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PRELUDE









‘LET’S WAIT just a bit longer, please,’ said the girl in dark-blue trousers and the light summer coat. ‘I’m sure there’s one due pretty soon.’


She wasn’t quite sure though, and for the third time she turned to study the time-table affixed in its rectangular frame to Fare Stage 5. But her mind had never journeyed with any confidence in the world of columns and figures, and the finger tracing its tentatively horizontal course from the left of the frame had little chance of meeting, at the correct coordinate, the finger descending in a vaguely vertical line from the top. The girl standing beside her transferred her weight impatiently from one foot to the other and said, ‘I don’ know abou’ you.’


‘Just a minute. Just a minute.’ She focused yet again on the relevant columns: 4, 4A (not after 18.00 hours), 4E, 4X (Saturdays only). Today was Wednesday. That meant . . . If 2 o’clock was 14.00 hours, that meant . . .


‘Look, sweethear’, you please yourself bu’ I’m going to hitch i’.’ Sylvia’s habit of omitting all final ‘t’s seemed irritatingly slack. ‘It’ in Sylvia’s diction was little more than the most indeterminate of vowel sounds, articulated without the slightest hint of a consonantal finale. If they ever became better friends, it was something that ought to be mentioned.


What time was it now? 6.45 p.m. That would be 18.45. Yes. She was getting somewhere at last.


‘Come on. We’ll get a lif’ in no time, you see. Tha’s wha’ half these fellas are looking for – a bi’ of skir’.’


And, in truth, there appeared no reason whatsoever to question Sylvia’s brisk optimism. No accommodating motorist could fail to be impressed by her minimal skirting and the lovely invitation of the legs below.


For a brief while the two girls stood silently, in uneasy, static truce.


A middle-aged woman was strolling towards them, occasionally stopping and turning her head to gaze down the darkening length of the road that led to the heart of Oxford. She came to a halt a few yards away from the girls and put down her shopping bag.


‘Excuse me,’ said the first girl. ‘Do you know when the next bus is?’


‘There should be one in a few minutes, love.’ She peered again into the grey distance.


‘Does it go to Woodstock?’


‘No, I don’t think so – it’s just for Yarnton. It goes to the village, and then turns round and comes back.’


‘Oh.’ She stepped out towards the middle of the road, craned her neck, and stepped back as a little convoy of cars approached. Already, as the evening shaded into dusk, a few drivers had switched on their side-lights. No bus was in sight, and she felt anxious.


‘We’ll be all righ’,’ said Sylvia, a note of impatience in her voice. ‘You see. We’ll be ’avin’ a giggle abou’ i’ in the morning.’


Another car. And another. Then again the stillness of the warm autumn evening.


‘Well, you can stay if you like – I’m off.’ Her companion watched as Sylvia made her way towards the Woodstock roundabout, some two hundred yards up the road. It wasn’t a bad spot for the hitch-hiker, for there the cars slowed down before negotiating the busy ring-road junction.


And then she decided. ‘Sylvia, wait!’; and holding one gloved hand to the collar of her lightweight summer coat, she ran with awkward, splay-footed gait in pursuit.


The middle-aged woman kept her watch at Fare Stage 5. She thought how many things had changed since she was young.


But Mrs Mabel Jarman was not to wait for long. Vaguely her mind toyed with a few idle, random thoughts – nothing of any moment. Soon she would be home. As she was to remember later on, she could describe Sylvia fairly well: her long, blonde hair, her careless and provocative sensuality. Of the other girl she could recall little: a light coat, dark slacks – what colour, though? Hair – lightish brown? ‘Please try as hard you can, Mrs Jarman. It’s absolutely vital for us that you remember as much as you can . . .’ She noticed a few cars, and a heavy, bouncing articulated lorry, burdened with an improbably large number of wheel-less car-bodies. Men? Men with no other passengers? She would try so hard to recall. Yes, there had been men, she was sure of that. Several had passed her by.


At ten minutes to seven an oblong pinkish blur gradually assumed its firmer delineation. She picked up her bag as the red Corporation bus slowly threaded its way along the stops in the grey mid-distance. Soon she could almost read the bold white lettering above the driver’s cab. What was it? She squinted to see it more clearly: woodstock. Oh dear! She had been wrong then, when that nicely spoken young girl had asked about the next bus. Still, never mind! They hadn’t gone far. They would either get a lift or see the bus and manage to get to the next stop, or even the stop after that. ‘How long had they been gone, Mrs Jarman?’


She stood back a little from the bus stop, and the Woodstock driver gratefully passed her by. Almost as soon as the bus was out of sight, she saw another, only a few hundred yards behind. This must be hers. The double-decker drew into the stop as Mrs Jarman raised her hand. At two minutes past seven she was home.


Though a widow now, with her two children grown up and married, her pride-and-poverty semi-detached was still her real home, and her loneliness was not without its compensations. She cooked herself a generous supper, washed up, and turned on the television. She could never understand why there was so much criticism of the programmes. She herself enjoyed virtually everything and often wished she could view two channels simultaneously. At 10 o’clock she watched the main items on the News, switched off, and went to bed. At 10.30 she was sound asleep.


It was at 10.30 p.m., too, that a young girl was found lying in a Woodstock courtyard. She had been brutally murdered.










PART ONE



Search for a girl














CHAPTER ONE









Wednesday, 29 September


FROM ST GILES’ in the centre of Oxford two parallel roads run due north, like the prongs of a tuning fork. On the northern perimeter of Oxford, each must first cross the busy northern ring-road, along which streams of frenetic motorists speed by, gladly avoiding the delights of the old university city. The eastern branch eventually leads to the town of Banbury, and thence continues its rather unremarkable course towards the heart of the industrial midlands; the western branch soon brings the motorist to the small town of Woodstock, some eight miles north of Oxford, and thence to Stratford-upon-Avon.


The journey from Oxford to Woodstock is quietly attractive. Broad grass verges afford a pleasing sense of spaciousness, and at the village of Yarnton, after only a couple of miles, a dual carriageway, with a tree-lined central reservation, finally sweeps the accelerating traffic past the airport and away from its earlier paralysis. For half a mile immediately before Woodstock, on the left-hand side, a grey stone wall marks the eastern boundary of the extensive and beautiful grounds of Blenheim Palace, the mighty mansion built by good Queen Anne for her brilliant general, John Churchill, 1st Duke of Marlborough. High and imposing wrought-iron gates mark the main entrance to the Palace drive, and hither flock the tourists in the summer season to walk amidst the dignified splendour of the great rooms, to stand before the vast Flemish tapestries of Malplaquet and Oudenarde, and to see the room in which was born that later scion of the Churchill line, the great Sir Winston himself, now lying in the once-peaceful churchyard of nearby Bladon village.


Today Blenheim dominates the old town. Yet it was not always so. The strong grey houses which line the main street have witnessed older times and could tell their older tales, though now the majority are sprucely converted into gift, antique and souvenir shops – and inns. There was always, it appears, a goodly choice of hostelries, and several of the hotels and inns now clustered snugly along the streets can boast not only an ancient lineage but also a cluster of black AA stars on their bright yellow signs.


The Black Prince is situated half-way down a broad-side-street to the left as one is journeying north. Amidst the Woodstock peerage it can claim no ancient pedigree, and it seems highly improbable, alas, that the warrior son of King Edward III had ever laughed or cried or tippled or wenched in any of its precincts. Truth to tell, a director of the London company which bought the old house, stable-yards and all, some ten years since, had noticed in some dubiously authenticated guidebook that somewhere thereabouts the Prince was born. The director had been warmly congratulated by his Board for this felicitous piece of research, and not less for his subsequent discovery that the noble Prince did not as yet figure in the Woodstock telephone directory. The Black Prince it was then. The gifted daughter of the first manager had copied out from a children’s encyclopaedia, in suitably antique script, a brief, if somewhat romantic, biography of the warrior Prince, and put the finished opus into her mother’s oven for half an hour at 450°. The resultant manuscript, reverently brown with age, was neatly, if cheaply, framed and now occupied a suitable position of honour on the wall of the cocktail lounge. Together with the shields of the Oxford colleges nailed neatly along the low stained beams, it added tone and class.


For the last two and a half years Gaye had been the resident ‘hostess’ of the Black Prince – ‘barmaid’, thought the manager, was a trifle infra dignitatem. And he had a point. ‘A pint of your best bitter, luv,’ was a request Gaye seldom had to meet and she now associated it with the proletariat; here it was more often vodka and lime for the bright young things, Manhattan cocktails for the American tourists, and gin and French – with a splash of Italian – for the Oxford dons. Such admixtures she dispensed with practised confidence from the silvery glitter and sparkle of bottles ranged invitingly behind the bar.


The lounge itself, deeply carpeted, with chairs and wall-seats covered in a pleasing orange shade, was gently bathed in half light, giving a chiaroscuro effect reminiscent, it was hoped, of a Rembrandt nativity scene. Gaye herself was an attractive, auburn-haired girl and tonight, Wednesday, she was immaculately dressed in a black trouser-suit and white-frilled blouse. A flash of gems on the second and third fingers of her left hand, betokened gentle warning to the mawkish amateur playboy, and perhaps – as some maintained – a calculated invitation to the wealthy professional philanderer. She was, in fact, married and divorced, and now lived with one young son and a mother who was not unduly chagrined at the mildly promiscuous habits of a precious daughter who had been unfortunate enough to marry such ‘a lousy swine’. Gaye enjoyed her divorced status as much as she enjoyed her job, and she meant to keep them both.


Wednesday, as usual, had been a fairly busy evening, and it was with some relief when, at 10.25 p.m., she politely, but firmly, called for last drinks. A young man, seated on a high stool at the inner corner of the bar, pushed his whisky glass forward.


‘Same again.’


Gaye glanced quizzically into unsteady eyes, but said nothing. She pushed her customer’s glass under a priority whisky bottle and placed it on the counter, holding out her right hand and mechanically registering the tariff with her left. The young man was obviously drunk. He fumbled slowly and ineffectually through his pockets before finding the correct money, and after one mouthful of his drink he eased himself gingerly off his seat, measured the door with an uncertain eye, and made a line as decently straight as could in the circumstances be expected.


The old courtyard where once the horses had clattered over the cobbled stones had access from the street through a narrow archway, and had proved an invaluable asset to the Black Prince. A rash of fines for trespassing on the single and double yellow lines which bordered even the most inhospitable and inaccessible stretches of road was breeding a reluctant respect for the law; and any establishment offering ‘PATRONS ONLY, cars left at owners’ risk’ was quite definitely in business. Tonight, as usual, the courtyard was tightly packed with the inevitable Volvos and Rovers. A light over the archway threw a patch of inadequate illumination over the entrance to the yard; the rest lay in dark shadow. It was to the far corner of this courtyard, that the young man stumbled his way; and almost there he dimly saw something behind the furthest car. He looked and groped silently. Then horror crept up to the nape of his neck and against a padlocked stable door he was suddenly and violently sick.














CHAPTER TWO









Wednesday, 29 September


THE MANAGER OF the Black Prince, Mr Stephen Westbrook, contacted the police immediately after the body was found, and his call was acted upon with commendable promptitude. Sergeant Lewis of the Thames Valley Police gave him quick and clear instructions. A police car would be at the Black Prince within ten minutes; Westbrook was to ensure that no one left the premises and that no one entered the courtyard; if anyone insisted on leaving, he was to take the full name and address of the person concerned; he should be honest if asked what all the trouble was about.


The evening’s merriness wilted like a sad balloon and voices gradually hushed as the whispered rumour spread: there had been a murder. None seemed anxious to leave; two or three asked if they could phone. All felt suddenly sober, including a pale-faced young man who stood in the manager’s office and whose scarcely touched whisky still stood on the counter of the cocktail lounge.


With the arrival of Sergeant Lewis and two uniformed constables, a small knot of people gathered curiously on the pavement opposite. It did not escape their notice that the police car had parked immediately across the access to the courtyard, effectively sealing the exit. Five minutes later a second police car arrived, and eyes turned to the lightly built, dark-haired man who alighted. He conversed briefly with the constable who stood guard outside, nodded his head approvingly several times and walked into the Black Prince.


He knew Sergeant Lewis only slightly, but soon found himself pleasurably impressed by the man’s levelheaded competence. The two men conferred in brisk tones and very quickly a preliminary procedure was agreed. Lewis, with the help of the second constable, was to list the names, home addresses and car registrations of all persons on the premises, and to take brief statements of their evening’s whereabouts, and immediate destinations. There were over fifty people to see, and Morse realized that it would take some time.


‘Shall I try to get you some more help, Sergeant?’


‘I think the two of us can manage, sir.’


‘Good. Let’s get started.’


A door, forming the side entrance to the Black Prince, led out into the courtyard and from here Morse stepped gingerly out and looked around. He counted thirteen cars jammed tight into the limited space, but he could have missed one or two, for the cars furthest away were little more than dark hulks against the high back wall, and he wondered by what feats of advanced-motoring skill and precision their inebriated owners could ever negotiate the vehicles unscathed through the narrow exit from the yard. Carefully he shone his torch around and slowly perambulated the yard. The driver of the last car parked on the left-hand side of the yard had presciently backed into the narrow lot and left himself a yard or so of room between his nearside and the wall; and stretched along this space was the sprawling figure of a young girl. She lay on her right side, her head almost up against the corner of the walls, her long blonde hair now cruelly streaked with blood. It was immediately clear that she had been killed by a heavy blow across the back of the skull, and behind the body lay a flat heavy tyre-spanner, about one and a half inches across and some eighteen inches in length – the type of spanner with its undulating ends so common in the days before the inauguration of instant tyre repairs. Morse stood for a few minutes, gazing down at the ugly scene at his feet. The murdered girl wore a minimum of clothing – a pair of wedge-heeled shoes, a very brief dark-blue mini-skirt and a white blouse. Nothing else. Morse shone his torch on the upper part of the body. The left-hand side of the blouse was ripped across; the top two buttons were unfastened and the third had been wrenched away, leaving the full breasts almost totally exposed. Morse flashed his torch around and immediately spotted the missing button – a small, white, mother-of-pearl disc winking up at him from the cobbled ground. How he hated sex murders! He shouted to the constable standing at the entrance to the yard.


‘Yes, sir?’


‘We need some arc-lamps.’


‘It would help, I suppose, sir.’


‘Get some.’


‘Me, sir?’


‘Yes, you!’


‘Where shall I get . . .?’


‘How the hell do I know,’ bellowed Morse.


By a quarter to midnight Lewis had finished his task and he reported to Morse, who was sitting with The Times in the manager’s office, drinking what looked very much like whisky.


‘Ah Lewis.’ He thrust the paper across. ‘Have a look at 14 down. Appropriate eh?’ Lewis looked at 14 down. Take in bachelor? It could do. (3). He saw what Morse had written into the completed diagram: BRA. What was he supposed to say? He had never worked with Morse before.


‘Good clue, don’t you think?’


Lewis, who had occasionally managed the Daily Mirror coffee-time crossword was out of his depth, and felt much puzzled.


‘I’m afraid I’m not very hot on crosswords, sir.’


‘“Bachelor” – that’s BA and “take” is the letter “r”, recipe in Latin. Did you never do any Latin?’


‘No, sir.’


‘Do you think I’m wasting your time, Lewis?’


Lewis was nobody’s fool and was a man of some honesty and integrity. ‘Yes, sir.’


An engaging smile crept across Morse’s mouth. He thought they would get on well together.


‘Lewis, I want you to work with me on this case.’ The sergeant looked straight at Morse and into the hard, grey eyes. He heard himself say he would be delighted.


‘This calls for a celebration,’ said Morse. ‘Landlord!’ Westbrook had been hovering outside and came in smartly. ‘A double whisky.’ Morse pushed his glass forward.


‘Would you like a drink, sir?’ The manager turned hesitantly to Lewis.


‘Sergeant Lewis is on duty, Mr Westbrook.’


When the manager returned, Morse asked him to assemble everyone on the premises, including staff, in the largest room available, and drinking his whisky in complete silence, skimmed through the remaining pages of the newspaper.


‘Do you read The Times, Lewis?’


‘No, sir; we take the Mirror.’ It seemed a rather sad admission.


‘So do I sometimes,’ said Morse.


At a quarter past midnight Morse came into the restaurant-room where everyone was now gathered. Gaye’s eyes met and held his briefly as he entered, and she felt a strong compulsion about the man. It was not so much that he seemed mentally to be undressing her, as most of the men she knew, but as if he had already done so. She listened to him with interest as he spoke.


He thanked them all for their patience and cooperation. It was getting very late and he didn’t intend to keep them there any longer. They would now know why the police were there. There had been a murder in the courtyard – a young girl with blonde hair. They would appreciate that all the cars in the courtyard must stay where they were until the morning. He knew this meant that some of them would have difficulty getting home, but taxis had been ordered. If anyone wished to report to him or to Sergeant Lewis anything at all which might be of interest or value to the inquiry, however unimportant it might seem, would such a person please stay behind. The rest could go.


To Gaye it seemed an uninspired performance. Happening to be on the scene of a murder ought surely to be a bit more exciting than this? She would go home now, where her mother and her young son would be fast asleep. And even if they weren’t, she couldn’t tell them much, could she? Already the police had been there over an hour and a half. It wasn’t exactly what she’d come to expect from her reading of Holmes or Poirot, who by this time would doubtless have interviewed the chief suspects, and made some startling deductions from the most trivial phenomena.


The murmuring which followed the end of Morse’s brief address died away as most of the customers collected their coats and moved off. Gaye rose, too. Had she seen anything of interest or value? She thought back on the evening. There was, of course, the young man who had found the girl . . . She had seen him before, but she couldn’t quite remember who it was he’d been with, or when. And then she had it – blonde hair! She’d been in the lounge with him only last week. But a lot of girls these days peroxided their hair. Perhaps it was worth mentioning? She decided it was and walked up to Morse.


‘You said the girl who has been murdered had blonde hair.’ Morse looked at her and slowly nodded. ‘I think she was here last week – she was with the man who found her body tonight. I saw them here. I work in the lounge.’


‘That’s very interesting, Miss – er?’


‘Mrs. Mrs McFee.’


‘Please forgive me, Mrs McFee. I thought you might have been wearing all those rings to frighten off the boys who come to drool at you over the counter.’


Gaye felt very angry. He was a hateful man. ‘Look, Inspector whatever your name is, I came to tell you something I thought might be helpful. If you’re going . . .’


‘Mrs McFee,’ broke in Morse gently, looking at her with an open nakedness in his eyes, ‘if I lived anywhere near, I’d come in myself and drool over you every night of the week.’


At just after 1.00 a.m. a primitive, if reasonably effective, relay of arc-lamps was fixed around the courtyard. Morse had instructed Lewis to detain the young man who had found the murdered girl until they had taken the opportunity of investigating the courtyard more closely. The two men now surveyed the scene before them. There was a great deal of blood, and as Sergeant Lewis looked down on her, he felt a deep revulsion against the violence and senselessness of murder. Morse appeared more interested in the starry heavens above.


‘Do you study the stars, Lewis?’


‘I read the horoscopes sometimes, sir.’


Morse appeared not to hear. ‘I once heard of a group of schoolchildren, Lewis, who tried to collect a million matchsticks. After they’d filled the whole of the school premises, they decided they’d have to pack it up.’ Lewis thought it his duty to say something, but all appropriate comment eluded him.


After a while, Morse reverted his attention to more terrestrial things, and the two of them looked down again at the murdered girl. The spanner and the solitary white button lay where Morse had seen them earlier. There was nothing much else to see but for the trail of dried blood that led almost from one end of the back wall to the other.


The young man sat in the manager’s office. His mother, though expecting him to be late, would be getting worried; and so was he. Morse finally came in at 1.30 a.m. whilst the police surgeon, the photographers and the fingerprint men busied themselves about the courtyard.


‘Name?’ he asked.


‘Sanders, John Sanders.’


‘You found the body?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Tell me about it.’


‘There’s not much to tell really.’


Morse smiled. ‘Then we needn’t keep you long, need we, Mr Sanders?’


The young man fidgeted. Morse sat opposite him, looked him hard in the eye and waited.


‘Well, I just walked into the courtyard and there she was. I didn’t touch her, but I knew she was dead. I came straight back in to tell the manager.’


Morse nodded. ‘Anything else?’


‘Don’t think so.’


‘When were you sick, Mr Sanders?’


‘Oh yes. I was sick.’


‘Was it after or before you saw the girl?’


‘After. It must have upset me seeing her there – sort of shock, I suppose.’


‘Why don’t you tell me the truth?’


‘What do you mean?’


Morse sighed. ‘You haven’t got your car here have you?’


‘I haven’t got a car.’


‘Do you usually have a stroll round the courtyard before you go home?’ Sanders said nothing. ‘How much drink did you have tonight?’


‘A few whiskies – I wasn’t drunk.’


‘Mr Sanders, do you want me to find out from someone else?’ It was clear from Sanders’s manner that he hardly welcomed an inquiry along such lines. ‘What time did you come here?’ continued Morse.


‘About half past seven?’


‘And you got drunk and went out to be sick.’ Reluctantly Sanders agreed. ‘Do you usually drink on your own?’


‘Not usually.’


‘Who were you waiting for?’ Sanders did not reply. ‘She didn’t show up?’


‘No,’ he said flatly.


‘But she did come, didn’t she?’


‘No, I told you. I was on my own all the time.’


‘But she did come, didn’t she?’ repeated Morse quietly. Sanders looked beaten. ‘She came,’ continued Morse in the same quiet voice. ‘She came and you saw her. You saw her in the courtyard, and she was dead.’


The young man nodded.


‘We’d better have a little chat, you and me,’ said Morse ungrammatically.














CHAPTER THREE









Thursday, 30 September


AS HE STOOD alone in the bedroom of Sylvia Kaye, Morse felt measurably relieved. The grim duties of the night were over, and he switched on the natural defence mechanism of his weary mind. He wished to forget the awakening of Mrs Dorothy Kaye, and the summoning of her husband from his night-shift in the welding division of the Cowley car plant; the fatuous, coarse recriminations and the overwhelming hurt of their bitter, empty misery. Sylvia’s mother was now under sedation, postponing the day and the reckoning; whilst Sergeant Lewis sat at headquarters learning what he could from Sylvia’s father. He took many pages of careful notes but doubted if it all amounted to much. He was to join Morse in half an hour.


The bedroom was small, one of three in a neat semi-detached house in Jackdaw Court, a quiet crescent with rotting wooden fences, a few minutes’ walk off the Woodstock Road. Morse sat down on the narrow bed and looked around him. He wondered if the neatness of the bed was mum’s doing, for the remainder of the room betrayed the slack and untidy living of the murdered girl. A vast coloured portrait of a pop artist was pinned rather precariously above the gas fire in the chimney breast, and Morse reminded himself that he might understand young people rather better if he had a teenage family of his own; as it was, the identity of the handsome youth was cloaked in anonymity and whatever pretentions he may have had would for Morse be for ever unknown. Several items of underwear draped the table and chair which, with a whitewood wardrobe, substantively comprised the only other furniture. Morse gingerly picked up a flimsy black bra lying on the chair. His mind flashed back to that first glimpse of Sylvia Kaye, rested there a few seconds and slowly returned through the tortuous byways of the last unpleasant hours. A pile of women’s magazines was awkwardly stacked on the window-sill, and Morse cursorily flicked his way through make-up hints, personal problems and horoscopes. Not even a paragraph of pornography. He opened the wardrobe door and with perceptibly deeper interest examined the array of skirts, blouses, slacks and dresses. Clean and untidy. Mounds of shoes, ultramodern, wedged, ugly: she wasn’t short of money. On the table Morse saw a travel brochure for package trips to Greece, Yugoslavia and Cyprus, white hotels, azure seas and small print about insurance liability and smallpox regulations; a letter from Sylvia’s employer explaining the complexities of VAT, and a diary, the latter revealing nothing but a single entry for 2 January: ‘Cold. Went to see Ryan’s Daughter.’


Lewis tapped on the bedroom door and entered. ‘Find anything, sir?’ Morse looked at his cheerful sergeant distastefully, and said nothing. ‘Can I?’ asked Lewis his hand hovering above the diary.


‘Go ahead,’ said Morse.


Lewis examined the diary, turning carefully through the days of September. Finding nothing, he worked meticulously through every page. ‘Only one day filled in, sir.’


‘I don’t even get that far,’ said Morse.


‘Do you think “cold” means it was a cold day or she had a cold?’


‘How do I know,’ snapped Morse, ‘and what the hell does it matter?’


‘We could find out where Ryan’s Daughter was on in the first week of January,’ suggested Lewis.


‘Yes, we could. And how much the diary cost and who gave it to her and where she buys her biros from. Sergeant! We’re running a murder enquiry not a stationery shop!’


‘Sorry.’


‘You may be right though,’ added Morse.


‘I’m afraid Mr Kaye hadn’t got much to tell me, either, sir. Did you want to see him?’


‘No. Leave the poor fellow alone.’


‘We’re not making very rapid progress then.’


‘Oh, I don’t know,’ said Morse. ‘Miss Kaye was wearing a white blouse, wasn’t she?’


‘Yes.’


‘What colour bra would your wife wear under a white blouse?’


‘A lightish-coloured one, I suppose.’


‘She wouldn’t wear a black one?’


‘It would show through.’


‘Mm. By the way, Lewis, do you know when lighting-up time was yesterday evening?’


‘’Fraid I don’t, off hand,’ replied Lewis, ‘but I can soon find out for you.’


‘No need for that,’ said Morse. ‘According to the diary you just inspected, yesterday, 29 September, was St Michael and All Angels’ day and lighting-up time was 6.40 p.m.’


Lewis followed his superior officer down the narrow stairs, and wondered what was coming next. Before they reached the front door, Morse half turned his head: ‘What do you think of Women’s Lib, Lewis?’


At 11.00 a.m. Sergeant Lewis interviewed the manager of the Town and Gown Assurance Company, situated on the second and third storeys above a flourishing tobacconist’s shop in the High. Sylvia had worked there – her first job – for just over a year. She was a copy-typist, having failed to satisfy the secretarial college at which she had studied for two years after leaving school that the ungainly and frequently undecipherable scrawls in her shorthand note-book bore sufficient relationship to the missives originally dictated. But her typing was reasonably accurate and clean, and the company, the manager assured Lewis, had no complaints about its late employee. She had been punctual and unobtrusive.


‘Attractive?’


‘Well – er, yes. I suppose she was,’ replied the manager. Lewis made a note and wished Morse were there; but the Inspector said he felt thirsty and had gone into the Minster across the way.


‘She worked, you say, with two other girls,’ said Lewis. ‘I think I’d better have a word with them if I can.’


‘Certainly, officer.’ The manager, Mr Palmer, seemed a fraction relieved.


Lewis questioned the two young ladies at considerable length. Neither was ‘a particklar friend’ of Sylvia. She had, as far as they knew, no regular beau. Yes, she had boasted occasionally of her sexual exploits – but so did most of the girls. She was friendly enough, but not really ‘one of the girls’.


Lewis looked through her desk. The usual bric-à-brac. A bit of a broken mirror, a comb with a few blonde hairs in it, yesterday’s Sun, pencils galore, rubbers, typewriter ribbons, carbons. On the wall behind Sylvia’s desk was pinned a photograph of Omar Sharif, flanked by a typewritten holiday rota. Lewis saw that Sylvia had been on a fortnight’s holiday in the latter half of July, and he asked the two girls where she’d been to.


‘Stayed at home, I think,’ replied the elder of the two girls, a quiet, serious-looking girl in her early twenties.


Lewis sighed. ‘You don’t seem to know much about her, do you?’ The girls said nothing. Lewis tried his best to elicit a little more co-operation, but met with little success. He left the office just before midday, and strolled over to the Minster.


‘Poor Sylvia,’ said the younger girl after he had gone.


‘Yes, poor Sylvia,’ replied Jennifer Coleby.


Lewis eventually, and somewhat to his surprise, discovered Morse in the ‘gentlemen only’ bar at the back of the Minster.


‘Ah, Lewis.’ He rose and placed his empty glass on the bar, ‘What’s it to be?’ Lewis asked for a pint of bitter. ‘Two pints of your best bitter,’ said Morse cheerfully to the man behind the bar, ‘and have one yourself.’


It became clear to Lewis that the topic of conversation before his arrival had been horse racing. Morse picked up a copy of Sporting Life and walked over to the corner with his assistant.


‘You a betting man, Lewis?’


‘I sometimes put a few bob on the Derby and the National, sir, but I’m not a regular gambler.’


‘You keep it that way,’ said Morse, with a note of seriousness in his voice. ‘But look here, what do you think of that?’ He unfolded the racing paper and pointed to one of the runners in the 3.15 at Chepstow: The Black Prince. ‘Worth a quid, would you say, sergeant?’


‘Certainly an odd coincidence.’


‘10 to 1,’ said Morse, drinking deeply on his beer.


‘Are you going to back it, sir?’


‘I already have,’ said Morse, glancing up at the old barman.


‘Isn’t that illegal, sir?’


‘I never studied that side of the law.’ Doesn’t he want to solve this murder, thought Lewis, and as if Morse read his unspoken words he was promptly asked for a report on the deceased’s position with Town and Gown. Lewis did his best, and Morse did not interrupt. He seemed rather more interested in his pint of beer. When he finished, Morse told him to get back to headquarters, type his reports, then get home and have some sleep. Lewis didn’t argue. He felt dog-tired, and sleep was fast becoming a barely remembered luxury.


‘Nothing else, sir?’


‘Not until tomorrow when you’ll report to me at 7.30 a.m. sharp – unless you want to put a few bob on The Black Prince.’ Lewis felt in his pocket and pulled out 50p.


‘Each way, do you think?’


‘You’ll kick yourself if it wins,’ said Morse.


‘All right. 50p to win.’


Morse took the 50p, and as Lewis left he saw the barman pocket the coin, and pull a further pint for the enigmatic Chief Inspector.














CHAPTER FOUR









Friday, 1 October


PROMPT AT 7.30 next morning, Lewis tapped on the inspector’s door. Receiving no answer, he cautiously tried the knob and peered round the door. No sign of life. He walked back to the front vestibule and asked the desk-sergeant if Inspector Morse was in yet.


‘Not seen ’im.’


‘He said he’d be here at half-seven.’


‘Well, you know the Inspector.’


I wish I did, thought Lewis. He walked along to pick up the reports he had wearily typed out the previous afternoon, and read them through carefully. He’d done his best, but there was little to go on. He walked on to the canteen and ordered a cup of coffee. Constable Dickson, an officer whom Lewis knew fairly well, was enthusiastically assaulting a plate of bacon and tomatoes.


‘How’s the murder job going, Sarge?’


‘Early days yet.’


‘Old Morse in charge, eh?’


‘Yep.’


‘Funny bugger, isn’t he?’ Lewis didn’t disagree. ‘I know one thing,’ said Dickson. ‘He was here till way gone midnight. Got virtually everyone in the building jumping about for him. I reckon every phone on the premises was red hot. God, he can work, that chap, when he wants to.’


Lewis felt a little shame-faced. He himself had slept sweetly and soundly from six the previous evening until six that morning. He reckoned that Morse deserved his sleep, and sat down to drink a cup of coffee.


Ten minutes later a freshly shaven Morse walked brightly into the canteen. ‘Ah, there you are Lewis. Sorry to be late.’ He ordered a coffee and sat opposite. ‘Bad news for you, I’m afraid.’ Lewis looked up sharply. ‘You lost your money. The constipated camel came in second.’


Lewis smiled. ‘Never mind, sir. I just hope you didn’t lose too much yourself.’


Morse shook his head. ‘Oh no, I didn’t lose anything; in fact I made a few quid. I backed it each way.’


‘But . . .’ began Lewis.


‘C’mon,’ said Morse. ‘Drink up. We’ve got work to do.’


For the next four hours the two of them were busy sorting the reports flowing in from the wide-flung inquiries Morse had initiated the previous day. At twelve noon, Lewis felt he knew more about Sylvia Kaye than he did about his wife. He read each report with great care – Morse’s orders – and felt that many of the facts were beginning to fix themselves firmly in his mind. Morse, he noticed, devoured the reports with an amazing rapidity, reminiscent of someone skipping through a tedious novel; yet occasionally he would reread the odd report with a fascinated concentration.


‘Well?’ said Morse finally.


‘I think I’ve got most things pretty straight, sir.’


‘Good.’


‘You seemed to find one or two of the reports very interesting, sir.’


‘Did I?’ Morse sounded surprised.


‘You spent about ten minutes on that one from the secretarial college, and it’s only half a page.’


‘You’re very observant, Lewis, but I’m sorry to disappoint you. It was the most ill-written report I’ve seen in years, with twelve – no less – grammatical monstrosities in ten lines! What’s the force coming to?’


Lewis didn’t know what the force was coming to and hadn’t the courage to inquire into the Inspector’s statistical findings on his own erratic style. He asked instead, ‘Do you think we’re getting anywhere, sir?’


‘Doubt it,’ replied Morse.


Lewis wasn’t so sure. Sylvia’s movements on the previous Wednesday seemed established. She had left the office in the High at 5.00 p.m., and almost certainly walked the hundred yards or so to the No 2 bus stop outside University College. She had arrived home at 5.35 p.m. and had a good meal. She told her mother she might be late home, left the house at roughly 6.30 p.m. wearing – as far as could be established – the clothes in which she was found. Somehow she had got to Woodstock. It all seemed to Lewis a promising enough starting-point for a few preliminary inquiries.


‘Would you like me to get on to the bus company, sir, and see the drivers on the Woodstock run?’


‘Done it,’ said Morse.


‘No good?’ Disappointment showed in the sergeant’s voice.


‘I don’t think she went by bus.’


‘Taxi, sir?’


‘Improbable wouldn’t you think?’


‘I don’t know, sir. It might not be all that expensive.’


‘Perhaps not, but it seems most improbable to me. If she’d wanted a taxi, she’d have rung up from home – there’s a phone there.’


‘She may have done just that, sir.’


‘She didn’t. No phone call was made by any member of the Kaye household yesterday.’


Lewis was experiencing a dangerous failure of confidence. ‘I don’t seem to be much help,’ he said. But Morse ignored the comment.


‘Lewis, how would you go from Oxford to Woodstock?’


‘By car, sir.’


‘She hadn’t got a car.’


‘Get a lift with one of her friends?’


‘You wrote the report. She doesn’t seem to have had many girl friends.’


‘A boy friend, you think, sir?’


‘Do you?’


Lewis thought a minute. ‘Bit odd if she was going with a boy friend. Why didn’t he pick her up at her house?’


‘Why not, indeed?’


‘She wasn’t picked up at home?’


‘No. Her mother saw her walking away.’


‘You’ve interviewed her mother then, sir.’


‘Yes. I spoke to her last night.’


‘Is she very upset?’


‘She’s got broad shoulders, Lewis, and I rather like her. Of course she’s terribly upset and shocked. But not quite so heart-broken as I thought she’d be. In fact I got the idea her beautiful daughter was something of a trial to her.’


Morse walked over to a large mirror, took out a comb and began to groom his thinning hair. He carefully drew a few strands across a broad area of nakedness at the back of his skull, returned the comb to his pocket and asked a perplexed Sergeant Lewis what he thought of the effect.


‘You see, Lewis, if Sylvia didn’t go by bus, taxi or boy friend, how on earth did she ever get to Woodstock? And remember that get to Woodstock somehow she assuredly did.’


‘She must have hitched it, sir.’


Morse was still surveying himself in the mirror. ‘Yes, Lewis, I think she did. And that is why,’ he took out the comb again and made some further passes at his straggling hair, ‘that is why I think I must put in a little TV appearance tonight.’ He picked up the phone and put through a call to the Chief Superintendent. ‘Go and get some lunch, Lewis, I’ll see you later.’


‘Can I order anything for you, sir?’


‘No. I’ve got to watch my figure,’ said Morse.


The death of Sylvia Kaye had figured dramatically in Thursday afternoon’s edition of the Oxford Mail, and prominently in the national press on Friday morning. On Friday evening the news bulletins on both BBC and ITV carried an interview with Chief Inspector Morse, who appealed for help from anyone who had been on the Woodstock Road between 6.40 p.m. and 7.15 p.m. on the evening of Wednesday, 29 September. Morse informed the nation that the police were looking for a very dangerous man who might attack again at any time; for the killer of Sylvia Kaye, when brought to justice, would face not only the charge of wilful murder, but also the charge of sexual assault and rape.


Lewis had stood in the background as Morse faced the camera crews and joined him after his performance was over.


‘That damned wind!’ said Morse, his hair blown into a tufted wilderness.


‘Do you really think he might kill someone else, sir?’


‘Doubt it very much,’ said Morse.
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