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In this seven book boxed set



Book 8. Christmas Mourning

The UK is experiencing it’s worst winter for years.

Catastrophic news for DI Harry Falconer, as he has rashly promised to spend Christmas with his sergeant, Carmichael, and Carmichael's rambunctious family, in Castle Farthing - only to find himself snowed in and spending a lot longer at chez Carmichael than is desirable...

Without power or telephones, and Castle Farthing cut off from the outside world until further notice, Christmas Day greets them... with a murder in St Cuthbert's Church, where the locum vicar has discovered, to his horror, one of Castle Farthing's residents nailed to a gigantic cross.



Book 9. Grave Stones

The residents of Shepford St Bernard are to have a party in the church hall, in response to a request to boost congregation numbers, only their new vicar is a woman, and a young one to boot, which is not to everyone's liking ... The morning after the party, the extent of the brooding resentment felt in the small community is revealed when an elderly woman is found dead outside her house, the contents of her safe having disappeared along with her attacker. 




Book 10. Death in High Circles

There is mischief afoot in the village of Fallow Fold. In the course of just one night, person or persons unknown have been on a spree of vandalism, scratching car paintwork, smashing colourful pots of flowers in full bloom, breaking greenhouse windows and defiling a front door with a racist word, written in spray paint. The police are called, and DI Harry Falconer and DS Davey Carmichael, in the unavailability of less senior personnel, arrive to investigate, but there are no obvious suspects. Then a resident is attacked and knocked senseless as he keeps a nocturnal vigil, hoping to catch whoever is responsible, in the act.

Book 11. Glass House

A neglected house in the village of Fairmile Green is suddenly descended upon by a veritable army of builders and tradespeople, and the locals are – mostly – enchanted to discover that it has been bought by the new media darling and winner of reality TV show The Glass House, Chadwick McMurrough.

The couple’s residence undoubtedly makes serious ripples in the usually tranquil pond of village life. And when the attempts on Chadwick McMurrough’s life begin, the game is afoot.

Book 12. Bells and Smells

Reverend Florrie Feldman has put the unpleasantness of her old parish behind her and made a fresh start in the sleepy little village of Ford Hollow, a community at peace - on the surface.

Shortly after Florrie takes over the parish reins, the church choir's oldest member is found in his usual seat, dead as a doornail, his neck broken. Enter Detective Inspector Harry Falconer and Detective Sergeant 'Davey' Carmichael ...

Book 13. Shadows and Sins

The body of a woman has been discovered in Castle Farthing Woods, and it appears that although she had been dead for years, nobody had ever reported her missing. DI Harry Falconer of the Market Darley police is perplexed Then the bodies start to come thick and fast ... there is a serial killer on the loose.

Book 14. Nuptial Sacrifice

After many trials and tribulations, eternal bachelor Detective Inspector Harry Falconer has finally decided to get hitched. His bride - the delectable Dr Honey Dubois!

With his trusty sergeant Carmichael as best man, Falconer is in remarkably good spirits as the big day closes in. OK, so the normally lugubrious Carmichael is having trouble getting his words out, and there's the unenlightened Mrs Falconer senior to deal with. But surely nothing serious can go wrong?


With impeccable timing, it does - will bride and groom last long enough to cut the cake, or will it all be over before it even begins?



Christmas Mourning

The UK is experiencing its worst winter for years.

Catastrophic news for DI Harry Falconer, as he has rashly promised to spend Christmas with his sergeant, Carmichael, and Carmichael's rambunctious family, in Castle Farthing - only to find himself snowed in and in and spending a lot longer at chez Carmichael than is desirable...
Without power or telephones, and Castle Farthing cut off from the outside world until further notice, Christmas Day greets them... with a murder in St Cuthbert's Church, where the locum vicar has discovered, to his horror, one of Castle Farthing's residents nailed to a gigantic cross.
Falconer and Carmichael are left to dig their way out of Carmichael's cottage to investigate the terrible crime, with none of the technology and support normally available to them.
As if this is not enough to cope with, Carmichael has agreed to look after a huge Great Dane over the festivities, Kerry Carmichael is just about to give birth - and death is still stalking the snowed-in community, intent on claiming at least one more victim...

DRAMATIS PERSONNAE 

Old Village 

Kerry Carmichael – wife of DS ‘Davey’ Carmichael, and her sons, Dean and Kyle 

Rosemary Wilson – Kerry’s aunt, and proprietor of ‘Allsorts’, Drovers Lane 

George and Paula  Covington – owners of ‘The Fisherman’s Flies’ public house 

Alan and Marian Warren-Browne – formerly of the post office; godparents of Kerry 

Rebecca Rollason – proprietor of the Castle Farthing Tea Shop. Husband Nick, son Tristram 

Brigadier Godfrey and Joyce Malpas-Graves – The Old Manor House 

Albert Carpenter – a village elder, of Woodbine Cottage. 

Great-nephew, John. 

New Village 

Digby Jeffries – ex-BBC, of Michaelmas Cottage, Carsfold Road 

Robin De’ath – ex-Channel 6, of Pastures New, Carsfold Road 

Cedric Malting – playwright, of The Nook, Carsfold Road 

Alice Diggory – ex-English teacher, of Hillview, Carsfold Road 

Henry Pistorius – ex-BBC radio, of The Old School House, Sheepwash Lane 

Warren Stupple – physics teacher at Market Darley, of Pilgrim’s Rest, Sheepwash Lane 

Helena Stupple – his wife. Two sets of twins: Emily and Amelia; Sholto and Octavius 

Dr Hector Griddle – In charge of Blue Sky, a rehabilitation centre based in the old vicarage 

The Officials 

Detective Inspector Harry Falconer of the Market Darley CID 

Detective Inspector ‘Davey’ Carmichael of the Market Darley CID 

Rev. Searle – officiating clergyman in St Cuthbert’s for 24th and 25th December 

Superintendent ‘Jelly’  Chivers, 

PCs Green, Starr, Proudfoot, et al.
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Prologue
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The village of Castle Farthing had been positively bustling, as far as changes in residents went, over the past eighteen months, and as many had left so many more had moved in, and it wasn’t quite as sleepy as it had been when the village had been struck by the tragedy of murder in the summer of 2009. 

The four new houses that were being built at the time that those events took place were now finished and occupied. As there was no intention of installing a fulltime vicar for the village again, the vicarage had been sold off by the church, the garage had been taken over by a large chain of petrol stations, and its little shop now provided some very unwelcome competition for Rosemary Wilson’s shop, Allsorts. 

Sheepwash Lane had been particularly hit by the departure of previous residents, and three in a row now had new owners: The Old School House, The Beehive and Pilgrim’s Rest. Alan and Marian Warren-Browne had retired from the post office and bought The Beehive, once the home of Clive and Cassandra Romaine, and were delighted to have the property, as it had a studio building in the garden which they had turned into a rumpus room-cum-playroom for their goddaughter Kerry Carmichael’s two sons. 

The Old School House had been purchased by a widower who, rumour confidently had it, used to be involved in the broadcast of agricultural programmes on the radio but, for the locals, there would always be Martha Cadogan’s shade out in the garden somewhere, tending her beloved plants. 

Pilgrim’s Rest, the former home of Piers and Dorothy Manningford, was now inhabited by a lively family of six, and its proximity to The Old Manor House had considerably increased the Brigadier’s intake of pink gin and the frequency of his tantrums when the children were laughing and shouting in the garden. 

The vicarage, against furious local opposition, had been acquired by an organisation that dealt in the final stages of rehabilitation for ex-drug users and alcoholics, and events at the village hall, which was adjacent to the property, had dwindled since the property had been in use in its new guise. 

As for the four new houses, two either side of the Carsfold Road where it bifurcated to go round the village green, these were occupied thus: Michaelmas Cottage housed Digby Jeffries, who had been something to do with the BBC; Pastures New was occupied by Robin De’ath (pronounced, naturally, as Deeth), who had worked for a less well-known television broadcaster; on the east side of the road, Hillview was the home of a retired English teacher, Alice Diggory; The Nook, by the amateur playwright, Cedric Malting. 

With Henry Pistorius in The Old School House and three of the four new houses containing residents from a similar background, debate had become more lively, and the competition between these four had been furious as to who should be top dog when it came to prior importance in their respective fields. 

What with the opening of the new rehabilitation centre, newly named ‘Blue Sky’ (all the residents of which were barred from the village’s only public house, The Fisherman’s Flies, by order of the centre’s resident doctor), life had become very different from what it had been in the past, and Castle Farthing was slowly and reluctantly becoming  used to the changes that had occurred in its midst. 

The post office, although run by a young couple now and not closed as many thought it would have been, was still a lively place for people to meet and gossip as they waited their turn in the queue, and the Castle Farthing Tea Shop did a livelier trade than it had in the past, mainly due to the residents of ‘Blue Sky’, as they were banished from the pub and there was little else to do in the village. Rebecca Rollason, who ran it, had always found them courteous and polite, and would not have dreamt of refusing their custom because of their pasts. 

DS Davey Carmichael and his wife Kerry had almost finished the joining of Kerry’s formerly rented home, Jasmine Cottage, and its neighbour, Crabapple Cottage, and were really appreciating the extra space it had given them, not only for themselves, but for Kerry’s two sons, Dean and Kyle, too. With the addition of the two dogs to their family – Mr Knuckles and Mistress Fang, the latter in pup – the arrival of a stray cat which they had adopted, and the imminent arrival of their own baby, they had noticed little about the change in the population, being much too busy with more important things: creating the perfect nest for their family. 

Cosy little villages tended to stay the same in cosy fiction, but real life simply isn’t like that. Castle Farthing had changed considerably, and was due to change again as the cataclysmic winter of 2010 approached, as unsuspected events closed in around the little village.  
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Chapter One
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Friday 24th December – Christmas Eve, 5pm 

In Castle Farthing on this Christmas Eve, all was aglow with myriad lights, all twinkling in the cold air and filling it with a rainbow. George and Paula Covington had outdone themselves with their decorations this year and, apart from the many varied strands of lights attached to the outside, they had added an enormous inflatable Father Christmas and an equally huge inflatable snowman, both of which were lit up from within.  

From the Christmas trees outside the pub doors, every colour imaginable sparkled from the fibre-optic trees (with added strings of light and decorations) that they had placed outside the doors of the public house, and an equally large Christmas tree did the same job inside, the roaring log fire providing an extra welcome to customers in this bitter weather. 

Even the castle ruins from which the village had originally been given its name (the ‘farthing’ thought to be the toll charged to pass down the road through the old castle grounds) had been seasonally tarted-up, and, for the first time, were strung with sturdy outdoor lights in an assortment of colours. 

The lights strung round the village green also did their bit to add to the seasonal atmosphere, and every cottage sported a brightly lit and decorated tree in its front window. Castle Farthing looked like a Christmas card, the impression heightened by the snow that had threatened earlier in the day and had eventually begun to fall at about two-thirty, delighting those on their way to the church for the crib service, for St Cuthbert’s had a locum this Christmas, and services would be heard in its ancient walls at this time of the year for the first time in two years. 

In the next few hours, however, everyone back in their houses hiding from the cold and the rising wind, the snow had begun to fall in earnest, the flakes large and soft as duck down, falling faster and faster in ever increasing volume, and Castle Farthing, unbeknownst to most, now had six inches of blanketing white decorating it, too, and the sky was heavy with more to come. 

Wednesday 1st December – morning 

Detective Inspector Harry Falconer was sitting at his desk finishing off a provisional report on the crime figures for November, when a whirlwind entered the room; the door flying back on its hinges to bang and rebound from the metal filing cabinet behind it, and then slammed with a shudder that ran through the whole room and a giant of a figure crossed over to the desk and flung itself into the chair on the other side of it, exclaiming, ‘That bloody man!’ 

‘Carmichael!’ retorted Falconer, in horror, for he rarely heard Carmichael swear. ‘Whatever’s got into you? What man? Calm down and tell me all about it, and we’ll see if we can’t get it into some sort of perspective for you.’ And damn you for interrupting when I thought I’d just got a handle on these figures; I’ll have to start all over again now when you’ve got it out of your system, thought Falconer with a mental sigh. 

‘That one I’ve mentioned a few times to you: the one that’s moved into the village: the one that’s trying to get his finger into every pie, and who’s been upsetting Kerry. You remember, sir?’ 

‘I certainly do. What’s he done now?’ The inspector hoped it wasn’t anything too heinous, but Carmichael didn’t usually get all het up about nothing. 

With a renewal of the anger he had demonstrated on entering the office, Carmichael’s face grew red, and he made strangling motions with his huge hands, declaring, ‘I could kill the man myself, saying such things to a pregnant woman.’ 

At the rise in the volume of his voice, a uniformed officer poked his head round the door to see that everything was all right, and withdrew when he realised that it was only the DI and the DS in there. 

‘Come on, you! Let’s get ourselves off to the canteen, get some hot tea into you, and talk about this calmly. Just simmer down, and you can tell me all about it, but without the murderous gestures, if you don’t mind,’ Falconer suggested. Then, perhaps he could get back to what he had been doing, in peace. Let the younger man get it out of his system . 

‘Sorry, sir, but he just makes me so mad!’ replied Carmichael, blowing on his hands now, which were blue with cold as he wore no gloves. 

‘And get your hands by that radiator for a couple of minutes before we go. I don’t want you throwing scalding tea everywhere, especially over me, just because you’ve got no feeling in your fingers. My arm’s only just recovered from that knock with the baseball bat I got, and I don’t want to follow it up with a nasty case of Advent burns.’​[1] 

Falconer had received a nasty blow to his arm during an attack from a suspect in their previous case, and was still taking painkillers and painstakingly following the exercises the physiotherapist had shown him after that injury. 

A few minutes later in the canteen, his enormous hands wrapped round the special pint mug that Maggie behind the counter kept for him (she was soft-hearted, and proud of it!), Carmichael took a noisy slurp of the almostboiling liquid, squinted his eyes in pain and appreciation, and began his tale of woe.  

‘That chap I told you about over the last few weeks: 

he’s getting worse, and it’s really upsetting Kerry,’ began Carmichael. 

‘What’s he said this time?’ Falconer asked him, taking a tentative sip of his coffee and finding it to his liking. 

‘Yesterday he cornered her in Allsorts and told her some horror stories about pets lying on newborn babies’ faces, and smothering them, backing it up by saying that he worked for the BBC and had heard all about such events. He only shut up when the owner, Rosemary Wilson – you remember Kerry’s aunt, don’t you? – came over and heard what he was saying. She had him out of that shop so quick his feet didn’t touch the ground.’ 

‘Is that all?’ asked Falconer in all innocence, finding the story quite mild, and not realising what a hornets’ nest he was stirring up. 

‘All?’ shouted Carmichael, drawing eyes from all over the canteen. 

‘Shhhhh! Calm down, Carmichael, otherwise I’ll be able to sell tickets to this conversation.’ 

‘Well, when was the last time you spent a lot of quality time with a pregnant woman?’ 

‘OK, you’ve got me there.’ The answer was never, so perhaps he’d better find out just why his sergeant was in such a rage about it. Capitulating, he continued, ‘You win; but what about it?’ 

‘Their hormones are all over the place. The littlest thing upsets them out of all proportion, and they’re convinced that everything’s going to go wrong with the pregnancy, the birth, and for months after that. 

‘The closer to the birth they get, the more ridiculous and outrageous the fears, but there’s no rationalising with them. Kerry’s getting herself into a right tizzy now there’s only just over a month to go, and this idiot just feeds her fears and creates new ones she hadn’t even thought of.’ 

‘Is it really that bad?’ asked Falconer. He’d always considered Kerry Carmichael a very grounded person, not easily upset or knocked off balance. 

‘You should see her, sir. Sometimes she just cries, and there’s nothing I can do or say to help her, and quite often it’s because she’s bumped into him, and he’s set her off again.’ 


‘And what is his name?’ 


‘Digby Jeffries. He lives in one of those four new houses just to the south of the village green. He’s an old codger, or I’d have asked him to step outside to settle the matter long before now.’ 

‘Come on, Carmichael. We can’t have you assaulting old-age pensioners. That wouldn’t do the reputation of the police a jot of good. Have you tried to have a word with him and told him what effect he’s having on Kerry?’ Wise words, Falconer thought, but was then disabused. 

‘Yes! He actually gave this horrible little giggle, then said he was just passing the time of day, and was I sure it wasn’t me being over-sensitive?’ 


‘Sounds a right arse. Is there anything I can do?’ 


‘I don’t think so, sir. At least, not yet. I’ll try talking to him again, and see how far I get,’ Carmichael finished, and heaved a huge sigh. He really didn’t need this hassle. And, in fact, neither did Falconer. Not only did he have his monthly report to finish, but there had been a spate of burglaries of garden furniture and statuary that was trying him to the limit, and no one yet had reported a sighting of the van that might be transporting these heavy items from gardens to God knows where. 

Monday 6th December – afternoon 

Even though the weather was bitingly cold and the roads slippery, Carmichael had stated that he was going home for lunch, giving no reason other than he thought it might be a good idea. He’d been in a subdued mood for the final half-hour of the morning, but would offer no reason for it. After his departure, Falconer had sent out for sandwiches, not wishing to brave the severity of the temperature if he could avoid it, and spent a quiet hour with his current reading matter – statements about the stolen garden accoutrements. 

The hands of the old-fashioned wall clock had no sooner reached two o’clock when it seemed that time was repeating itself, and Carmichael stormed into the office again like an avenging angel, his face purple and twisted with fury. This time, without waiting to be asked, he burst into speech in a sort of strangled scream. 

‘He’s done it again! She rang me just before lunch, but by the time I got there, she was in a right old state. Something’s got to be done about him!’ 

‘I presume you’re referring to Mr Jeffries again?’ asked Falconer in a quiet, calm voice. There were so many suspect vans registered locally that it had been like looking for a needle in a haystack, and he was quite glad of the interruption. 

‘Yes I bloody well am! Mr bloody Jeffries had better watch out, or I’ll strangle the bloody life out of the old villain!’ This time, Carmichael’s voice was a low and dangerous growl. 

‘Calm down, Sergeant. Just take a deep breath or two, sit down, and count to a hundred, or a thousand, if it helps, then see how you feel. Would you like me to have a word with this trouble-making old codger?’ asked Falconer, as Carmichael sank reluctantly into his chair. ‘Nothing official, you understand, but maybe I could drop into The Fisherman’s Flies with you for a half sometime, and you could point him out to me. I presume he uses the pub. Gossipy old-woman types like him usually do, to spread their poison and pick up new ammunition.’ 

‘Please, sir,’ agreed the sergeant, tears forming in his eyes, now that his fury had abated, and with real anguish on his face, ‘but not just yet. Let’s leave it a couple of days, and see if he gets bored with taunting her.’ His soft heart was breaking for Kerry, who usually coped with everything that life could throw at her without turning a hair. It could only be the effects of the pregnancy, but that didn’t make the situation any easier. 

‘OK, so what horror story did he have for her this time?’ asked Falconer, dreading to hear what this interfering old ferret had come up with this time to frighten a woman within a few weeks of giving birth. 

‘It was all about the number of newborn babies who are mutilated or killed by jealous pets who were in the household before they were born.’ 

‘Monstrous! Silly old sod obviously needs to take up a hobby, or maybe start writing horror stories to stop him getting under the skin of other people.’ This chap really knew how to stir up the emotions, choosing just the right material and delivering it at just the right time. He must be well-practised. Maybe a word from someone a little higher up the food chain would sort him out. 

Friday 10th December 

The raging roar started this time, presumably in the foyer of the station, and Falconer could hear it getting louder and louder as it approached his office. The office door nearly came off its hinges this time as it was flung open. Carmichael rushed through and headed straight for the nearest wall, beginning to bang his fists on it while uttering obscenities and threats. 

Deciding that distance was the better part of valour in this case – Carmichael was in one hell of a temper, and had very big fists and lightning reflexes besides – he spoke slowly and calmly, hoping to distract his sergeant from his assault on Market Darley Police property. ‘I presume Digby the Mouth has had another little dig. What did he say this time?’ he asked, laying aside the paperwork he had been trying to clear from his desk. 

It took a few minutes for Carmichael to stop thumping at the plaster, gather himself together, and sit down in the closest to a civilised manner as he could manage, given his current emotional state. 

‘I was in the shower this morning, and Kerry only opened the door to collect the milk, and there he was; just happened to be walking past – my big, fat, hairy arse, he was. This time he’d dug up even more horror stories, and told her a tale of big babies – referring to my size, obviously – being the cause of a lot of internal damage to the mothers, sometimes even maternal death. 

‘I had to go over to the shop to get some more milk. Kerry dropped ours, still in its bottle holder, with horror at what he was telling her. I took her over to her godparents at The Beehive, to spend the day there – though Marian seemed in rather a weird mood, and not really pleased to see us – then dropped the boys off at school. But, on the drive here, when I’d had time to take in what had actually happened, I felt my temper start to rise, and as I approached the station, I knew I’d have to get inside, or risk behaving the way I just did outside and have to be restrained.’ 

‘Thank God! I thought it might have been something I’d done,’ said Falconer, more to make the younger man smile than because it was true. This sort of occurrence was becoming tediously repetitive. ‘We’re going to have to do something about this. We don’t want Kerry to go into premature labour just because this joker gets his kicks from making other people feel uncomfortable or scared. And you say he’s like this with everyone?’ 

‘Yes. ‘Can you make it tonight, and come to the pub with me? If he’s there, maybe you could say something to him to make him stop.’ 

‘No worries. I’ll follow you home later, and we’ll just drop in and see if he’s in there. All I can do is my best, but I’ll try to put the frighteners on him if I can.’ 

‘Thank you, sir. Honestly, I don’t know how I keep my hands off him.’ 

At Falconer’s request, Carmichael telephoned Kerry at her godparents’ home that afternoon and told her that he would be bringing a visitor home that evening, but not to worry about food, as Inspector Falconer was going to pick up fish and chips for them all on the way. It would save his wife cooking, and she was so very tired now at this advanced stage of pregnancy. 

When they had done what they could for the day, Falconer followed Carmichael’s battered old Skoda, both cars stopping once so that Falconer could be given instructions for what the other members of the family would like, then they headed straight for Castle Farthing. They had gone slightly out of their way to the chip shop on the Upper Darley parade for although there had been a tragic occurrence there just after Easter,​[2] it still produced the best fried food in the area. 

Kerry was back in her own home and greeted them with the table already laid for five, a pot of tea brewing in the centre, two plates of bread and butter, and all the condiments needed for a meal of this sort, but her face was puffy and her eyes swollen and red with weeping. 

It simply wasn’t fair, thought Falconer, that such a previously happy couple should have their simple existence blighted by the spite of a silly old man, whose obvious delight it was  to tease and frighten the weaker and more vulnerable members of the community, and he felt his ire rising just at the thought of setting eyes on him. 

Carmichael had immediately taken his rotund wife in his arms and begun kissing her hair and murmuring words of comfort to her, while she told him that she thought there was something seriously wrong with Auntie Marian. She’d been strange all day – sort of distracted and forgetful, and now she was really worried about her. 

Carmichael did his best to explain that it was probably because Kerry was so sensitive and had been upset, that she was seeing something that simply wasn’t there in her godmother, and that they should just concentrate on their own worries before taking on those of other people. She’d feel a lot better when both Christmas and the birth were over, and she must just try to keep calm for the remaining weeks so that her blood pressure didn’t go too high.  

For want of anything better to do, Falconer looked round their developing home and realised what a good job they were doing, turning two cottages into one. Where walls had once been, separating the space into tiny boxes, now there were sturdy RSJs holding up the structure, and making large open spaces that were much more conducive to life in the twenty-first century rather than the nineteenth.  

The chimney that had been shared by both properties was now a central fireplace (surrounded by safety-guards, of course), the space opening out into what had been the cottage next door, to either side of it, making one room out of what had once been two tiny parlours and two minuscule dining rooms. 

Both kitchens had also been joined together at the rear, and a downstairs shower room added into the mixture. The only indication that this had once been two dwellings was the presence of twin staircases, placed centrally where the two cottages had once divided, but, as far as the boys were concerned, this only added to the fun of their home, as the two landings had now been joined too, and they could now race up one staircase, through the new opening on the landing, and down the other stairs – a grand game! 

This evening a hearty log fire burned in the grate and the atmosphere was cosy, the first few Christmas cards on display, adding to the atmosphere, as did the huge wicker basket of logs waiting to provide heat throughout the evening. 

Falconer took himself off into the kitchen, extracted two enormous roasting tins from the storage drawer beneath the oven, and loaded the contents of his stillsteaming packages into them. He’d bought enough to satisfy even the appetite of a Carmichael, Davey, DS. As he did so, he thought of his first sight this evening of the two boys, Dean and Kyle. 

They were both squeezed into the seat of one armchair, the older boy with his arm around the younger, the younger one with his left thumb in his mouth, his right hand picking at the wool of the front of his jumper. To him, this was demonstration enough of how badly affected the boys were by their mother’s distress. Usually, at Carmichael’s entrance, they threw themselves at his legs, chattering away about their day and what they had done. Tonight they had sat in silence, cuddled together in the same chair for reassurance. He must do something to help. 

After a few more minutes of comforting his wife, Carmichael loosed his embrace and found Falconer looking at the cards on display on the sideboard, apparently unperturbed by Kerry’s display of distress, and her fears for her godmother, branded as just another symptom of raging hormones by her husband. 

‘Sorry about that, sir,’ he mumbled, as he walked towards the kitchen, cheered to find that Falconer had turned on the oven and put the food in to warm. ‘I’ll just get the plates out.’ 

The food proved to be a good reviver of spirits, being the boys’ favourite; for Kerry, something she hadn’t had to cook; and, for her husband, lots. Just lots! That was fine by him. After the meal, however, when Kerry was clearing the table and shooing the boys upstairs to the bathroom before putting on their pyjamas, Falconer sat down opposite his sergeant, and said,  

‘We simply can’t put up with Kerry getting herself into that state. Tell her we’re off for a quick drink, and you can point this old joker out to me, while I think what on earth can be done about him. You say you’ve already had a word with him, and that’s had no effect. Well, that says something for the thickness of the man’s hide. If you’d had a word with me, I’d be terrified.’ 

‘But I bet you can be more scary than me, sir. You’ve got this sort of ... presence of menace when you’re angry.’ 

‘Have I?’ queried Falconer, being totally unaware of just how intimidating he could appear when he was in a fury. 

‘It must be your army training, sir, because you scare the wits out of me sometimes.’ Then, completely abandoning the subject, but leading to matters that arose from it, he called out, ‘Leave the washing up for me, Kerry love, and I’ll do it when I get back. We’re just slipping over to The Fisherman’s Flies for a quick one. I won’t be long.’ As he pulled on his warmest coat, a hand grabbed at his trousers, and he looked down to see Kyle standing there with an excited expression on his face. ‘Got a surprise for you, Daddy,’ he whispered, looking shyly at Falconer as he did so, ‘but you can’t have it until tomorrow.’ 

‘Lucky, lucky me!’ exclaimed his stepfather. ‘I’ll look forward to that all night. Now, you push off upstairs and get into the bath, because I think your mum’s very tired, 

and would like to have a rest in front of the fire.’ 


‘OK, Daddy, and ...’ 

‘What?’ 

‘I love you,’ said the little boy, flushing with the embarrassment of saying this in front of Uncle Harry, who didn’t know about this little nightly ritual. 


‘I love you too, son. Now, off you go upstairs. Little angels,’ he commented to Falconer as he reached to open the front door for them. 

The wind took their breath away, blowing straight from the north with needles of ice in its breath, which stung their cheeks and closed their eyes in self-defence. There must have been a light dusting of snow between their arrival and now, but under this, where the temperature had dropped even further, was ice, and the going underfoot was treacherous. 

Ignoring what anyone might say should they be seen, Carmichael put his arm through Falconer’s so that they could help each other balance, for the pathway to the green was like a skating rink. Ears, noses, and fingers were red and stinging when they reached the pub’s door, which was only across the green, and Falconer felt for anyone homeless who was outside on a night like tonight. 

Inside, the heat of the log fire and the lights and good cheer lifted their spirits. Falconer got them a half-pint of shandy each, as neither was much of a drinker, and they settled down at a table that had a good view of the whole bar. 

‘That’s him, down there!’ muttered Carmichael, pointing discreetly at table level. ‘Sitting with his ‘new village’ cronies, all previously involved with the media in some way, and so very smug because they consider themselves so much better than the ‘turnips’ who have lived here for generations.’ 

‘But you’re an incomer,’ Falconer commented, as Carmichael had been a resident of the village for less than a year, and had only moved in after his wedding at New Year. 

‘I know, but I’m bred from the same soil. There’s nothing hoity-toity about me, or any other of our neighbours, no matter how much money they’ve got or what they’ve achieved in the past. We’re all just villagers. But these incomers, they’re a breed apart, and they look down on everyone else, thinking themselves something special just because of what they did for a job.’ 

‘Give me a rundown, then. There’re five of them at that table: four men and a woman. Put yourself in ‘obs’ mode, and tell me what you know, and what you see,’ said Falconer, hoping to avoid a return of the anger that had completely overtaken his normally mild-mannered and polite sergeant that afternoon. 

‘Can you see the one that looks just like a garden gnome?’ asked Carmichael, a storm clouding his brow with emotion. 

‘Yes! I see just what you mean. He only needs a little red hat and a fishing rod, and you could put him at the side of your garden pond any day of the week,’ replied Falconer, still leaning towards a light-hearted manner, but Carmichael had been spot-on with his description. Even sitting down, he could see that the man indicated was not tall, but he was on the tubby side, with white hair and a white beard, and he seemed to be hell-bent on having his say within the group, his right index finger being waggled in the air for emphasis. 

‘That’s Digby Jeffries, one-time employee of the BBC,’ explained Carmichael, through clenched teeth, ‘and the one on his left is Robin De’ath, ex-Channel 6. They’re like a pair of terrible twins, lording it all over not just the locals, but over the other incomers as well. 

‘See that big man opposite Jeffries? He’s also exBBC, but only radio, and the World Service to boot: Henry Pistorius. How they like to put him down because he was nothing to do with television. He holds his own, though. He’s more than a match for them, and sometimes they come off the worse for tangling with him.’ 

‘What about the scrawny fellow and the grey-haired lady?’ asked Falconer, now genuinely interested in the characters that Carmichael was describing. 

‘The little chap is Cedric Malting, and he seems to have no character whatsoever.’ 

‘What’s he doing with the group of mighty incomers, then?’ asked Falconer, getting into the mood now. 

‘He says he’s a playwright, and can list quite of number of plays he says he’s written, but none of them has ever been published or performed on a professional stage. A couple of them have had an amateur airing, and he thinks that puts him on a level with the others, but they look down their noses at him most of the time.’ 

Falconer forbore to mention the comedic sketch on class that had featured John Cleese, Ronnie Corbett, and Ronnie Barker, because he thought it unlikely that Carmichael would have seen a programme from such a long way back. But it made him smile, nevertheless, to think about the similarities between this and what Carmichael had just said. ‘And what about the woman?’ he asked, rekindling his interest after his little sortie into memory. 

‘She’s a retired English teacher: tells them all about the appalling standard of English currently in use in broadcasting and in the media in general, and yearns for 

the days when English grammar lessons will be reintroduced into the school curriculum. Fat chance!’ 

‘And you’d like me to have a little word with our friend Jeffries?’ 

While they were talking, however, the noise level from the table under scrutiny had risen, and the finger wagging Jeffries was now waving his arms about in the air, and getting into a very agitated state. Henry Pistorius was also similarly roused and half-standing from his former sitting position, leaning across the table and hissing in anger. 

At this point, George Covington appeared from behind the bar and approached the table, calling, ‘Now, now, gentleman. No need for any bad feeling. Either drink up and make up, or I shall

’ave to ask you to leave these premises, for I won’t ’ave no trouble in my bar.’ 

Digby Jeffries rose to his feet, pulled his coat from the back of his chair, dragged it on, and stumped his way to the door, without a word to any of the others he had been sitting with. As the door let in a blast of arctic air, Henry Pistorius burst out laughing, and the whole bar heard his deep voice comment, ‘Piddling little pip-squeak!’ 

As George made his way back to the bar, having reassured himself that peace had broken out at the table Digby had left, Falconer beckoned him to their table. ‘What was all that about, then, George?’ he asked. 

‘Police takin’ an interest, are they?’ asked the landlord with a gust of beery breath. 

‘Not really. Just nosiness, I suppose,’ explained Falconer, not wishing to disclose why he had an interest in anything that upset Digby Jeffries. 

‘I’m not exactly sure, but if I know my Digby, I expect ’e was name-droppin’ again. ’E’s always doing it; I can almost ’ear the clangs from be’ind the bar. “When I met this celebrity ... When I was working on this show with ... When I was at so-and-so’s party, I bumped into ...” ’E never gave up with the self-aggrandisement, and I expect the others just got tired of ’is boastin’ and braggin’. 

‘Old ’Enry and that Robin ’ave achieved a lot more in their careers, I ’ear. That Jeffries, it turns out, was just a floor manager, but ’e keeps that to ’imself, and is wringing ’is BBC connections for every drop ’e can get out of them. It’s not my place to tell anyone else what ’e actually did do, so I stay out of it. I reckon ’alf of his stories are made up, the other ’alf exaggerated out of all recognition, but ’e still thinks ’e’s cock of the walk because ’e was BBC television staff.’ 

‘Thanks very much for that information, George. I do believe it’s put some powder in my flask. That man’s been upsetting Carmichael’s Kerry no end recently.’ 

‘That man’s upset just about everyone in the village. Tell ’er to take no notice of ’im. ’E’s all wind and piss, when you get down to it. Tell him to stuff whatever ’e’s been sayin’ where the sun don’t shine. I’ve just about ’ad enough of ’im. If ’e causes any more trouble in ’ere, I’m goin’ to bar him, and that’s a fact,’ the landlord informed them. 

‘It doesn’t quite work like that with pregnant women, though,’ Carmichael stated lugubriously. 

‘Well, you got troubles of your own, lad. Give ’im a smack in the gob if ’e upsets ’er again. That should sort 


’im out good and proper. None of us will tell on you.’ ‘I wish it were that easy,’ sighed Carmichael. 


‘Well, don’t you worry! ’E’ll get ’is comeuppance one of these fine days, and I ’opes you’re there to see it,’ was George Covington’s final comment on the matter, and throwing the drying cloth, which he habitually carried everywhere, over his shoulder, he strolled back behind the bar. 

‘I have a suspicion that George is right, you know. It didn’t look as if he was flavour of the month over there. There must be a lot of other people who feel like you, and one of them is going to crack. Just make sure it’s not you. And tell Kerry if she catches sight of him again to hide and not come out till he’s gone,’ Falconer advised him, draining his glass. ‘Shall we go back to the cottage now, so that I can say goodnight to Kerry? I doubt he’ll be back in here tonight.’ 


‘OK, sir. And I’ll try to keep my cool in future.’ 
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Chapter Two
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Saturday 25th December – Christmas Day, 2am 

There were no stars and no moon to shed light on Castle Farthing. Only the light from the village green, children’s bedrooms, landings, and from those careless enough to leave their Christmas lights on overnight, lit the centre of the village. The sky, though invisible, was still pregnant with snow, and a wind from the north-east howled in chimneys and eaves as it scoured through the little community, sculpting and shaping the surfeit of snow that had already fallen with more skill and artistic sensitivity than any human hand could have achieved, or eye envisaged. 

At that hour, there were still footprints visible in the whiteness, evidence of some human movement and some activity carried out, but the ever-falling curtain of white soon filled the depressions and erased any trace of their existence. By daylight, no one would know that anything at all had occurred out in the open in the earliest hours of Christmas Day. 

But there had been a lot of activity. There were a number of sets of prints which had been ploughed in the virgin covering which all led to the church, but one less leaving it. Anyone taking an overview of the village at this time would have seen from whence the footprints had come, and been able to work out with a fair degree of accuracy the chain of events which had led to the inevitable.  

Doors had opened and closed quietly, not even spotted by the most dedicated youngster, still on watch for the arrival of Father Christmas, and later another set of footprints had joined the original tracks that had been made before the busy distraction in between. 

Only the elements had been witness to what had happened, and as far as the human population was concerned, they were deaf to the voice of the elements, the elements being incapable of communication on mere human matters. 

Friday 17th December 

Carmichael had been making his entrance to the office for a week now with no more foul tempers. He had, however, raised a fair head of steam in Falconer. The ‘surprise’ that the boys had mentioned when Falconer had visited the Carmichael household had turned out to be a random-coloured knitted hat with ear-flaps and a sort of Mohican sprouting of multi-coloured wool from the nape of the neck to the front of the hat.  

The boys said that they had saved their pocket money for it, because Daddy’s head got so cold. Carmichael, touched more than he could express, had hardly had the thing off his head, and he looked extraordinarily like a gigantic chicken to his colleagues. No one would be able to take him seriously were he to talk to them with that on his head. Falconer had forbidden him to wear it when on official business, but he had it on every morning when he came into work, and replaced it on his head every evening when he left. Much to Falconer’s embarrassment, he also wore it in the canteen, and raised many a smile and chuckle by doing so.  

Carmichael considered that things like that hat made the world a happier place, and if there were enough of these little things, the world would be the better for it.  

Falconer considered sitting at a separate table. 

Later in the day, Carmichael raised the ‘bogey’ of Christmas. ‘I asked you ages ago to spend it with us, sir –  last December, if I remember rightly – and you said you would.’ 

‘I know I did,’ replied Falconer, desperately looking for a way out of his so-long-ago promise, ‘but what about my little pride of felines? Don’t they deserve Christmas as well?’ he suggested, hoping to play on the soft side of Carmichael’s nature. 

‘They can have Christmas any day of the year, sir, with respect. They’re hardly crossing off the days on a calendar, are they?’ 


‘No.’ He had a feeling he was going to lose this one. 


‘Christmas Eve, Christmas Day, and Boxing Day,’ said Carmichael, rubbing his hands together with glee. ‘You can stay over, or go back to your little furry friends at night: your choice.’  

‘Three days?’ queried the inspector, his voice higher than its normal pitch with panic at the thought of three days in the Carmichael household, with two tiny dogs, one of them pregnant, a cat, two boisterous children, a pregnant woman, and the great galumphing galoot that was his sergeant. 

‘It would be such a help to Kerry, although she doesn’t realise it. Christmas will be so much more work for her, and if I try to help her she always refuses and does things herself. With you there, I can say we’ll do the clearing away and the washing-up, and she can hardly turn down an offer from my superior officer, can she?’ the sergeant pleaded. 

Bugger! thought Falconer, and agreed with a heavy heart. He knew he’d enjoyed his brief window on a Carmichael Christmas the previous year, but he was looking forward to getting back to his own routines with no other humans involved. He’d already turned down invitations from both his parents and his aunt Ursula, and was looking forward to a bit of seasonal peace and quiet, never mind goodwill to all men: cats were less demanding, and a morsel or two of seasonal meats would work wonders as a bribe to their peace and quiet.  

‘With the weather like it has been, we might even get a white Christmas this year. It’s certainly looking that way,’ said Carmichael with longing in his voice, and Falconer’s spirits took another nose-dive. That was the last thing he needed; to be snowed in with the Carmichaels until God knows when. 

‘With my luck, we probably will,’ was Falconer’s only comment, and for a few seconds, he lowered his head into his hands and said a little prayer that this should not come to pass. 

That evening, Digby Jeffries entered his house with a smile of triumph on his face. That talk with Alan WarrenBrowne, one of the former church wardens, had done him a huge favour and, with the knowledge he had gleaned, he had been able to achieve an ambition he had held gleefully to himself for the last few months. 

Gossiping in the post office, the general store, and out and about, he had learnt that during the years when St Cuthbert’s had had its own vicar, there had always been someone to play the part of Father Christmas at the crib service for the children on the afternoon of Christmas Eve. Further probing had discovered that this had been carried out by the same man for decades: one Albert Carpenter of Woodbine Cottage, the last in the row which ended at the boundary of The Old Manor House’s grounds, and included the two cottages that the Carmichaels now owned. 

Albert Carpenter had not been averse to having the occasional visit from Jeffries, and he had learnt that the old man intended to continue this role while he still had breath in his body. He was currently eighty-nine years of age, and getting decidedly unsteady on his feet. 

What an opportunity! Jeffries had thought, and had then worked on his well-honed technique of extracting information from people to ascertain from the ex-postmaster the name of the vicar who would be conducting the Christmas services in Castle Farthing this year. 

Just a little more wheedling and prying had produced an address for the retired vicar; one to which he had hastened that very day to raise the subject of the man behind the red suit. Albert Carpenter was obviously of unsound health, claimed Jeffries, citing recent visits to Albert’s home, and his advanced age; this being the case, he volunteered his own services, real white beard included, along with the promise not to trim it this side of the festivities. 

Rev. Searle had fallen for his taradiddle hook, line, and sinker, and Jeffries had been duly appointed to the role with alacrity when he claimed he also had the outfit, used in years gone by in his former parish of residence. 

This was in fact an outright lie, as he had bought his costume before offering his services in that previous parish and been turned down flat, having been informed that there was a waiting list to play the role and he would just have to await his opportunity in the fullness of time –  which meant ‘never’, in the then incumbent’s opinion. Said incumbent was always uneasy in Jeffries’ company, and had a few shrewd suspicions that would preclude the man for ever from the role. 

The red suit had hung at the back of his wardrobe ever since, being placed in the same position when he moved to Castle Farthing, and had hung there ever since. He had, of course, used it for his grandchildren’s Christmases but, now he was divorced, he was not being included in the arrangements for the festive season this year, this being his ex-wife’s year as the honoured guest. 

Poor red suit! Always the bridesmaid and never the bride! Now it had an opportunity to have a proper public airing, and not just in the living room of wherever he had happened to spend Christmas. 

Of course, he’d said nothing to Albert Carpenter. Let him presume all he wanted. By the time that old codger had dusted off his no doubt ancient costume, it would be far too late. The die was cast. 

Hugging this fact to himself, he headed straight for his bedroom, where he undressed and tried on the costume, posturing and posing in front of the cheval-glass, and booming, ‘Ho, ho, ho!’ in a variety of volumes and pitches. When he bored of this, he moved the long glass to where he could see his side of the bed, and used a well plumped-up feather pillow as a child, cradling it on his knee, and practising his ‘spiel’ for use in just a week’s time. How he was looking forward to it. 

Eventually he came out of what had seemed like a semi-trance, and thought, Oh, you’ll dance to my tune all right, because if you don’t, I’ll stop playing; and when I stop playing, the Heavens will fall. 

Always a bumptious little man, he had begun to turn spiteful, bullying, and domineering in his mid-fifties, and this was the main but by no means the only reason that his wife had left him. As a young man, he had been the life and soul of any party, but as he aged and realised he would never progress beyond what he was, he had turned sour and bitter, and the only things that made him happy were upsetting others and getting the better of anyone; it didn’t matter who it was, as long as he came out on top. 

While Jeffries was thus employed, several other inhabitants of Castle Farthing were cursing his name and the very day he had arrived in their midst. 

In his anticipation of triumph, and while waiting for the appointed time for his meeting with Rev. Searle, he had divided his time between several of the local establishments, his mood infused with a particularly high level of spite. 

In The Rookery in the High Street, right next door to the tea shop which she ran, Rebecca Rollason was in tears, telling her husband Nick of the scene Jeffries had caused that lunchtime in her establishment. He had only ordered a cup of coffee, and she usually insisted that something to eat – even if it was just a toasted teacake – was purchased with a drink, during this sometimes very busy period, but she had said nothing to Jeffries because he was a local. 

This elicited no loyalty to her, however, as he had called her over after a couple of sips from his cup, and declared, in an unnecessarily loud voice, that she had used instant coffee. All the faces at the other tables had turned in their direction, as she explained that she only used the very best Costa Rican beans, and ground them herself. 

This cut no mustard with this particular customer, though, and she found herself getting into quite a heated discussion about the source of this particular drink. Eventually, with a red face, she had led him behind the counter and into the small kitchen, and shown him the unground and ground beans. His flippant comment –  ‘Oops!’ – was made out of earshot of anyone else in the establishment, and several customers had left in the time it had taken to convince him of the veracity of her ingredient. 

‘And when I think what I could have said about him, if I hadn’t been so polite! The Lord only knows what those customers will think of the place, the fuss he made. It was obviously pure spite, for my coffee tastes nothing like instant. And it was the way that he did it. Not just calling me over and whispering in my ear, but calling out like that, so that everyone in the tea room could hear. He manipulated me into taking him behind the scenes, knowing that people would leave, and with an erroneous impression of my standards.’  

Her husband Nick took out his handkerchief and dried her tears, offering what words of comfort he could muster. He was a farmer, a recent change of occupation as he had been thoroughly sick of his former work in the insurance business, and his talents lay in his fitness and strength, and in his hands, for he was not a natural wordsmith. ‘Don’t you be the one to start the rumours, love. You just keep your dignity. He’ll get his comeuppance one of these days, you mark my words. You’re not the only one who’s seen things.’ 

‘I don’t know how I kept my mouth shut,’ she wept. 

‘There, there, love,’ he spoke softly to her. ‘Your regulars know your standards, and no one has ever queried them. Anyone who was there, and who has tried your coffee, must know what good stuff it is, and if they don’t, then they don’t deserve to drink it.’ 

‘But what shall I do?’ she wailed. 

‘Stop all this silly weeping – there – you’ve woken Tristram now.’ Tristram was their three-year-old son. ‘They’ve been putting up the tree on the green for the last couple of hours. I should think it would be about time for them to turn the lights on. Shall we get Tristram down, just this once, and all wrap up and go out to have a look?’ 

That did the trick, for now, but Rebecca Rollason was already harbouring a deep grudge in her heart for the needless spite that had been directed against her that afternoon, considering what she knew about the man. 

Alan Warren-Browne was seething about treatment of a very different sort, but from the same source, and was only now calm enough to tell his wife Marian about it. 

‘I was quietly queuing in Allsorts, when I went to fetch some more painkillers and butter for your shortbread, when I found that objectionable little gnome behind me. Before I knew what was happening, he had worked out of me what I was going to buy, and then started making the most obscene insinuations about the frequency and duration of your headaches. 

‘He’d obviously been told about them, and asked me if you’d suffered from them on our honeymoon, and he nudged me twice, winked twice, and then actually said, ‘Nudge, nudge! Wink, wink!’ As if that wasn’t enough, he said he knew a lot of men who had been denied their conjugal rights, but that he knew a woman in Market Darley who would oblige for a very low price. And then he had the cheek to add, ‘if I didn’t already know her’! I could have punched his lights out.  

‘And to think he worked all that information out of me without me suspecting a thing,’ he added, changing the subject completely, then returning to it without batting an eyelid. Marian knew what he was talking about. Didn’t she? 

‘Most of the people in the queue – the shop was of course in the middle of a mini-rush – knew us, but there were a few from Manor Fields that I’d never set eyes on before, and what they thought of his little pantomime is nobody’s business. He’s either a very spiteful man, or he has a twisted sense of humour: probably both, because I don’t know anyone else who has a good word to say about him. 

‘And now I’ve got a headache, too. Damn and blast the man!’ 

Rosemary Wilson, Kerry Carmichael’s aunt, who ran Allsorts, had done something very out of character for her. She had taken herself off to the local pub for a drink to calm herself down. She had witnessed the little incident with Alan Warren-Browne in her shop earlier that day, and had also not long been privy to the information that Jeffries had been terrorising her niece with horror stories of pets and babies and childbirth. She felt fit to burst if she didn’t find someone to talk to about it and get a couple of relaxing drinks down her neck at the same time. 

Glad to see that the object of her disapproval was not in the bar, she ordered herself a large sherry, and espied the Brigadier and Joyce, just settling themselves at a table near the log fire. They would do, she thought, and made her way over to them to ask if they’d mind if she joined them. 

The Brigadier was in a fine old fury, confirmed not just by the colour of his face, but by the way he just threw his pink gin down his throat and slammed the glass on the table, calling out to the bar for a refill. 

‘What’s eating you?’ asked Rosemary, innocently enough, and was then bowled over by his angry tirade. 

‘That bloody man! That bloody dreadful little ... little ... cad! Bounder!’ he began, banging both his fists on the table. 

‘Come along, Godfrey. Remember your blood pressure. Calm down before you start talking, or you’ll just work yourself up into a right old tizzy,’ advised Joyce, his wife, putting a hand on his arm to pacify him. 

At that moment George Covington the landlord approached the table with a glass on a tray. ‘I made sure it was a large ’un,’ he stated, before transferring the glass to the table, and winking at Joyce conspiratorially. 

‘Thanks, old man. Just shove it on this evening’s slate, and I’ll settle up later,’ replied the Brigadier, having blown down the boiler considerably to give such a polite answer. 

‘Come along,’ cajoled Joyce. ‘Tell Rosemary all about it, and it’ll make you feel better.’ 

Rosemary interrupted at this point, to say, ‘If it’s the same man who’s got me all wound up, I can tell my story afterwards, and then we can make a little wax doll of him and stick pins in it together.’ 

This lightened the atmosphere somewhat, but the Brigadier looked as if he was actually taking her suggestion seriously for a moment.  

‘It’s that blasted Jeffries man. The one who’s always boasting about his time at the BBC, and all the celebrities he was on first name terms with: kiss my arse and all that.’ 

‘Ditto,’ confirmed Rosemary, and the Brigadier relaxed enough to give her a small smile. 

‘There you go, Godfrey. Now you two can have a nice bitching session and make each other feel better.’ 

‘I wouldn’t put it quite like that, Joyce,’ he replied, but, nevertheless, put his elbows on the table and leaned forward, so that he could tell his tale without the chance of there being too many eavesdroppers. 

‘The blighter just turned up on the doorstep earlier. No telephone call to let us know he was coming. No appointment, no invitation. Nothing! Always doing that. Damned bad form, in my opinion.’ The Brigadier spoke in a rather telegraphic way, which was a habit which became more pronounced when he was cross about something. Tonight he was beyond cross. 

‘Walked straight into me billiards room when Joyce opened the door without a bye-your-leave or anything. I was settin’ up a battle scene on the baize,’ (the Brigadier was an inveterate collector of model soldiers and reenactor of battles), ‘when the blighter just waltzed in and asked me which battle it was. 

‘I, of course, ignored his enormous lapse in manners, and replied in as courteous a manner as I could muster, under the circumstances. Bounder stood there with his head on one side for a moment or so, then told me I’d laid it out all wrong. 

‘Damn it all! I’ve been laying out that same battle scene for more than forty years, and he just swans in and tells me I don’t know what I’m doing.’ 

‘Godfrey’s going to do a battle re-enactment on the snooker table in the back room here, the day after Boxing Day,’ Joyce explained, to enlighten her husband’s listener as to the point of what he had been doing, when he had been so unexpectedly interrupted. 

‘That was it, as far as I was concerned. I told him he was a bloody ignorant nincompoop, grabbed him by the scruff of his neck, propelled him out of the house, and dumped him on the doorstep. Spoilt my day; and I’d been looking forward to having a dress rehearsal, too. Blackguard! By Gad, I’d like to give him a damned good thrashing!’ 

‘I told him just to ignore the fellow, but you know what Godfrey is. He spent hours after that, checking the details in what must have been about a dozen different books, and in the end I dragged him down here to cool off. What about you, Rosemary? Tell us your tale of woe,’ said Joyce, looking at her husband’s colour and seeing that he felt better already for having told someone else about this upsetting little incident. 

‘It’s my niece, Kerry. You know? The one that’s married to a policeman and lives in Jasmine Cottage?’ 

‘Go on,’ urged Joyce, and Rosemary began her story of Jeffries’ cruel attempts to put the wind up a pregnant woman, then recounted her tale of Alan Warren-Browne’s uncomfortable encounter in her establishment earlier that day. ‘And to think, if it hadn’t been for him, that terrible old man would never have got permission to play Father 

Christmas in the church this year.’ 

At a table at the far end of the pub, there was a similarly acrimonious conversation in full swing regarding the same person that was being discussed at the table near the fire. 

There were only four people sitting round it, and these were Henry Pistorius, Cedric Malting, Robin De’ath, and Alice Diggory. Conspicuous by his absence this evening was Digby Jeffries, and he was the sole subject of conversation. Without his presence, they could all be honest about the way he treated them individually, and were getting things off their chest with enthusiasm. 

‘I can’t believe the sheer cheek of the man,’ Alice Diggory said, shifting in her chair in a wriggling motion as her anger took form. ‘He was always telling me that he knew much more about English grammar than did I. I wrote a piece for the Parish Council magazine recently, and he lectured me at inordinate length about my use of grammar.’ Although the church was no longer in regular use, the magazine had been kept going as a means of keeping the villagers in touch with events planned in the locality. 

‘Of course, it was all a load of old codswallop. I don’t know where he was taught English, but I should imagine it was in one of the old secondary modern schools, for he had no idea even about singulars and plurals. Kept saying things like, ‘The BBC are,’ instead of ‘The BBC is’. I tried explaining to him that the BBC was ‘a corporation’, and therefore, singular. He, of course, insisted that, as it had so many employees, it was plural. No amount of example, like ‘the crowd is on the pitch’, and ‘the members of the crowd are on the pitch’ convinced him.’ She was getting in a high old state just talking about Jeffries. 

‘He dismissed all my objections, saying that I had become out of touch with the language since I had retired, whereas it was obvious that he had no basic schooling in the subject. I could have slapped his silly, smirking face. At the end of it he suggested I invest in a good grammar book and brush up on my subject. I don’t think I’ve ever been so cross with anyone before. He’s got a skin like a rhinoceros!’ 

The other two, who had listened with interest, tried to placate her as she had become quite worked up with recounting the tale, and
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