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			Finnegan –

			begin again—

			He was running, weeping, strangling on his own breath. Overhead, beyond the high twisted web of naked branches, the night sky seemed almost light, its pale moon mantled by gauzy, racing clouds. Suddenly he fell, hard, stunning himself. Sprawled face down, he could feel the ground vibrating as the pursuing steps came closer, closer. He had to get away! He struggled to his feet but it was too late. Someone was already there, a menacing shape with clawed upraised hands—

			He screamed, but no sound came . . .

			Tom Finnegan sat up, sweating, and stared into a different darkness, his breath coming as fast now as it had then. New pain in his chest, though. New pain everywhere, worse each day.

			Gradually his breathing slowed. The sweat chilled on his skin and he shivered once, twice, then lay back, eyes wide and unblinking. It was not terror that kept him staring into the darkness, now, but guilt. A guilt that had been eating at him for far longer than his illness. The race was no longer between quarry and hunter – now it was between his nightmare and his death.

			Finnegan –

			Begin again.

			Before it’s too late.

		

	
		
			ONE

			For most people the sight of a Great Lakes summer resort when the season is over is a bleak prospect. What was a summertime mecca of fun and freedom has become just another small town, a blip on the highway from here to there.

			The temperature slides from the high nineties to the low forties. Suddenly Main Street goes quiet. No net bags full of garish beachballs hang by ever-open doors. There are no tempting displays of snorkels and fishing rods, no inviting pyramids of plastic shovels, painted pails, kites, frisbees, paper plates, fat romantic novels, or any of the other paraphernalia traditionally required for a brief holiday from life’s cares and woes. There’s no longer live music every night. No big-name movies showing. No summer stock with old plays performed by even older ex-film stars. No midnight swims. No barbecues. No dancing. No magic.

			The little shops that blossomed after Easter to serve the vacationers just as suddenly shed their bright petals on the first brisk morning after Labour Day, leaving the local inhabitants with only the ordinary year-round shops, and the throbbing headache of a morning-after.

			And yet, as he walked down Main Street digesting his breakfast, Sheriff Matt Gabriel did not feel bleak. Indeed, he was a happy man.

			He had survived the worst summer of his life with his kingdom more or less intact*, and he had the entire winter to recuperate. He smiled at everyone he passed, and most people returned his smile. Some said ‘Hi’ and a few paused to share an item of news or a worry. As a result, his progress towards his office was syncopated but generally steady.

			Not even the cold wind dismayed him. He took a deep, slow breath. There was a smell of leaf-smoke, and the sharp sting of an approaching freeze. Unlike many others, he welcomed it. Life was settling down to walking speed again. Maybe he’d have time to pull out that biography of Wittgenstein he’d been trying to get around to reading all summer.

			That morning there had been a brief fall of pellet snow. Little skeins of it were still dancing and scurrying across the pavements and drifting for a few moments against trees and fences before melting away. Next week or the week after, when the final red and yellow leaves fell, fat white flakes would replace them. After that things would get really serious: heavy snowfalls, wind, and below zero temperatures would arrive. Ice would form on the Bay, eventually becoming two or three feet thick and cluttered with the ramshackle huts of the ice fishermen.

			This winter coat of ice and snow would enrobe the county right through until February or even March, buttoning the inhabitants up tight. Sweltering all summer in temperatures of over a hundred, only to be plunged into winter lows of twenty below zero Fahrenheit is hard on the psyche. Screens and suntan oil one minute, storm windows and frostbite the next – some kind of sneaky attack each time you step out the door. Every year the local inhabitants hope for deliverance from the extremities of this unique Great Lakes weather pattern. Every year they are cruelly disappointed.

			Overhead a thin double trail of white marked the passing of a couple of jet fighters from the Greenleaf Air Force base across the lake. The sound hit the ground just as a car with out-of-state plates went past, a lone man at the wheel. As Matt’s eye followed the unfamiliar car down the street he noticed a Halloween jack-o-lantern leering at him from the window of the children’s section in the Library. Pumpkins were heaped on the sidewalk in front of the grocery store, and each shop he passed seemed stuffed with orange and black crêpe paper, masks, broomsticks, corn stacks, and a thousand other macabre decorations.

			He frowned. Damn.

			It wasn’t time to rest easy after all.

			There was still the Howl to get through.

			Sheriff Gabriel sighed, his happy mood suddenly fraying around the edges.

			Known officially as the Blackwater Bay Halloween Carnival, the Howl was a local event, strictly for the year-rounders. In a way it was a protest against the coming winter, a last fling of silliness and insanity, a defiant cry against the dying of the light. Everyone dressed up and let loose around the bonfires and barbecues. Games were played, and crazy competitions were set up that created new enmities between old challengers — you beat the man who beat you last time, but seven new guys got mad at you for seven different reasons. This meant lively conversation in the bars when the snow got deep.

			What was even more interesting and gossip-worthy was the collapse of morality among certain sectors of the population. Less-than-loyally affiliated husbands and wives suspended their marriage vows for twenty-four hours, or even changed partners permanently. Newly-matured teens discovered sexual attraction where there had been only friendship before. Affairs were begun behind the masks and costumes that would warm the participants during the coming months. But the worst aspect of the Howl, as far as Matt was concerned, were the Howlers – practical jokes played between tacitly consenting victims competing to out-do one another.

			High spirits induced by freely imbibed spirits led to imaginative vandalism that left rocking chairs sitting in treetops and many a door and window removed, some never to be found again. Cars were de-tyred and left on blocks in the middle of shallow ponds, dogs and cats were dyed bright blue, and houses were covered in aluminium foil from roof-tree to basement. The small communities of Blackwater County vied with one another to mount the most outrageous prank of the night – the winner achieving the front page of the Blackwater Bay Chronicle, which always ran one of its colour features in the week following October 31st.

			Matt Gabriel shook his head and crossed the street to his office. Better check out the boys and the equipment and make sure everything was ready. It looked like poor old Wittgenstein was going to have to be shoved aside for just a little longer. Peace had not quite yet come to Blackwater Bay.

			On the wide inner windowsill of the Blackwater Bay Sheriff’s office, a big, battle-scarred ginger tomcat was stretched out full-length, gazing balefully at a catnip mouse that lay just out of his reach.

			From beyond the back wall of the office came muffled sounds of hammering and sawing, where supposedly men were working to convert the heretofore perfectly comfortable sheriff’s office into what someone in the state capitol had recently ordained to be vitally necessary – a modern, up-to-date, computerized and fully sanitized law-keeping facility. The work had been going on for the past six weeks, and at the present rate of progress would probably be going on for the next six decades. The laughter and talk of the workforce employed on this worthy endeavour played a light obbligato over the clatter and hum of their various tools and machines. The resulting susurrus of sound plus the gentle warmth of the sun was having a pacifying effect on the cat’s lust for herbal mayhem. His glare at the catnip toy was gradually diminishing into a heavy-lidded doze.

			‘DAMMIT!’ shouted George Putnam, banging his fist down hard on his desk blotter.

			Startled, the cat leapt up. Ears back, spine arched, he prepared himself for attack. When nothing further occurred, he blinked, sat down, and gave the catnip mouse a vengeful swipe that sent it skittering into the corner.

			‘Now you’ve upset Max,’ Tilly Moss observed.

			‘Sorry, Max,’ George said, automatically.

			The cat glanced at him and looked away disdainfully. The Chief Deputy of Blackwater Bay was not only extremely noisy — he also had big feet. Big feet could land anywhere, without warning, and all too frequently did just that. Such gross habits did not encourage even a tough and experienced cat’s affectionate regard.

			‘I can’t decide how old I want to be,’ George was complaining as the door opened and Matt entered.

			Tilly looked at George across her computer keyboard. ‘About seven and a half, I’d say. Maybe eight on a good day.’

			George did not dignify this with an answer. ‘I can’t even decide what country I want to be,’ he continued. ‘Hey, Matt,’ he called out as Gabriel hung up his coat and hat. ‘What are you going as?’

			Obviously George’s thoughts had been running in the same direction as Matt’s own — the Halloween Howl. Matt bent down to stroke Max, who was checking out the smells accumulated on his shoes during the walk to work. Having thus paid tribute to the Scourge of the Alleyways, Matt sank into his chair, which creaked its usual refrain. He considered several tart replies to George’s question, and settled for none of them. ‘I’m going as myself,’ he said. ‘That ought to scare everybody.’

			Tilly grinned but said nothing. When Matt growled like that he reminded her of Ted, his late father, who had been Sheriff before him. She had worked for both and was as devoted to the son as she had been to the old man. Matt liked to pretend that he was lean and mean, when actually he was a kind and thoughtful man, slow to anger, patient, fair.

			Unless crossed, of course.

			The policing of Blackwater Bay County was not generally an onerous occupation. Situated north of the huge city of Grantham, it was composed primarily of resort villages and properties that edged one of the larger bays off one of the Great Lakes. The relatively small county extended back through farming areas, forests, dunes and parklands for less than fifty miles. Almost crescent-shaped, it had been created during Prohibition, largely because of the enthusiasm of the locals for ‘importing’ illegal alcoholic beverages from Canada, which lay only a swift motorboat ride away. It was thought at the time that a concentration of specialized lawmen would overcome the unique problems of the Bay area, and to some extent the ploy was successful, even allowing for the fact that a few of the specialized lawmen specialized in the occasional profitable motor boat ride, themselves.

			After Repeal, nobody had seen the necessity of going through all the fuss of dissolving the county, and its attendant rather idiosyncratic by-laws. After all, it was only really alive during the summer months, and for the balance of the year slumbered peacefully beside the waters, its local population no more than several thousand at best.

			Or, in the case of the Howl, at worst.

			‘Aw, Matt – come on,’ George said, disappointed. ‘Everybody else gets into the mood, makes an effort.’ He paused. ‘After all, you’re up for re-election next year,’ he added slyly.

			Matt sent him a disgusted look. ‘If you think putting on some stupid costume and prancing around like a jackass is going to win me any extra votes, you’re more naive than I thought, George.’

			‘I keep telling him . . .’ came Tilly’s voice, fading away as she struggled with deciphering Charley Hart’s handwriting.

			‘People like to see that someone is taking care of business,’ Matt went on. ‘When all hell breaks loose on

			Halloween night—’

			George chuckled to himself. ‘And it will.’

			‘—then they’ll look around for someone to straighten things out,’ Matt continued. ‘How would it be if I was standing there in a hula skirt or a clown outfit? Do you suppose the kids that have driven over from Brewster already half-cut are going to stop their usual tricks if a knock-kneed man in a toga tells them to?’

			‘All right, all right, I hear where you’re coming from,’ George said. ‘Does that mean I can’t wear a costume either?’ 

			‘I’d be happier if you didn’t,’ Matt said.

			‘But you’re not saying I can’t.’

			‘I . . .’

			‘Because I’ve had this terrific idea,’ George went on. ‘How about if we dress up as policemen? Maybe English bobbies, or French gendarmes, or something like that? We’d still be police officers . . . but sort of more in the swing of things. How about that?’

			Tilly had stopped typing. ‘Good heavens, George. That’s not a half bad idea.’

			‘There you go,’ said George, tilting his chair back on to its rear legs and doing his McCloud imitation.

			Matt gazed at him in annoyance. He was annoyed because Tilly was right – it was a good idea. Or, at least, a reasonable compromise. But it still meant ‘dressing up’, and something in him rebelled at the idea. Partly it was because of personal shyness (not the greatest asset for a sheriff to have), but mostly it was because of his size. It is not easy to find a costume rental store that carries a really great assortment of disguises for someone who is six foot four, is as wide in the shoulders as a kitchen door, and has arms that look as if they’d been pulled out of their sockets when he was a kid and never quite snapped back.

			‘That still gives you quite a varied choice,’ Tilly said, encouragingly. She, herself, was going as a Victorian lady-in-waiting. ‘Why not English bobbies – Victorian ones?’

			‘They had those hats,’ grumbled Matt. One of those high British police helmets would suit him about as much as a thimble suited a gravestone.

			‘Not the top officers didn’t,’ George said. ‘I’ve got a book right here.’ He slammed his chair legs back down on to the floor and rummaged in the bottom drawer of his desk. Pulling it out, he thumbed quickly through the pages, then held the book up facing Matt. ‘See? You could go as Sir Robert Peel himself. And I could go as what they called a Peeler.’ He turned the book back and gazed with some satisfaction on the picture, rather liking the idea of himself in that particular guise. But then, George was easily pleased when it came to his own reflection. As far as he was concerned, as long as his face was above it, any costume would be a winner.

			Matt gazed at him patiently. George Putnam was not a bad young man, but he was vain, as awkward as an adolescent goat, and about as smart. On the other hand he was loyal, reliable, physically strong, and enthusiastic. My God, Matt thought for the thousandth time, George is enthusiastic. He was sitting there now, like some puppy with a new rubber bone, waiting for it to be thrown in the air so he could leap twenty feet straight up and catch it.

			‘Well . . .’

			George took his hesitation for acquiescence and grabbed the Yellow Pages. ‘I’ll see what we can find,’ he said, and began riffling the thin sheets excitedly. Matt and Tilly exchanged a mutual glance of weary and wary amusement.

			The telephone on Tilly’s desk rang. She answered it, then looked over at Matt. ‘Tom Finnegan for you,’ she said, and replaced her receiver when he punched the lighted button on his own instrument and picked it up.

			‘Hey, Tom — how’s it going?’ Matt said, with a grin. The grin faded as he heard the older man speak. Tom Finnegan’s voice was rough-edged and urgent.

			‘I have to see you, Matt. Got something I have to talk to you about.’

			‘Sure, Tom. The trouble is, I’m leaving for Hatchville in about ten minutes – I have to give evidence in a case. Can George help? Or should I send one of the patrol—’

			‘No, no – it has to be you, Matt. It’s not – I mean, there’s nothing wrong, exactly. Nobody’s broken in here or stolen my car or anything. It’s not like that.’ There was a pause, then Tom spoke again, in a more reflective voice. ‘Well, actually, it is like that, in a way, but not now. Not today. Or last night. I mean—’ He gave a heavy sigh, exasperated at his own inability to communicate. ‘The thing is, I just need to talk about something, that’s all. To get it straight in my own mind. It is the kind of thing you should know about.’

			‘I see,’ said Matt, who didn’t see at all. Tom Finnegan was an old friend. Until his retirement two years ago he’d been the town pharmacist, running the big corner drugstore that had now been taken over by a chain. Aside from his family and his professional duties, his only real passion had been to build the best banana split in Blackwater County. Hardly the responsibility of a trained pharmacist, but when Tom Finnegan ran it, the drugstore had been the old-fashioned kind, with a long marble counter, stools that spun until the rider was dizzy, and a few straw wrappers always dangling from the ceiling because Tom only ever had the wrapped kind in his dispensers. He bought them deliberately so that customers could lick the wrappers, shoot them off and bet on whose would stick the longest. The counter was gone now, and a display case of hairdryers stood in its place.

			Nobody in town considered it an improvement.

			‘Are you all right, Tom? I mean, you don’t need the doctor or—’

			‘No, no, I’m fine. It’s nothing to do with that,’ Finnegan said, impatiently. The ‘that’ he referred to with such irritation was cancer. Tom had been fighting it for months, and his gradually diminishing size and energy testified to the fact that it was a losing battle. He was normally a cheerful man and as far as Matt had observed he had been dealing with his illness courageously. But now he sounded far from brave or strong.

			‘Well, listen, Tom – maybe I could swing around there on my way to court—’ Matt began.

			‘No, no – don’t bother. I need more than just a few minutes of your time. It’s . . . complicated.’

			‘Okay. Well, how about tonight, then? Say right after dinner? I’ll drive out—’

			‘No, I’ll drive in,’ Tom interrupted hurriedly. ‘Dorothy is having her damn sewing circle here tonight. Biggest bunch of gossips in town.’

			That startled Matt, too. Tom Finnegan had never been given to speaking ill of anyone, yet his voice was tinged with definite dislike when he spoke of the local group. As far as Matt knew the Blackwater Bay Magpies – for such was the name of the quilters group to which Mrs Finnegan belonged – were not particularly gossipy. At least, no more so than any group of women. Or men, if it came to that.

			‘Okay — if you feel up to it,’ Matt said.

			‘I can still drive myself,’ Tom snapped.

			Something was wrong, really wrong, to have shortened Tom Finnegan’s fuse, Matt thought. ‘I’ll be in the office about seven-thirty, then. That all right for you?’

			‘It will have to be, won’t it?’ Tom replied. There was another pause, and this time when he spoke again his voice was almost a whisper. ‘Sorry, Matt, didn’t mean to bite your head off,’ he said. ‘It’s just – when you make up your mind to do something the least thing that stops you – you know — when there isn’t a lot of time . . .’ his voice trailed off.

			‘I know,’ Matt said. ‘Listen, if the court case finishes early, I’ll give you a call, maybe drop by on my way back, how’s that?’

			‘Great. That would be great, Matt. Thanks.’

			‘Sure. But if you don’t hear from me, then it’s seven-thirty here at the office, okay?’

			‘Okay. Thanks.’ Finnegan rang off.

			‘Matt frowned at the phone after replacing the receiver. Tilly spoke from her desk.

			‘Dorothy Finnegan says Tom’s been going downhill fast,’ she informed Matt. ‘She thinks the drugs Dr Rogers gives him for chemotherapy have been affecting his mind. She told me he hardly sleeps and when he does he has these awful nightmares—’

			‘Are you telling me to take whatever he has to tell me with a grain of salt?’ Matt asked, turning his chair to face her.

			Tilly Moss was large of girth and heart, a woman who knew a great deal about what went on in Blackwater Bay. People talked to Tilly freely and frequently, knowing their troubles would receive a sympathetic hearing and knowing also that the talk stopped there. Tilly Moss was not given to telling tales – except to Matt, and then only if it was pertinent. She seemed to think her information concerning Tom Finnegan’s state of mind qualified for transmission.

			‘I’m telling you what the man’s wife told me,’ Tilly said, firmly. ‘You’ll have to use your own judgement.’

			‘I always do,’ Matt said.

			Tilly sniffed. ‘We all always do,’ she said. ‘Doesn’t mean we’re all always right. I’m not saying Tom Finnegan is going to tell you lies, I’m just saying . . . listen carefully.’

			Matt smiled. ‘Okay. Thanks.’

			Tilly smiled back, and returned her attention to her work, her big, dark eyes flicking back and forth from scrawl to screen as she translated and inserted Charley Hart’s left-handed chicken tracks into the computer files.

			‘GENDARMES! THEY’VE GOT GENDARMES’ UNIFORMS IN ALL THE RIGHT SIZES!’ George shouted suddenly, pounding the desk in glee and waking Max yet again. The cat sat up, gave George a look of vast disgust, stretched, stepped lightly around the hatstand to his personal entrance flap, and departed.

			Matt stood up too. It was time he left for court. ‘Tres bon, George,’ he said resignedly. ‘Now all you have to do is grow a moustache you can twirl.’

			George fingered his upper lip and glanced at the calendar. ‘There’s not much time,’ he said doubtfully.

			Matt sighed heavily. ‘Say goodbye, Gracie.’

			‘Goodbye,’ George said, before he could stop himself.

			As he drove to Hatchville, Matt couldn’t decide who worried him more, George or Tom Finnegan.
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			TWO

			Sycamore Avenue was one of the oldest streets in Black-
water. Lined on either side with huge Victorian frame houses converted to guest accommodation, the street had an air of museum hush about it, broken only by the sound of Dominic Pritchard’s weary footsteps and the clacking of the bare branches overhead. He’d had a long day, and was looking forward to a good meal and a quiet evening.

			The street itself seemed already half asleep. Lawns that had been lushly green all summer were now browning, their straw-covered flowerbeds bristling with topless stems. The curbsides were empty, no longer lined bumper to bumper with the cars of vacationers. In the rear gardens of the guest houses that accepted children, swings hung motionless and the polished slopes of the slides were hazed with condensation. Lawn furniture was folded away, with only bald scuff-marks to show where sandalled feet had rested under the summer sun.

			It was a proud street, still, although some of the houses badly needed repainting, and one was closed and completely boarded up. Two of the ‘smaller’ places had been converted back into private residences — even Blackwater Bay had its yuppies – and they were bright with fresh paint and clean windows. As a result the houses on either side of them looked a little worse than they might have in more sympathetic company.

			Dominic came to the path that led up to Mrs Peach’s Guest-house and turned in. As he let himself in the front door he was immediately engulfed in the fragrances attendant on this evening’s meal. He inhaled, smiled, sighed. Confronted with Mrs Peach’s cooking, even a strong-willed man found himself sliding inexorably towards gluttony. He was attempting to compensate by walking to and from the office – but it was an effort he felt would soon be inadequate. If he weighed himself tomorrow and found he had gained any more weight, he would have to start spending his lunch-hour in Mayor Atwater’s gym. Better the torment of bench-presses and the rowing machine than denying himself second helpings from Mrs Peach’s table.

			He went to his room, stripped off his dark blue suit, hung it up carefully, washed, and put on a comfortable pair of slacks and a pullover. Clean and neat was all Mrs Peach required of her winter guests. If he was still here in summer it would be shirt and tie every night, but he knew he could never afford Mrs Peach’s summer prices. His boss, Carl Putnam, had gotten him in here until he found a more permanent place of his own. He was very grateful. It was hard enough trying to adjust to a new town and a new way of life without having to worry about whether your next meal was coming from McDonald’s, Pizza Hut, The Golden Perch, or the supermarket. He hated making wrong decisions.

			Down in the front sitting room, the other winter guests were gathering. Having winter lodgers of any kind was a new innovation, apparently, brought about by Mrs Peach’s daughter Nonie and the urgent need for repairs to the old house. Nonie was a plump, pretty woman in her late thirties. Her work as a certified public accountant required intelligence and precision, but her efforts to be dignified were all too frequently undermined by a robust sense of humour and an awareness that what life offered to most intelligent women was, in general, a series of banana peels. Stepping carefully had its drawbacks, however. In the end it came down to choices – and her latest one had been pretty final.

			She had been doing rather well down in Grantham. But after a long talk with Dr Willis she had decided that her mother’s continued good health was far more important than either her career or anybody’s tax returns, and so she resigned her partnership and stopped commuting to stay home for good. She did a little accountancy work for local clients, but now devoted most of her time to running the guest house. She had been blessed not only with a cool head for figures, but had also inherited her mother’s cool hands for light pastry. Thus the Peach tradition seemed assured of continuance for at least one more generation.

			Nonie had confided all this to Dominic while polishing the brass one Saturday afternoon. He had listened with interest and agreed that her choice had been the right one. Nonie had been grateful for his support, for she was still running on city revs, and had not yet successfully geared down to the slower pace of Blackwater. Somehow telling him had made it all feel a little better. Dominic had not yet met Tilly Moss, but if he had he would have recognized a soulmate. People tended to confide in him too.

			There were six people presently boarding at Peach’s Guest-house: Mr and Mrs Stevens, whose house was being renovated after a fire; Sheriff Matt Gabriel, also temporarily displaced by the noise and mess of construction work; Miss Biddy Tillotson, a kindergarten teacher substituting for Grace Mayhew, who was in Europe on a year’s sabbatical; Mr Clarence Toogood, a writer who was trying to finish a novel about a storm-door salesman gone wrong; and Dominic himself — recently admitted to the State Bar and even more recently taken on by the local law practice of Crabtree and Putnam.

			Dominic was a well-built young man whose natural good looks were not at all spoiled by a broken nose received at the knee of a sneaky left tackle from Cornell. He was bright, observant, and eager to find his place in this very idiosyncratic town.

			Blackwater had not been a casual choice. He had spent the summer lifeguarding at nearby Butter Beach, simply to get the feel of the place before finally accepting the position with Crabtree and Putnam. This caution was typical of him. He liked to look and look again before he leapt – because when he did leap it was with a yell of enthusiasm and full commitment. As far as he had been able to ascertain, practising law in the county of Blackwater Bay was going to be extremely interesting, if a little unsettling. It was merely a matter of being on one’s guard at all times.

			He was pouring the pre-dinner drinks that were a custom of the house when he saw Matt Gabriel coming down the stairs. Dominic grinned and reached for the malt whiskey. Matt looked as if he could use a strong one.

			Mr and Mrs Stevens, perched side by side on the chaise-longue, were sipping sherry. They blinked at him simultaneously over the rim of their respective glasses. They were an awkward pair, both bony and pale, all too ready to dominate any conversation with their own problems, and equally ready to solve everyone else’s at great length. Even that would have been bearable – they were neither unintelligent nor unkind – if it had not been for their voices. Mrs Stevens had a corn-crake screak that rasped on everyone’s nerve-ends, and Mr Stevens’ drone was like a bagpipe endlessly readying for a melody that never began.

			Mr Clarence Toogood, a small round man of indeterminate age and hairline, bounded over to shake hands with Matt. He always shook hands with everyone, morning, noon or evening. Dominic had told Matt he was in serious danger of developing calluses on his right hand due to Mr Toogood’s eager grip. It wouldn’t have been quite so bad if Mr Toogood hadn’t also felt it necessary to augment his handclasp with further evidence of bonhomie. Women he merely patted in an avuncular way, but men invariably received a hearty buffet on the arm, knocking them off-balance if they were unprepared. It was almost as if he considered general disablement a necessary adjunct to saying hello.

			‘Hello, hello, hello,’ said Mr Toogood, grasping and thumping Matt enthusiastically.

			‘Evening, Clarence — everybody,’ said Matt, who had automatically braced himself for the Toogood onslaught. ‘Nice to see a fire tonight.’

			‘Yes, yes, it is getting brisk, isn’t it?’ Clarence agreed. ‘A winter of discontent will soon be upon us, I fear.’ He did not appear to view the prospect with dismay – quite the contrary. But then, Clarence Toogood viewed everything brightly. This evening he wore a red sweater under a brown tweed jacket, and reminded Matt of a plump inquisitive robin determined to find worms somewhere. Unlike the Stevenses, his constant nosiness was cheerful. He said it was an author’s curse to be interested in everyone and everything. He spent his days walking around the town ‘picking up atmosphere’, and his evenings dozing in front of the television. When he actually worked on the novel he claimed to be writing, nobody could quite discover, but when asked he always assured them that it was ‘going really well’.

			Dominic came across with Matt’s drink. ‘Bad day in Blackwater?’ he asked. His voice was low and quiet, but it had a carrying quality that was most effective in a courtroom. Carl Putnam said it was like the purr of a cat before it pounced. Putnam was quite taken with his new assistant, according to George, who was more than a little jealous of this new competitor for his father’s attention and affection.

			‘Have you come up against “Rancid” Randall yet?’ Matt asked, referring to the defence lawyer he’d been facing that day.

			‘No – but I’ve heard about him,’ Dominic grinned. ‘Maybe I should have poured you a double.’

			‘No, this is fine. It’s just that he stretched a half-hour case into a whole day’s worth – and there was someone I was hoping to see before dinner,’ Matt said. ‘I didn’t get called to give my two minutes of evidence until almost five o’clock.’

			‘Mr Putnam says it’s because Randall never forgets that he charges by the hour,’ Dominic smiled. Matt Gabriel and he had had several late-night conversations since he’d joined the guestlist here, and he had been surprised to discover that the big angular man was actually a doctor of philosophy. When he’d ventured that it was an odd qualification for a lawman, Matt had agreed, but said that in moments of stress it was comforting to reflect on how many angels could dance on the head of a pin. Despite the ten years difference in their ages, they were well on the way to becoming friends. Now he watched Matt sit down beside Miss Tillotson and thought he looked worried.

			‘I can’t say a fire has the same cheery message for us that it used to have,’ Mr Stephens observed, gloomily. He took a sip of sherry with pursed lips. ‘Every time I see an open flame—’

			‘The children are getting very excited about Halloween,’ said Miss Tillotson, in a bid to change the subject before the Stevenses began talking about their house fire again. She was sitting closest to the blazing grate and her cheeks were quite pink. She was a woman of ‘mature years’ — but dressed as if she were barely old enough to vote. She had a good figure, so from the back the illusion was successful. It was when she turned and smiled her wide, toothy smile that the shock set in. As she taught very young children, this effort to deny the years was perhaps understandable. There was always about her the air of someone who had just built a sandcastle and was looking forward to the finger-paints.

			With a wary glance at Mr Stevens, who was glowering at the grate and seemed poised to continue his diatribe against anything that burned, she continued to wax enthusiastic. ‘I’m pretty excited myself, to tell you the truth. I have my costume all planned and I intend to really let myself go, because I understand everyone does. Are the amazing things I hear about Halloween in Blackwater Bay true, Matt?’ She blinked at him coyly, but with an air of considerable innocence. The flirtatiousness was a semiautomatic weapon, resulting from a post-war upbringing surrounded by women’s magazines and a mother who always wore an apron. Miss Tillotson wouldn’t really have been happy with a policeman, or a farmer, or a lawyer, or an accountant, and Matt had a feeling that deep down within herself, she knew it. What she really needed – and would probably never find – was a toy-boy. In every sense.

			‘Depends on what you’ve heard,’ he said cautiously. ‘I’ll have to admit, there are a few high-jinks.’

			‘Mmmph,’ sniffed Mrs Stevens. ‘Low-jinks is more like it.’

			‘Seems like the Howl is getting wilder every year,’ observed Mr Stevens. ‘You’ll be glad of those extra men they’ve given you, Sheriff. Something tells me they’ll be needed. I’ve heard some nasty rumours about kids with grudges from last year’s State football championship being won by Lemonville. A lot of beer has been sold already. And what if that fire-bug strikes again?’

			‘Oh, no — not another fire!’ Mrs Stevens moaned.

			‘Now, there’s nothing to worry about,’ Matt said quickly. ‘Last year was an exception — Blackwater High hasn’t a hope in hell of winning the cup this year, beside which all the boys involved in last year’s fights have gone on to different colleges. We found out that barn fire was set by the farmer himself for the insurance. And as for school — we’re keeping a close eye on liquor sales throughout the county.’

			‘They’ll find it somewhere,’ Stevens grumbled.

			‘Well, they won’t get it inside the grounds,’ Matt assured him. ‘This year the Howl will be the same as it used to be – just for fun. The only fire will be in the fireworks — and the only fight might be between the candidates for Queen of the Howl. Those teenage girls can get pretty feisty when it comes to who’s going to wear that tin crown.’

			The Stevenses didn’t look convinced, but Biddy and Clarence began to look quite excited.

			There was a brief silence.

			Dominic cleared his throat and had opened his mouth to speak when Mrs and Miss Peach appeared, pushing aside the sliding doors leading to the dining-room as if drawing the curtains on a Broadway production. Then they turned and faced their guests.

			‘Dinner is served,’ they said together, and beamed at them, each as round and glowing as a Rubens portrait in modern dress.

			Behind them the long table was covered with a snowy cloth, and set with old silver that gleamed like satin. The first course of the evening’s meal lay waiting – a steaming bright red tureen of soup next to a delft platter artfully displaying thick slices of freshly baked bread and small crisply crusted rolls. Around this centre-piece sat ten dishes containing various items designed to ‘sting the appetite a mite’ — crisp thin cucumber slices in sour cream, cannelini beans vinaigrette, green tomato relish, watermelon pickle, hard-boiled eggs in mayonnaise, shrimps in creole sauce, green and black olives, artichoke hearts, smoked haddock mousse, and a sweetpepper pâté the recipe for which was still Mrs Peach’s secret, even from her daughter. Deep blue bowls of creamery butter spangled with icy dew completed the picture.

			‘Ah,’ said Mr Stevens, standing up. ‘Food.’

			Clarence Toogood stared at him, glanced at the lavish repast that awaited them, and shook his head. ‘I bet he also called Toscanini a bandleader,’ he murmured to Dominic.

			The young lawyer smiled, and they all went in together.

			They were just leaning back in their chairs enjoying a very necessary pause between the chicken fricassee and the pineapple upside-down cake when Nonie came in, looking concerned. ‘Phone for you, Matt. It sounds bad.’

			He excused himself and went into the hall. ‘Yes?’

			It was George. ‘Duff Bradley just called in, Matt. There’s been an accident out on the old post road. It’s Tom Finnegan. He’s still alive, but not for long. And he’s asking for you.’

			

		

	
		
			THREE

			As he came around the bend Matt immediately knew that if Finnegan wasn’t dead already it was some kind of miracle. As he pulled up behind Charley’s patrol car at the edge of the road, he could see Fred Boyle, the local high-school chemistry teacher, standing beside a dark green sedan looking shocked and distraught. There were no marks on his car, at least none Matt could see from where he was.

			Matt got out of the car and began to run. The scene was strangely peaceful — a few birds were still singing their evening songs, and crows argued in a nearby field. A light breeze tugged at Matt’s hurriedly donned jacket, and the rough weedy grass swished and crackled under his feet.

			He might have considered it a lovely evening, except for the fact that Tom Finnegan’s vintage red Corvette was plastered against the wounded bole of a massive beech that towered over the road. The tip of the tree’s golden aureole of leaves was gloriously alight in the final rays of the setting autumn sun, but beneath it shadows had already gathered. In the distance he could hear the rise and fall of an ambulance siren.

			Taking in the curving black tracks across the road and the deep gouges through the mud of the shoulder, Matt jumped over the smashed remains of Riley Newcombe’s split-rail fence and ran across to where Charley Hart was kneeling on the yellow carpet of fallen beech leaves. Tom Finnegan lay outstretched under a rough grey blanket, apparently unmarked save for a small trickle of blood coming from a cut over one eyebrow. However, a closer look revealed the concave outline of a crushed chest, and darkness spreading on the blanket from the broken body beneath it.

			Charley moved aside to let Matt get close. Tom opened his eyes and stared into Matt’s face for a moment or two, as if trying to place him. Then he spoke, and the sound was not much louder than the rustling of the leaves overhead. 

			‘Wanted to tell you . . . not an accident.’

			Matt looked at Charley and then back at the curving tire marks between the highway and the tree. He looked down at Tom. Was he saying it was suicide? It would not be surprising. Everybody knew Tom was dying of cancer. His features were knife-edged under the loose skin of his face, and his hand, as it groped for Matt’s, was skeletal. Perhaps the pain had become too much. Perhaps as he drove along in the autumn dusk he had been suddenly seized with despair at the prospect of the dark winter coming and his pain increasing, while his wife could only wait and watch. Nobody really would have blamed him for wanting a quick end to it all. Matt took the hand and held it, trying to reassure. ‘I understand,’ he said. ‘It’s all right.’

			‘No . . . you don’t understand. Nobody did – not even your father,’ Tom whispered, sounding oddly irritated. 

			Matt frowned. ‘My father?’

			Tom closed his eyes, and there was a long silence. Matt thought he had gone – but then the almost transparent eyelids fluttered open again and Tom Finnegan was staring at him, his lips moving soundlessly, struggling to explain something that was obviously very important to him. Considering the severity of his injuries, Matt was amazed he’d held on as long as he had.

			‘. . . and it was the same with Jacky Morgan,’ Tom said, his voice suddenly taking on substance.

			Matt looked at Charley, who shrugged. He was paying more attention to watching for the ambulance than to the faltering words of a dying man. If the ambulance came in time, maybe he wouldn’t die. Charley was an optimist. Matt looked down again at the old man, whose breathing was faint now, and who seemed as fragile as a broken bird fallen out of the tree that rose above them. The bony hand stirred in his, and suddenly gripped with unexpected strength. ‘I promised never to tell, but I don’t want to die with it on my conscience . . . I told him that.’ The grip relaxed, Tom shivered, suddenly, and his voice faded away even though his lips kept moving.

			‘Get another blanket over here,’ Charley called out just as Tom’s voice became barely audible once more, and Matt missed the words.

			‘What? Tell me again, Tom.’ He bent closer.

			‘He forced me.’ Tom’s voice was suddenly clear, propelled by anger and frustration, and Matt jerked back, startled. ‘He forced me, dammit!’ As Tom shouted in outrage, there was an abrupt inner convulsion and his final words were drowned in blood.

			The sound of the siren was loud, and then it, too, was choked off abruptly. A screech of brakes, doors slamming, running feet approaching – but they were too late.

			Tom Finnegan was dead.

			‘And you didn’t see anyone?’ Matt asked Fred Boyle.

			Boyle was clearly still upset. Charley had told Matt that Boyle had come upon the accident as he was driving back to town, and it was he who had pulled Finnegan clear of the wreck, fearing an explosion or fire. Then he had summoned help on his car phone.

			‘No, Matt, I can’t remember passing or seeing a single car going away,’ Boyle said in a shaky voice. ‘You know, I got the car phone for when my wife was sick — I was going to give it up, but I guess—’

			‘They can be useful,’ Matt agreed, talking as gently as he could. It was clear that Boyle was rattled. If he had seen a car before coming upon the wreck, it was unlikely he’d remember it now. Maybe later, when he’d calmed down. Certainly there were no marks on his own car to indicate he had any involvement in the crash. Of course, Tom Finnegan had said ‘He forced me’ – and he could have been referring to Boyle, but Matt doubted it. Neither man was known as a careless or reckless driver, although this long bend on the old highway was notorious for luring even sensible people into taking chances. That Boyle had done it deliberately seemed even less likely. As far as he knew the two men had no kind of relationship at all, neither friends nor enemies, although they were certainly acquainted. Boyle must have taught Finnegan’s kids at the high school — he’d taught there for the past twenty-five years at least.

			Even at the best of times, Boyle was a sad figure. His suit needed a good dry-clean, his hair needed cutting. He’d been going steadily downhill ever since his wife had died. ‘I wish I could have done something for Mr Finnegan, but I could see he was in a pretty bad way.’

			‘Yes,’ Matt said. ‘I’m surprised he survived for as long as he did.’

			‘Terrible thing,’ Boyle said, and looked away. ‘So many people seem to be dying lately,’ he added, in a vague, faint voice. ‘It’s like when you stand on the beach and the waves pull the sand out from under your feet. You start to sink and you step back, but the waves keep coming, and coming—’

			Matt patted him on the arm and went over to one of the paramedics. ‘I think you’d better have a look at Mr Boyle over there. He’s pretty shocked.’

			‘He cause the accident?’ the paramedic asked.

			‘No, but he pulled the victim out of the wreck,’ Matt said. ‘And he’s . . . a little sensitive.’

			‘I’ll give him something,’ the paramedic said.

			Matt looked back at the smashed Corvette. It was too late to give Tom Finnegan anything. They put the dead man on a stretcher, covering him completely with a blanket.

			Matt grimaced. Now it was time for all the ‘if onlys’ to begin, starting with his own – if only he hadn’t had to be in court. If only he could have dropped by Finnegan’s place on the way home. If only he could have gotten here quicker. If only people didn’t have to die.

			‘If only he could have made it to Christmas,’ Mrs Finnegan said, impatiently wiping away the tears that trickled down her face. She had taken the news of her husband’s death quietly, neither crying out nor giving way. But her tears were not under control – they continued to come unbidden, welling from her eyes and spreading over her pale cheeks. They seemed, somehow, to annoy her. Mrs Toby, sitting beside her, patted her hand encouragingly.

			The Blackwater Bay Magpies had been holding one of their monthly meetings at the Finnegan house that evening. When Matt had arrived it was to a living room full of chattering, stitching women, their heads bent over their quilts as their needles went in and out of the material and in and out of the reputations of various Blackwater Bay citizens. Their gossip was more delicious than malicious, for they were a generally good-natured group, but there is nothing more pleasant to discuss over a quilting project than somebody else’s love affair, or the bargains to be had at some shop, or the difficulties of raising one’s own recalcitrant teenagers. Tea, sympathy, and beeswaxed thread were the mainstays of the Magpies. Once Matt had broken the news to Tom Finnegan’s wife there was no keeping it private, and the ladies – having hugged Dorothy sympathetically and gathered up their quilts – had departed discreetly, leaving only their senior member, Mrs Toby, to give further comfort to the new widow.

			Dorothy Finnegan was a very neat woman, dressed simply in a matching skirt and sweater, with greying blonde hair cut short. She wore no makeup or jewellery except for her wedding ring and a small gold wristwatch. He couldn’t ever remember her looking anything but tidy and organized, even when she was younger and surrounded by four lively children and a pair of leaping dogs. ‘Competent’ was the word that came to mind when he thought of Dorothy Finnegan. She smiled easily, laughed often, but never giggled. Even now, faced with this terrible shock, she still retained that familiar air of efficient intelligence.

			Except for those steadily flowing tears.

			‘What happened, Matt? Did something go wrong with that damned car of his? I always told him it was too much for a man his age. And he’d gotten so weak . . .’

			‘I don’t know, Dorothy. The State Police garage will be taking a look at it, but—’ He paused, thinking about the skidmarks, the two small streaks of white paint on the side and front fender of the Corvette, and the half-moon gouge in the mud at the very edge of the paving, parallel to those Tom Finnegan’s tyres had made, but returning to the highway.

			Another car had been there.

			And it had not been the car belonging to Fred Boyle, the frightened man who had come upon the wreckage and called for help on his mobile phone. His car was dark green.

			‘Tom braked, hard, before he went off the road. He didn’t want to crash,’ Matt told her.

			Her eyes met his, and she nodded, understanding only that he was releasing Tom from any accusation of suicide. ‘That tells us that the brakes were working, anyway,’ he continued. ‘It could have been a steering failure, or a blowout – two of the tyres were torn apart. They’ll have to reconstruct everything. It will take a little time before we know for sure.’ And, he added to himself, the white streaks could have gotten there days ago in a parking lot somewhere.

			She nodded and was quiet for a moment. After a while she said, ‘Tom was coming to see you.’

			‘Yes – he called me this morning. He seemed rather upset about it. Do you know why?’ Matt asked.

			Dorothy shook her head. ‘No.’

			‘Oh.’ He was disappointed, hoping that she might throw some light on Tom’s last words.

			‘But I know somebody didn’t want him to see you.’ A little anger stirred in her voice.

			‘Oh?’

			‘I heard him on the phone this afternoon – he thought I’d gone out shopping but I came back to get my list – I’d left it on the kitchen table, you see.’ She paused, and to his amazement, began to blush slightly. ‘I heard him talking and I thought . . . well . . . I went and stood outside his study . . .’

			He realized, suddenly, that she was not embarrassed to have been eavesdropping, but because she’d suspected her husband of talking to another woman. ‘I don’t know who it was, but he was arguing that he didn’t want something on his conscience any more . . . that he’d lived with a lie long enough.’

			Classic phrases — no wonder she’d been suspicious, Matt thought. He thought back to Tom Finnegan as he had been in the past few months – bald from the chemotherapy, pale, shaky, ravaged by his cancer – and hoped that the man had realized how much his wife adored him. She had remained blind to the cruel changes in him, and had been afraid another woman, not cancer, was taking him from her.

			She’d faltered momentarily. Now she cleared her throat and continued. ‘He said he couldn’t go on with it, no matter whose reputation it would ruin. He said “you should have thought of that when it happened. If you’d told the truth then, it would have been better for everybody.” That’s when I realized . . .’ She stopped again, the blush more apparent. 

			‘When you suddenly realized he wasn’t talking to another woman,’ Mrs Toby said, with some asperity. ‘Would have suspected the same thing myself, Dorothy, hearing those first words. Any wife would. Perfectly natural.’

			There was gratitude in her glance. ‘Yes. And then I thought that if he had waited until I was out of the house to talk to this person, then it was something very private indeed, and I should respect that. So – I crept away and went shopping.’ She smiled ruefully. ‘I even let the car roll down the drive so he wouldn’t realize . . . silly, I suppose.’

			‘And you have no idea who he was talking to?’

			‘None.’

			‘Or what it was all about?’

			‘No, I’m sorry. I wish I had asked, now.’ She looked at him speculatively. After a moment, she added, ‘It had something to do with Halloween, I’m pretty sure of that. Or maybe more with the Howl.’

			‘How do you mean?’

			She sighed, and looked around the room, seeming to take comfort from the well-worn familiarity of it. ‘It’s difficult to explain,’ she said. ‘I don’t want to create trouble for anyone.’

			‘Now, you go right ahead and create,’ Mrs Toby encouraged her. ‘It might be important, and you can trust Matt to be careful, you know that. Say what you have to say.’ Her wise old eyes turned to meet Matt’s, and there was sudden speculation there. ‘It was an accident, wasn’t it . . . Tom’s crash?’

			He waited a moment, then answered honestly, ‘I don’t know.’

			‘Ah,’ nodded Mrs Toby. ‘I see.’

			Dorothy Finnegan hardly seemed to hear this exchange. She looked at her hands, then lifted her eyes and looked around the room. Her gaze paused momentarily on a photograph in a silver frame at the end of the mantelpiece – a wedding photo — herself, younger and darker, her husband, full-faced and beaming. She turned back to Matt as if the sight burned her eyes, then leaned back and took a long breath. She held it for a minute, then let it out as if it carried with it all her reason for living. ‘Every year around this time, Tom would get very moody, very quiet. And when it came time to take the kids to the Howl, it would have to be me that took them, not Tom. I’d ask him about it – well, of course I would, it made me so darn mad – but he’d just laugh it off and say he was afraid of ghosts. It seemed there was just something about Halloween he couldn’t tolerate. He’d be quiet for a few days afterward, too, but gradually things would get back to normal and we’d forget all about it. Until the next year, and then it would be the same thing all over again.’

			‘Tsk.’ Mrs Toby shook her head and patted Dorothy’s hand again. ‘Men get these notions, you know. Like children, some of them. My Haskell was just the same over Thanksgiving, went into a proper droop every year, said it should be re-named National Indigestion Day. Didn’t stop him eating turkey, though. I used to get so exasperated!’

			Thanksgiving was one thing — the late Haskell Toby had made some kind of sense there – but Halloween was quite another. Here was a side of Tom Finnegan he’d never noticed, never heard about, a man he’d known practically all his life, and known – he thought — rather well. So Tom Finnegan had been ‘funny’ about ghosts and goblins. Well, everybody was a little strange about something, his father used to say. Certainly some people were ‘funny’ about Christmas, real Scrooges, but Tom Finnegan – a grown man — spooked by Halloween?

			Or something more?

			‘I know, I know,’ Dorothy said, understanding his puzzlement. ‘But that’s the way he was. It got so we just accepted it, hardly noticed it really. Just Tom’s way, so to speak, not worth making a fuss about. I thought perhaps he’d had some traumatic experience as a child and didn’t like to admit it. All I know about his childhood is what he told me from time to time, the way you do. But he didn’t talk about it very much, so I assumed it hadn’t been a happy time and didn’t press him about it. I wasn’t born here, remember – I only came to Blackwater when I married Tom. People assume you know, you see, so they never explain. And it’s not the kind of thing you can ask other people about.’ She gestured, vaguely, encompassing a lifetime of moments missed, stories, recollections and histories known to others but hidden from her. ‘Well, after a while it got easier. We haven’t had anything to do with the Howl since the kids grew up. Oh, on the actual day he’d be quieter than usual, go into his study or out for a walk in the evening. Something like that. Not big gestures in themselves, but he’d manage to shut me out, one way or another.’

			‘Or shut himself in?’ Mrs Toby suggested.

			Dorothy Finnegan nodded. ‘Exactly. Because it was like it was something he had to face, every year.’ Her voice seemed to skid sideways in her throat, and she paused to swallow. ‘You know about the cancer?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Well, whether it was that or something else – this year the moodiness was worse than ever. He started brooding about two weeks ago, and he got to be more and more of a misery each day that passed. He kept having nightmares, and lay awake at night as if he was afraid to go to sleep. It wasn’t the pain – he had pills for that, and it hadn’t gotten really . . .’ She paused again.

			‘I think I’ll just go out and make a nice pot of tea,’ Mrs Toby said suddenly. ‘You could do with it, Dorothy. You need to boost your blood sugar.’ And she marched out purposefully.

			Matt was grateful for her discretion. He leaned forward and put his hand over Dorothy’s. ‘It’s all right. If you want to leave this for another—’ he began, seeing the tears gathering in her eyes.

			‘No, I want to tell you,’ she insisted, a little more loudly than necessary. ‘I do. Because when he got into his car tonight he was different. He seemed to have come to some kind of a decision.’ She hesitated. ‘I think he was going to confess something to you. Did he?’

			Matt was perplexed, but not surprised. Something very important had made Tom Finnegan fight to keep himself alive until he could talk to Matt. What could it have been? Tom had been the only pharmacist in Blackwater for many, many years. What could he have known about? A wrong prescription that had killed someone? A secret addiction? An illness that carried some stigma? But he wouldn’t have been alone in such knowledge. And why was it worse for him at Halloween? For a moment his mind veered wildly – was there a werewolf in Blackwater Bay? Settle down, Gabriel, he told himself, you’ve been watching too much late night TV.

			‘Does the name Jacky Morgan mean anything to you?’ Matt asked.

			She frowned. ‘No, it doesn’t.’

			‘Then I’m afraid I don’t know either. Tom was still alive when I reached him, but . . .’

			‘But he never got to say what it was,’ she said in a flat voice, like a machine.

			‘Well, he started to . . . he got out the name Jacky Morgan, and something about promising not to tell . . . but then . . . he just slipped away. I’m sorry.’

			She looked at him for a long time, then seemed to come to a decision herself. ‘I wasn’t going to tell you this, but if it wasn’t an accident. . .’ She paused again, waiting for him to answer the question she didn’t want to ask.

			‘Please tell me anything you think might help my investigation,’ he said carefully.

			Her eyes widened momentarily. He had answered the question. She took another deep breath. ‘It was the last thing I heard Tom say . . . before I went away and left him on the phone.’

			‘Yes?’

			‘He said – “There’s no statute of limitations on murder, my friend”.’ She spoke with a kind of dawning agony, and repeated the last words. ‘My friend.’

			And then she broke down.
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