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Author’s Note

The fictitious company in this book, British Chemical Industries, has its operations based in the same area as the actual company ICI. I should not like the two to be confused. Unlike BCI, ICI has taken a strong lead in environmental matters and – as I know from the experience of relatives and friends – has always treated its employees extremely well.


Prologue – November 1946

His shoulders hunched, the collar of his jacket turned up as far as it would go and his hands crammed tightly in his pockets, he made his way rapidly down the narrow cobbled street which led to the docks.

The fear, which had begun as the tiniest of grumblings in the pit of his stomach, had been gradually growing as he travelled up to Liverpool, until now it engulfed his whole body. It was not like the fear he had known during the war – a fear that with one slight error of judgement, he would be dead. No, this was much deeper. And more primeval. For the first time in his life, he was about to confront pure evil – and even the idea almost paralysed him.

He turned a corner, and lost what little protection the houses had given him from the chilling breeze which was blowing in from the sea. He shivered. He could have been at home, drinking a milk stout and listening to the BBC Home Service, he told himself bitterly. Instead he was walking towards a rendezvous he had not sought, and was now starting to dread. And why? Because, whatever his own wishes were in the matter, he seemed destined to become nothing more than the instrument of even-handed justice.

He reached the shelter on the sea front, and stepped inside. Half the windows had been broken, making it a far from perfect refuge, but it was still better than nothing. He moved into the corner and lit up a Woodbine. As the acrid smoke curled around his lungs, he turned and gazed towards the docks.

I shouldn’t be here, he thought. I’ve already played my part, and this is none of my business.

Yet even as the words echoed around his head, he did not believe them. There were some things a man had to do, if he were ever going to be able to hold his head high again.

It had begun to rain slightly, or perhaps it was only drops of seawater which were spattering against his overcoat. He listened intently for the sounds of another human being, but there was only the lapping of the water and the distant rumble of the last tram making its way clankingly back to the depot.

There was still time to walk away, part of his brain argued. It was not too late. Then he heard the footsteps, and knew that it was too late.

Looking through a broken window, he could see the man he had travelled so far to deal with making his way along the front. And there was no doubt that he was the man. The way he moved – cautiously and menacingly, like a wolf on the prowl – was enough to identify him, even in the darkness.

The man hiding in the shelter reached into his pocket and took out a sharp long-bladed knife. He made a stabbing motion, and wondered what it would feel like when, instead of cutting through the air, the knife sank deep into meat and muscle. It wouldn’t be long before he knew the answer – just a few more minutes, and it would all be over.

None of the national newspapers had bothered to send a representative to the police briefing, and even the local rags were relying on their stringers, but for newly promoted Detective Sergeant Albert Armstrong this was a high point in his career. He was attending his first press conference, he would soon be investigating his first murder – and he could hardly contain his enthusiasm.

He directed his gaze to the front of the room where his boss, Chief Inspector Harold Phillips, was just taking a cigarette out of the tin he always carried with him. Phillips lit the cigarette, inhaled deeply, rubbed the crown of his bald head with his free hand, then turned his attention to the reporters, who already had their notepads open in anticipation.

“I’ll give you all the details we’ve managed to collect so far, lads,” he said in a flat tone which suggested to Armstrong that this whole proceeding was boring him. “The murdered man was found in a shelter near the docks. He’d been stabbed to death. A single thrust to the heart.” He jabbed into the air with his index finger, making even this gesture seem lethargic. “He was in his late twenties, had brown hair and was just over six feet tall. He had no distinguishing marks. His clothes were all of German manufacture, and it’s our belief that he may have been a stowaway on a ship which recently docked from Bremerhaven. He had a set of identification papers on him, but on examination, these proved to be fakes.” He flicked the ash off the end of his cigarette. “And that, gentlemen, is about as far it goes.”

“What about fingerprints?” one of the reporters asked.

“We’ve had no luck there,” Chief Inspector Phillips told him. “He’s not on Scotland Yard’s files, nor on those of the military or civil authorities in Germany. Still, that’s hardly surprising – a lot of their records were destroyed in the last few months of the war.”

“Any idea what the motive might be, Chief Inspector?” a second reporter asked.

Phillips shook his head. “No. As far as we can tell, he just stepped off the boat and got himself murdered. Could have been robbery – though he still had his watch and his wallet on him when the body was discovered. Could have been a random act of violence – the docks are a bit of a rough area, as I’m sure you realise yourselves.” He rose to his feet. “That’s really all there is for the moment, gentlemen. Thank you for coming.”

“When will you be holding your next press conference?” said the reporter who had asked about motive.

“I’ve never been one to waste other people’s time,” the chief inspector replied, “so I won’t be holding another one – at least, not unless there are any developments to report.”

The Shipwrights’ Arms was full of the usual lunchtime drinkers, but Sergeant Armstrong managed to find a table in the corner, and while his boss guarded the seats, he got the beer in.

“I’m thinking of taking a few days’ leave,” Phillips announced, when Armstrong had sat down.

“Leave, sir?” the sergeant repeated. “Now?”

“Why not now?”

“Well, there’s the murder . . .”

“That particular investigation’s not going to take much of our time. I’ll send a couple of lads down to the docks to see if they can come up with any eyewitnesses – and we both already know they won’t – but beyond that there’s not a hell of a lot more investigating we can do.”

Armstrong took a deep breath, and tried to infuse his boyish features with a manly seriousness. “With respect, sir, I think there’s quite a lot that we could do.”

The chief inspector looked at his sergeant through narrowed eyes. “Oh, is there now? And what more would you do if you were in my place, Sergeant Armstrong?”

Was this how the Old Man normally behaved, or was his air of defeatism peculiar to this case? Armstrong wondered. “Well, if we’re looking for a lead, we could do worse than start with the man’s identification papers,” he suggested.

Phillips rubbed his shiny head again. “You’re not thinking clearly, lad. His papers were fakes, so all they’ll do is lead us up a blind alley.”

“I don’t think so, sir,” Armstrong persisted. “It took an expert to establish they were false . . .”

“So?”

“So it must have taken an expert to produce them in the first place. Now, if we could find that forger, there’s a more than fair chance he could tell us what the victim’s real identity is. All we have to is to get on to the authorities in Germany and ask them to—”

“They’ve got enough on their plates, without having to bother their heads with this.”

“Perhaps if I went myself . . .”

Phillips chuckled, but Armstrong didn’t get the impression that there was any real amusement behind it.

“Fancy a free holiday on the continent, do you, Sergeant?” the chief inspector asked. “Well, you’d be much better waiting until a case comes up somewhere which hasn’t had the hell bombed out of it. Not that the Krauts didn’t deserve it, mind you. Did them good to get a taste of their own medicine.”

It wasn’t wise to get angry with a superior officer, Armstrong told himself – not even when he’s just insulted you.

“It’s not just the papers, sir,” he said. “There are other things in Germany which might give us a lead.”

“Such as?”

“His clothes, for a kick-off. Most of them were pretty shoddy stuff, but that jacket of his is quality, made by a real tailor. I don’t know how many jackets that particular tailor will have made, but I’m willing to bet he kept a record of them somewhere and—”

Phillips’s eyes hardened. “You’ve only been my bagman for a couple of days, and already you’re off on a wild-goose chase, Armstrong.”

The sergeant screwed up his courage even tighter. “I’m sorry if I’m speaking out of line, sir, but it doesn’t seem to me as if you’re very interested in solving this murder,” he said.

Instead of exploding as Armstrong had expected him to, Phillips took another sip of his pint. “You never met my son, did you?”

“No, sir.”

“He was a captain in the Cheshires. He took part in the D-Day landings and got through it without with a scratch. Then they sent him into the Ardennes. He didn’t come back from there.”

“I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t know,” Armstrong said, but from the faraway look in his boss’s eye, he doubted that Phillips had even heard him.

“His unit had a bunch of German troops pinned down,” the chief inspector continued. “Reginald – that was my son – did the decent and honourable thing, and offered them the chance to surrender. They came out with their hands in the air, but one of them stayed behind in the woods, and when Reg stepped forward to take their surrender, the bastard shot him.”

“I’m really sorry, sir,” Armstrong repeated, and this time his words did get through.

“I’m sorry, as well,” Phillips said. “More than sorry. That boy meant the world to me. So if one of our British lads has taken it into his head to stab some Kraut ex-soldier . . .”

“We don’t know for sure he was an ex-soldier, sir.”

“They were all soldiers. Bloody hell, they were so short of manpower by 1945 that they were drafting every available man – pensioners, and kids of thirteen and fourteen – into the army. So, as I was saying, if one of our local lads has taken it into his head to kill some bastard of a Kraut who didn’t have any right to be in this country anyway, then I’m not about to bust a gut trying to find him.” He paused, and looked Armstrong straight in the eyes. “Have I made my position quite clear to you, Sergeant?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good.” Phillips said. “The thing I admire most in the men who serve under me is loyalty, Albert. I reward loyalty. Ask any of the inspectors back at the station. But, if anyone ever decides to cross me . . .” He left the rest unsaid, knocked back the remains of his pint and stood up. “It’s time I got back to the station. Even if what you’re really doing is bugger all, it’s always wise to look busy.”

Armstrong watched his boss walk to the door. The chief inspector was a bitter and twisted man, he thought. And he was wrong in the decision had taken. Terribly, terribly wrong.

A crime had been committed, and it was the job of the police force to do all it could to bring the person responsible to justice. They had no chance of catching the murderer with Chief Inspector Phillips heading the investigation – that much had been made plain – but one day, Armstrong promised himself, the case would be solved, because he, personally, was determined never to let it die.


One

Chief Inspector Charlie Woodend looked down at the naked body on the slab. The dead man was in his early forties, he guessed. He’d probably been quite handsome, too, though it was hard to say for sure with half of his face stove in.

Woodend turned to his sergeant. “Give me whatever you’ve got so far, Bob,” he said.

Bob Rutter consulted his notebook. “The victim’s name was Gerhard Schultz.”

“German, Austrian or Swiss?”

“German.”

“It’s sixteen years since I last saw a dead German,” Woodend said. “Somewhere on the Rhine, it was. The difference is, he was a soldier, an’ I was the one who’d killed him.” He shook his head. “Thank God I’ll never have to do anythin’ like that again.”

“At the time of his death, Schultz was employed as a time-and-motion manager by British Chemical Industries,” Rutter continued. “He’d only recently been posted to this area.”

“How recently’s recently?”

“A few weeks before he was killed.”

Woodend nodded. “Then the feller must have had a real talent for makin’ enemies quickly,” he said. “What do we know about Herr Schultz’s movements on the night he died?”

“He was drinking in the Westbury Social Club until nearly closing time, then, according to several people who were there, he said he was going for a walk in the woods. That’s where he was found the next morning. Cause of death – repeated blows from a flatish blunt instrument.”

Woodend nodded again, and lit up a Capstan Full Strength to kill the taste of the formaldehyde which had invaded the back of his throat.

“An’ what can you tell us about him, doc?” he asked the man in the surgical smock who was washing his hands in the corner sink.

“Not a great deal,” the doctor admitted. “He was in pretty good shape for a man of his age.”

“So he died healthy, then?”

“You could say that. He’d eaten a substantial meal about three hours before he died, and he’d been drinking.”

Woodend inhaled, and was reminded how adept formaldehyde was at wrapping itself around nicotine.

“So he’d been drinkin’?” he said. “How much? A lot?”

The doctor shrugged. “A fair amount. Given his weight and height, I would say that he was possibly tipsy, but definitely not drunk.”

“That’s probably the best way to be if you’re goin’ to get your head caved in,” Woodend said.

Chief Superintendent Mather of the Mid-Cheshire constabulary – known because of his considerable bulk as ‘Mountain’ Mather – was not in a good mood, and when he was displeased everyone within range had to know the reason why. The person hearing him gripe at that moment was Inspector Tim Chatterton, a mild-mannered officer who was already working hard at acquiring his first ulcer.

“It’s bloody typical of Sexton, is this,” he ranted. “Calls himself a chief constable! Chief constable my arse. The station cat could make a better job of it than he does. An’ as for backbone, he’s got about as much of that as a worm. An’ what’s the result – as soon as somethin’ a little out of the ordinary happens, he panics an’ calls in Scotland Yard.”

“A murder’s more than a little out of ordinary, sir,” Chatterton pointed out in all fairness.

“An’ now we’ve got a pair of London smartarses tramplin’ all over our patch,” Mather continued, ignoring his subordinate’s comment completely. “Listen, Tim, you’ve worked with this Woodend chap before, haven’t you?”

“Yes, sir.”

“What’s he like?”

Chatterton searched for the right words. “Unconventional,” he said finally.

“An’ just what’s that supposed to bloody mean?”

How could he even to begin to describe Woodend’s little ways? Chatterton wondered. “For a start, Mr Woodend’s not got much use for police stations,” he said. “The last case he worked on, up at Swann’s Lake, he used the room where we’d found the victim as his centre of operations. He’s not afraid to say what he thinks, either – and it doesn’t matter who he’s talking to. I believe that’s got him into trouble a number of times.”

Mather shook his head despairingly. “Do you know what the last thing we need on a case involvin’ BCI is? The last thing we need is some sod runnin’ round like a bull in a china shop. It’s not even as if we need any help. We’ve had the button right from the start of the investigation, an’ now we’ve got the bloody coat – an’ I mean bloody – as well. It’s only a matter of time before we make an arrest, though I expect this Yard man will claim all the glory.”

“I don’t think you need worry on that score, sir,” Chatterton said. “One thing you can definitely be sure of with Mr Woodend is that he always gives credit where credit’s due.”

“Well, I’m still pissed off that he’s here,” the chief superintendent said. “An’ so – now it’s too bloody late – is the bloody chief constable. But we’re stuck with him, aren’t we? At least until we can find an excuse to send him packin’. So I’m looking to you, Inspector Chatterton, to keep a very tight rein on the bugger indeed.”

Keep a rein on Cloggin’-it Charlie Woodend? Chatterton thought. You might as well try bottling the west wind.

“I’ll do my best, sir,” he said, wondering how long it would be before he found himself on a diet of milk and raw eggs.

Chatterton’s car arrived at the morgue just in time for him to see Woodend and Rutter coming out, and the inspector was forcibly struck – as he had been the first time he’d met them – by the difference between the two men. Woodend was nearly fifty, and had the build of a rugby player. He was wearing a hairy sports jacket, cavalry twill trousers and brown suede shoes with such a natural air that Chatterton was prepared to bet that the only suit he’d ever worn had been the one the army gave him when he was demobbed. Rutter, on the other hand, was dressed in a smart blue suit, as if he already was the superintendent he was undoubtedly destined to be. He looked young for his twenty-five years, and though he had a well-muscled body, he seemed almost dapper beside his boss.

Woodend stopped dead in his tracks, and let his mouth drop open in mock amazement.

“Well, if it isn’t Tim Chatterton,” he said. “Don’t tell me you’re goin’ to be my liaison on this case?”

“That’s right, sir.”

“Well, that’s a lucky break.”

Despite himself, the inspector felt his chest swell slightly with pride. “Thank you, sir,” he said.

“Aye,” Woodend told him. “It’ll make a pleasant change not to have to train yet another local flatfoot into seein’ things my way. You do remember how I work, don’t you, Tim?”

Chatterton sighed. “Yes, sir,” he said, opening the back door of the Wolsey for the two Yard men. “The first thing you’ll want to do is – what do you call it? – ‘clog it’ round the scene of the crime.”

Woodend grinned. “Very good, lad. That’s exactly what I want to do.” He climbed into the car. “An’ what’s the second thing I’ll want?”

“You’ll be wanting a pint. Preferably best bitter.”

The chief inspector’s grin broadened. “Accommodation?” he asked, as if it were a test.

“You’ll be staying at the Westbury Social Club,” Chatterton replied, sliding into the front passenger seat. “That’s the place where Schultz himself was living, and also where he was drinking just before he went for his last walk. It’s not really a hotel as such – though it does have guest rooms for visiting BCI staff – but the management is being very co-operative because they want this matter cleared up as much as we do. They’ve also put aside a room for you to use as an office.”

“Well done, Tim,” Woodend said. “You’ve done a grand job.”

“Thank you, sir,” Chatterton said, waiting for the comeback which usually accompanied any compliments which Woodend saw fit to bestow.

“Mind you, you should be gettin’ good at it,” the chief inspector said, right on cue. “After all, this is the third murder you’ve had on your patch in – what is it, Bob? Two years?”

“Two years,” Rutter confirmed.

It seemed to Chatterton that this was too good an opening to miss. “Actually, sir, this case may turn out to be quite a lot less complicated than the other two you’ve been on.”

“Oh aye,” Woodend said, noncommittally. “Why’s that?”

“While you were travelling up from London, a piece of vital evidence came into our hands.”

“Vital evidence, eh? Tell me more.”

“During our initial search of the area around the body, we found an old button,” Chatterton explained. “Of course, a button’s not much use on it’s own, but this morning we found the coat it came off, thrown behind a hedge not half a mile from the crime.” He paused for effect. “There were blood stains on it – stains which matched the dead man’s blood group.”

“You’ve shown me the hat, now pull the bloody rabbit out of it,” Woodend said dryly.

“Several people have identified the coat. It belongs to a man called Fred Foley.”

“Foley,” Woodend mused. “That name seems familiar.” He turned to his sergeant for confirmation. “Bob?”

“He was a suspect in the Salton case, sir.”

Yes, Woodend could picture him now – a short muscular man who wore a greasy flat cap and had dirty fingernails. “He lives in Harper Street, Salton, doesn’t he?” he asked Chatterton.

“Not any more,” the inspector replied. “He fell so far behind with his rent that eventually they chucked him out. For the last year or so he’s been sleeping rough, but you could always find him if you wanted to. Now there’s neither hide nor hair of him, but we’ve got men out looking, and we’ll nab him in the end.”

“So I’m about as much use as a spare prick at a weddin’, am I, Inspector?” Woodend asked.

Chatterton reddened slightly. “I wouldn’t put it like that, sir. Once we’ve arrested the man, you’ll be invaluable in getting him to confess.”

“Assumin’ he did it. Or have we stopped botherin’ with little details like that now?”

“Oh, he did it all right,” Chatterton said confidently. “He was a commando in the war, you know, so he’s no stranger to killing – and he’s got a criminal record for violence.”

“Threw a girl in the canal, didn’t he?” Woodend asked, as more details came back to him.

“That’s right.”

“Except that, if I remember rightly, he said it wasn’t like that at all. He claimed the girl led him on, then said no, an’ that he wasn’t so much tryin’ to push her in the water as just push her away.”

“He did time for it,” Chatterton pointed out.

“Oh aye,” Woodend agreed. “Thing is, he wasn’t in much of a state the last time I saw him, an’ if he’s slipped even further, then I can’t really see him killin’ anybody, even if he has had the trainin’ to do it.”

“We all think we’ve got our man, sir,” Chatterton said.

“Well, maybe you’re right an’ I’m wrong,” Woodend told him. “But until you’ve got him safely under lock an’ key, it can’t do any harm for me to dig about a bit, can it? If nothin’ else, it’ll stop my brain cells from goin’ any softer than they’ve gone already.”

They had left the town behind them, and were travelling down a straight, recently asphalted road.

“BCI built this for us for nothing,” Inspector Chatterton said, as if he felt it was time to change the subject from Fred Foley. “They’re very highly thought of around this neck of the woods.”

“An’ what did they get out of it?” Woodend asked.

“I beg your pardon, sir?”

“You don’t get owt for nowt, as we used to say in Lancashire. What happened to the old road?”

“It’s part of the area BCI wanted to flood.”

Woodend nodded, as if he’d expected as much. “Why’d they want another lake?” he asked. “With all the subsidence you’ve had, I’d have thought you’d got more than enough stretches of water round here.”

“Oh, it wasn’t water they pumped into it,” Chatterton explained. “It was chemical waste.”

Woodend shook his head. “When are people goin’ to start learnin’ that they can’t go around poisonin’ their own planet?”

“It’s only a temporary measure,” Chatterton told him. “The experts say the birds and wildlife will be back in another thirty or forty years, as if nothing had happened.”

“Well, there’s somethin’ for us all to look forward to,” the chief inspector said sourly.

The road sign ahead said ‘Salton’, and though Woodend had been expecting to see it, he still felt his stomach turn over.

“This is the place where Mr Woodend solved his first case in Cheshire,” Chatterton told the driver.

“It’s the place where I nearly buggered everythin’ up, an’ almost got another little kiddie killed,” Woodend said.

They had reached the village proper, and were passing between two rows of squat terraced houses with grey slate roofs. Woodend glanced down Harper Street, where Fred Foley had, until fairly recently, lived in complete misery and almost indescribable squalor.

Was it really possible Foley had killed the big German? Woodend asked himself. Even with the evidence pointing that way, he just couldn’t see it himself.

At the other end of the village, just before they climbed the hump-backed bridge, was the George and Dragon – and inside, which was what was causing Woodend’s stomach to churn, would be the landlady, the delectable Liz Poole. It had been a long time since he’d fancied a woman like he fancied her, and the feeling had been mutual. If he’d been the kind of man who could . . .

But he wasn’t that kind of man. He had his wife Joan and his daughter Annie back in London, and that precluded any amorous adventures. Still, even with the best intentions in the world, he couldn’t resist hoping that as they passed the pub, Liz would be outside, scrubbing the front step and presenting her fine rump to the world.

But she wasn’t there – and as the car went over the bridge, the chief inspector was not sure whether he felt disappointed or relieved.

Woodend lit a Capstan Full Strength. “Is there any other way to get from Maltham to Westbury Park?” he asked the driver.

“Yes, sir. It’s a bit longer but—”

“I don’t care how long it is,” Woodend interrupted. “Next time you drive me, that’s the way we’ll go.”

They turned off the main road, and travelled down a country lane which was lined with mature horse-chestnut trees, looking their best in their summer green. Ahead of them was the entrance to the park – two gateposts made of dressed white stone from which elaborate iron gates must once have hung.

As they passed between the posts, Woodend got his first sight of Westbury Hall. It was an impressive building, with tall chimneys, gable windows in the roof, and a dome over the central balcony. Probably late eighteenth century, the chief inspector thought. It must have taken an army of servants to run it when it was inhabited by the landed gentry, and even with all the modern electrical appliances, it must still present a formidable task.

“So this is the social club, is it?” Woodend asked Chatterton.

“That’s right, sir.”

“An’ who exactly is it a social club for?”

“It’s for the people who live on the camp . . . I mean, the people who live in the park.”

Woodend could see what had caused Chatterton’s slip. All the houses which made up Westbury Park were single-storied, long and thin, bringing back memories of countless army camps he’d been through in the war.

The car pulled up in front of the club, and Woodend got out and stretched his legs. He looked up at the almost cloudless sky, and at the swallows that were swirling on the air currents. He took in a deep breath of air, and suspected he would have relished it more if he didn’t smoke so much – but even as the thought passed through his mind, he was reaching into the pocket of his hairy sports jacket for his packet of Capstan Full Strength.

Chatterton had got out of the car, and was standing next to him. “Shall we go and see where they found the body, sir?” he suggested,

“Aye, an’ while we’re gettin’ there, you can tell me a little about the history of the place.”

“The hall? Or the park?”

“Both of ’em.”

“The hall belonged to the Sutton family from the late eighteenth century until the 1930s,” Chatterton said, leading him between two rows of the brick dwellings. “Then BCI bought it.”

“Seems to me like British Chemical Industries own pretty much everythin’ around here,” Woodend said.

“They’re probably one of the biggest landowners in the area,” Chatterton admitted. “And they’re definitely the town’s biggest employer – there’s not a family in Maltham which doesn’t have at least one member working for BCI, and it’s usually more. That’s why the chief constable, Mr Blake, is particularly keen to get a result on this case.”

Woodend sniffed. “Chief constables are always keen to get a result,” he said. “An’ they always want it yesterday.”

He looked around him. The asphalted street was as quiet as one in an American frontier town which is waiting for Gary Cooper to stride down it, on his way to meet the men with black hats and a three-day growth of stubble. But just as in the films, the appearance was deceptive; as the three policemen made their way towards the wood, the chief inspector noticed that the curtains on several windows twitched.

It came as no surprise to Woodend that he was being watched. In fact, the surprise would have come only if he hadn’t been. People needed the police to clean up their mess for them, but they wanted nothing to do with the inquiry themselves. That was why he liked working from pubs. Folk enjoyed going into their locals, and if the price of getting a couple of pints down them was a few minutes’ conversation with a detective from London, then it was a price they were usually prepared to pay.

“When was the camp built?” Woodend asked Chatterton.

“Early in 1942. The Americans had entered the war by then, and the government needed somewhere to house all the GIs who were being sent over, so they requisitioned the hall and grounds – the hall for the officers to live in, the grounds to put up barracks.”

“You know what they used to say about the Yanks, don’t you?” Woodend asked. “That the only problem with them was that they were overpaid, oversexed an’ over here.”

Chatterton grinned. “Anyway, by the middle of 1944, most of the Yanks had been moved out,” he continued, “and at the same time there was a need for somewhere to put all the Italians who’d been captured during the invasion of Italy, so Westbury Park became a prisoner-of-war camp. After the war . . . well, you can see for yourself what happened, can’t you, sir? There was a housing shortage, so BCI made the buildings a little more welcoming – putting a layer of bricks on each side of the wooden walls, for example – and moved some of their own workforce in.”

“An’ there’s still a housin’ shortage sixteen years after the war finished, so they’re still here. It’s a bloody disgrace,” Woodend said, in the nearest he ever came to a growl.

“Oh, they’re nice houses inside, sir,” Chatterton protested. “They’ve got indoor bathrooms and all modern conveniences. Quite a lot of the people who live here really aren’t looking forward to the day when their council houses are ready and they’re moved out.”

A small girl wearing an embroidered headscarf and a curious expression appeared briefly in the doorway of one of the houses, then slipped back inside. “Did you see that kid?” Woodend asked.

“Yes, sir.”

“Didn’t look very English to me.”

“She probably isn’t,” Chatterton said. “You see, as well as the housing shortage, there was a labour shortage in this area just after the war, so British Chemicals recruited quite a lot of foreign workers. Polish refugees – that kid’s dad was probably one of them – Italian and German ex-POWs who’d fallen for local girls or just didn’t fancy going back to their own countries, and a mixture of other nationalities. So while the majority of the people who live in the park are English, there’s a fair smattering who aren’t.”

“A veritable United Nations,” Woodend said. “Wonderful! That should make my job a lot easier.”

He was talking as if there were a real case to investigate, Chatterton thought – as if there weren’t an obvious suspect already being sought – but he knew Woodend well enough not to remind him of the fact.

They had reached the edge of the park, and Chatterton pointed to a narrow track running between the trees.

“That’s the way Mr Schultz went on his last walk,” he said. “The path’s about three quarters of a mile long. It leads right down to the lake. It’s very popular with picnickers and courting couples.”

“Why isn’t it sealed off?” Woodend asked.

“It was for a time, but our boys have been over it with a fine-toothed comb, so there didn’t seem much point in keeping it closed any longer.”

“An’ what did these boys of yours find with this fine-toothed comb they were usin’?”

“Apart from the button from Fred Foley’s coat, not much,” Chatterton confessed. “It rained overnight, you see. Quite a fierce storm. So any tracks there might have been were pretty much washed away.”

“Seems like the murderer had luck on his side,” Woodend said. “Or maybe he had inside knowledge. Perhaps what we should be lookin’ for is a weatherman with homicidal tendencies.”

Chatterton was getting used to Woodend’s sense of humour, and there were only a couple of seconds between the chief inspector’s statement and the inspector’s chuckle.

“I’m surprised you didn’t find the murder weapon,” Woodend mused. “In my experience, most killers who use a blunt instrument abandon it near the scene of the crime.”

“I’ve got some men out searching the field where we found Fred Foley’s overcoat,” Chatterton said, and pretended not to notice when Woodend shook his head doubtfully.

They followed the path as it twisted and turned between the trees. “How did the dead man manage to see his way along here at night?” the chief inspector asked. “Did he have a torch with him?”

“We didn’t find one if he did,” Chatterton said. “But there was a full moon that night, so he wouldn’t have had too much difficulty picking his way between the roots.”

“You’re sure of that?”

Chatterton nodded. “I tried it myself the following evening. It wasn’t exactly as light as day, but I managed perfectly well.”

“Glad to hear you’ve not just been sittin’ on your hands, waitin’ for me to arrive,” Woodend said. “There’s some forces I could mention that think just because they’ve called in the Yard . . .” He stopped speaking and came to a sudden halt. “We’re gettin’ close, aren’t we?”

“How did you know that, sir?”

“I can sense it. I’m a bit psychic on occasion. It’s nothin’ to be proud of – I sometimes think all it means is that I’m slowly goin’ round the twist – but there it is, an’ I use it when I can.”

“The body was found just round the next bend,” Chatterton said, and when they’d turned the bend he pointed down to the root of a mature chestnut tree. “Just there.”

Woodend closed his eyes tightly, and tried to conjure up a picture of what had happened on this spot a few nights earlier, but he appeared to have used up all his psychic powers for that day.

“Right, Inspector,” he said, “where’s that pint of best bitter you’ve been promisin’ me?”
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