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THE LANGUAGE OF THE DEAD
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A Witch’s Death






ONE



[image: Image]


ON A LATE JULY DAY IN 1940, A BUTTERFLY, AN ADONIS BLUE, landed on a sprig of honeysuckle in a meadow above the village of Quimby, in Hampshire, and began to suck the blossom dry. Peter Wilkins noted the presence of the creature but did not move.


I must, he thought.


The words bloomed in his mind like wings opening. The boys were in the tree. Crows cawed from the branches of a dead sycamore farther down Manscome Hill. Peter gazed past the old tree toward the village.


In that same moment, Will Blackwell moved up the hill from Quimby along the ancient path that bordered the wood. The day was hot, the sun bright, and Will moved slowly under the weight of the pitchfork and scythe he rested on his right shoulder. He came to the old sycamore in which the crows roosted; for two weeks the crows had been speaking to him, and the message he’d heard in their harsh cawing had troubled him. He knew the crows as carrion eaters, lickers of bones. As he passed beneath the tree, the crows dipped their heads in Will’s direction and shot invective at his breast, like arrows.


Up the hill, Peter moved. Startled, the blue butterfly parted its wings and fled.
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David Wallace sat in The Fallen Diva, his hand around a pint of local bitter.


Forty minutes earlier, he’d nipped out from the nick for what he’d told colleagues was an early supper. In fact, the detective sergeant had eaten nothing but had downed two pints of ale in less than fifteen minutes and now was on a third. He’d done his drinking at a table in a corner and spoken to no one, to decrease the chance of someone recognizing him. He felt light in the head, certainly, though not what he would call drunk. It was time, though, that he returned to work.


A young woman entered the pub and sat alone at a table near his, away from the window. The woman had pale skin, green eyes, and auburn hair and was nicely plump, busty. She wore a simple moss-green serge suit and black high heels. Wallace thought she might be waiting for someone; he watched her for a moment from his hiding place in the corner. She threw glances about the room—nervously, he thought—as if she hoped she wasn’t being conspicuous. She turned in Wallace’s direction and their eyes met. He smiled; she looked quickly away. He thought of approaching her but decided against it. He’d been gone from the nick too long already and faced nearly a fifteen-minute walk back; he counted on the walk to sober him up a notch. The girl was attractive enough, but with the war nearly a year old now, Winchester was full of lonely women looking for a tumble.


He rose and headed for the door. As he passed the woman’s table, he caught her eye. To his surprise, she smiled. He touched the brim of his hat. He glanced at her left hand and was relieved to see that she wore no wedding band. He did not want to cuckold some poor sod in uniform.


Now, though, he had to hurry. His drinking had begun to scare him recently and he’d entertained glimpses of himself sinking to the bottom of a bottle. He stepped through the door into a warm, clear evening, feeling pleasantly elevated. Twenty minutes later, as he mounted the steps to the nick, he assured himself that he was in perfect command of his senses.


He headed for his desk, where he intended to spend the last few hours of his shift attending to paperwork. He believed he needn’t worry overly much about anyone noticing his mild drunkenness, given that the only person who seemed able to unfailingly catch him out was Lamb, who had gone home for the day. In recent weeks, Wallace occasionally had detected in the Chief Inspector’s expression toward him a strange combination of exasperation and empathy. He was convinced that Lamb knew. And yet Lamb had said nothing—issued no advice, warnings, or ultimatums. In the end, Lamb’s silence had spooked more than reassured Wallace.


The phone on his desk rang, which made him jump. Calm yourself. He picked up the receiver. The voice on the line was that of Evers, the man on duty at the front desk.


“Have a call here I think you should take, Sarge.”


Bloody hell. Wallace didn’t want a call. He wanted to finish his paperwork and go home. He had a bottle of gin there. He planned to fall asleep listening to the wireless.


“Put him through,” Wallace said.


“This is Constable Harris, in Quimby,” a voice said.


“Go ahead, Harris.”


“Well, sir, it’s complicated.”


Bloody hell. Here we go. “What do you mean, ‘complicated,’ Harris?”


“Well, sir, we have a body. A dead man.”


“Hold on a second,” Wallace said. “Did you say Quimby?”


“Yes, sir—Quimby. It’s just west of—”


“I know where it is, Harris, thank you. Hold the line while I scare up a pencil.”


Wallace found a pencil and a sheet of paper among the piles on his desk and tried to clear his head of rubbish. A dead man in Quimby. He must call Lamb, obviously, but would endeavor to get to the scene ahead of the Chief Inspector to take care of the preliminaries, so by the time Lamb arrived everything would be in order. He sighed and was disturbed to find that his breath smelled obviously of beer.


“Go on, Harris,” he said. “I’m listening.”
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Slightly more than a mile east of Quimby, Emily Fordham pulled her bicycle off the road near the village of Lipscombe, in which she lived with her mother. She laid her bike in the lush grass at the side of the road and found a comfortable place in which to sit and study Peter’s sketch anew.


She understood well enough from the sketch, and the photograph that Peter had enclosed with it, that Peter remained troubled by what had happened to Thomas the previous summer. Thomas’s brief disappearance had upset them all. But that had been a year ago and, in any case, Thomas had returned. Peter knew that. But one could never tell with Peter, really.


She studied the sketch for several minutes but still could not divine what seemed to be its larger message. A spider devouring a butterfly. Was she supposed to understand its meaning? Frustrated, she folded the drawing and put it in her pocket. She would decide what to do about it later. She had to consider the idea that Peter might have sent her the sketch merely to get her attention. She knew that Peter loved her, in his way, though he didn’t understand love—couldn’t understand how love was different from friendship. She would ask to see Lord Pembroke about the matter. He would know the best way in which to approach Peter. She didn’t want to hurt Peter’s feelings.


For the past five mornings she’d awakened feeling sick and gone to the loo to retch. Although she’d flushed it away, she worried that the smell had lingered and that her mother would detect it and divine the truth. She could not let her mother know that she was carrying Charles’s baby.


She had not yet even told Charles about the child. She didn’t want to burden him with another worry. Instead, she prayed each day for his safe return from the skies. On some days, the Germans were forcing his squadron aloft two and even three times. She hated the Germans and their stupid war. And yet, were it not for the war, she never would have met Charles.


She decided that she shouldn’t worry overly much about Peter. Peter, and all he represented, had become fragments of her past.


She cared now only for the future, for Charles and the baby growing within her.





TWO



[image: Image]


DETECTIVE CHIEF INSPECTOR THOMAS LAMB SAT DOWN WITH HIS wife, Marjorie, to a tea consisting of weak coffee, two poached eggs each, and dry toast. Although they had a half-full tin of marmalade in the larder, they were rationing it—one day with and one without. Today was a “dry” day. Lamb raised his coffee to his wife.


“Cheers,” he said, smiling. He had begun raising his cup and offering “cheers” at their evening meal three or four days earlier, as a kind of joke in defiance of the war’s scarcities. Slightly more than ten months had passed since the war had begun and, in that time, nearly everything of any worth had shrunken and diminished—food, laughter, comfort, security. But even as he said it, Lamb wondered if Marjorie was becoming tired of his little attempt at levity. Even irony had begun to wear a bit thin as the war dragged on; the too-obvious joshing seemed to contain a whiff of defeat, of whistling in the dark.


Marjorie raised her cup and smiled slightly. “Cheers,” she said.


Lamb had close-cropped brown hair that was graying prematurely at the temples and a generous smile that softened a buried intensity that shone in his eyes. He wanted a fag but long ago had stopped smoking at table because the smoke bedeviled his wife. It drifted into her nostrils and made her sneeze and into her eyes and made them water. And the smell of the bloody things permeated everything. Lamb reckoned he did not own a single tie, shirt, coat, or pair of trousers that did not reek of cigarettes. A week earlier, he’d decided that he would give the damned things up. They were ruining his lungs and threatening to send him to an early grave.


As of yet, though, he’d had little success in quitting. He still smoked more than a packet a day—and that even as fags had become a matter of patriotism. One should not hoard boots, blankets, or food; all were needed on the front lines. The same was true of petrol. Now the government was making noise about bloody fags. Still and all, Lamb knew from his service in the first war the importance of cigarettes and liquor to frontline soldiers. Rum and fags allowed the average man to keep on despite the hellishness. Two days earlier he’d bought a tin of butterscotch drops and was attempting to train himself to pop one into his mouth each time he wanted a cigarette. Now, as he finished his coffee, he fished the tin from his pocket and denied himself what he really wanted.


He unfolded the evening edition of the Hampshire Mail with slight trepidation. Evenings, he normally checked the day’s turf results, except on those days when he felt certain that he’d lost. That morning he’d put two pounds on a horse called Winter’s Tail in the fourth race at Paulsgrove, in Portsmouth, and almost immediately a bad feeling about the bet had surged through him. Such instinctual feelings came to him now and again, he didn’t know from where, and often too bloody late, he thought. He found that he couldn’t quite bring himself to check the race result. He knew he’d lost. Two bloody quid down the drain. He and Marjorie couldn’t afford it—not really. Although he didn’t believe in luck, necessarily, he couldn’t help feeling that his luck was running poorly at the moment.


He turned instead to the usual spate of grim war news. Less than a month earlier, the Germans had defeated France and backed the British Expeditionary Force against the Channel, at Dunkirk. Then the Germans had stopped, an uncharacteristic pause that had allowed the British to evacuate more than three hundred thousand men from France. Still, the British Army was a broken one. Then, three weeks earlier, the Germans had begun bombing southern England almost daily. The reason for this bombardment was the planned German invasion of Britain from France. If the Germans could gain control of the skies above the Channel, they then would send men and arms across to invade—to crush Britain in the same way they’d crushed France and most of the rest of Western Europe.


On four of the past eight nights, the Luftwaffe had attacked the Blenheim aircraft factory—which made bombers and lay about twenty-five miles to the southeast—though without much success. Neither side had quite yet figured out how to effectively maneuver airplanes in the dark and so the German bombers often missed the mark, and sometimes widely. Around the bomber factory they’d seemed to have blown up as much farmland and pasture as legitimate targets of war. This was partly due to the fact that the German fighters, the Messerschmitts, which escorted and protected the stodgy bombers, lacked the fuel capacity to stick around for the show once the German armada hit Britain. So they would turn and leave the bombers exposed as sitting ducks to the much faster British fighters, the Spitfires and Hurricanes. Consequently, more than a few German bombers each night turned for home and dropped their payloads willy-nilly, on all and sundry. The press had taken to calling this “tipping and running.”


A month earlier, the Lambs’ eighteen-year-old daughter, Vera, had taken a job in the village of Quimby as its only full-time air-raid warden and civil-defense employee. With the German bombers arriving daily, even the tiniest hamlets along the coast had begun to maintain some manner of full-time civil defense presence. Quimby lay along the route the German raiders normally followed across the Channel from France to the port city of Southampton, which also had become a principal German target. Lamb and Marjorie worried that the village could become a prime target on which frightened, failed, or merely confused German pilots might unload their payloads before scarpering back to France.


Lamb closed the paper. He knew that Marjorie had read about the previous night’s bombing in Bristol and that the story likely had called up in her the same anxieties as it had in him. Even so, neither spoke of it; they’d already exhausted the subject of what they called “Vera’s decision.”


The telephone in the front hall rang. Lamb went into the hall and picked up the receiver.


“Lamb.”


It was Wallace. “Got a body, guv; an old man, past seventy. Pretty brutal, sounds like. Someone ran a pitchfork through his neck.”


“Where is it?”


Wallace hesitated a hitch. He knew about Vera Lamb’s civil defense posting. “Quimby. The body was found on a hill above the village.”


The news surprised Lamb. Here he’d been worried about stray Germans unloading their bombs on Quimby. He hadn’t counted on a bloody maniac with a pitchfork roaming the place.


“Who called it in?”


“Local bobby. I’ve rung Harding and the doctor and rounded up Larkin and am heading there now.”


“Do we know the old man’s name?”


“William Blackwell. A farmhand. The bobby says he’s pretty certain the pitchfork belonged to Blackwell himself. A farmer named Abbott had hired the old man to trim a hedgerow along the edge of his property. Blackwell lived with his niece in the village proper, apparently, and when he failed to show for his tea, the niece went looking for him and sought out Abbott, who took her to the hedge, where they found the old man. Abbott tried to remove the pitchfork from the old man’s neck, after which the niece went to pieces.”


“All right, David. We’ll have to move the body out of there before it gets too bloody dark. I’ll see you there in forty minutes or so.”


“There’s something else, guv. Whoever killed the old man also carved a cross into his forehead, then ran a scythe through his chest.”


Bleeding hell, Lamb thought. “A cross?” he asked. “Was this man Blackwell religious, do we know?”


“Not that I know—though, according to the bobby, some in the village considered him to be a witch.”


“A witch?”


“Yes, sir. So the bobby says.”


“But aren’t witches female?”


“I don’t know, sir. Maybe the old boy was one of these witches who used a pitchfork rather than a broom.” As soon as he said it, Wallace realized that the joke had not come off as he’d hoped. He counseled himself not to overdo things. He believed that Lamb had not detected any hint of the fact that, less than an hour earlier, he’d been sitting in a pub feeling elevated.


Lamb returned to the table. “I’m afraid I have to go out,” he said to Marjorie. “Someone has killed an old man near Quimby.” He emphasized the near.


Years before, Marjorie had grown used to Lamb having to leave the house at odd hours. “What happened?” she asked.


Lamb always tried to spare Marjorie the gory details of the murders he investigated. “The usual thing, I’m afraid,” he said. “He probably quarreled with somebody.”


“All right,” Marjorie said. “If you see Vera, give her my love. And try not to stay too late.” She rose, kissed Lamb’s cheek, then began to clear the dishes from the table.


Lamb picked up the Mail, grabbed his hat, and went to his aging black Wolseley, which he parked in the lane in front of the house. He was one of the few men of his rank who drove his own car. He preferred it that way: driving himself allowed him more freedom of movement. A month earlier, though, his Wolseley had developed the habit of failing to start faithfully; sometimes he had to give the bloody thing seven or eight cranks before it turned over. He wasn’t sure what the problem was—he didn’t understand motorcars. But he hadn’t found the time to turn the thing in to be checked. In truth, he was afraid they’d take the old car from him and he didn’t want to lose it. He’d grown comfortable with it, despite its eccentricities. He understood that the entire business—becoming attached to a bloody car—was asinine. But there it was.


He settled behind the wheel and lit a cigarette. Given that he was about to go look at an old man with a pitchfork rammed through his throat and a scythe in his chest, a butterscotch wouldn’t do. And he decided that he’d had enough of his own cowardice—he opened the paper to the turf results, where he discovered that his instincts had failed him: Winter’s Tail had won the fourth race at Paulsgrove. Rather than being two quid lighter, he was four richer.


He pushed the starter and the ancient Wolseley sputtered to life on the first try.


He smiled slightly and thought, Lucky indeed.





THREE
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LAMB PULLED THE WOLSELEY TO A STOP IN FRONT OF WILL BLACKWELL’S stone cottage in Quimby. Several other dark motorcars belonging to the Hampshire police were parked by the cottage, as was the large, dark blue Buick saloon that belonged to the police surgeon, Anthony Winston-Sheed, and the van in which Blackwell’s body would be transported to the hospital in Winchester.


A dozen or so villagers milled in groups by the cottage, talking quietly. Lamb felt their gaze turn toward him as he emerged from his car. He knew Quimby to be a former mill town in which many of the older residents still looked upon the police as mere extensions of the mill owners, though the owners had abandoned the place more than forty years earlier. He looked for Vera among the knots of people but did not see her.


A trio of small children—ragamuffins in torn clothing—sprinted past him, nearly bowling him over, then vanished in the twilight up a footpath near the small centuries-old stone bridge that lay at the center of the village. The bridge conveyed Quimby’s High Street across Mills Run, which tumbled into the village from the top of Manscome Hill.


A bobby approached Lamb at a trot. “Inspector Lamb?” the man asked. He stopped and saluted. He was fit-looking and fresh-faced, not more than twenty-two or so. Prime cannon fodder, Lamb thought—he couldn’t help it. The bobby’s face was flush.


“Constable Harris, sir. Sergeant Wallace asked me to meet you.”


Harris made a gesture in the direction of Blackwell’s house. “This is the deceased’s cottage, sir,” he continued. “His niece, Lydia Blackwell, is inside. They’ve lived here together for many years. Miss Blackwell is rather taken out, I’m afraid, as she has seen the deceased’s body. She is lying down at the moment, on the order of Mr. Winston-Sheed, who looked in on her on his way to examine the deceased. Sergeant Wallace has instructed several uniformed constables to stand by the house and let no one in other than yourself and other officials of the law. He has asked me to guide you to the scene of the crime. I’m afraid it’s up the hill a bit.” He hesitated again, then said: “Unless, of course, you’d rather talk to Miss Blackwell first.”


Harris’s brisk thoroughness impressed Lamb, though he found Harris’s reference to Will Blackwell as “the deceased” irritating. He wondered if Harris always spoke as if he were giving evidence at an inquest.


“No, no,” he said. “Lead on, please, Harris.”


Harris saluted again and gestured toward the path by the bridge. “Right this way, sir.”


As Lamb turned toward the hill, he heard Vera call him. “Dad!”


He turned to see her approaching along the High Street from the western end of the village, where she kept her daily vigil in the Quimby Parish Council hall, watching for any sign of a German invasion. She was dressed in the denim overalls and soft service cap the government issued to members of the Local Defense Volunteers.


A young man dressed in dark slacks and a bone-colored sweater kept pace with Vera. His right arm was missing from the elbow down and the right sleeve of his shirt was pinned back at the shoulder. He appeared to be no more than twenty. Lamb wondered if he had lost his arm at Dunkirk—though Dunkirk had only just happened.


Vera embraced her father briefly and kissed his cheek. They hadn’t seen each other in more than a week, when Vera had spent most of a Sunday with Marjorie and Lamb at home in Winchester.


“Hello, Vera,” he said, smiling. He missed her presence around the house. Even so, he kept his tone businesslike, so as not to embarrass her. “Your mother sends her love.”


Vera smiled back. “Love to mother,” she said. She was a slender girl, with a youthful face, though Lamb had long believed that she possessed what people sometimes called an “old soul”—a seriousness of purpose and wisdom beyond her years. She had big, bright brown eyes and smiled often and was capable of great stubbornness in defense of ideas and people she respected or loved. She glanced toward Blackwell’s cottage. “It’s terrible what’s happened,” she said.


“Yes,” Lamb said. “Did you know him?”


“Not really. I heard, though, that he was just a quiet old man.”


“He was a bit more than that,” said the young man. He was slender and, Lamb thought, quite handsome, with luxuriant black hair that was a bit longer than normal and dark eyes that seemed fired with emotion.


“Dad, this is Arthur Lear,” Vera said. “He and his father have a farm near the village.” Vera smiled at Arthur Lear in a way that left Lamb feeling unsettled.


Arthur extended his lone hand—his left—and smiled. “Pleased to meet you, sir,” he said.


“The pleasure’s mine,” Lamb said, shaking Arthur’s hand.


“Well, we should let you go, Dad,” Vera said. “I’m sure you’re busy and we don’t want to get in the way. We only heard an hour or so ago.”


Seeing her father had left Vera feeling more conflicted than she’d guessed it would. She might have come without Arthur—kept him a secret. She probably should have done. Her feelings about him had begun to change recently, and she’d begun to worry if she’d done the right thing in allowing herself to become so quickly involved with him.


“Well, I’m glad you came,” Lamb said. “If I have time, I’ll stop by your billet.”


She smiled. “No need, Dad. You’ve got a lot to do and I’m fine.”


Lamb wondered if Vera planned on going back to her billet with Arthur Lear. “All right,” he said. He wanted to kiss her on the forehead—but that, too, would embarrass her. “I’ll give your love to your mother.” He turned toward Arthur. Arthur certainly had his eye on Vera, he decided. He felt bad that the boy had lost his arm, but he also understood how a lost arm might play to Arthur’s advantage.


Vera nodded farewell to her father, then she and Arthur went back down the High Street toward her billet. As he watched her go, Lamb felt that Vera had moved to a point in her life in which she was all but out of his reach. Strangely, he hadn’t seen that moment coming, as he should have.


He turned to Harris. “Let’s go, Constable,” he said.
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Lamb and Harris moved up Manscome Hill through an area bordered on their left by meadows and hedges and on their right by a small wood.


The twilight air had grown cool and redolent of the fragrances of wildflowers and windblown grasses. Bees and butterflies busied themselves in the meadows, and the first bats appeared. Small birds occasionally darted from thickets to alight on sagging fences. The sun had eased its way down to a point just beneath the tops of the highest trees of the wood to their right, slanting shadows across the footpath.


They soon passed a gate through which the path branched off and led to George Abbott’s farmhouse. Their passing frightened a flock of fat sheep that scuttled, bleating, off the path into a meadow.


“You were the first called to the scene?” Lamb asked Harris.


“Yes, sir. The body was discovered by Miss Blackwell and Mr. Abbott; seems Miss Blackwell missed her uncle when he failed to show for his tea. The deceased was, according to his niece, a man of singular habits who never missed his tea. So when he failed to show after Miss Blackwell had finished her own tea, she began to worry and came up the hill to fetch Mr. Abbott, who had hired the deceased to trim the hedges along one of his fields.”


“So they went in search of Mr. Blackwell together, then?” Lamb asked.


“Yes, sir. According to Miss Blackwell, Mr. Abbott went directly to the spot. Afterward, they called me from the pub—I live in Moresham—then went to Miss Blackwell’s cottage, where I met them. That was about half past six. When I arrived, Miss Blackwell was still very much in a state. They led me to the scene, after which I told Mr. Abbott to wait at his house. I escorted Miss Blackwell back to her cottage. I then telephoned the constabulary and spoke to Sergeant Wallace.”


They passed beneath a massive, long-dead sycamore near a small wooden bridge that conveyed the path across Mills Run. From here, the creek moved into, through, and out the opposite side of the wood to their right, where it once had powered a grain mill, which had lain abandoned now for nearly fifty years and fallen into ruin.


Once they were across the footbridge, Harris led Lamb off the path into the meadow on their left, where they began a gentle, sloping climb of about a hundred meters to the place where Will Blackwell’s body lay. Several people stood in a rough circle around the old man’s body. One of these was Wallace, who approached Lamb.


“Evening, sir,” he said, touching the brim of his fedora. As usual, Wallace was dressed in a smart-looking dark suit. He wore a yellow silk tie and an expensive-looking pair of black patent leather shoes, which had become stained with mud.


“What have we got?” Lamb asked.


“A complicated scene, I’m afraid. We’ve photographed the body and the immediate surrounding area. We’re trying to get the out-of-door matters cleared up before it gets dark.”


The doctor, Winston-Sheed, was kneeling next to the body, while Cyril Larkin, the forensics man, stood by. Lamb exchanged nods of greeting with them, then turned his attention to the body.


Will Blackwell’s arms were flung away from his body, as if in a gesture of ecstatic welcome, and his legs spread wide. The position of the old man’s limbs put Lamb in mind of a child lying in the snow making angels. The leftmost tine of a rusting pitchfork with a worn, weathered handle was thrust into the center of his neck while a scythe with a curved blade of roughly twenty inches long—also partly rusted—protruded from his chest. A copious amount of blood had pooled in the dry grass around the body, and the old man’s eye sockets were full of fleshy pulp.


“Best guess at the moment is that he’s been dead about six or seven hours,” Winston-Sheed said. “It appears he put up no fight. My guess is that he was first knocked unconscious, probably from behind. The killer then thrust the scythe and the pitchfork into him. Given the amount of blood around the head and neck, I’d say the pitchfork came first; the lack of blood from the chest argues that he was dead when the killer drove the scythe in there. Still, either one would have killed him outright; the second would have been unnecessary if the killer’s goal merely was to send Mr. Blackwell to the hereafter. Both implements are buried very deep, which would suggest that the old man was on his back and not resisting when the thrusts were made.”


Winston-Sheed stood and pulled a tarnished silver cigarette case from the pocket of his waistcoat. “At some point the killer carved a cross into his forehead, also post-mortem,” he continued. “It’s possible the cross was inscribed with the tip of the scythe. As for his eyes, they appear to have been pecked out. Crows, probably. I shouldn’t wonder that when we take a look at this mess in the light of morning, we shall see their unpleasant little footprints in the ground around the body. In fact, the little blighters have stuck around for the show.”


Winston-Sheed nodded in the direction of the dead sycamore, a hundred meters down the hill. Eight or nine silent crows roosted in the tree’s crooked branches. Lamb thought that they seemed to be waiting for the human interlopers to leave so they could resume their feast. They reminded him of the rats that scurried through the trenches on the Somme and over the rotting bodies lying in no man’s land—opportunists attuned to death. One of the birds suddenly took off from the tree and made its way across the meadow, as if it realized that Lamb was scrutinizing it and was guilty.


Winston-Sheed offered Lamb a cigarette from his silver case. “Thanks, but no,” Lamb said. The pain of refusal was nearly physical. Reluctantly, he dug into the pocket of his jacket, found the tin of butterscotches, and popped one into his mouth.


Lamb stared at the body for a moment, rolling the candy in his mouth. The killer seemed to have posed the old man, he thought. “It all seems too bloody obvious somehow, doesn’t it?” he said finally, as much to himself as to Winston-Sheed. “Too dressed up.”


Winston-Sheed lit a cigarette. He was a tall, slender man of about forty. His father was some sort of titled someone—Lamb was not sure who, or from where. His appearance, speech, and manner bespoke the casual elegance of a born aristocrat, though he was not averse to dirtying himself at a crime scene and was tireless in the work he did on behalf of the constabulary. Winston-Sheed exhaled and looked at the sky, which was growing darker. In Quimby and all over England, the blackout soon would fall. That meant all outdoor lights extinguished, all windows shuttered or curtained, and no torches. Even fags were discouraged, for fear that their glow might give the German bombers a target.


Winston-Sheed looked at his cigarette with affection. “I sincerely hope this doesn’t bring the Stukas down on us,” he said. “It’s rather too uncivilized to think that we should go without a fag now and again just to avoid attracting a few bombs.” He took a long drag of the cigarette, which made Lamb jealous. “There is rather a baroque viciousness to the thing, certainly,” the doctor said, returning to the matter at hand.


“Given the depth of the wounds, the killer must have been a man, yes?” Lamb asked.


“I should think so,” Winston-Sheed said. “Either that or a very strong and vicious woman.”


Lamb examined Blackwell’s clothes, digging into the pockets of his trousers and jacket, but found them empty save for a scrap of paper upon which someone—presumably Blackwell—had written, in a shaky hand: in the nut. He held the note out so that Wallace and Winston-Sheed could read it. “What do you make of this?” he asked.


“Damned if I know,” Wallace said. “Perhaps something to do with gathering nuts? They do that sort of thing hereabouts, I would imagine. Gathering nuts and berries and the like.”


“Perhaps,” Lamb said absently. He pulled a billfold from his pocket and placed the note within it. He looked at the sky; they had perhaps an hour of decent light in which to work. They would have to accomplish what they could for the moment and save the rest for tomorrow.


“Have you done all you need to do for now?” he asked Winston-Sheed.


“For now, yes,” the doctor said.


Lamb stepped away from the body. “All right, then, Mr. Larkin—your turn,” he said to the forensics man. “We’ll have to move quickly.”


Larkin was a tall, reed-thin young man whose dark suits didn’t fit him properly; his trouser legs and the sleeves of his jacket always appeared to be several inches too short for his limbs. He wore heavy-framed glasses with thick lenses that invariably slid down his nose. When Lamb had first met Larkin, he’d thought The bloody forensics man can’t see! But he’d discovered that Larkin possessed a kind of lanky, wiry energy and a good mind.


Larkin had come to the constabulary two months earlier, after Hampshire’s longtime forensics man, Harold Llewellyn, had joined the RAF as a medical officer. Lamb had liked and trusted Llewellyn and had been sorry to lose him. But he also knew that Llewellyn was to be only the first of many solid, skilled men the war would vacuum up. First, the experienced, able-bodied men would go off to battle, to be replaced by the less experienced and able. Then, if the thing dragged on long enough, even these replacements would be taken up, to be replaced by—who? He could see a time coming when solving domestic crimes, even murder, might get pushed so far down the list of priorities that it ceased to matter.


Worse for Lamb even than the loss of Llewellyn, though, was the departure into the Army of DI Richard Walters, his primary lieutenant and good friend. He and Dick Walters had come of age together in the Hampshire Constabulary. Two months earlier, as the Germans were on the verge of defeating France, Walters had quit the police in a surge of patriotism and entered the Army as a captain of military intelligence. Lamb admired Walters’s spirit and partly shared it. But he was not about to leave Marjorie and Vera for a foreign field. He’d done his bit the first time round. Police Superintendent Anthony Harding had not yet replaced Walters, though the super had told Lamb less than a week earlier that a transfer was due in soon from up north.


Larkin stepped forward, pushing his glasses up the bridge of his nose. He looked at Lamb and smiled, clearly pleased to be on the case. “It’s not every day we get a case like this one,” he said with genuine enthusiasm.


“No,” Lamb replied. “It certainly isn’t.”


As he spoke, the murder of crows roosting in the distant sycamore arose as one with a squawk and disappeared into the wood.





FOUR
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THE PROCESSION CARRYING WILL BLACKWELL’S BODY MOVED slowly down Manscome Hill, along the old footpath.


Larkin had collected the murder weapons, though yanking them from the old man’s body had required that he and Wallace work in tandem. They’d bundled the body into a canvas bag and put it on a stretcher. Four uniformed constables carried the stretcher down the hill, accompanied by the others. A knife-gash of light remained on the western horizon and the stars had become visible. Despite the blackout, Winston-Sheed led the way with a torch, its beam dancing along the path, the bright red tip of the cigarette between his lips keeping to the same rhythm.


Lamb halted the group when it reached the gate through which the path veered in a spur toward George Abbott’s house. He instructed Winston-Sheed to go ahead with the body and Harris to inform Blackwell’s niece that he would be down to speak with her shortly.


Lamb and Wallace moved through the gate and down the path toward Abbott’s house, which nestled among a stand of oaks just beyond the meadow. The same flock of fat sheep that Lamb and Harris had frightened on their march up the hill earlier that evening noisily trotted away again, their white bodies partly dissolved in the gloom, giving them the character of clouds moving across a dark sky.


“What was the gist of what he told you when you interviewed him initially?” Lamb asked Wallace of Abbott. When Wallace had first arrived on the scene, he’d conducted brief interviews with Abbott and Will Blackwell’s niece, Lydia.


“He hired the old man regularly for such work—or so he said,” Wallace said. “Made a point, in fact, of saying as how he didn’t really have to give Blackwell any work—that half of it could just as well have waited or gone undone. But he knew Blackwell hadn’t much else. He made it sound as if he were Blackwell’s benefactor.”


Wallace nimbly hopped a pile of sheep droppings, saving his shoe and the cuff of his pants from being soiled. He’d been sober for more than two hours and felt free and clear for the moment.


“Abbott said the niece came to his door in the middle of his tea and told him that the old man had not returned for his,” Wallace continued. “Apparently the old fellow was as reliable as a clock when it came to his meals. So Abbott led the way up the hill to the hedge and the two of them found him there. The niece went to pieces, according to Abbott. He tried to restrain her but she broke free of his grasp. He said he tried to remove the pitchfork and the scythe in an effort to calm her. When he couldn’t get them free, he thought better of touching anything—realized that he should leave well enough alone. Or so he told me. He managed to calm the girl and persuade her to walk back to the village with him. I had Larkin take his prints, which he grumbled about. He has the aspect of an embittered old country arsehole. But I got the impression he’s no fool.”


They were nearly to the house.


“What about the niece?” Lamb asked.


“When the doc arrived, he had a look at her and gave her a sedative—though I think it was a bit of placebo. Salt tablets, perhaps. In any case, they seem to have done the trick in that she began to calm down once she swallowed them.”


“What was her story?”


“The same as Abbott’s. She began to worry when old Mr. Blackwell didn’t come home and so went to fetch Abbott. The two of them went up the hill to find Blackwell and she saw her uncle’s body and the state it was in. As I was interviewing her, she began to cry—fell right apart—so I let it be for the moment.”


Here was the one thing in which Wallace feared he might have bollixed things before Lamb arrived. He’d gone soft when he shouldn’t have. He turned to Lamb. “She seemed so upset that I thought it unlikely that she was going to give up much more of use at that point.”


Lamb would have preferred that Wallace had gotten as much as possible from the niece at the outset, before she’d had time to solidify her story. But he let the mistake go.


They reached the door of Abbott’s house. A young PC whom Lamb didn’t recognize answered Wallace’s rap on the door.


“I take it our man hasn’t flown the coop?” Wallace said to the constable.


“Not a chance, Sarge. He’s in the kitchen, drinking tea. He offered me a cup, but I declined.” The constable smiled at Wallace. “Didn’t want him to get the impression that I was in the mood to be friendly, like.”


“Very good, Pearson,” Wallace said. “You can return to the village now.”


“Yes, sir,” Pearson said. He headed toward the gate, sending the sheep bounding away again.


Abbott appeared in the parlor as Wallace and Lamb stepped inside. Wallace introduced Lamb to Abbott. “We’d like to ask you a few more questions,” Wallace told Abbott.


Abbott grunted; his big toes protruded through identical holes in his dirty green wool socks. “Can’t sleep anyway,” he said, as if the matter of his interrogation was up to him. “Not after seeing Will like that.”


Abbott was short, stocky, squared off at the shoulders. Despite his age—Lamb guessed that he was in his early sixties—he exuded an impression of physical strength. His manner, the way in which he stood, as if prepared to take a punch, put Lamb in mind of a boxer. Abbott had a head of thick, tousled, unwashed gray hair, deep-set dark eyes, and graying stubble on his chin. He held a cup of tea in his hand and a cigarette in his lips. Once again, Lamb reached for his tin of butterscotch.


Abbott turned and headed back into his small kitchen, which was dominated by a round wooden table at its center. An open bottle of whiskey sat on the table. Lamb could see no hint of a feminine presence in Abbott’s life, and yet he could see how Abbott might hold sway over an apparently lonely and isolated spinster such as Lydia Blackwell.


Abbott sat at the table and poured some whiskey into his tea. He held the bottle aloft and waggled it in the direction of Lamb and Wallace.


“Care for a nip?” he asked. Wallace eyed the bottle. He would have loved a drink.


“Sergeant,” Lamb said and nodded at the tea. Wallace snatched Abbott’s tea from the table and poured it into the sink. He then snatched away the bottle.


“My bloody tea!” Abbott protested.


Lamb cast a cold gaze at the farmer. “I’d prefer that you remain sober while I question you, Mr. Abbott,” he said.


“It ain’t right of you to take my tea.”


Lamb ignored him and sat down. Wallace wiped his hands on a towel by the sink and also sat at the table.


“How long have you known Will Blackwell?” Lamb asked Abbott.


Abbott ground out the cigarette he had been smoking in a small ceramic bowl that was full of ground-out cigarettes. He pulled another from a pack on the table, placed it between his lips and, squinting, lit it with a match he struck against the bottom of his shoe. He was stalling before answering—an act, Lamb knew, that was designed to show that he would not be intimidated, even if they could take his tea from him.


“All my life—like I told your man there when he questioned me earlier,” Abbott said, nodding in Wallace’s direction.


“Were you friendly with him?”


“Aye—as much as a man could be a friend to Will.”


“What do you mean?”


“Well, Will kept to himself mostly. Didn’t fancy people much, did he?”


“You hired Will to trim your hedge today?”


“Aye.”


“And when did he head out to the job?”


“I saw him coming up the hill from his cottage at about half past eleven. But I didn’t keep an eye on him now, did I? Wasn’t my brother’s keeper. Just told him what needed done and he’d do it in his own time.”


“And Will brought his own tools to the job?”


Abbott blew smoke at the ceiling. “Aye.”


“And he used those tools on this job for which you hired him?”


“Aye, them were Will’s tools.” He grunted. “Can I have my tea if I put nothing in it save milk and sugar?”


Lamb nodded at Wallace. “Get him some tea, please, Sergeant,” he said. He turned back to Abbott. “When Miss Blackwell came to your door, you led her directly to the body, is that right?” he asked.


“Aye.”


“How did you know that Will would be there?”


“Well, I sent him there myself, didn’t I? Hired him to trim that very hedge.”


“But wouldn’t he ordinarily have finished that job hours earlier? What made you believe he would still be there at nearly six o’clock in the evening?”


“Well, I didn’t know. I guessed, didn’t I? Used the common sense God gave me. I thought that maybe his heart had failed him—that the exertion of the cutting might have done him in. So I went to the hedge. And when I seen them crows rise from him, I knew the truth.”


Wallace put a cup of tea in front of Abbott.


“Would you have liked to have seen Will die a natural death up there, Mr. Abbott?” Lamb asked. “You just said that you thought the work might kill him. And yet you sent him up there. Were you hoping he would die?”


Lamb was fishing. He expected Abbott to protest. Instead the farmer narrowed his eyes and asked, “What are you getting at?”


Lamb ignored the question. “So you saw Will only once today, when he was heading up the hill?”


“As I said.” He hunched closer to the table and encircled his cup of tea with his arms.


“You didn’t go up the hill to check on him—to check on his work—during the day?”


“I’d no reason to. Will could take care of himself.”


“What is your relationship with Miss Blackwell?”


Abbott stared at his cup. “I have no relationship with the woman.”


“No?” Lamb asked. “You being a single man and she a single woman? And she living right down the hill? Nothing has ever passed between you? You’ve never looked on Miss Blackwell and thought to yourself, ‘I could use a bit of that’? And then one thing leads to another, as it naturally would?”


“No!” Abbott said in a tone that suggested that the question insulted him. “I’ve never laid a finger on the woman. Never had no cause nor desire to.”


“Oh, come now, Mr. Abbott,” Wallace interjected. “Nobody would blame you if you had. A younger, available woman and a lonely soul, such as yourself? Maybe she fancied you as well, eh? Maybe she offered herself to you? Any man in your position would say aye to that. As the inspector said, it’s only natural now, isn’t it?”


“I told you—I never touched her!” Abbott said. Although Abbott’s eyes were full of fire, Lamb sensed that Abbott was attempting to bring his anger under control, perhaps worried that it made him appear defensive and guilty. Smoldering, Abbott drew in a lung full of smoke, then exhaled it.


“Had you and Mr. Blackwell quarreled over anything recently?” Lamb asked.


“No,” Abbott said. He stared at the table.


“How much did you pay Will for these jobs for which you hired him?”


“Two bob or thereabouts. Sometimes more, sometimes less, depending on the job.”


“And how often did you hire him?”


“Whenever I needed the odd job done. A few times a month.”


“Did you hire Will for all of these odd jobs because you owed him something? A debt, perhaps?”


“Well, Will didn’t have anything else, did he?” Abbott said. “He’d gotten too old to work as he used to. Nobody in the bloody village hired him for anything anymore. None of them gave a damn for Will. Had I not hired him, he would have had nothing.”


“And why is that?”


Abbott hesitated—then laughed. “You mean to say, then, that you don’t know?”


“Why don’t you fill me in?” Lamb said.


“Well, it’s common knowledge that some in the village thought Will to be a witch.”


“What do you mean by that?” Lamb asked. “A witch?”


“Just as I said. A witch. You know—one of them that rides around on brooms and make potions out of toads’ ears?” He slapped the table and laughed. “Toil, toil, bubble and boil, eh?”


“I haven’t the time for your jokes, Mr. Abbott,” Lamb said. “In fact, I’ve half a mind to take you in right now and charge you with Will Blackwell’s murder.”


Wallace tried to hide his surprise. Abbott appeared shocked.


“What are you on about?” Abbott asked. “I told you I never killed Will! I only tried to help him.”


“I’ve no doubt we’ll find your fingerprints on the murder weapons,” Lamb said.


“Here!” Abbott said. “I tried to pull them out of Will. I was only trying to calm Lydia! When she seen her uncle, she went into hysterics.”


“So you say. But I find that story far too convenient, Mr. Abbott.”


“I say it again—I had nothing to do with Will’s murder!”


Lamb thumped the table with his fist. “Then answer my bloody questions!” he said. He allowed the silence that followed to linger for a few seconds. He looked at Abbott and said, “Now tell me what you mean when you say people thought Will to be a witch.”


Abbott’s voice was quiet. “Well, he’d seen the Black Shuck, hadn’t he? The black dog. When he were ten. And once that happened, his sister suddenly died and no one knew why.”


“The Black Shuck?” Lamb asked.


“Aye,” Abbott said. “The hell hound. The dog that appears to those who have allowed the devil into their souls.”


“And where did Will see this dog, according to the story?”


“Here on the hill.”


“Other than to have seen this dog, did Mr. Blackwell do anything else that would have made people believe him a witch?” Lamb asked. “Were there rumors that he cast spells or got up to mischief?”


“There were always rumors about Will,” Abbott said. “When some of the autumn wheat came in bad last year, some blamed him for that. Said he’d run toads over the crop in the night.”


“Toads?”


“Yeah. Said he’d harnessed them like a team of horses and run them over the crops, as did the witches of older days.”


“Did you believe that Will practiced witchcraft, Mr. Abbott?” Lamb asked.
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