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      Natales grate numeras?




      (Do you count your birthdays with gratitude?)




      (HORACE, Epistles II)


    


  


   


ON MONDAYS to Fridays it was fifty-fifty whether the postman called before Julia Stevens left for school.


So, at 8.15 a.m. on 25 May she lingered awhile at the dark blue front door of her two-bedroomed terraced house in East Oxford. No sign of her postman yet; but he’d be bringing something a bit later.


Occasionally she wondered whether she still felt just a little love for the ex-husband she’d sued for divorce eight years previously for reasons of manifold infidelity. Especially had she so wondered when, exactly a year ago now, he’d sent her that card – a large, tasteless, red-rosed affair – which in a sad sort of way had pleased her more than she’d wanted to admit. Particularly those few words he’d written inside: ‘Don’t forget we had some good times too!’


If anyone, perhaps, shouldn’t she tell him?


Then there was Brenda: dear, precious, indispensable Brenda. So there would certainly be one envelope lying on the ‘Welcome’ doormat when she returned from school that afternoon.


Aged forty-six (today) the Titian-haired Julia Stevens would have been happier with life (though only a little) had she been able to tell herself that after nearly twenty-three years she was still enjoying her chosen profession. But she wasn’t; and she knew that she would soon have packed it all in anyway, even if . . .


Even if . . .


But she put that thought to the back of her mind.


It wasn’t so much the pupils – her thirteen- to eighteen-year-olds – though some of them would surely have ruffled the calm of a Mother Teresa. No. It wasn’t that. It was the way the system was going: curriculum development, aims and objectives (whatever the difference between those was supposed to be!), assessment criteria, pastoral care, parent consultation, profiling, testing . . . God! When was there any time for teaching these days?


She’d made her own views clear, quite bravely so, at one of the staff meetings earlier that year. But the Head had paid little attention. Why should he? After all, he’d been appointed precisely because of his cocky conversance with curriculum development, aims and objectives and the rest . . . A young, shining ideas-man, who during his brief spell of teaching (as rumour had it) would have experienced considerable difficulty in maintaining discipline even amongst the glorious company of the angels.


There was a sad little smile on Julia’s pale face as she fished her Freedom Ticket from her handbag and stepped on to the red Oxford City double-decker.


Still, there was one good thing. No one at school knew of her birthday. Certainly, she trusted, none of the pupils did, although she sensed a slight reddening under her high cheekbones as just for a few seconds she contemplated her embarrassment if one of her classes broke out into ‘Happy Birthday, Mrs Stevens!’ She no longer had much confidence in the powers of the Almighty; but she almost felt herself praying.


But if she were going to target any prayer, she could surely so easily find a better aim (or was it an ‘objective’?) than averting a cacophonic chorus from 5C, for example. And in any case, 5C weren’t all that bad, really; and she, Julia Stevens, mirabile dictu, was one of the few members of staff who could handle that motley and unruly crowd. No. If she were going to pray for anything, it would be for something that was of far greater importance.


Of far greater importance for herself . . .


As things turned out, her anxieties proved wholly groundless. She received no birthday greetings from a single soul, either in the staff-room or in any of the six classes she taught that day.


Yet there was, in 5C, just the one pupil who knew Mrs Stevens’ birthday. Knew it well, for it was the same as his own: the twenty-fifth of May. Was it that strange coincidence that had caused them all the trouble?


Trouble? Oh, yes!


In the previous Sunday Mirror’s horoscope column, Kevin Costyn had scanned his personal ‘Key to Destiny’ with considerable interest:


  

    

      

        

          GEMINI


Now that the lone planet voyages across your next romance chart, you swop false hope for thrilling fact. Maximum mental energy helps you through to a hard-to-reach person who is always close to your heart. Play it cool.


        


      


    


  


‘Maximum mental energy’ had never been Kevin’s strong point. But if such mighty exertion were required to win his way through to such a person, well, for once he’d put his mind to things. At the very least, it would  be an improvement on the ‘brute-force-and-ignorance’ approach he’d employed on that earlier occasion –  when he’d tried to make amorous advances to one of   his school-mistresses.


When he’d tried to rape Mrs Julia Stevens.


(ii)


  

	

		

    

Chaos ruled OK in the classroom


as bravely the teacher walked in 


the havocwreakers ignored him 


his voice was lost in the din


(ROGER MCGOUGH, The Lesson)


    


  


   


    


AT  THE  AGE  of  seventeen  (today)  Kevin  Costyn  was the dominant personality amongst the twenty-four pupils, of both sexes, comprising Form 5C at the Proctor Memorial School in East Oxford. He was fourteen months or so above the average age of his class because he was significantly below the average Intelligence Quotient for his year, as measured by orthodox psychometric criteria.


In earlier years, Kevin’s end-of-term reports had semi-optimistically suggested a possible capacity for improvement, should he ever begin to activate his dormant brain. But any realistic hopes of academic achievement had been abandoned many terms ago.


In spite of – or was it because of? – such intellectual shortcomings, Kevin was an individual of considerable menace and power; and if any pupil was likely to drive his teacher to retirement, to resignation, even to suicide, that pupil was Kevin Costyn. Both inside and outside school, this young man could be described only as crude and vicious; and during the current summer term his sole interest in class activities had focused  upon his candidature for the British  National Party in the school’s annual mock-elections.


Teachers were fearful of his presence in the classroom, and blessed their good fortune whenever he was (allegedly) ill or playing hookey or appearing before the courts or cautioned (again!) by the police or being interviewed by probation officers, social workers, or psychiatrists. Only rarely was his conduct less than positively disruptive; and that when some overnight dissipation had sapped his wonted enthusiasm for selective subversion.


Always he sat in the front row, immediately to the right of the central gangway. This for three reasons. First, because he was thus enabled to turn round and thereby the more easily to orchestrate whatever disruption he had in mind. Second, because (without ever admitting it) he was slightly deaf; and although he had little wish to listen to his teachers’ lessons, his talent for verbal repartee was always going to be diminished by any slight mis-hearing. Third, because Eloise Dring, the sexiest girl in the Fifth Year, was so very short-sighted that she was compelled (refusing spectacles) to take a ring-side view of each day’s proceedings. And Kevin wanted to sit next to Eloise Dring.


So there he sat, his long legs sticking way out beneath his undersized desk; his feet shod in a scuffed, cracked, decrepit pair of winkle-pickers, two pairs of which had been bequeathed by some erstwhile lover to his mother – the latter a blowsy, frowsy single parent who had casually conceived her only son (as far as she could recall the occasion) in a lay-by just off the Cowley Ring Road, and who now lived in one of a string of council properties known to the largely unsympathetic locals as Prostitutes Row.


Kevin was a lankily built, gangly-boned youth, with long, dark, unwashed hair, and a less than virile sprouting on upper lip and chin, dressed that day in a gaudily floral T-shirt and tattered jeans. His sullen, dolichocephalic face could have been designed by some dyspeptic El Greco, and on his left forearm – covered this slightly chilly day by the sleeve of an off-white sweatshirt – was a tattoo. This tattoo was known to everyone of any status in the school, including the Head; and indeed the latter, in a rare moment of comparative courage, had called Costyn into his study the previous term and demanded to know exactly what the epidermal epigram might signify. And Kevin had been happy to tell him: to tell him how the fairly unequivocal slogan (‘Fuck ’em All’) would normally be interpreted by anyone; even by someone with the benefit of a university education.


Anyway, that was how Kevin reported the interview. 


Whatever the truth of the matter though, his reputation was now approaching its apogee. And with two sentences in a young offenders’ unit behind him, how could it have been otherwise? At the same time, his influence, both within the circle of his immediate contemporaries and within the wider confines of the whole school, was significantly increased by two further factors. First, he even managed in some curious manner to exude a crude yet apparently irresistible sexuality, which drew many a girl into his magnetic field. Second, he was – had been since the age of twelve – a devotee of the Martial Arts; and under the tutelage of a diminutive Chinaman who (rumour had it) had once single-handedly left a gang of street-muggers lying pleading for mercy on the pavement, Kevin could appear, often did appear, an intimidating figure.


‘KC.’ That was what was written in red capital letters in the girls’ loo: Kevin Costyn; Karate Champion; King of the Condoms; or whatever.


Tradition at the Proctor Memorial School was for pupils to rise to their feet whenever any teacher entered the classroom. And this tradition perpetuated itself still, albeit in a dishonoured, desultory sort of way. Yet when Mrs Stevens walked into 5C, for the first period on the afternoon of her birthday, the whole class, following a cue from Kevin Costyn, rose to its feet in synchronized smartness, the hum of conversation cut immediately . . . as if some maestro had tapped his baton on the podium.


And there was a great calm.


(iii)


	

    

As I heard the tread of pupils coming up my ancient creaking stairs, I felt like a tired tart awaiting her clients


(A. L. ROWSE, On Life as an Oxford Don)


   


    


‘IT’S ONLY ME,’ he’d spoken into the rusted, serrated Entryphone beside the front door.


He’d heard a brief, distant whirring; then a click; then her voice: ‘It’s open.’


He walked up the three flights of shabbily carpeted stairs, his mind wholly on the young woman who lived on the top floor. The bone structure of her face looked gaunt below the pallid cheeks; her eyes (for all McClure knew) might once have sparkled like those of glaucopis Athene, but now were dull – a sludgy shade of green, like the waters of the Oxford canal; her nose – tip-tilted in slightly concave fashion, like the contour of a nursery ski-slope – was disfigured (as he saw things) by two cheap-looking silver rings, one drilled through either nostril; her lips, marginally on the thin side of the Aristotelian mean, were ever thickly daubed with a shade of bright orange – a shade that would have been permanently banned from her mouth by any mildly competent beautician, a shade which clashed horribly with the amateurishly applied deep-scarlet dye that streaked her longish, dark-brown hair.


But why such details of her face? Her hair?  The  mind of this young woman’s second client that day, Wednesday, May 25, was firmly fixed on other things as a little breathlessly he ascended the last few narrow, squeaking stairs that led to the top of the Victorian property.


The young woman turned back the grubby top-sheet on the narrow bed, kicked a pair of knickers out of sight behind the shabby settee, poured out two glasses of red wine (£2.99 from Oddbins), and was sitting on the bed, swallowing the last mouthful of a Mars bar, when the first knock sounded softly on the door.


She was wearing a creased lime-green blouse, buttoned up completely down the front, black nylon stockings – whose tops came only to mid-thigh, held by a white suspender-belt – and red high-heeled shoes. Nothing more. That’s how he wanted her; that’s how she was. Beggars were proverbially precluded from overmuch choice and (perforce) ‘beggar’ she had become, with a triple burden of liabilities: negative equity  on her ‘studio flat’, bought five years earlier  at the height of the property boom; redundancy (involuntary) from the sales office of a local engineering firm; and a steadily increasing consumption of alcohol. So she had soon taken on a . . . well, a new ‘job’ really.


To say that in the course of her  new  employment she was experiencing any degree of what her previous employer called ‘job satisfaction’ would be an exaggeration. On the other hand, it was certainly the easiest work she’d ever undertaken, as well as being by far the best paid – and (as she knew) she was quite good at it. As soon as she’d settled her bigger debts, though, she’d pack it all in. She was quite definite about that. The sooner the quicker.


The only thing that sometimes worried her was the possibility of her mother finding out that she was earning her living as a cheap tart. Well, no, that wasn’t true. An expensive tart, as her current client  would  soon be discovering yet again. Yes, fairly expensive; but that didn’t stop her feeling very cheap.


At the second knock, she rose from the bed, straightened her left stocking, and was now opening the door. Within only a couple of minutes opening her legs, too, as she lay back on the constricted width of the bed, her mascara’ed eyes focusing on a discoloured patch of damp almost immediately above her head.


Almost immediately above his head, too.


It was all pretty simple, really. The trouble was it had never been satisfying, for she had rarely felt more than   a minimal physical attraction towards any of her clients. In a curious way she wished she could so feel. But no. Not so far. There was occasionally a sort of wayward fondness, yes. And in fact she was fonder of this particular fellow than any of the  others.  Indeed,  she had once surprised herself by wondering if when  he died – well, he was nearly sixty-seven – she might manage to squeeze out a dutiful tear.


It had not occurred to her at the time that there are other ways of departing this earthly life; had not occurred to her, for example, that her present client, Dr Felix McClure, former Ancient History don of Wolsey College, Oxford, might fairly soon be murdered.


(iv)


  

	

		

    

      A highly geological home-made cake 


(CHARLES DICKENS, Martin Chuzzlewit)


    


  


   


    


ONLY ONE communication, it appeared, was awaiting Julia Stevens that same day when she returned home just after 5 p.m.: a brown envelope (containing a gas bill) propped up against the table-lamp just inside her small entrance-hall.


The white envelope, unsealed, lay on the table in the living-room;  and  beside  it  was  a  glacé-iced  cake,  the legend ‘Happy Birthday, Mrs Stevens’ piped in purple on a white background, with an iced floral arrangement in violet and green, the leaves intricately, painstakingly crafted, and clearly the work of an expert in the skill.


Although Brenda Brooks had been Julia’s cleaning-lady for almost four years now, she had never addressed her employer as anything but ‘Mrs Stevens’; addressed her so again now, just as on the cake, in the letter folded inside the (NSPCC) birthday card.


  

    

Dear Mrs S,


Just a short note to wish you a very happy birthday & I hope you will enjoy your surprise. Don’t look at it too closely as I had a little ‘accident’ & the icing isn’t perfect. When I’d made the flowers & when they were drying a basin fell out of the cupboard & smashed the lot. After saying something like ‘oh bother’ I had to start again. Never mind I got there in the end.


Regarding my ‘accident’ I will tell you what really happened. My husband decided to pick a fight a few weeks ago & my doctor thinks he could have broken a bone in my hand & so I can’t squeeze the bag very well. I was due to start another icing course next week but he has saved me £38.00!


Have a lovely day & I will see you in the morning – can’t wait.


Love & best wishes,


Brenda (Brooks)


    


  


After re-reading the letter, Julia looked down lovingly at the cake again, and suddenly felt very moved – and very angry. Brenda (she knew) had hugely enjoyed the cake-decorating classes at the Tech. and had become proudly proficient in the icer’s art. All right, the injury was hardly of cosmic proportions, Julia realized that; yet in its own little-world way the whole thing was so terribly sad. And as she looked at the cake again, Julia could now see what Brenda had meant. On closer inspection, the ‘Mrs’ was really a bit of a mess; and the loops in each of the ‘y’s in ‘Happy Birthday’ were rather uncertain – decidedly wobbly, in fact – as if formulated with tremulous fingers. ‘Lacks her usual Daedalian deftness’ was Julia the Pedagogue’s cool appraisal; yet something warmer, something deeper inside herself, prompted her to immediate action. She fetched her broadest, sharpest kitchen knife and carefully cut a substantial segment of the cake, in such  a  way as to include most of the mis-handled ‘Mrs’; and  ate it all, straightaway.


The sponge-cake was in four layers, striated with cream, strawberry jam, and lemon-butter icing. Absolutely delicious; and she found herself wishing she could share it with someone.


Ten minutes later, the phone rang.


‘I didn’t say nuffin’ in class, Miss, but I want to say ’appy birfday.’


‘Where are you phoning from, Kevin?’ 


‘Jus’ down the road – near the bus-shelter.’


‘Would you like to come along and have a piece of birthday cake with me? I mean, it’s your birthday too, isn’t it?’


‘Jus’ try stoppin’ me, Miss!’


The phone went dead. And thoughtfully, a slight smile around her full lips, Julia retraced her steps to the living-room, where she cut two more segments of cake, the second of which sliced through the middle of the more obviously malformed ‘y’; cut them with the same knife – the broadest, sharpest knife she had in all her kitchen armoury.


(v)


  

    

After working for two weeks on a hard crossword  puzzle, Lumberjack Hafey, a teacher in Mandan, became a raving maniac when unable to fill in  the last word. When found, he was in the alcove  of the old homestead sitting on the floor, pulling  his hair and shrieking unintelligible things


(Illinois Chronicle, 3 October 1993)


   


    




MUCH EARLIER  that  same  day,  Detective  Sergeant Lewis had found his chief sitting well forward in the black-leather chair, shaking his head sadly over The Times crossword puzzle.


‘Not finished it yet, sir?’


Morse looked up briefly with ill-disguised disdain. ‘There is, as doubtless you observe, Lewis, one clue and one clue only remaining to be entered in the grid. The rest I finished in six minutes flat; and, if you must know, without your untimely interruption—’


‘Sorry!’


Morse shook his head slowly. ‘No. I’ve been sitting here looking at the bloody thing for ten minutes.’


‘Can I help?’


‘Extremely improbable!’ 


‘Don’t you want to try me?’


Reluctantly Morse handed over the crossword, and Lewis contemplated the troublesome clue: ‘Kick in the pants?’ (3–5). Three of the eight letters were entered: – I–– L– S –.


A short while later Lewis handed the crossword back across the desk. He’d tried so hard, so very hard, to make some intelligent suggestion; to score some Brownie points. But nothing had come to mind.


‘If it’s OK with you, sir, I’d like to spend some time down at St Aldate’s this morning – see if we can find some link between all these burglaries in North Oxford.’


‘Why not? And good luck. Don’t give ’em my address though, will you?’


After Lewis had gone, Morse stared down at the crossword again. Seldom was it that he failed to finish things off, and that within a pretty smartish time, too. All he needed was a large Scotch . . . and the answer  (he  knew) would hit him straight between the eyes. But it was only 8.35 a.m. and—


It hit him. 


Scotch!


As he swiftly filled in the five remaining blank squares, he was smiling beatifically, wishing only that Lewis had been there to appreciate the coup de grâce.


But Lewis wasn’t.


And it was only many months later that Lewis was to learn – and then purely by accident – the answer to that clue in The Times crossword for 25 May 1994, a day (as would appear in retrospect) on which so many things of fateful consequence were destined to occur.












  PART ONE




  











  

    

      

        CHAPTER ONE


      


    


  




  

    

      Pension: generally understood to mean monies grudgingly bestowed on aging hirelings after a lifetime of occasional devotion to duty




      (Small’s Enlarged English Dictionary, 12th Edition)


    


  




  JUST AFTER noon on Wednesday, 31 August 1994, Chief Inspector Morse was seated at his desk in the Thames Valley Police HQ building at Kidlington, Oxon

  – when the phone rang.




  ‘Morse? You’re there, are you? I thought you’d probably be in the pub by now.’




  Morse forbore the sarcasm, and assured Chief Superintendent Strange – he had recognized the voice – that indeed he was there.




  ‘Two things, Morse – but I’ll come along to your office.’




  ‘You wouldn’t prefer me—?’




  ‘I need the exercise, so the wife says.’




  Not only the wife, mumbled Morse, as he cradled the phone, beginning now to clear the cluttered papers from the immediate desk-space in front of him.




  Strange lumbered in five minutes later and sat down heavily on the chair opposite the desk.




  ‘You may have to get that name-plate changed.’




  Strange and Morse had never really been friends, but never really been enemies either; and some good-natured bantering had been the order of the day following the recommendation of the Sheehy

  Report six months earlier that the rank of Chief Inspector should be abolished. Mutual bantering, since Chief Superintendents too were also likely to descend a rung on the ladder.




  It was a disgruntled Strange who now sat wheezing methodically and shaking his head slowly. ‘It’s like losing your stripes in the Army, isn’t it? It’s . . . it’s .

  . .’




  ‘Belittling,’ suggested Morse.




  Strange looked up keenly. ‘“Demeaning” – that’s what I was going to say. Much better word, eh? So don’t start trying to teach me the bloody English

  language.’




  Fair point, thought Morse, as he reminded himself (as he’d often done before) that he and his fellow police-officers should never underestimate the formidable Chief Superintendent

  Strange.




  ‘How can I help, sir? Two things, you said.’




  ‘Ah! Well, yes. That’s one, isn’t it? What we’ve just been talking about. You see, I’m jacking the job in next year, as you’ve probably

  heard?’




  Morse nodded cautiously.




  ‘Well, that’s it. It’s the, er, pension I’m thinking about.’




  ‘It won’t affect the pension.’




  ‘You think not?’




  ‘Sure it won’t. It’s just a question of getting all the paperwork right. That’s why they’re sending all these forms around—’




  ‘How do you know?’ Strange’s eyes shot up again, sharply focused, and it was Morse’s turn to hesitate.




  ‘I – I’m thinking of, er, jacking in the job myself, sir.’




  ‘Don’t be so bloody stupid, man! This place can’t afford to lose me and you.’




  ‘I shall only be going on for a couple of years, whatever happens.’




  ‘And . . . and you’ve had the forms, you say?’




  Morse nodded.




  ‘And . . . and you’ve actually filled ’em in?’ Strange’s voice sounded incredulous.




  ‘Not yet, no. Forms always give me a terrible headache. I’ve got a phobia about form-filling.’




  No words from Morse could have been more pleasing, and Strange’s moon-face positively beamed. ‘You know, that’s exactly what I said to the wife – about headaches and all

  that.’




  ‘Why doesn’t she help you?’




  ‘Says it gives her a headache, too.’




  The two men chuckled amiably.




  ‘You’d like me to help?’ asked Morse tentatively.




  ‘Would you? Be a huge relief all round, I can tell you. We could go for a pint together next week, couldn’t we? And if I go and buy a bottle of aspirin—’




  ‘Make it two pints.’




  ‘I’ll make it two bottles, then.’




  ‘You’re on, sir.’




  ‘Good. That’s settled then.’




  Strange was silent awhile, as if considering some matter of great moment. Then he spoke.




  ‘Now, let’s come to the second thing I want to talk about – far more important.’




  Morse raised his eyebrows. ‘Far more important than pensions?’




  ‘Well, a bit more important perhaps.’




  ‘Murder?’




  ‘Murder.’




  ‘Not another one?’




  ‘Same one. The one near you. The McClure murder.’




  ‘Phillotson’s on it.’




  ‘Phillotson’s off it.’




  ‘But—’




  ‘His wife’s ill. Very ill. I want you to take over.’




  ‘But—’




  ‘You see, you haven’t got a wife who’s very ill, have you? You haven’t got a wife at all.’




  ‘No,’ replied Morse quietly. No good arguing with that.




  ‘Happy to take over?’




  ‘Is Lewis—?’




  ‘I’ve just had a quick word with him in the canteen. Once he’s finished his egg and chips . . .’




  ‘Oh!’




  ‘And’ – Strange lifted his large frame laboriously from the chair – ‘I’ve got this gut-feeling that Phillotson wouldn’t have got very far with

  it anyway.’




  ‘Gut-feeling?’




  ‘What’s wrong with that?’ snapped Strange. ‘Don’t you ever get a gut-feeling?’




  ‘Occasionally . . .’




  ‘After too much booze!’




  ‘Or mixing things, sir. You know what I mean: few pints of beer and a bottle of wine.’




  ‘Yes . . .’ Strange nodded. ‘We’ll probably both have a gut-feeling soon, eh? After a few pints of beer and a bottle of aspirin.’




  He opened the door and looked at the name-plate again. ‘Perhaps we shan’t need to change them after all, Morse.’




  











  

    

      

        CHAPTER TWO


      


    


  




  

    

      Like the sweet apple which reddens upon the topmost bough,




      A-top on the topmost twig – which the pluckers forgot somehow –




      Forgot it not, nay, but got it not, for none could get it till now




      (D. G. ROSSETTI, Translations from Sappho)


    


  




  IT WAS to be only the second time that Morse had ever taken over a murder enquiry after the preliminary – invariably dramatic – trappings

  were done with: the discovery of the deed, the importunate attention of the media, the immediate scene-of-crime investigation, and the final removal of the body.




  Lewis, perceptively, had commented that it was all a bit like getting into a football match twenty-five minutes late, and asking a fellow spectator what the score was. But Morse had been

  unimpressed by the simile, since his life would not have been significantly impoverished had the game of football never been invented.




  Indeed, there was a sense in which Morse was happier to have avoided any in situ inspection of the corpse, since the liquid contents of his stomach almost inevitably curdled at the

  sight of violent death. And he knew that the death there had been violent – very violent indeed. Much blood had been spilt, albeit now caked and dirty-brown – blood that would

  still (he supposed) be much in evidence around the chalk-lined contours of the spot on the saturated beige carpet where a man had been found with an horrific knife-wound in his lower belly.




  ‘What’s wrong with Phillotson?’ Lewis had asked as they’d driven down to North Oxford.




  ‘Nothing wrong with him – except incompetence. It’s his wife. She’s had something go wrong with an operation, so they say. Some, you know, some internal trouble . . .

  woman’s trouble.’




  ‘The womb, you mean, sir?’




  ‘I don’t know, do I, Lewis? I didn’t ask. I’m not even quite sure exactly where the womb is. And, come to think of it, I don’t even like the

  word.’




  ‘I only asked.’




  ‘And I only answered! His wife’ll be fine, you’ll see. It’s him. He’s just chickening out.’




  ‘And the Super . . . didn’t think he could cope with the case?’




  ‘Well, he couldn’t, could he? He’s not exactly perched on the topmost twig of the Thames Valley intelligentsia, now is he?’




  Lewis had glanced across at the man seated beside him in the passenger seat, noting the supercilious, almost arrogant, cast of the harsh blue eyes, and the complacent-looking smile about the

  lips. It was the sort of conceit which Lewis found the least endearing quality of his chief: worse even than his meanness with money and his almost total lack of gratitude. And suddenly he felt a

  shudder of distaste.




  Yet only briefly. For Morse’s face had become serious again as he’d pointed to the right; pointed to Daventry Avenue; and amplified his answer as the car braked to a halt outside a

  block of flats:




  ‘You see, we take a bit of beating, don’t we, Lewis? Don’t you reckon? Me and you? Morse and Lewis? Not too many twigs up there above us, are there?’




  But as Morse unfastened his safety-belt, there now appeared a hint of diffidence upon his face.




  ‘Nous vieillissons, n’est-cepas?’




  ‘Pardon, sir?’




  ‘We’re all getting older – that’s what I said. And that’s the only thing that’s worrying me about this case, old friend.’




  But then the smile again.




  And Lewis saw the smile, and smiled himself; for at that moment he felt quite preternaturally content with life.




  The constable designated to oversee the murder-premises volunteered to lead the way upstairs; but Morse shook his head, his response needlessly brusque:




  ‘Just give me the key, lad.’




  Only two short flights, of eight steps each, led up to the first floor; yet Morse was a little out of breath as Lewis opened the main door of the maisonette.




  ‘Yes’ – Morse’s mind was still on Phillotson – ‘I reckon he’d’ve been about as competent in this case as a dyslexic proofreader.’




  ‘I like that, sir. That’s good. Original, is it?’




  Morse grunted. In fact it had been Strange’s own appraisal of Phillotson’s potential; but, as ever, Morse was perfectly happy to take full credit for the bons mots of

  others. Anyway, Strange himself had probably read it somewhere, hadn’t he? Shrewd enough, was Strange: but hardly perched up there on the roof of Canary Wharf.




  Smoothly the door swung open . . . The door swung open on another case.




  And as Lewis stepped through the small entrance-hall, and thence into the murder room, he found himself wondering how things would turn out here.




  Certainly it hadn’t sounded all that extraordinary a case when, two hours earlier, Detective Chief Inspector Phillotson had given them an hour-long briefing on the murder of Dr Felix

  McClure, former Student – late Student – of Wolsey College, Oxford . . .




  Bizarre and bewildering – that’s what so many cases in the past had proved to be; and despite Phillotson’s briefing the present case would probably be no different.




  In this respect, at least, Lewis was correct in his thinking. What he could not have known – what, in fact, he never really came to know – was what unprecedented anguish the present

  case would cause to Morse’s soul.




  











  

    

      

        CHAPTER THREE


      


    


  




  

    

      Myself when young did eagerly frequent




      Doctor and Saint, and heard great Argument




      About it and about: but evermore




      Came out by the same Door as in I went




      (EDWARD FITZGERALD, The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam)


    


  




  DAVENTRY COURT (Phillotson had begun), comprising eight ‘luxurious apartments’ built in Daventry Avenue in 1989, had

  been difficult to sell. House prices had tumbled during the ever-deepening recession of the early nineties, and McClure had bought in the spring of 1993 when he’d convinced himself (rightly)

  that even in the continuing buyers’ market Flat 6 was a bit of a snip at £99,500.




  McClure himself was almost sixty-seven years old at the time of his murder, knifed (as Morse would be able to see for himself) in quite horrendous fashion. The knife, according to pathological

  findings, was unusually broad-bladed, and at least five inches in length. Of such a weapon, however, no trace whatsoever had been found. Blood, though? Oh, yes. Blood almost everywhere. Blood on

  almost everything. Blood on the murderer too? Surely so.




  Blood certainly on his shoes (trainers?), with footprints – especially of the right foot – clearly traceable from the murder scene to the staircase, to the main entrance; but thence

  virtually lost, soon completely lost, on the gravelled forecourt outside. Successive scufflings by other residents had obviously obliterated all further traces of blood. Or had the murderer left by

  a car parked close to the main door? Or left on a bicycle chained to the nearest drainpipe? (Or taken his shoes off, Lewis thought.) But intensive search of the forecourt area had revealed nothing.

  No clues from the sides of the block either. No clues from the rear. No clues at all outside. (Or perhaps just the one clue, Morse had thought: the clue that there were no clues at

  all?)




  Inside? Well, again, Morse would be able to see for himself. Evidence of extraneous fingerprints? Virtually none. Hopeless. And certainly no indication that the assailant – murderer

  – had entered the premises through any first-floor window.




  ‘Very rare means of ingress, Morse, as you know. Pretty certainly came in the same way as he went out.’




  ‘Reminds me a bit of Omar Khayyam,’ Morse had muttered.




  But Phillotson had merely looked puzzled, his own words clearly not reminding himself of anyone. Or anything.




  No. Entry from the main door, surely, via the Entry-phone system, with McClure himself admitting whomsoever (not Phillotson’s word) – be it man or woman. Someone known to McClure

  then? Most likely.




  Time? Well, certainly after 8.30 a.m. on the Sunday he was murdered, since McClure had purchased two newspapers at about 8 a.m. that morning from the newsagent’s in Summertown, where he

  was at least a well-known face if not a well-known name; and where he (like Morse, as it happened) usually catered for both the coarse and the cultured sides of his nature with the News of the

  World and The Sunday Times. No doubts here. No hypothesis required. Each of the two news-sheets was found, unbloodied, on the work-top in the ‘all-mod-con kitchen’.




  After 8.30 a.m. then. But before when? Preliminary findings – well, not so preliminary – from the pathologist firmly suggested that McClure had been dead for about twenty

  hours or so before being found, at 7.45 a.m. the following morning, by his cleaning-lady.




  Hypothesis here, then, for the time of the murder? Between 10 a.m., say, and noon the previous day. Roughly. But then everything was ‘roughly’ with these wretched pathologists,

  wasn’t it? (And Morse had smiled sadly, and thought of Max; and nodded slowly, for Phillotson was preaching to the converted.)




  One other circumstance most probably corroborating a pre-noon time for the murder was the readily observable, and duly observed, fact that there was no apparent sign, such as the preparation of

  meat and vegetables, for any potential Sunday lunch in Flat 6. Not that that was conclusive in itself, since it had already become clear, from sensibly orientated enquiries, that it had not been

  unusual for McClure to walk down the Banbury Road and order a Sunday lunch – 8oz Steak, French Fries, Salad – only £3.99 – at the King’s Arms, washed down with a

  couple of pints of Best Bitter; no sweet; no coffee. But there had been no sign of steak or chips or lettuce or anything much else when the pathologist had split open the white-skinned belly of Dr

  Felix McClure. No sign of any lunchtime sustenance at all.




  The body had been found in a hunched-up, foetal posture, with both hands clutching the lower abdomen and the eyes screwed tightly closed as if McClure had died in the throes of some excruciating

  pain. He was dressed in a short-sleeved shirt, vertically striped in maroon and blue, a black Jaeger cardigan, and a pair of dark-grey flannels – the lower part of the shirt and the upper

  regions of the trousers stiff and steeped in the blood that had oozed so abundantly.




  McClure had been one of those ‘perpetual students in life’ (Phillotson’s words). After winning a Major Scholarship to Oxford in 1946, he had gained a First in Mods, a First in

  Greats – thereafter spending forty-plus years of his life as Ancient History Tutor in Wolsey College. In 1956 he had married one of his own pupils, an undergraduette from Somerville –

  the latter, after attaining exactly similar distinction, duly appointed to a Junior Fellowship in Merton, and in 1966 (life jumping forward in decades) running off with one of her own pupils, a

  bearded undergraduate from Trinity. No children, though; no legal problems. Just a whole lot of heartache, perhaps.




  Few major publications to his name – mostly a series of articles written over the years for various classical journals. But at least he had lived long enough to see the publication of his

  magnum opus: The Great Plague at Athens: Its Effect on the Course and Conduct of the Peloponnesian War. A long title. A long work.




  Witnesses?




  Of the eight ‘luxurious apartments’ only four had been sold, with two of the others being let, and the other two still empty, the ‘For Sale’ notices standing outside the

  respective properties – one of them the apartment immediately below McClure’s, Number 5; the other Number 2. Questioning of the tenants had produced no information of any value: the

  newly-weds in Number 1 had spent most of the Sunday morning a-bed – sans breakfast, sans newspapers, sans everything except themselves; the blue-rinsed old lady in Number 3, extremely deaf,

  had insisted on making a very full statement to the effect that she had heard nothing on that fateful morn; the couple in Number 4 had been out all morning on a Charity ‘Save the

  Whales’ Walk in Wytham Woods; the temporary tenants of Number 7 were away in Tunisia; and the affectionate couple who had bought Number 8 had been uninterruptedly employed in redecorating

  their bathroom, with the radio on most of the morning as they caught up with The Archers omnibus. (For the first time in several minutes, Morse’s interest had been activated.)




  ‘Not all that much to go on,’ Phillotson had admitted; yet all the same, not without some degree of pride, laying a hand on two green box-files filled with reports and

  statements and notes and documents and a plan showing the full specification of McClure’s apartment, with arcs and rulings and arrows and dotted lines and measurements. Morse himself had

  never been able to follow such house-plans; and now glanced only cursorily through the stapled sheets supplied by Adkinsons, Surveyors, Valuers, and Estate Agents – as Phillotson came to the

  end of his briefing.




  ‘By the way,’ asked Morse, rising to his feet, ‘how’s the wife? I meant to ask earlier . . .’




  ‘Very poorly, I’m afraid,’ said Phillotson, miserably.




  ‘Cheerful sod, isn’t he, Lewis?’




  The two men had been back in Morse’s office then, Lewis seeking to find a place on the desk for the bulging box-files.




  ‘Well, he must be pretty worried about his wife if—’




  ‘Pah! He just didn’t know where to go next – that was his trouble.’




  ‘And we do?’




  ‘Well, for a start, I wouldn’t mind knowing which of those newspapers McClure read first.’




  ‘If either.’




  Morse nodded. ‘And I wouldn’t mind finding out if he made any phone-calls that morning.’




  ‘Can’t we get British Telecom to itemize things?’




  ‘Can we?’ asked Morse vaguely.




  ‘You’ll want to see the body?’




  ‘Why on earth should I want to do that?’




  ‘I just thought—’




  ‘I wouldn’t mind seeing that shirt, though. Maroon and blue vertical stripes, didn’t Phillotson say?’ Morse passed the index finger of his left hand round the inside of

  his slightly tight, slightly frayed shirt-collar. ‘I’m thinking of, er, expanding my wardrobe a bit.’




  But the intended humour was lost on Lewis, to whom it seemed exceeding strange that Morse should at the same time apparently show more interest in the dead man’s shirt than in his

  colleague’s wife. ‘Apparently.’ though . . . that was always the thing about Morse: no one could ever really plot a graph of the thoughts that ran through that extraordinary

  mind.




  ‘Did we learn anything – from Phillotson, sir?’




  ‘You may have done: I didn’t. I knew just as much about things when I went into his office as when I came out.’




  ‘Reminds you a bit of Omar Khayyam, doesn’t it?’ suggested Lewis, innocently.




  











  

    

      

        CHAPTER FOUR


      


    


  




  

    

      Krook chalked the letter upon the wall – in a very curious manner, beginning with the end of the letter, and shaping it backward. It was a capital letter, not a

      printed one.




      ‘Can you read it?’ he asked me with a keen glance




      (CHARLES DICKENS, Bleak House)


    


  




  THE sitting-cum-dining-room – the murder room – 12' x 17'2" as stated in Adkinsons’ (doubtless accurate)

  specifications, was very much the kind of room one might expect as the main living-area of a retired Oxford don: an oak table with four chairs around it; a brown leather settee; a matching

  armchair; TV; CD and cassette player; books almost everywhere on floor-to-ceiling shelves; busts of Homer, Thucydides, Milton, and Beethoven; not enough space really for the many pictures –

  including the head, in the Pittura Pompeiana series, of Theseus, Slayer of the Minotaur. Those were the main things. Morse recognized three of the busts readily and easily, though he had to guess

  at the bronze head of Thucydides. As for Lewis, he recognized all four immediately, since his eyesight was now keener than Morse’s, and the name of each of those immortals was inscribed in

  tiny capitals upon its plinth.




  For a while Morse stood by the armchair, looking all round him, saying nothing. Through the open door of the kitchen – 610" X 9'6"

  – he could see the Oxford Almanack hanging from the wall facing him, and finally went through to admire ‘St Hilda’s College’ from a watercolour by Sir Hugh Casson, RA. Pity,

  perhaps, it was the previous year’s, for Morse now read its date, ‘MDCCCCLXXXXIII’; and for a few moments he found himself considering whether any other year in the twentieth

  century – in any century – could command any lengthier designation. Fourteen characters required for ‘1993’.




  Still, the Romans never knew much about numbers.




  ‘Do you know how many walking-sticks plus umbrellas we’ve got in the hall-stand here?’ shouted Lewis from the tiny entrance area.




  ‘Fourteen!’ shouted Morse in return.




  ‘How the – how on earth—?’




  ‘For me, Lewis, coincidence in life is wholly unexceptional; the readily predictable norm in life. You know that by now, surely?’




  Lewis said nothing. He knew well where his duties lay in circumstances such as these: to do the donkey-work; to look through everything, without much purpose, and often without much hope. But

  Morse was a stickler for sifting the evidence; always had been. The only trouble was that he never wanted to waste his own time in helping to sift it, for such work was excessively tedious; and

  frequently fruitless, to boot.




  So Lewis did it all. And as Morse sat back in the settee and looked through McClure’s magnum opus, Lewis started to go through all the drawers and all the letters and all the

  piles of papers and the detritus of the litter-bins – just as earlier Phillotson and his team had done. Lewis didn’t mind, though. Occasionally in the past he’d found some item

  unusual enough (well, unusual enough to Morse) that had set the great mind scurrying off into some subtly sign-posted avenue, or cul-de-sac; that had set the keenest-nosed hound in the pack on to

  some previously unsuspected scent.




  Two things only of interest here, Lewis finally informed Morse. And Phillotson himself had pointed out the potential importance of the first of these, anyway: a black plastic W. H. Smith

  Telephone Index, with eighteen alphabetical divisions, the collocation of the less common letters, such as ‘WX’ and ‘YZ’, counting as one. The brief introductory

  instructions (under ‘A’) suggested that the user might find it valuable to record therein, for speed of reference, the telephone numbers of such indispensable personages as Decorator,

  Dentist, Doctor, Electrician, Plumber, Police . . .




  Lewis opened the index at random: at the letter ‘M’. Six names on the card there. Three of the telephone numbers were prefixed with the Inner London code, ‘071’; the

  other three were Oxford numbers, five digits each, all beginning with ‘5’.




  Lewis sighed audibly. Eighteen times six? That was a hundred and eight . . . Still it might be worthwhile ringing round (had Phillotson thought the same?) provided there were no more than half a

  dozen or so per page. He pressed the index to a couple of other letters. ‘P’: eight names and numbers. ‘C: just four. What about the twinned letters? He pressed ‘KL’:

  seven, with six of them ‘L’; and just the one ‘K’ – and that (interestingly enough?) entered as the single capital letter ‘K’. Who was K when he was at

  home?




  Or she?




  ‘What does “K” stand for, sir?’




  Morse, a crossword fanatic from his early teens, knew some of the answers immediately: ‘“King”; “Kelvin” – unit of temperature, Lewis; er,

  “thousand”; “kilometre”, of course; “Kochel”, the man who catalogued Mozart, as you know; er . . .’




  ‘Not much help.’




  ‘Initial of someone’s name?’




  ‘Whyjust the initial?’




  ‘Girl’s name? Perhaps he’s trying to disguise his simmering passion for a married woman – what about that? Or perhaps all the girls at the local knocking-shop are known

  by a letter of the alphabet?’




  ‘Didn’t know you had one up here, sir.’




  ‘Lewis, we have everything in North Oxford. It’s just a question of knowing where it is, that’s the secret.’




  Lewis mused aloud. ‘Karen . . . or Kirsty . . .’




  ‘Kylie?’




  ‘You’ve heard of her, sir?’




  ‘Only just.’




  ‘Kathy. . .’




  ‘Well, there’s one pretty simple way of finding out, isn’t there? Can’t you just ring the number? Isn’t that what you’re supposed to be doing? That sort of

  thing?’




  Lewis picked up the phone and dialled the five-digit number – and was answered immediately.




  ‘Yeah? Wha’ d’ya wan’?’ a woman’s voice bawled at him.




  ‘Hullo. Er – have I got the right number for “K”?’




  ‘Yeah. You ’ave. Bu’ she’s no’ ’ere, is she?’




  ‘No, obviously not. I’ll try again later.’




  ‘You a dur’y ol’ man, or sump’n?’




  Lewis quickly replaced the receiver, the colour rising in his pale cheeks.




  Morse, who had heard the brief exchange clearly, grinned at his discomfited sergeant. ‘You can’t win ’em all.’




  ‘Waste of time, if that’s anything to go by.’




  ‘You think so?’




  ‘Don’t you?’




  ‘Lewis! You were only on the phone for about ten seconds but you learned she was a “she”, probably a she with the name of “Kay”.’




  ‘I didn’t!’




  ‘A she of easy virtue who old Felix here spent a few happy hours with. Or, as you’d prefer it, with whom old Felix regularly spent a few felicitous hours.’




  ‘You can’tjust say that—’




  ‘Furthermore she’s a local lass, judging by her curly Oxfordshire accent and her typical habit of omitting all her “t”s.’




  ‘But I didn’t even get the woman!’




  Morse was silent for a few seconds; then he looked up, his face more serious. ‘Are you sure, Lewis? Are you quite sure you haven’t just been speaking to the cryptic “K”

  herself?’




  Lewis shook his head, grinned ruefully, and said nothing. He knew – knew again now – why he’d never rise to any great heights in life himself. Morse had got it wrong, of

  course. Morse nearly always got things hopelessly, ridiculously wrong at the start of every case. But he always seemed to have thoughts that no one else was capable of thinking. Like now.




  ‘Anyway, what’s this other thing you’ve found?’




  But before Lewis could answer, there was a quiet tap on the door and PC Roberts stuck a reverential, unhelmeted head into the room.




  ‘There’s a Mrs Wynne-Wilson here, sir, from one of the other flats. Says she wants a word, like.’




  Morse looked up from his Thucydides. ‘Haven’t we already got a statement from her, Lewis?’
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