the room to another. At best, he’d simply keep him standing at the door while he went drearily on and

  on with some anecdote. And Mrs Parkin wasn’t much better, though, with luck, her illness may have helped to curb her natural flow of words.




  ‘Well, don’t just stand there glaring,’ Mrs Bostock said as she reached for another potato. ‘That won’t get the job done.’




  Kenny departed, giving the door an extra vigorous slam to help relieve his feelings. His mother sighed. She couldn’t wait for him to be grown up like the others. She just hoped that

  she’d still have the will and energy to enjoy herself. She didn’t really blame Kenny, nor even herself or her husband. It was just a rotten bit of luck that she’d fallen for

  another baby at that late stage. Nature could play mean tricks on the unsuspecting.




  Meanwhile Kenny stood silently fuming as Mr Gladwell carefully wrapped Mrs Parkin’s bottle of tonic wine.




  ‘A nice bit of paper round it will help to cheer her up,’ he remarked, groping for the piece of green ribbon he’d dropped on the floor.




  ‘Just knock on the door and go in,’ he went on. ‘She can’t move around much yet.’




  ‘Can’t I just leave it on the step?’




  ‘No, certainly not! Seeing you will cheer her up as much as the wine will. Now, here are Mr Shelley’s biscuits. Off you go, Kenny. By the way, tell Mr Shelley they’re not his

  usual but I think he’ll find they have a nice flavour. The ones he likes best should be in next week.’




  When he reached Mrs Parkin’s cottage, Kenny tiptoed up the path and knocked lightly on the door. He hoped there’d be no response and he’d have an excuse for leaving the bottle

  of tonic wine on the step and departing with the same stealth which marked his arrival. But whatever had been wrong with the old girl, it clearly had nothing to do with her hearing for there was an

  immediate, almost eager, summons to enter.




  ‘Hello, Kenny dear, have you brought my tonic?’




  ‘It’s wine.’




  ‘Yes, tonic wine, dear. Now, just sit down for a minute and tell me how you are.’




  ‘I’m afraid I mustn’t stop. I’ve got to take something urgently to Mr Shelley.’




  ‘I’m sure he can wait a few minutes longer. What is it, anyway?’




  ‘His biscuits.’




  Old Mrs Parkin let out a cackle. ‘Who ever heard of biscuits being wanted urgently! Someone’s been teasing you.’




  Kenny flushed crossly. ‘I’ve also got to get back to help Mum,’ he added.




  ‘How is your mum?’




  ‘She’s fine.’




  ‘And your Susan?’




  ‘Fine, too. I really must . . .’




  ‘I remember Susan when she was just a little girl. Sweet little thing she was. And then you come along and . . .’




  ‘I hope you’ll feel better soon, Mrs Parkin,’ Kenny broke in and turned tail.




  If he had hoped to avoid seeing Mrs Parkin, there was certainly never any question of his being able to do so with Mr Shelley who was standing at the window like a sentinel awaiting his

  arrival.




  He had opened the door before Kenny reached it, his face creased in an oleaginous smile.




  ‘Come in, I’ve got something to show you.’




  ‘I’m afraid I can’t stop. My Mum wants me.’




  ‘It won’t take a minute.’




  ‘Here are the biscuits. Mr Gladwell says he’ll have the right ones in next week.’




  Mr Shelley accepted the packet, at the same time giving Kenny’s cheek an affectionate pat. If it wasn’t your cheek, it was your bottom or a gentle squeeze of a biceps, while his eyes

  bored into you and his creepy smile remained a fixture on his face.




  ‘I’ve been repainting my ship. Would you like to come and see?’




  ‘Not now, I’ve got to go.’




  ‘My, you are in a hurry, young man!’ Mr Shelley remarked with a certain amount of asperity. He didn’t like being quite so obviously rebuffed by a twelve-year-old. ‘What

  is it your mother wants you to do?’




  ‘Eh?’




  ‘You said just now that your mother wanted you back.’




  A light dawned in Kenny’s eyes and he nodded vigorously. ‘Yes, that’s right. I’ve got to help her with something.’




  ‘May one ask what?’ Mr Shelley had been a schoolmaster before retiring to the village and the precision of his speech was matched only by the prissy neatness of his appearance.




  Kenny was a slow-thinking boy and simulation didn’t come to him easily.




  ‘I’ve got to help her move furniture around,’ he said after an uncomfortable pause.




  ‘Then you must certainly hurry back,’ Mr Shelley replied coldly. ‘Far be it from me to detain you when you have promised to help your mother.’




  To give effect to his reproof he closed the door firmly in Kenny’s face, not that it took Kenny more than a couple of seconds to turn on his heel and run.




  He ran with a sense of excitement and exhilarating release which grew with every yard of ground covered by his short, powerful legs.




  He felt somehow certain that this time his hopes were going to be fulfilled. As he pounded along, lips parted and eyes bright with eager expectation, his mind had but one thought . . .




  And to think that it was all because of Shem.




  







  Chapter Three




  Shem’s body was found about six o’clock the next evening. Found by Kenny’s friend, Ray – or rather by Ray’s dog, Leo.




  Ray had called round at Kenny’s place about half past five to suggest they went up to the quarries together. It was one of their regular haunts, providing, as it did, an almost unlimited

  range of pleasures. One could scramble over the tussocky mounds, which surrounded the quarries, until one dropped in delicious exhaustion. It was ideal ground, too, for stalking and fighting and

  springing out on unsuspecting enemies. And finally there were the quarries themselves, one large and two smaller ones, with waters almost as deep as the ocean itself, it was said. Round their

  precipitous edges were hefty stones and lumps of wood and, best of all, one or two ancient rusty pieces of machinery, left behind when the quarries had ceased to be actively worked, which could be

  put to a dozen fascinating uses.




  Just recently he and Kenny had begun to build a raft from some of the larger lengths of wood and four old oil drums which they had collected and brought to the scene.




  On the particular evening, Ray found Kenny sitting at the kitchen table with a magazine in front of him whose pages he was mechanically turning.




  ‘Coming up to the quarries?’ he asked.




  Kenny shook his head firmly.




  ‘Not tonight.’




  ‘Why not?’




  ‘Don’t feel like it.’




  Ray gazed at his friend with a puzzled expression, while Leo made a round of inquisitive sniffs in the Bostock kitchen.




  ‘Anything wrong?’




  ‘Nothing. I just don’t feel like it, that’s all.’




  ‘I thought we could get on with the raft.’




  Kenny glanced up. His face had a blank, forbidding look. ‘You go if you want.’ And then he lowered his head again and began turning the pages of the magazine more rapidly than

  before.




  Ray stood there nonplussed for a while, then, making a grab at Leo as he started on another circuit of smells, said with a tinge of sadness, ‘Come on, Leo, you and I’ll

  go.’




  In fact, though he’d have preferred to have had Kenny’s company, he was always perfectly happy provided Leo was around.




  Leo had a soft black and white coat, appealing eyes, an impudent tail, which had seen as many fights as a boxer’s nose, and a store of restless energy surpassing that of the two boys.

  Though he reciprocated his small owner’s affection, and regarded him as the liberal dispenser of treats, obedience was not among his qualities. Hence no amount of whistling or shouting had

  the slightest effect on him. If Ray whistled or called out his name and Leo came running up, it was no more than coincidence. On the rare occasions when his young master fastened a length of

  washing-rope to his collar and kept him on a lead, irksome though he found it, it was Ray whose spirit broke first.




  On the evening in question, Ray had made his way rather disconsolately to the quarry where the raft was under construction. He wished Kenny had come. Apart from anything else, there was awfully

  little he could do on his own. It needed the two of them to manhandle the great lumps of wood and to hold steady the oil drums to which the wood was being lashed with anything that came to hand for

  the purpose; odd bits of string, short lengths of twisted wire and some rather fibrous grass which they had found near by.




  After about ten minutes of largely fruitless effort, Ray decided to give up. All he had succeeded in doing was to gash one of his thumbs on the sharp edge of an oil drum and turn his ankle when

  trying to prevent the same drum from rolling away into the water.




  He clambered up the sharp sandy slope from the water’s edge and cast an eye around for Leo.




  There was no sign of him; and still none after Ray had whistled and shouted out his name for a full half-minute. The only thing to do was to make his way across to the small knoll which

  commanded an all-round view of the area. From there one could see all three quarries and their surrounding hillocks.




  He and Kenny would frequently race each other to the top of the knoll, with Leo joining in vociferously if he had nothing better to do at that moment. On this occasion, however, Ray arrived

  breathless on the summit without having caught so much as a glimpse of Leo on the way.




  He stood up and looked all around him. Vapour was beginning to rise off the water in one of the quarries and the sky was streaked with red and grey in the softly blurred light of an autumn

  evening.




  Suddenly about fifty yards away in a declivity between two ridges of hillocks, Ray thought he saw the unmistakable waggle of Leo’s tail. He called out to him but nothing happened, save

  that the tail continued to waggle in a manner which indicated that Leo’s other end was busily occupied.




  Ray clambered down from the knoll and ran over to where he had spotted his dog.




  At first he thought Leo was burrowing away at a bundle of old clothes, but then he saw him lick at something lighter in shade and realised with a sickening feeling that it was a man’s

  head. Shem’s head.




  Although he had never seen a dead person before, he knew in an instant that there was no life left in the prone figure under his gaze. There was something almost carefree in the scattered

  arrangement of Shem’s limbs.




  Seizing Leo by the tail, he tugged him away. He was forced to pause while he then removed his own belt and fastened it to the dog’s collar, for Leo showed no inclination to quit the scene

  voluntarily, but, after that, he ran and didn’t stop running until he arrived home.




  Ten minutes later a police patrol car had been directed to the village and was speeding on its way with the brutish disregard for anything in its path of a hunger-crazed rhinoceros scenting

  food.




  







  Chapter Four




  Detective Superintendent Daniel Page was looking forward to retirement. Only six weeks to go before he moved out of his small bachelor flat in Arlebury and settled into the

  cottage in Somerset which he had bought several years ago with a legacy left him by an affectionate aunt.




  He had let it in the meantime, but now the tenants had departed and it awaited his occupancy.




  For years he had been looking forward to the day; not impatiently or with any sense of frustration, but calmly and hopefully. He was used to living on his own and perfectly capable of looking

  after himself. Being the person he was, he knew exactly how he was going to spend his retirement. He would garden and keep bees (a subject on which he had read a great deal recently) and he would

  read history. After thirty-five years in the police, he was determined to catch up on an education which had ended when he was only fifteen years old. He was a reflective man and he wanted to spend

  his remaining years, of which he hoped a score might be left, to understanding something of the world into which he had been born and he had long realised that only a knowledge of history could

  fill this deeply felt need within him.




  Though he had on the whole enjoyed his time in the force, he had frequently wondered how he came to be there. And, to be fair, the same thought was not unknown to his fellow-officers, superior

  and lower in rank.




  It wasn’t that he was a misfit, for if he had been he wouldn’t have survived thirty-five years and risen to his present appointment. On the other hand, he lacked the sense of

  dedication and of esprit de corps possessed of most of his generation of police officer. He worked hard and never did less than his duty, but a sense of detachment had led him to be

  regarded as ‘a bit of a funny one’. He was liked without being popular and was respected without commanding any great loyalty.




  About a year ago his force had been amalgamated with those of two neighbouring counties, and Arlebury, which had previously been the constabulary headquarters, was now no more than a divisional

  headquarters of the combined force. Page, who had been head of the C.I.D. of his force, had been left to mind his old manor, but was now answerable to a Detective Chief Superintendent who hung out

  at constabulary headquarters forty miles away from Arlebury.




  Though he recognised the changes as being in the greater interest of all-round police efficiency, which was more than most of his contemporaries found themselves able to admit, they had served

  only to increase the quiet satisfaction with which he viewed his approaching retirement.




  On this particular evening he had been home about half an hour and was in the midst of grilling himself a steak when the phone rang.




  ‘Sergeant Machin here, sir. Someone’s found a body out at Long Gaisford. Looks like murder. Shall I come round straight away and pick you up?’




  ‘I’ll be ready, Sergeant,’ Page said equably, even though the steak had reached a tantalising stage and its succulent aromas were assailing his nostrils as he stood at the

  phone. ‘Do we know who the victim is?’




  ‘Some old tramp, I gather. Found near a quarry on the outskirts of the village.’




  ‘Oh well, we shall doubtless discover more when we get there.’




  Page replaced the receiver and went and took the steak from beneath the grill. With a faintly sad air, he put it on the larder shelf.
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