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               Anthem for Doomed Youth
               

            
 
            
               What passing-bells for these who die as cattle?  
               
 
               Only the monstrous anger of the guns.  
               
 
               Only the stuttering rifles’ rapid rattle  
               
 
               Can patter out their hasty orisons.  
               
 
               No mockeries for them from prayers or bells;  
               
 
               Nor any voice of mourning save the choirs,—  
               
 
               The shrill, demented choirs of wailing shells;
               
 
               And bugles calling for them from sad shires.
               

            
 
            
               What candles may be held to speed them all?  
               
 
               Not in the hands of boys, but in their eyes  
               
 
               Shall shine the holy glimmers of good-byes.  
               
 
               The pallor of girls’ brows shall be their pall;  
               
 
               Their flowers the tenderness of silent minds,
               
 
               And each slow dusk a drawing-down of blinds.
               

            
 
            
               —Wilfred Owen

            

         
 
         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 1

         
 
         ‘Ring a ring o’ roses,’ sang Daisy for the fifth time. ‘A pocket full of posies. Atishoo, atishoo, we all fall down.’ She subsided thankfully into the rocking chair while Oliver and Miranda flung themselves on the floor and rolled around squealing. Actually, Oliver had anticipated the dénouement as usual and dropped at the first ‘atishoo’.
         
 
         ‘Now that’s enough of that, twins,’ said Nurse severely. ‘I’m afraid we’re getting a little overexcited, Mummy. It’ll end in tears, you mark my words.’
 
         ‘Now that they’re so active, they need the exercise, and it’s rained too hard to go out in the garden for days.’
 
         ‘Not proper June weather at all!’ She sounded as if it was Daisy’s fault.
 
         Nana, who was even more apt to get overexcited than the toddlers and had had to be tied to a table-leg, whined mournfully.
 
         ‘Nana play,’ Miranda commanded, going over to the little dog and hugging her. Nana frantically licked her face.
 
         ‘Now come away at once, Miss Miranda! You’ll get germs.’
 
         ‘Nonsense,’ said Daisy. ‘I was kissed by dogs every day of my childhood and here I am, healthy as a horse.’ She looked round as the door opened. ‘What is it, Elsie?’ 
         
 
         The parlourmaid bobbed a sketchy curtsy. ‘It’s Sergeant Tring on the telephone, madam. The master would like a word with you.’
 
         ‘Thank you. I’ll come down. I’ll be back in a minute, babies.’
 
         ‘Mama go,’ Miranda observed dispassionately.
 
         ‘Mama!’ her brother shrieked.
 
         ‘I’ll be right back, Oliver. I’ve got to go and talk to Daddy.’
 
         ‘Dada!’ Oliver rushed after her and had to be detached from her leg by Bertha, the nurserymaid.

         Hastily closing the door, Daisy heard Nurse Gilpin mutter, ‘I knew it. It never does to spoil them.’
 
         She hurried downstairs, filled with foreboding. When Alec rang up in the middle of the day, it invariably meant a disruption of their plans. Not that plans were ever anything but tentative when one’s husband was a detective chief inspector at Scotland Yard, liable to be called to the outer reaches of the kingdom at a moment’s notice.
 
         She picked up the ‘daffodil’ stand, sat down on the chair by the hall table, and put the receiver to her ear. ‘Tom?’
 
         ‘Afternoon, Mrs Fletcher. How’s my godson?’
 
         ‘Screaming for Dada. Healthy lungs! But I assume he won’t be seeing him for a while?’
 
         ‘The chief’ll have to tell you about that. Can you hold on half a mo, please, he’s on another telephone.’
 
         ‘Of course. How is Mrs Tring?’
 
         ‘Blooming.’ DS Tring adored his wife, a large woman though not as large as Tom. That didn’t stop his having a wonderful way with female servants when he needed to extract information. ‘And Miss Miranda?’
 
         ‘Likewise. Her vocabulary grows by leaps and bounds. Not quite up to yours yet.’ 
         
 
         ‘I’ll have to look to my laurels.’
 
         Daisy pictured his luxuriant moustache twitching as he grinned. ‘Belinda’s pretty good, too. It’s her school sports day on Saturday. Oh no, don’t tell me—’
 
         ‘There’s no way of knowing, Mrs Fletcher. Here’s the chief.’
 
         ‘Alec? Darling, you’re not going to miss Bel’s sports day, are you?’
 
         ‘I hope not. If we haven’t made an arrest by then, I might be able to sneak away for the afternoon. Epping can’t be more than forty miles from Saffron Walden.’
 
         ‘You’re only going to Epping? I was afraid it might be Northumberland.’
 
         ‘You always are, love. I can’t think why.’
 
         ‘Because it’s so far away. But Epping – you’ll come home for the night, then?’
 
         ‘Yes, but don’t wait dinner for me.’
 
         ‘Don’t half the murderers in London bury bodies in Epping Forest?’
 
         ‘It’s often been considered a convenient spot.’ Alec sounded amused.
         
 
         ‘If that’s where you’re going, don’t forget to take Wellington boots. It’s still belting down.’
 
         ‘The forecast’s for a clearing trend tonight. Let’s hope they’re right for once.’
 
         Daisy jumped to the obvious conclusion. ‘So you are going to dig up a body in Epping Forest?’
         
 
         ‘Three of them. For a start. I’m only telling you because there’s no conceivable way you can get yourself mixed up in this case.’
 
         ‘Of course not! But do be careful, darling. I’d hate for the fourth body to be you.’ 
         
 
         ‘No fear of that, love. I must run.’
 
         ‘Should I tell Mrs Dobson to leave something out for you?’
 
         ‘No, I’ll pick up a bite to eat somewhere. Coming, Tom!’ He said goodbye and rang off.
 
         Daisy hung up. Three bodies! Assuming they had all been killed by the same person – a madman? Or perhaps a member of an East End gang? There would be a lot of pressure on the police to arrest someone before another murder followed. Not that Alec didn’t always clear up his cases as quickly as possible.
         
 
         Still, today was Wednesday. It didn’t seem likely that he would be finished by Saturday, or even free to take an afternoon off. Poor Belinda! Though happy at school, she was so looking forward to seeing them. She would have to make do with her stepmother. Luckily she was used to Daddy disappearing at unpredictable intervals. She had been a detective’s daughter much longer than Daisy had been a detective’s wife. The twins had yet to learn.
         
 
         But if Daisy had married a man considered suitable by her mother, the Dowager Lady Dalrymple, no doubt he would have gone off huntin’, shootin’ and fishin’ all over the country, and spent much of the rest of his time stridin’ across his acres taking potshots at rabbits and pigeons.
 
         She went back to the nursery. The twins rushed to her, jabbering. They really needed more exercise, but a glance at the window showed no sign of the promised clearing. A nice noisy game would do. One look at Nurse Gilpin’s face told her that was a battle she didn’t want to fight.
 
         ‘We’ll play something quieter now. Bertha, would you untie Nana, please?’ 
         
 
         ‘Yes’m.’ The nurserymaid went to help Miranda, who got there first.
 
         Daisy sat cross-legged on the floor, to Mrs Gilpin’s manifest disapproval – but then, she disapproved of practically everything Daisy did in her nursery. ‘Oliver, come and sit with Mummy.’
         
 
         Oliver promptly scrambled up into the rocking chair and sat there looking pleased with himself, babbling nonsense syllables. But when both Miranda and Nana sat neatly and expectantly on the floor in front of Daisy, he clambered down and joined them.
 
         ‘Clap handies all together,’ warbled Daisy, suiting action to the words. ‘Clap hands away. This is the way we exercise upon a rainy day.’
 
         
             

         
 
         Escaping central London just before the start of the rush hour, the police car crossed the industrial wasteland of the Lea Valley, bleaker than ever in still-pouring rain. The contrast with the lush green of Epping Forest was startling. The rain brightened the varied shades of the fresh foliage and washed the dust and soot of the nearby city off the grass.
         
 
         The driver was a uniformed constable, PC Stock, a pal of Ernie Piper’s. A Londoner, he knew the lanes, footpaths and bridle paths of the Forest like the back of his hand, according to Piper. He had grown up in Walthamstow and misspent many happy hours of his youth playing truant in the woods and streams.
 
         Alec had no intention of wandering about in the rain looking for the informal burial ground. The Essex detective from whom he was taking over the case, disgruntled no doubt, had given the vaguest of directions: ‘Broad Wood, towards the middle, you can’t miss it.’ Broad Wood appeared on the map to cover nearly two hundred acres, with no defined boundaries. With Stock’s assistance, they had a better chance of finding the right spot without fighting through thickets of brambles and hawthorn and holly on the way.
         
 
         Tom, sitting next to Alec in the back seat, said with a gusty sigh, ‘Me and the missus used to come out here weekends and bank holidays when we were courting.’
 
         ‘Not in weather like this, I bet, Sarge,’ said Piper from the front seat.
 
         ‘It was always sunny back then, lad.’
 
         ‘Back before the Ice Age, that’d be?’
 
         ‘Don’t you let the missus hear you say that if you ever want to taste her steak and kidney pud again!’
 
         ‘Oh, Sarge, please, Sarge, you’re not going to tell on me, are you?’
 
         ‘Watch it, laddie. Too cheeky by half, you are.’
 
         He was lucky to have a team so well attuned to each other, Alec thought. Besides being pleasant to work with, it made them work together more efficiently. Ernie Piper, neat in his blue serge, was shaping up nicely and might be encouraged to take his sergeant’s exams soon. Tring, an awe-inspiring mountain in tan and yellow checks, didn’t aspire to rise above his present rank. He was extremely good at what he did but not sufficiently imaginative to take the lead in a major case.
 
         And it sounded as if they had a major case on their hands. Three bodies – though as yet he had no reason to believe they were associated in anything but proximity. 
         
 
         Stock turned into a narrow lane, not much more than a cart-track, no different, as far as Alec could tell, from half a dozen they had passed. It was gravelled but not paved, with grass growing down the middle between the ruts. Stock took a right-hand branch. ‘This should do it, sir. Yes, look, there’s a bloke waiting for us.’
 
         A constable in a shiny uniform cape stood on the verge waving at them. Stock pulled up beside him with rather more verve than strictly necessary, splashing mud on the man’s already muddy boots.
 
         He didn’t even glance down, apparently already too sodden to notice. He stepped over to the rear window and stooped to look in as Alec rolled it down a couple of inches.
 
         ‘DCI Fletcher,’ he announced himself. ‘Which way from here?’
 
         With a sloppy salute, the man said in the flat tones of Essex, ‘PC Elliot, sir. Sorry, sir, this is as close as you can drive. You’ll ’ave to walk from here.’ Rain dripped from his helmet and must be dripping down the back of his neck, if not streaming down the sides, too.
 
         Stock twisted to say over his shoulder, ‘There’s a ride – a bridleway – just a hundred yards farther on, sir. It’s wide enough to drive, easy.’
 
         ‘Curves off in the wrong direction.’ Sides, like as not you’d get stuck in the mud. And the brook’s up. There’s a footpath here, sir. I’ll show you the way.’
 
         ‘We’ll walk,’ said Alec, closing the window and opening the door. He settled his trilby more firmly on his head, turned up the collar of his mac and started to get out.
 
         ‘Hold on, Chief!’ Ernie Piper was behind the car already, reaching into the boot for their umbrellas and Wellingtons. ‘You don’t want to get out till you’ve got these on. Knee-deep in mud before we even get into the Forest.’ A thoroughgoing city-dweller, he sounded disgusted, and had come prepared, having put on his boots while still in the car. He squelched round to hand Alec his.
         
  
         Pulling them on, Alec said, ‘Stock, we’ll go ahead. You’d better drive on a little and pull the car off the road, out of the way, though I don’t imagine this road sees much traffic in this sort of weather.’
 
         ‘You don’t want me to stay with the car, sir?’
 
         ‘No, you can follow us, if you think you can find the way.’
 
         ‘I’ll find you, sir, don’t you worry.’
 
         The footpath was less muddy than the lane, being carpeted with last year’s fallen leaves on top of a thick mulch of the leaves of centuries. Epping Forest had been a Royal hunting preserve, never set to the plough, though local villagers had always been allowed to coppice the trees. When the City of London took it over in the middle of the nineteenth century, the coppicing had been stopped. As a result the older hornbeams, beeches and oaks were strange creatures with short, thick boles sprouting branches like Struwwelpeter’s hair.
         
 
         Between these had grown up an underlayer of their offspring mixed with hawthorn, holly and service tree. A carpet of bluebells suggested that the sky had come down to earth, leaving a grey gloom above. Squirrels dashed up trees to chitter at the invaders, but the birds were too busy feeding nestlings to fall silent as they passed, in spite of the warning screech of a jay.
 
         On fine weekends and holidays, well served by omnibuses and several Tube stations, the Forest swarmed with escapees from the city. These tended to stick to the established trails and clearings, leaving much of the rest a practically impenetrable tangle of vegetation.
         
 
         Squishing along the footpath on the heels of the local constable, Alec eyed the dripping jungle on either side with deep misgivings.
 
         ‘Strewth!’ said Tom, behind him. ‘How did anyone manage to lug three bodies off the beaten path through that lot?’
 
         ‘And find enough clear ground to bury ’em!’ Piper added from the rear.
 
         ‘I imagine it was a dog that found the first grave, Elliot?’ Alec asked.
 
         ‘That’s what I heard, sir. A Mr Webster’s Jack Russell.’
 
         ‘It’d take a Jack Russell to get in there,’ Tom muttered.
 
         ‘Presumably Webster went to see what his dog had found,’ Alec pointed out, ‘and the local coppers, too. The site must be accessible, though perhaps not to someone of your size.’
 
         ‘That’s all right, Chief. I’ll stay on the path and you can tell me all about it later.’
 
         ‘There’s plenty of room, sir,’ said Elliot. Tom sighed. ‘It’s not in the thickest part – stands to reason or they couldn’t’ve buried them – and a lot got trampled down when we was searching.’
 
         Alec echoed Tom’s sigh. It was inevitable, nothing more than he had expected, but he wondered how many clues had disappeared into the leaf-mould. The local detectives who so resented the Yard being called in seldom considered the difficulties of coming to a case where evidence had already been mishandled or lost, witnesses antagonised, suspects alarmed.
 
         The path they were on at one point ran near the swollen stream Elliot had warned of. Brown and turbulent it raced down the slope towards the Lea.
         
 
         ‘Good job your pal didn’t try to drive us through that,’ Tom remarked to Piper. ‘We’d’ve been stuck for a month of Sundays, if it didn’t wash us down to the Thames.’
 
         ‘Don’t like the look of it myself,’ Piper agreed.
 
         Constable Stock caught up with them in time to hear this. ‘It’ll go down fast soon as this rain stops,’ he said, sounding a bit resentful.
 
         ‘It’s not coming down as hard,’ Tom said peaceably.
 
         What could be seen of the sky through the trees was now light grey instead of dark grey. Leaves still dripped and occasional cascades descended on them, but as they emerged into a grassy glade, it was obvious that the worst was over.
         
 
         A wide ride, more cart-track than bridleway, entered the clearing at an angle to their path. Muddy ruts filled with water suggested that it was occasionally used by vehicles. The ruts crossed the clearing and ran into the woods opposite. The footpath petered out, as if, having brought its followers to the glade, it abandoned them to decide for themselves which way to go.
 
         ‘That way.’ Elliot pointed at a caped constable standing on the edge of what looked like an unbroken wall of greenery.
 
         They altered course to trudge in his direction.
 
         ‘Blimey,’ said Tom, at Alec’s side, ‘I’d’ve left the perishing dog to find its own way home.’
 
         ‘It can’t be as bad as it looks from here. Someone had already lugged three bodies through, remember.’
 
         ‘’Less they came from the other side,’ Piper suggested.
 
         ‘Nah,’ said Elliot, ‘Inspector Gant reckons it’d be impossible.’
 
         ‘Ah,’ said Tom, at his most inscrutable. 
         
 
         They reached the cross-track. Alec stopped to study the ruts.
 
         ‘Horse and cart,’ said Tom, ‘not a motor vehicle. The most recent, at any rate.’
 
         ‘Yes, a heavy one. And we won’t get much more than that after all this rain.’
 
         ‘You reckon it’s how the bodies were brought here, Chief?’ Piper asked.
 
         ‘More likely than that someone carried ’em one by one over his shoulder from the lane,’ Tom responded. ‘That’s quite a way.’
 
         ‘But let’s not jump to conclusions. The cart may have nothing to do with the case. We don’t even know whether the three burials took place at or near the same time. The report I was given was singularly uninformative.’
 
         ‘They didn’t, sir,’ said Elliot. ‘What I heard is, the doc says the one the dog found is not too old, maybe a week or thereabouts. Then the one they found when they started searching, that’s more like a few months. After that, they started looking for more and they found a sort of dip, like, where the ground had settled, but they hadn’t hardly started digging – just enough to be sure there really was a body – when the chief constable heard about it and called in the Yard, sir, so they stopped.’
 
         The mild irritation Alec had been feeling about the inadequate report blossomed into fury. This was essential information that he should have been given by the detective in charge, not by a uniformed constable who happened to know. Naturally DI Gant was annoyed at having the case taken from him, but such unprofessional conduct was inexcusable. At least, he’d better have an excellent excuse, such as having dropped dead on the spot. 
         
 
         Elliot was not to blame. With difficulty keeping his voice even, Alec thanked the man. Tom, well acquainted with both protocol and his chief, shot him a shrewd glance, but the constable just looked pleased with himself.
 
         ‘Piper, follow the tracks in both directions. See if there’s anything else they can tell us, and get any measurements you can.’
 
         ‘Right, Chief.’
 
         The stretch of grass from the ruts to the waiting constable showed nothing more than the trampling of a great many police boots. Beyond him the trampling continued, with broken branches and crushed shrubs thoroughly obliterating any marks the murderer might have left.
         
 
         With a sigh, Alec acknowledged to himself that the past few days of torrential rain probably had destroyed anything useful long before Detective Inspector Gant arrived on the scene.
 
         They followed the trail, winding between trees for twenty yards or so. It ended at a fallen beech, one of the once-coppiced monsters, stretched out like a stranded giant squid. It couldn’t have been downed more than a year or two ago because some branches were still putting out new growth, reaching upwards. Where the shallow root system had torn out of the earth, the soil was disturbed. Seeds of many different plants had sprouted; grasses, bracken, rosebay willowherb and some small shrubs.
 
         Amid this evidence of vigorous life gaped three ominous trenches.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 2

         
 
         Shortly before eleven, Alec telephoned from Epping police station to say he was about to leave for home. Daisy waited up for him, of course. And of course Mrs Dobson had left a hefty snack for him, regardless of his instructions.
 
         Sitting with him in the dining room while he ravenously disposed of a beef and horseradish sandwich, Daisy shared his Thermos flask of cocoa. She was dying to know what had kept him so late, but she refrained from asking. For once, her discretion was rewarded.
 
         Alec sat back, nursing his mug of cocoa in both hands. ‘We were out at the site till it got too dark,’ he said. ‘The local man, the detective from Chelmsford, left as soon as he heard we’d been called in, and he took all but a couple of constables with him, including their spades and shovels. Not merely to Epping, but all the way to HQ in Chelmsford. I had to send to the Yard for some of our own people and equipment, and you know how happy that’s going to make the super.’
 
         Daisy had had her own clashes with Superintendent Crane. One never could tell what would set off an explosion, and Alec had not always been on her side. It was a subject better avoided.
         
 
         Suddenly she realised the implications of the need for digging tools. ‘There were more than three bodies?’ she asked, aghast.
         
 
         ‘No, no! Or at least, we didn’t find any more. DI Gant’s men had only dug down far enough to be sure there was a third body. Thank heaven they weren’t buried very deep.’
 
         ‘If they had been, they probably wouldn’t have been found. All the same, it must have been quite a job to bury three victims! Do you think there was more than one murderer? Or perhaps he had an accomplice.’
         
 
         ‘It’s much too soon for any theories. But the local medico says one – the one that was found first – has been there for no longer than a week, one for several months, and one for at least a year.’
 
         ‘Ugh!’
 
         ‘It was rather ugh. The two later ones, anyway. Not much left of the first, poor beggar, what with foxes and badgers and—’
 
         ‘Darling, must you?’
 
         ‘You asked. They left most of the bones, luckily, or we might never have realised he was there. The murderer must have covered over their diggings each time he brought a new victim.’ He yawned. ‘Come on, time for bed. I’ll have to be up early.’
         
 
         ‘You must be awfully tired.’
 
         ‘Not too tired,’ he said with a grin, and kissed her. ‘Chief inspectors don’t have to do the actual digging.’
         
 
         ‘How lucky I married a chief inspector!’
 
         
             

         
 
         At an ungodly hour in the morning, Daisy got up in time to go downstairs in her dressing-gown to bid him goodbye. The sun was shining with the promise of a perfect June day. 
         
 
         ‘Better take your umbrella anyway,’ she said. ‘You never can tell. Do you think there’s the slightest chance of clearing up the case in time to go to Belinda’s sports day?’
 
         ‘Very little.’
 
         ‘I’d better write and warn her, then if you can it’ll be a nice surprise, instead of a nasty one when you don’t turn up.’
 
         ‘You’ll go anyway?’ he asked a trifle anxiously. There were still occasional moments when he couldn’t quite believe she loved Belinda like a daughter, not a stepdaughter.
 
         ‘Darling, of course. I wouldn’t let her down for the world. I’ll stay the weekend, as we planned, and take her out to lunch on Sunday. Melanie and Sakari are going, too, so we’ll have a lovely hen-party.’
 
         Alec laughed. ‘In fact, I’d be thoroughly in the way.’
 
         ‘Well, now you come to mention it …’ she teased. ‘No, never! We’d just do different things if you were there.’ She stood on tiptoe to kiss him.
 
         He put on his hat and opened the front door, then turned and said thoughtfully, ‘One curious circumstance you might want to ponder, but you must promise not to mention it to another soul.’
 
         ‘I promise.’
 
         ‘The most recent body had a piece of paper safety-pinned to the jacket, and the other two have safety-pins in the same position, though the paper’s disintegrated. It’s a bit tattered but as far as we can make out, it says, Justice! Revenge! with exclamation marks included.’
         
 
         ‘I’ll think about it. Written, or one of those with cut-out words stuck on?’
 
         ‘Cut-out letters, pasted in two semicircles, to form a circle. It’s pinned over his heart, and he was shot right through the centre.’
         
 
         ‘Good gracious! I wonder what it means?’
 
         ‘So do we. And you, as a writer, seem to pick up almost as many odd bits of information as do we coppers. Perhaps it will ring a bell with you if it doesn’t with us.’
 
         ‘Not immediately, but I’ll let it stew in the back of my mind.’
 
         ‘If ever I heard a mixed metaphor, that was one!’
 
         ‘I’m always careful when I’m writing an article. Are all three of them men?’
 
         ‘They are. And that’s all you’re getting out of me. I’ll ring if I’m going to be late again.’
 
         Daisy stood on the front porch to watch him go down the steps, across the street and down the path through the communal garden – it would have been a typical London Square if it hadn’t been a Circle. Since she had learnt to drive and the Met had acquired more police cars, he often left their Austin Chummy for her use. The Hampstead Tube station was only a couple of minutes’ walk and took him direct to Charing Cross, a few minutes’ walk from New Scotland Yard.
         
 
         But she didn’t want to drive alone all the way to Saffron Walden, she decided. She’d ring up Sakari later and beg a lift.
 
         Alec turned at the fountain and waved to her. She waved back, then hurried into the house and closed the door. This wasn’t the sort of neighbourhood where women stood on doorsteps in their dressing-gowns gossiping. Fortunately, having discovered Daisy was the daughter of the late Viscount Dalrymple, the neighbours tended to make allowances for the peculiarities of the aristocracy. All except the Bennetts, at the bottom: they had undoubtedly trained their field glasses on the Fletchers since the moment the front door opened.
         
  
         Daisy enjoyed living in Constable Circle, but the nosy, gossipy Bennetts were definitely a fly in the ointment.
 
         After breakfast she went to the kitchen for her daily consultation with Mrs Dobson, to settle the everlasting question about what to have for dinner when they didn’t know whether Alec would be eating at home or not, and if so, at what time. They sat at the kitchen table with a cup of tea each, a procedure that would have shocked Daisy’s aristocratic mother quite as much as it had shocked her middle-class mother-in-law.
 
         Then she took Oliver, Miranda and Nana for a walk on Hampstead Heath. Mrs Gilpin insisted on going, too; more, Daisy suspected, because she enjoyed the cachet of being nurse to twins than because she still thought Daisy incompetent to look after her own children for an hour. At least, now that the children were walking part of the way, Bertha was left behind to get on with the endless mountains of ironing. Once they were safely away from the road, Nana was let off the lead and the twins lifted down from their double pushchair. Nurse sat down on the nearest bench with this symbol of her pride parked beside her, while Daisy walked on and the dog and the twins ran and tumbled on the grass about her.
 
         And all the time she was turning over in the back of her mind the strange target found on the body of the murdered man. It must represent a target, obviously, but what was the significance of the words pasted round the edge? Justice! Revenge!  
         
 
         ‘Mama, carry!’
 
         Daisy picked up Miranda and turned back. Oliver clutched her skirt, whining. Nurse, whose eagle eye had never ceased to watch, came to meet them. Mrs Gilpin could be a frightful wet blanket, but Daisy was very much aware she could never manage without her.
 
         They returned to the house, where Nurse Gilpin dealt efficiently with the children and the pushchair. Daisy settled with a cup of coffee on the chair in the hall, and dialled Sakari’s number.
         
 
         The Prasads’ butler, acquainted with Mrs Fletcher, admitted that Mrs Prasad might indeed possibly be available to speak upon the telephone.
         
 
         ‘Daisy?’
 
         ‘Good morning, Sakari.’
 
         ‘My dear Daisy, good morning to you.’ Sakari’s rich voice, with its precise accent, conveyed as usual a hint of amusement. ‘I trust you have not rung to tell me you are unable to attend the coming ordeal. I count on your support.’
         
 
         ‘Darling, when it comes to sports, it’s no good relying on me. I was always a hopeless duffer. I could never remember the score and the rules were all Greek to me.’
 
         ‘Then perhaps I shall be able to assist.’ She chuckled. ‘I have been taking Greek classes for some weeks.’ The Indian woman was an inveterate taker of classes and attender of lectures on all subjects under the sun.
 
         ‘How brave! The alphabet’s impossible, for a start!’ Daisy’s school for young ladies had not considered it wise to tax female brains with Latin and Greek.
 
         ‘Indeed not. Compared to Hindi, the alphabet is very similar to your own. Unfortunately, I do not believe it will be of any assistance when we are watching our children run up and down the school field.’
         
 
         ‘I don’t think they’ll actually be playing games, just running races, so it shouldn’t be too difficult to understand.’
         
 
         ‘I am much relieved. But you are not going to desert us, are you?’
 
         ‘No. Alec almost certainly won’t be able to go, though. I could drive myself – or go by train, I suppose – but I wondered whether you might have room for me in your car?’
         
 
         ‘But yes, of course! As long as you do not intend to bring with you the twins and the nanny and the nurserymaid and the dog?’
 
         ‘Belinda would love to see the twins, but it’s just too complicated.’
 
         ‘Good. Melanie comes with me, but neither of our husbands is free, so there will be plenty of room. What fun! I will pick up Melanie first, as she lives so close to me, and then we will come to Hampstead for you.’ They arranged a time. Sakari went on, ‘I am so glad that Elizabeth and Belinda are at school with Deva. She would not have settled so happily, I think, without friends from home.’
         
 
         Daisy was touched. Sakari seldom alluded to the difficulty of being a dark-skinned person in a pale-skinned, prejudiced society. Before Daisy met them, Melanie, in her unassuming way, had done her best to introduce the Prasads into her own circle in St. John’s Wood, with middling success. Important as he might be in diplomatic circles, the fact that Mr Prasad was a high official at the India Office – one of a very few native Indians – and cousin of a maharajah bore little weight in suburbia.
         
 
         ‘We are so glad,’ Daisy said, ‘that you found the Friends’ School to be a welcoming place for Deva and that Belinda chose to go, too.’
         
 
         ‘We do not tell relatives at home that boys and girls share lessons and eat together. It would be considered very shocking.’
 
         ‘It’s not exactly commonplace here. Neither Alec nor I would have thought of sending her to a Friends’ School, let alone a co-educational one, but it suits her very well. What’s more, she’s getting a much better education than I did. The children are actually encouraged to think for themselves! Her last letter was full of some science experiment she’d done in Mr Tesler’s laboratory. We never did any science.’
 
         ‘You should come to a few lectures with me. You could write articles about them.’
 
         ‘That’s a good idea. I’ll think about it. If only I knew in advance when Alec’s going to be away in the evening.’
 
         ‘Is he involved in something complicated and exciting now? Or has he merely gone off to the other end of the country?’
 
         ‘Just outside London, but complicated and possibly exciting. He told me more than usual because he can’t see any possible way I could get involved in the investigation.’
 
         ‘Do tell.’
 
         Daisy pondered for a moment. ‘I’d better not. Alec swore me to secrecy on some of it, and I can’t be certain which bits he’d mind about. There’s bound to be something in the evening papers, though.’
 
         ‘What if they don’t name Alec as the man in charge? How will I know which is his case?’
 
         ‘Unless the police really make an effort to hush up the details, it’ll be the sensation of the day. Even if there’s only a mention, you’ll know because, as I said, it’s just outside London. North-east, to be more precise, and close enough for Alec to come home for the night.’
         
 
         ‘I shall buy a newspaper,’ Sakari vowed.
 
         Alec had taken the Chronicle with him. Daisy had every intention of reading an evening paper, but she didn’t get round to it. She was busy finishing off an article on the Crystal Palace for her American editor at Abroad magazine. She had told Elsie, the parlourmaid, not to disturb her, and to take a message if anyone rang up; unless it was Alec wanting to speak to her. At some point in the afternoon, Elsie crept in and left a cup of tea and a couple of digestive biscuits beside the typewriter, but the maid was far too proud of her mistress’s literary attainments to interrupt by drawing her attention to the fact.
         
 
         When Daisy typed the last full stop, leant back and stretched, she discovered the empty cup and plate, so she must have eaten and drunk without noticing.
 
         She rolled the sheets out of the typewriter, sorted the carbons from the wad and distributed the typed pages between the three piles on the desk. The top copy was for her editor, the second for her files and the smudged third for emergency salvage. Nana had been known to chew up articles carelessly left about, though not since she was a puppy. But the twins were reaching the age where tearing paper to shreds was lots of fun.
 
         Alec came home at half past six. By then Daisy had visited the nursery, taken Nana out in the Circle garden, and was back at her typewriter dashing off a note to Mr Thorwald to accompany the article.
 
         ‘Hello, darling,’ said Daisy as Alec came into their shared office, and set his attaché-case on his own desk. ‘I’m glad you’re home early – but you’ve brought work to do?’
         
 
         He grimaced. ‘Medical reports. Spilsbury – Sir Bernard, the Home Office pathologist – has been working on our corpses all day. We can’t start much in the way of an investigation until we’ve identified them, and we can’t identify them without some idea of ages, appearances and dates of death to match against missing persons lists.’
         
 
         ‘No, you can’t very well go door-to-door asking people if they saw anything suspicious in the past year!’
 
         ‘Especially as there aren’t any doors within half a mile and thousands of people visit the Forest whenever the sun shines.’
 
         ‘There’s not much to get your teeth into, is there.’
 
         ‘I can’t help feeling that the bit of paper is significant and might help, if only we could decipher it. Any thoughts on the subject?’
 
         ‘Only that it represents a target – that’s obvious – and they were shot in revenge for what the killer perceives as an injustice.’
 
         ‘Or else the killer wants us to think that was his motive,’ Alec said gloomily.
 
         ‘Oh, I hadn’t thought of that. How difficult! I bet the local police were happy to pass on the case to the experts.’
 
         ‘As a matter of fact, no. The chief constable was, presumably, but the Essex inspector is about as resentful and uncooperative as a man can be.’
         
 
         ‘How silly of him. If you’re finding it a hard slog, he probably wouldn’t have the foggiest idea where to start.’
         
 
         ‘The hard slog has yet to come.’ Alec took a sheaf of papers out of the case. 
         
 
         ‘Has Sir Bernard done all three autopsies?’
 
         ‘Not yet. The last, or rather the earliest, he’ll do tomorrow. I haven’t read the reports in detail yet, just skimmed them.’
 
         ‘Do you know what kind of gun they were shot with? Shouldn’t you be able to trace it?’
 
         ‘Sounds easy when you put it that way! They weren’t shot from close enough range to be sure but Sir Bernard thinks the weapon was a pistol. There are plenty of those floating around since the war, issued and not turned in, or German guns acquired as souvenirs. Needless to say, they’re mostly unregistered. Not many men brought home ammunition as well, but a few are bound to have picked up a full magazine. If we knew where they were shot, we might be able to find bullets that would help identify the make, at least.’
 
         ‘I’m sure reading medical reports would thoroughly put you off your meal. I hope you’re going to leave that gruesome stuff till after dinner.’
 
         ‘You asked.’
 
         ‘Yes, sorry. I’m finished here except for sticking everything in an envelope. Come and have a drink.’
         
 
         Daisy’s intention was to take his mind off the case for a while, but as she sipped her Cinzano and soda, she found herself wondering about something he had said. She tried to think of a way to phrase her question so that he wouldn’t be able to accuse her of meddling.
 
         No bright idea occurred to her.
 
         Of course Alec noticed her abstraction. ‘What’s on your mind? Have you come up with some sort of link?’
 
         ‘Link?’
 
         ‘Between the paper target and – oh, anything at all. I’m certain it has some meaning beyond the obvious.’ 
         
 
         ‘’Fraid not. I was just thinking about something you said—’
 
         ‘Don’t ask me about the case. I’ve already told you far more than I ought.’
 
         ‘It’s not specifically about this case. Just a sort of general question.’
 
         ‘Come off it, love. This case is all we’ve been talking about.’
 
         ‘No, honestly. It’s a question arising out of what you said about the case but not specific to it. Just – I suppose you’d call it general procedure.’
 
         ‘Well, ask away, but—’
 
         ‘—You don’t promise to answer. I know. It’s just that you said, or implied, that once you know when the victims were killed, you could consult the missing persons list and you’d know who they were. It can’t be that simple. Nothing ever is. It seems to me, at best that would tell you who they might be.’
 
         ‘You’re quite right. But once we have possible names and some idea where they might have come from, we can start checking dental records, laundry marks, that sort of thing.’
 
         ‘I take it none of them had any useful documents on them.’
 
         ‘Daisy, that is most definitely specific to this particular case! If you start interfering …’
 
         ‘I don’t see how I can, darling. I don’t know the victims, let alone anyone who might be a suspect. But wouldn’t it be strange if one of them turned out to be an acquaintance—’
 
         ‘Daisy!’ Alec swallowed the remains of his Scotch and soda, and set down the glass with a bit of a thump. ‘I’m going up to see the twins, who can be guaranteed not to be acquainted with anyone remotely concerned and not to start asking awkward questions.’
         
 
         ‘Not yet,’ said Daisy.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 3

         
 
         As Alec had expected, the most recently buried of the three bodies was the first to be identified.
 
         ‘This looks like it, Chief,’ Tom reported. ‘Vincent Halliday, age forty-five. Eldest son and heir of Sir Daniel Halliday, Baronet, of Quigden Manor, Ayot St. Paul, Herts. He runs said Bart’s estate. Generally popular with tenants – keeps a proper distance but no “side” to him – and local gentry. Reported missing Sunday the sixth, by his teenaged daughter.’
 
         ‘Not his wife? Or is there no wife?’
 
         Tom checked his notes. ‘There’s a wife, and the missing man’s mother is still alive as well as his father, the Bart. The sergeant who took the girl’s report checked with the family, of course, and got the impression that they were all annoyed with her for making a fuss about his absence. They made out that he had gone off for the weekend on private business and forgotten to tell anyone where he could be reached.’
 
         Alec raised his eyebrows.
 
         ‘He didn’t see anything in that – Sergeant Lear, I mean. They’re the stiff-upper-lip sort, he said, that wouldn’t let on if something was wrong. He reckoned they were afraid Mr Halliday had gone off to have a bit of a fling, though by all accounts he was a pretty steady chap. Still, Lear went back a couple of days later. By then Halliday had been gone for four days, without a word, and the rest of the family were getting anxious.’
         
 
         ‘Though preserving the stiff upper lip?’
 
         ‘He doesn’t mention that, Chief.’
 
         ‘Well, I hope they manage to keep it in place if we have to go and tell them we’ve had his body since the sixteenth. Twelve days – Spilsbury said ten to fourteen. Circumstances of the disappearance?’
 
         ‘He walked to the village pub for a drink before dinner, as was his habit on a Friday. Plenty of witnesses to his arrival, and to his departure about an hour later, but he never arrived home.’
 
         ‘And the family … ?’
 
         ‘When the dinner gong rang and he hadn’t yet come home to change his clothes, they agreed that it was tiresome of him to have lost track of the time and went ahead without him.’
 
         ‘“Like a well-conducted person, went on cutting bread and butter,”’ Alec muttered.
 
         ‘What’s that, Chief?’ asked Ernie Piper.
 
         ‘Oh, nothing. A poetic commentary on the sang-froid of the upper-classes in the face of disaster. But not really fair to the Hallidays, because they couldn’t have known he was in trouble.’
 
         ‘From a poem, is it?’ Tom said indulgently. ‘Must be catching.’
 
         ‘Catching?’
 
         ‘That’s what Mrs Fletcher does. Things remind her of bits of poetry, and out they pop.’ He grinned. ‘Charming habit, I’ve always thought. Adds a bit of tone to the conversation, wouldn’t you say, Ernie?’
         
 
         ‘Couldn’t have put it better myself, Sarge.’
 
         ‘This is gross insubordination! All right, I apologise, the office is no place for raising the tone of the conversation, however inadvertently. Back to business: what was Halliday wearing?’
 
         ‘Fawn whipcord breeches and a tweed jacket with leather patches on the elbows. Shirt, tie, shoes, cap, all match what we’ve got.’
 
         ‘It’s him,’ said Ernie.
 
         ‘Not much room for doubt,’ Alec agreed.
 
         ‘What you said, about the family couldn’t know he was in trouble, Chief,’ said Tom, ‘you’re counting them out, then?’
 
         ‘Yes, I think so, don’t you? If it was only Halliday, they’d top the list, of course.’
 
         ‘But with three corpses littering the case, this isn’t a nice little domestic murder. I’d lay odds on that!’
 
         ‘Much more complicated. That’s why I’m going to have to leave Ernie here, to collate information as it comes in. We’ve got to find something in common between the three victims.’
 
         ‘The lad’s got a good eye for details and patterns,’ Tom agreed.
 
         ‘And you’ve got a way with barmaids, so you can deal with the pub end of things while I see what I can find out about him from the family. What was the name of the village?’
 
         ‘Ayot St. Paul.’
 
         ‘There’s an Ayot St. Peter and an Ayot Lawrence, too,’ Piper observed. ‘And Ayot Green.’ He had already consulted a gazetteer. ‘Nearest station Welwyn.’ He reached for Bradshaw.
         
 
         ‘Can’t wait to get rid of us, eh, lad?’ 
         
 
         ‘We’ll drive. If the murderer’s got a little list, as seems probable, I don’t want to be sitting in a train when he strikes again.’
 
         ‘Wouldn’t look good on your report,’ Tom said, mock solemnly.
 
         Alec grinned. ‘That aspect hadn’t occurred to me, but you’re right, it wouldn’t. Though I should hope the questions in the House would concern insufficient provision of motor vehicles for the Metropolitan Police. Ernie, I can’t leave you in charge here, you haven’t the rank. But tell me who you’d like to work with – sergeant or inspector – and I’ll see if I can get hold of him.’
         
 
         ‘DS Mackinnon got his transfer from S Division. If he’s free …’
 
         ‘Good choice.’ Alec himself, after working with Mackinnon several times at the divisional level, had recommended his transfer to the Yard. ‘I’ll see what I can do. You’ll have to brief him. Tom, I must see the super right away. He knows what we’re working on so it shouldn’t be a problem.’
         
 
         Before he finished speaking, Tom was on the telephone. A couple of minutes later, he reported, ‘The super’s with the AC, Chief, and they want to see you at once.’
 
         ‘Damn!’
 
         Alec gave the Assistant Commissioner (Crime) a brief outline of the case and was congratulated on so quickly identifying one of the victims. The AC agreed to contact the Hertfordshire police immediately and arrange for their cooperation.
 
         ‘I’ll have the chief constable – Sir George Cheriton, if I’m not mistaken – inform the family that you’ll be calling. Unless you’d prefer that he didn’t give them warning?’ 
         
 
         ‘No, thank you, sir, I’d rather they expected me, but I’d prefer that he not give them any further information, not even that the missing man is dead.’
 
         ‘I’ll see what I can do,’ the AC said doubtfully, ‘but he may well know the family, so … I’ll see what I can do. As regards the press,’ he went on, ‘I’ll deal with them, but tell me what you’d like them to know. They’ve already got on to the triple burial, inevitably.’
 
         ‘If you’d tell them, sir, that we have the one identification – just to show we’re progressing – but I’d rather you didn’t give the name. They’ll find out soon enough, no doubt. When we have all three, it’ll be time to publish them and with any luck get helpful citizens suggesting connections between them.’
  
         ‘Good thinking, Fletcher, and I’m glad to hear “when” rather than “if”. You’ll be wanting a word with Mr Crane now. Every facility, Crane. The public don’t like mass murder. Thank you.’ He nodded dismissal.

         They repaired to the superintendent’s office, where Alec provided a little more detail, requested a car and driver, and asked for Mackinnon to work with DC Piper.
 
         ‘Every facility,’ Crane repeated. ‘I’ll see if he can be spared.’
 
         ‘We’re relying on Piper for spotting the correlations we’re going to need in this case, sir. I don’t want him distracted by working under someone he doesn’t know as well. He wanted Mackinnon.’
 
         ‘Bit of a prima donna, is he?’
 
         ‘Not at all, sir. A very able young man whom I hope to see make sergeant soon. But this sort of detail work, spotting patterns, is his particular strength. I need his full attention on it as information comes in.’ 
         
 
         ‘He shall have Mackinnon, if I can possibly manage it.’
 
         ‘Thank you, sir.’
 
         ‘There’s one blessing: Mrs Fletcher can’t possibly get herself mixed up in this one.’ A horrid possibility struck him. ‘These Hallidays aren’t friends of hers, are they?’
         
  
         ‘I sincerely hope not. I don’t remember her ever mentioning them. She won’t hear the name from me.’
         
 
         ‘When it comes out in the papers …’ Crane said forebodingly.
         
 
         ‘I doubt that will be before Saturday at the earliest. She’s going to be away for the weekend, so she won’t be reading the papers.’
 
         ‘Good! So you’re off to Hertfordshire immediately? Keep in touch and never mind the telephone charges. I don’t need to tell you we’ve got to clear this one up quickly or the press are going to have a field day.’
 
         
             

         
 
         Ayot St. Paul did not boast its own resident constable, a single bobby with a bicycle serving for all the Ayots. They picked up PC Pickett in Ayot Lawrence, a tiny village famous – or infamous, depending on one’s political sympathies – for being home to the residence of George Bernard Shaw.
 
         Ayot St. Paul turned out to be even smaller. It was scarcely a hamlet, with two or three pleasant ‘gentleman’s residences’; two short rows of cottages, one brick, one white-washed, all tile-roofed; an ancient pub, the Goat and Compasses, that appeared to be crumbling into the ground; and a church so tiny it could surely never have aspired to being served by anyone more important than a neighbouring curate. 
         
 
         The driver stopped at the pub. At a little before noon, the June day was already growing warm, and the door stood hospitably open. An ancient rustic sat basking on a bench against the wall, a pewter half-pint in one gnarled hand.
 
         ‘It’s all yours, Sergeant,’ said Alec. ‘I expect you’d prefer to work alone?’
 
         ‘Yes, sir, for a start anyway. Mr Pickett, you said there’s just the one bar?’
 
         ‘’Sright, and you’ll not likely find many there at this hour, Sergeant. It mostly serves the farms, and this weather, this time o’ day, they’ll all be hard at work. Fred Wright, the landlord, he’ll be happy to have someone to talk to ’sides the old geezers.’
 
         ‘Perfect.’
 
         Absent Pickett and the driver, DC Ledbetter, Alec would have chaffed Tom on the apparent lack of a barmaid to chat up. Instead, he said, ‘You’ll probably be done before I will. Pickett, how far is it to Quigden Manor?’
 
         ‘A mile or thereabouts by the lanes, sir, but there’s a footpath cuts that by a third.’
         
 
         ‘I can see you know your district thoroughly. Tell Mr Tring how to find the footpath.’
 
         Pickett obliged.
 
         ‘Come along to the Manor, Sergeant, when you’re finished here. All right, Ledbetter, let’s go.’
         
 
         As they drove the short distance to the end of the village and turned into a narrow lane, Alec explained what he expected of his two remaining men. ‘At present the family and staff are not under suspicion, and we have no reason to suppose they ever will be. I don’t want any hint that we’re interrogating them. You two will go to the kitchen with some excuse – a glass of water, perhaps – and the chances are they’ll want to chat about the missing man.’
         
 
         ‘Can we let on he’s been found dead, sir?’ Ledbetter asked.
 
         ‘Certainly. I’ll be breaking the news to the family, though probably they’ve already guessed, when the chief constable rang up to tell them I was on my way. All you have to do is encourage the servants to talk about his character, friends and acquaintances, how he spends his time, in fact anything at all related to his life beyond this household. We’ve no idea what may be useful. Don’t take notes. Or rather, only mental notes. I hope you’ve both got good memories.’

         Naturally both claimed excellent memories.
 
         ‘The cook’s my auntie,’ Pickett volunteered.
 
         ‘Excellent. You’ll know the best way to get her talking, then.’
 
         ‘It’s stopping her’ll be the problem. You don’t know my Auntie Flo.’
 
         ‘All the better. DC Ledbetter is in charge, though.’
 
         ‘Yes, sir. Here’s their drive, on the right there.’
 
         They passed between brick gateposts, devoid of gates and topped with simple stone balls rather than heraldic beasts. Ledbetter commented on this.
 
         ‘The Hallidays have never been ones to make a display,’ said Pickett, rather severely.
 
         Alec wondered whether, regardless of what Auntie Flo might reveal, it would be worthwhile turning to the constable for information about the family. As far as he knew, Sergeant Lear hadn’t consulted the village bobby when Halliday was reported missing.
         
 
         A couple of hundred yards of weed-free gravel drive brought them to the manor, a red brick Queen Anne house, not particularly large but attractive and well-kept amid smooth lawns. ‘Smugly prosperous’ was the phrase that sprang to Alec’s mind. So many small estates had been ravaged by high death duties since the war, but Quigden Manor seemed to have escaped. Of course, if the late Vincent Halliday had a teenaged daughter, his father, Sir Daniel, must be getting on in years, so there had been no recent death of a title-holder.
         
 
         Did Halliday leave a son as well as a daughter? If not, on the baronet’s demise the title and estate would doubtless pass to a more distant relative, just as Daisy’s father’s viscountcy and her childhood home had gone to a cousin she barely knew. Could this be a family affair after all? Was the murderer the next heir, the other two victims nearer heirs, or even red herrings?
         
 
         But he was theorising far ahead of his data. ‘Pickett, any other children?’
 
         ‘Two boys, sir, but they’ll be away at school. Miss Delia was sent home from school on account of an epidemic of scarlet fever.’
 
         So much for that!
 
         Alec rang the doorbell, noting that the manor had been electrified. The door was opened by a stout elderly butler. His round, bland face did not reveal whether he knew – or cared – that ‘the young master’ was missing, presumed dead. He looked Alec up and down, then glanced at the police car with the uniformed and plain-clothes officers sitting in it looking like policemen. One eyebrow twitched.
 
         A second quick scrutiny of Alec apparently reassured him. At least, he didn’t advise him to go round to the servants’ entrance. 
         
 
         ‘May I be of assistance, sir?’
 
         ‘Detective Chief Inspector Fletcher, Scotland Yard.’ He presented his official card, which the butler ignored. ‘I believe Sir Daniel is expecting me.’
 
         ‘Ah yes, the … gentleman from Scotland Yard. If you’ll just step inside, sir, I’ll see if it’s convenient for Sir Daniel to see you now.’
 
         Alec had every intention of speaking to the baronet within the next ten minutes, convenient or not. However, arguing with butlers was not only a futile waste of time but set their backs up, reducing – even ending – their usefulness as sources of information. Meekly he stepped into the entrance hall.
         
 
         As presaged by the exterior, everything was in discreet good taste, from the gleaming floorboards to the Chinese bowl of pink and yellow roses on the gleaming half-moon table.
 
         The butler departed down a passage leading off to the left, but he returned in just a couple of minutes. ‘Sir Daniel will see you in the library, sir. This way, if you please.’
 
         The room was exactly as Alec expected. Walls of glass-fronted shelves held calf-bound volumes most of which had probably been there for at least a century. A long table, a large rosewood knee-hole desk and leather armchairs completed the picture of a Victorian, even Georgian, gentleman’s library. What he had seen of the house so far seemed frozen in time, no hint of the twentieth century intruding. What he had heard of the family sounded as if they – apart from the baronet’s enterprising granddaughter – embraced Victorian domestic virtues as well as Victorian décor.
         
 
         Keep a stiff upper lip and don’t wash your dirty linen in public. How long would they have kept quiet about Vincent Halliday’s disappearance if the girl had not taken the initiative?
         
 
         The butler announced him. A tall, lean man who had been standing staring out of a window, came forward to greet him, walking with the aid of a stick. He moved stiffly, but his shoulders were unbowed by age, his steel-grey hair still thick. Observing his lined face and liver-spotted hands, knowing the age of his son, Alec reckoned he must be in his seventies.
 
         ‘Chief Inspector, Cheriton did not inform me of the purport of your visit, but I can only assume you bring bad news.’
         
 
         ‘I’m afraid so, sir. Won’t you sit down?’
 
         Sir Daniel raised his chin with an impertinence-depressing stare, then thought better of it. With a sigh and a faint, ironic smile, he said, ‘We none of us want to admit the influence of Anno Domini, do we? Perhaps I will.’
         
 
         He moved to the table and took the seat at the end, motioning to Alec to join him. Alec was pulling out a chair when the door was flung open and a plump, fair girl-child burst in.
 
         ‘Grandfather, they said there’s a policeman—’ She stopped dead on seeing Alec. ‘Oh!’
 
         ‘You were not invited, Delia.’ The baronet’s voice was icy. ‘I will not have you rushing about in this hoydenish manner.’
 
         ‘It’s my daddy who’s missing!’ she cried. ‘You don’t care.’
 
         ‘Of course I care.’
 
         ‘Then why didn’t you—’
 
         ‘Don’t argue. Go back to your mother at once. You will be told what you need to know in due course.’ 
         
 
         He was unduly harsh, Alec thought, but it was none of his business and, in any case, nothing would make him relate the grim story in her presence. In fact, he was glad the girl’s mother and grandmother were also apparently to be excluded.
 
         Delia glared at her grandfather, then her face crumpled and she ran from the room, sobbing noisily.
 
         ‘My apologies, Chief Inspector. I don’t know what they teach at that school she goes to, but it’s clearly not self-restraint.’
 
         The simple fact of his speaking thus to a stranger, and a mere policeman at that, showed him not half so cool and calm as he would have liked to appear. His face had taken on a greyish tinge Alec didn’t like. He looked every minute of his age.
 
         However, he continued abruptly, ‘Please go ahead. I assume your presence indicates that my son is dead.’
 
         Alec sat down. ‘Pending positive identification by a member of the family, sir, so we believe. All the evidence points that way. Have you a photograph?’
 
         Sir Daniel was prepared. He handed over a studio portrait in a silver frame of an army officer, a major – in his late thirties, at a guess – in dress uniform. ‘It’s not very recent. We don’t go in for family photography. Well?’
         
 
         Army officers in uniform tend to look very alike, yet there was no doubt in Alec’s mind. ‘I’m sorry, this strongly resembles the deceased. We’re still required to have someone make a personal identification, I’m afraid.’
         
 
         He inclined his head in acceptance. ‘Regulations must be observed. I take it Scotland Yard would not be interested had Vincent died a natural death.’ 
         
 
         ‘Correct.’
 
         ‘May I know … what happened?’
 
         After a brief internal debate, Alec said, ‘The information could materially affect our investigation, sir, but if you will give me your word—’
 
         ‘You need not fear that I shall talk to the press,’ the baronet said with a touch of anger.
         
 
         ‘I’m sure of that, sir, but I must have your assurance that you won’t tell any of the family, even. No one at all.’
 
         ‘You have my word.’
 
         ‘Mr Halliday was shot through the heart. Death must have been instantaneous.’
 
         There was silence while Sir Daniel absorbed this. Then he said, ‘May I at least tell the family that he didn’t suffer?’
 
         ‘If you wish.’ Alec didn’t add that Spilsbury said Halliday had been bound hand and foot for several hours before death. He had undoubtedly suffered physical discomfort and considerable mental distress. ‘You don’t want to wait until after formal identification of the deceased?’
 
         ‘No. My wife and his are as capable of drawing conclusions from your arrival as I am. My daughter-in-law must decide what is to be told to the child, and when. But I wish to see … him as soon as possible. Can it be arranged?’
         
 
         ‘Whenever you wish, sir. My driver can take you.’
 
         ‘I should prefer my own car and chauffeur.’
 
         ‘Then DC Ledbetter will accompany you.’
 
         ‘Am I – is the family under suspicion?’ Sir Daniel asked harshly.
 
         ‘No, sir. Circumstances are such that we can be fairly certain none of you is involved.’ 
         
 
         ‘Fairly certain!’
         
 
         ‘I’m sure you understand, sir, that that’s the best I can say until we’re in a position to make an arrest.’
 
         ‘But for the present, at least, you’ll be leaving us in peace.’
 
         ‘On the contrary, I’m afraid. You must see we can’t possibly find your son’s killer without knowing a great deal about him, his friends and associates, his history, every scrap of information we can pull together. In a case of murder, I don’t need your permission to search his personal effects, including any papers, letters and accounts. Strictly speaking, the body should be positively identified first. However, for reasons I can’t go into, we strongly believe time is of the essence and I’d appreciate your allowing me to get on with it right away.’
         
 
         For a moment it was touch-and-go. The old man’s eyes flashed beneath his bushy eyebrows. Then he sank back into a sort of apathy typical of many relatives of murder victims, when a sort of emotional anaesthesia set in. ‘Do what you must,’ he said listlessly. ‘Do you want to talk to me now, or after … ?’
 
         ‘Better get it over with, sir. If you wouldn’t mind arranging with Lady Halliday for her cooperation—’
 
         ‘My wife will cooperate as she sees fit.’ So he wasn’t the all-powerful paterfamilias! ‘I shall tell her I consider it the most sensible course. My butler will instruct the staff to offer every assistance. Now, if you would be so kind as to inform your sergeant I’ll be ready to leave in twenty minutes?’ Pushing on the table, he levered himself from his chair.
         
 
         ‘Thank you, sir.’
 
         ‘Just one question: would it have made any difference if we had notified the police sooner?’ 
         
 
         ‘I very much doubt it.’
 
         ‘Thank you.’
 
         From his tone, he might have been thanking Alec for passing a cup of tea.
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