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Dedication

For Jimmy Joe, cousin, friend, keeper of my childhood’s earliest memories . . .

With much love and a porch swing on Lee Street.

And for Buffy and Biddle, beloved of beloveds. Such a warm and cherished

part of my life for so many precious years.

Empty chairs and empty tables . . .

A little kiss on your forehead, Biddie?

And for Nikko and Luna, who were my wonderful text doggies, brightening

my day. You were much loved, and so cherished. God rest ye too.
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Ascot Racecourse, England

June 1910

Ascot this year was very different from Ascots of the past. Yes, the horses were running, Society was present in force, and the preeminent racing program of the Season was as fashionable as ever. But Edward VII had died, and England was in mourning. Ascot was in mourning. This year the elegant gowns, the sweeping glory of women’s hats, the lace parasols were entirely black.

Alan Barrington, standing near the Royal Box, looked down at the melancholy sea of silk and lace moving gracefully along the rails, waiting for the first race to begin, and considered it rather macabre. Edward of all people would have preferred the flamboyant color and excitement he loved. The men looked like so many walking crows, and the women like witches who had discovered smart shops.

He knew it was bitterness that made him see the scene before him as a mockery of his own grief. Not for Edward, of course. While he’d known the King rather well, he hadn’t loved the man or the monarch. His mourning was for a friend, dead before his time. And one of those walking crows below had killed him as surely as if he’d put a hand on Mark’s back and pushed him over the cliff’s edge. Instead, he’d deliberately ruined Mark Thorne, driving him to killing himself as the only way out of an untenable situation.

And then the bastard had married Mark’s widow.

Barrington lifted his field glasses, and the figures strutting about below him suddenly came closer, clearer, and he scanned the crowd for one face in particular.

And there he was. With Blanche on his arm.

Swearing to himself, Barrington lowered the glasses. Revenge was a dish best served cold. Or so the old adage ran. As far as he was concerned, it was most satisfying when it was served hot. Instead it had taken him two years to be sure of what he’d suspected. Not proof enough for a hanging, perhaps, but enough to justify what he intended to do with that knowledge.

Ignoring friends who spoke to him as he passed, Barrington made his way through the throng and was gone. But not far. Somewhere in the grassy area where the motorcars and horse-drawn carriages waited patiently for the day’s events to end was the one he sought.
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January 1921

There was a well-dressed man running down the middle of the road as Rutledge rounded a bend and slowed for the village he could see just ahead.

The man stopped at the sound of his motorcar, and flagged him down.

Closer to, Rutledge could see that he was red-faced, distraught, and not hiding it very well.

Pulling up beside him, Rutledge said, “Something wrong?”

“God, yes. Thank you for stopping.” He fought for breath. “There’s a man on the church roof. He has a shotgun, and he’s threatening to shoot Constable Biggins if he comes a step closer. I’ve been ordered to find the doctor. In the event someone’s hurt. I can’t reach my own motorcar. He’ll see me, whoever he is. Will you take me to the Miller farm and then bring the doctor back here?”

“I’m Scotland Yard. Inspector Rutledge. I might be more helpful on the scene. You can fetch the doctor yourself.”

The man’s face brightened. “Scotland Yard? Yes, for God’s sake, do something. He’s got the Vicar’s daughter up there with him. She’s only fourteen. She’s my niece.”

“Who is he? The man holding her hostage?”

“I don’t know. I’m told he was walking down the road this morning, calm as you like. And then he changed suddenly. I heard a good bit of shouting and started toward the greengrocer’s to see what it was about. Halfway there, he ran past me. I don’t know how he came to have the shotgun. He wasn’t carrying it earlier.”

“Then he found it somewhere.” Rutledge pulled the motorcar to the side of the road and got down. “How did your niece become involved?”

“I’ve no idea. I carried on to the greengrocer’s, thinking he might have tried to rob the shop, but he hadn’t. Instead he’d encountered someone just outside and was quarreling with him—” He broke off and turned quickly as they heard the shotgun fire. “Oh, dear God—”

“Go on, find that doctor!” Rutledge set out at a run. There were cottages on either side of him, some of them set back in gardens, most of them opening directly on the road, and ahead he could see the first of the shops. But it didn’t run straight, the road, curving instead around a long pond that appeared to be part of a medieval village green. And still he couldn’t see the church. Swearing, thinking too late that he ought to have asked how to find it, there it was just where the road turned back on itself again beyond the tall brick house on his left.

The tower faced the road, but there was no sign of the man with the shotgun or the girl on the roof below it. But he could see a small group of people in the churchyard staring upward.

Hamish spoke. “He’s out of sight, hidden by yon tower.”

Rutledge was busy looking for a way to reach the church without being seen by the onlookers. The last thing he wanted was to give the shooter an excuse to fire again.

Now he could see the board identifying the brick house as the Vicarage for St. Matthew’s Church. Letting himself in at the gate, he circled the house and found a smaller back gate with a path that led to the church porch. Voices came to him as he got closer—and someone shouting. Constable Biggins, trying to reason with the man above? The exchange didn’t sound promising.

Rutledge was halfway to the porch when he heard the shotgun again. This time someone cried out.

He nearly stumbled over a footstone as he looked up, trying to pinpoint just where the man was. But he and the girl were invisible still.

Rutledge took his time opening the porch door, but the ancient hinges shrieked in protest anyway, and he got himself through as small a crack as possible. Hurrying across the silent nave, his footsteps hollow on the flagstones, he made his way toward the tower. A graceful arch led into a small entry where he faced a second door, this one the massive—and firmly shut—iron-bound wooden one at the west front.

But to his left a narrower wooden door stood open, and he stopped to take off his heavy outer coat and leave it on the small table where leaflets and church notices were neatly spread out. Then he eased himself to the threshold where he could look upward. In a tight spiral, stone steps fanned up into the tower, but he couldn’t see beyond them. A rope for the bell dangled past him, the last dozen feet thickly braided with red and white threads. He began to climb, taking his time. And keeping close to the inner wall even though the steps were narrowest there.

Twenty-five feet up, the stone steps came to an end at a wooden platform, and from there a wooden ladder went upward into shadows. Taking a deep breath, he gripped the sides and looked up. A dim light showed at the top, where the clock face and a single large bell loomed.

He began to climb again. Every fourteen rungs, a narrow wooden platform ran around the walls, and on that he had to make his way around to the next ladder, leading upward in the opposite direction.

How in hell had the man got the girl to climb this? Had she been more afraid of the shotgun than the steps? He couldn’t blame her.

Hamish was silent.

Another narrow platform, and the ladder switched back in the opposite direction again. Zigzagging into shadows over his head where yet another ladder waited.

Below him there was a shaft of nothingness now, and in the dimness he could barely make out the first platform at the head of the stone steps. As a rule, heights didn’t worry him, but the ladders were old, the rungs worn. Setting his teeth, he climbed on, wishing he’d worn his driving gloves as the cold numbed his fingers.

When he reached the shelf where the large bronze bell hung at his side, he had to stretch his arm out to keep the rope from swinging toward the clapper. The last thing he needed was even the softest strike alerting the man or the girl that someone was in the tower at their back. Up here the wind was strong, and the cold cut through his coat.

There was no doorway out to the roof, only a hatch that stood open. Edging around toward it on the platform by the clock mechanism, he kept a sharp eye out for the man and the girl. But they were still out of his line of sight. Reaching the hatch, he knelt and peered out. The pale winter’s sunlight lit the scene all too clearly.

A man of middle height and slim build was standing near the edge of the roof, the girl on her knees beside him, head down, almost stiff with cold and terror. What little Rutledge could see of her face was drained of all color and wet with tears. Carefully examining the man, he noted the cheap suit of clothes, the poorly cut hair, the scuffed shoes.

Prison. He’d been in prison, and was only just now released. And he’d walked some distance since then.

From below came the ragged voice of the Constable, hoarse from shouting.

“Come down and talk to me. I’ll help you find them. But I swear to you they don’t live here. I don’t believe they ever did.”

“Where else would they be? I tell you, you’re lying. And if you don’t bring them to me before the clock strikes two, I’ll kill her. And you. And myself.”

Out of patience, the Constable called, “And what will that gain you, but a grave in the churchyard? I tell you, we can find them. Let me at least try, man. You don’t want them to learn you murdered that girl—you don’t want your family to carry that burden.”

The man wiped away angry tears. “They wouldn’t have left me. I don’t believe you. She wrote to me, she was going to stay with her mother, she said. She was going to wait.” He reached down and pulled the girl up by her arm. She sagged in his grip and he jerked her to her feet. “I’ll push her over, I will.” She almost lost her balance, almost went over the edge, and a cry went up from the watchers below. But the man reached out and caught her in time, then shoved her down on her knees again. As Rutledge watched, he touched her bare head gently in a gesture at odds with his threats, as if to reassure her. In a low voice, he said sharply, “I told you, if you helped me, I’d let you go safely. You nearly fell, and it was your own doing, not mine.”

Straightening up, he swung the shotgun around to bear on the owner of the voice below.

Rutledge quietly edged his way through the hatch and onto the roof, missing what the Constable was saying in reply.

Before the girl spotted him and made the man do something foolish, Rutledge spoke.

He’d already assessed the pair, captor and captive, and decided that the only way to get the girl safely down was to defuse the situation as best he could. And that meant reducing the tension he’d felt the moment he’d reached the bell and could hear the voices from below.

“All right. I’ve come to help you find them,” he said in an ordinary tone of voice. “If that’s what you really want.”

The man whirled, almost lost his own balance, and turned the shotgun on Rutledge. For an instant there was alarm in his face, and Rutledge tensed, ready to throw himself to one side on the sloping roof. And then the man seemed to take in what he was saying.

“Who are you? Her father? You don’t look old enough.” It was a furious growl. Beside him the girl stared up at him, such hope in her face that Rutledge swore under his breath.

“No. I find people. It’s what I do. They sent for me. Fortunately I wasn’t too far from here, and I made good time.”

It was the man’s turn to stare. He was tired and haggard and cold up here on the windy roof. Just a suit of clothes, no coat, no hat. But he was not buying what Rutledge was saying. “Who are you?” he demanded again.

“My name is Rutledge,” he went on in the same light vein. “You need a cup of tea, and so do I. I can explain then. You can keep that gun, and if you don’t like what I have to say, you can use it. On me, but not on the girl. Agreed?”

The calm certainty in the deep voice was something the man hadn’t expected. He didn’t know how to deal with it.

“You can at least tell me your name,” Rutledge went on. “I’ve told you mine.”

“I don’t know any Rutledge,” the man answered harshly.

“You probably don’t. My family lives in London. I don’t believe we have any cousins in this part of England.”

It was so matter-of-fact that the man’s dark brows rose.

“Look, I’m as cold as you are. Do you want my help? I’ve climbed all this way, when I ought to be about my own business. But I owed someone a favor. I can’t stand around all day while you make up your mind. Yes or no?”

He’d made a point not to look in the direction of the girl. Now he did, and said, “She’s frightened out of her wits. Why did you choose her as your shield? Wasn’t there anyone else? In your place, I’d have tried for someone a little older. Less likely to do something foolish and get both of you hurt. She might have taken you over with her just now. And you’d have died without knowing what happened to your family.”

The man was all but gaping at him. Collecting himself with an effort, he said, “What’s happened to them? If you know so much.”

“That’s what you need to find out. With my help. Look, I’m going back to wait for you in the church. Just me, not the Constable down there. It’s cold in the nave as well, but at least it’s out of the wind. You have an hour. If you don’t want to find your family, that’s your affair. I won’t wait longer than that.”

The Constable was shouting, asking if the girl was all right. He couldn’t see what was happening on the roof and was beginning to panic. Rutledge willed him not to lose his head.

Turning slowly, carefully, Rutledge went to the hatch and began to crawl back inside. He could feel the man’s eyes on him, knew how vulnerable he actually was, on his knees, his back turned. But he didn’t falter, all his attention on the man behind him.

He’d just got himself out of range when the man called, “Rutledge?”

“What do you want? I told you, I’m going back down to the nave.”

“Did you mean what you said? Will you swear to it?”

“I don’t give my word lightly. But yes, I’ll help you.”

There was a long silence. Rutledge stayed where he was.

“Then take the girl with you. When you’re at the bottom, I’ll follow.”

“I didn’t bring her up here,” Rutledge said. “I didn’t frighten her out of her wits. How am I going to get her down?”

The girl spoke for the first time, her voice trembling, pleading. “Can I go with him?”

Another silence.

Then, “Go on.”

Rutledge could hear her scrambling toward the hatch on all fours, and he was there at the opening to help her inside. The watchers below must have seen or heard something, because the Constable shouted, “What the hell is going on?”

No one answered him.

Rutledge got the girl through the hatch, steadied her, then smiled. He pointed to the ladder. “Can you make it?”

She was still shaking. “I don’t know. Will you—could you go first?”

He didn’t want to leave her. But he nodded, and made his way back to the ladder where it came up behind the clock face. Starting down, he smiled encouragingly, then concentrated on where he was putting his own feet.

He was halfway down the first ladder before she moved, and then, clutching at the wall, she did as he had done, then managed to swing herself over the abyss below and onto the ladder. She was sobbing with fear, her hands gripping the sides of the ladder with white knuckles.

Rutledge took his time, making certain that the girl was all right at each stage before moving on to the next. He could hear her crying to herself as she felt her way backward down each of the levels. When he reached the platform at the top of the stone steps, he stopped.

He thought he saw the man in the shadows cast by the bell high above. Just as he turned his attention away from her, the girl tripped on the trailing edge of her blue muffler and stifled a cry as she caught herself and froze where she was.

“I can’t,” she whispered, through her tears. “I can’t go any farther.”

“Yes, you can,” he told her briskly. “You’ve almost reached the easiest stage. Remember? The stone steps. Pull up that muffler—that’s it. Now, come the rest of the way to me. Or wait there for him to catch up with you.”

She didn’t need a second warning. With an effort she made it to where he stood.

“Good girl. Now go on, stay to the outside of those steps, and watch your feet. You’ll be fine. You’re nearly there. Trust me on that. When you have reached the nave, go out to the Constable and let him see that you’re all right. And tell him that I’ll be bringing that man out to him, when I have him down as well.”

She looked up at Rutledge, her expression suddenly torn between fear and anger. “Are you going to kill him?”

“No,” he told her firmly. “He didn’t harm you.” And in the same instant, he heard the man starting down the first of the ladders.

“He didn’t wait for me to call to him. Go!”

She scrambled toward the steps, casting a last glance over her shoulder, and almost took the first step too fast.

“Careful!” he admonished. “You’ve done well. Take your time.”

And she slowed, a hand flat against the wall beside her, her footsteps echoing against the medieval stone as she disappeared around the curve.

He looked up. The man was halfway down the first ladder. It was all that mattered now.

“’Ware!” Hamish’s voice was loud in the confines of the tower.

Rutledge heard the clatter in the same instant, and it was growing louder with every second. Over his head someone was swearing.

The man had lost his grip on the shotgun, and it was flying down to the platform where he was still standing, still looking up.

He wheeled and reached the steps in one long stride, letting the weight of his body slide his shoulders along the stone wall. He had barely turned the first spiral when the shotgun hit the platform he’d just left. It went off with a deafening roar in that confined space, and he could hear the shot ricocheting around the tiny chamber.

“Rutledge?” the man on the stairs shouted.

“I’m here,” he replied, cupping his hands so that his voice carried. And then he went on down the stairs, collecting his heavy coat as he passed the little table in the entry. The girl was nowhere to be seen, not in that space beneath the tower nor in the nave, but he could see a shaft of pale sunlight where she had left the porch door wide open. He went over to shut it, and a heavyset man in uniform cannoned into him.

“Who the hell are you?” Constable Biggins demanded, fury in his face and voice.

Rutledge took out his identification and passed it to the Constable. “The girl’s uncle stopped me at the edge of town and told me what was happening. Is she all right? She had rather a rough time of it.” He looked over his shoulder toward the tower. “And if you want this to end peacefully,” he said rapidly, “you’ll go back outside and clear away anyone else out there. I want the churchyard empty when I come out, and my motorcar standing ready by the front gate.”

Constable Biggins opened his mouth, but Rutledge said in a low voice that brooked no further argument, “I outrank you, and you’ll do as I say, now.”

He all but shoved the Constable out the door and pulled it shut just as he heard the man’s boots on the stone steps. Rutledge was back at the tower when the man came out the door.

“Shut it, if you please,” Rutledge said. “We can sit in there,” he added, gesturing toward the last of the pews in the nave. And he walked off.

“I didn’t intend to drop the shotgun,” the man was saying as he followed. Then, “I think the stock is damaged.”

“It’s not mine,” Rutledge said as if it had no value to him.

The man followed him and set the shotgun to one side as he took the pew just ahead of Rutledge.

“Your name?” Rutledge asked.

“Wade. Eddie Wade.”

“How did you lose your family?”

“You’re actually going to help?” Wade demanded.

“How did you lose your family?”

“At the start of the war, I didn’t want to serve.” He faced Rutledge defiantly. “I’m not a coward, mind. But I had no taste for killing Germans.”

And who was he, Rutledge thought, to judge a man like Wade?

But he said coldly, “Hardly an explanation. Go on.”

“My sister was married to a man from Cologne. A waiter in Canterbury. He was a nice chap, took good care of her. They took him up and locked him up for the duration. Said he was a danger. Broke her heart.” He looked toward the ceiling, and the bosses that connected the ribs. Spots of still-bright color in the plain cream plaster. “They sent me to work in a hospital in Taunton. I was there five days—five days, damn her eyes—when one of the Sisters told Matron I’d taken her little watch. I hadn’t, but I was charged and found guilty. Nobody stood up for me. I’d refused to fight for King and Country. That was all the proof they needed. And her sitting there during the trial with a smug smile on her face. I hadn’t touched the watch, and she knew it. The day I was sentenced, she was wearing it. When she saw me looking her way, she moved her coat just a bit, so I could see it pinned to her apron. I only just got out of prison a few days back. Last time I spoke with Mary—my wife—she told me she’d decided to take the children and go to live with her mother. She didn’t want them living where everyone knew I’d been in prison and why. She gave me the address her mother had sent her. See? Sadie Milling, my mother-in-law.”

He reached into his breast pocket and pulled out a square of paper, glanced at it, and then held it out.

Rutledge read the barely legible writing, the paper worn from repeated viewing.

Sadie Milling, Paisley Cottage, Butter Lane, Hemsley Glos.

“Didn’t your wife visit or write to you while you were in prison?” Rutledge asked. “Didn’t she tell you why she didn’t go on to her mother’s?”

“I told her not to write. I told her to tell anyone who asked that I was in the Army. In France. And not much of a writer.”

“Your sister?”

“She killed herself. When they tried Hans for being a spy, and shot him. That was the day before I was sentenced. They wouldn’t let me go to her funeral. No one else was there. Just the Vicar and the sexton. It was a mad time, spies under every bed, and me being given the white feather in prison. They thrashed me too, until they tired of it. And shunned me after. I wished I’d gone ahead and killed the bloody Germans.”

“Was Hans guilty?”

“How the hell do I know? No. I don’t think so. There’s no reason why he should be. But he had family in Germany. A brother. He was a soldier, even before the war. Career. There were letters in German from him, and it was said they were a code. But Hans wouldn’t give them the key to it.” He rubbed his face with hands that were none too clean, then dropped them. “There wasn’t a key, most likely. Just—letters from his brother. But it was enough. They questioned her too, or so I heard. She’d never been to Germany, probably knew no more than a dozen words in the language. Good morning. Good night. I love you. She told me once he called her his little cabbage. Strange thing to call a wife. But she liked it.”

He leaned his head back, his eyes closed. “I don’t know.” When he opened them again, he glared at Rutledge. “Anybody tell you that you were too good at listening?” Then he looked around. “I wish you’d meant that bloody tea.”

“Where is your greatcoat?”

“I sold it. Well, traded it for food. I thought it wouldn’t matter, that I’d be home and warm by now.”

“Where did you get the shotgun?”

“I saw the girl coming out of the Vicarage. I stopped her and asked where I might find Butter Lane. I’d looked for it myself, and couldn’t find it. And so I asked a man I met on the street. He told me there was no such lane. I told him he was a liar, and he called me a name. We had words. When I saw the girl, I thought she wouldn’t be likely to lie. But she said the same thing. By that time I was cold and hungry and angry. I told her I was armed, she ought not to lie to me. She screamed and ran back inside. I followed her, and I found her father cowering in the pantry. He’d seen the whole thing and hid himself, bloody coward that he was. There was the shotgun, in the pantry with him, and he never touched it. If it’ud been my daughter, I’d have used it, a strange man with his hand gripping her arm. So I took it. And I told her that if she’d be good and help me find my family, I’d not hurt her. I don’t know if she believed me or not, but she came quietly. Only someone saw us, me with the shotgun in one hand and her arm in the other, and you know the rest.” He sighed heavily. “Why are these people trying to keep me from my family? I ask you?”

“Have you thought that they aren’t here? That there is no Butter Lane, no Paisley Cottage, and no wife and children?”

“No, that can’t be,” he cried, swinging around to stare at the altar. “They wouldn’t have told me a lie.” He turned back to Rutledge, his face strained and pleading. “Why would they do such a thing?”

“Surely you knew where your mother-in-law lived? Where were you married?”

“Sadie was living with my wife when I met her. After we were married, Sadie went to live with a cousin in Hereford. It was a cottage owned by an estate, and when the cousin’s husband died, the cousin had to give it up. The two of them moved to Gloucestershire. That was just after I’d been taken up for theft. I didn’t question it. I didn’t think to, when Mary came to visit me in my cell that last time and told me she was going to Gloucestershire too.” He was exhausted now, circles beneath his eyes, the collar of his thin suit coat turned up against the chill in the church, his spirits low.

He was quiet for some time. Rutledge waited. And then the man said, “I don’t want to believe it. I don’t want to think they deserted me.”

Rutledge got to his feet, then picked up the shotgun. The stock was splintered at the shoulder. “Any more shells?”

Wade pulled a crumpled box from his pocket. “The last one went off in the tower. I found them on a shelf above the shotgun.”

“Then let’s find that tea.”

A red-faced Constable Biggins had been pacing outside the porch door, standing guard and fuming as the minutes dragged by. He turned as the door began to move. Then he started forward. Rutledge stood in his way, between Biggins and Wade. “My prisoner, I think. How is the girl?”

“Frightened, crying for her mother. I sent her home with her uncle and the doctor. Sir.”

“Had Wade hurt her?”

“That’s who he is, the man up on the roof?”

“Eddie Wade. Is she hurt?”

“No. Sir.”

“I heard someone cry out when Wade fired down toward you. Anyone hurt then?”

“No. Sheer fright. Sir. The doctor has been and gone.”

“Then this man is my prisoner still.”

“After stirring up half the town? Keeping that girl up on the church roof, in danger of falling any minute? Firing that weapon at us below?”

“Ah, yes, the weapon. It belongs to the Vicar. I think.” Rutledge handed it to him. “Look, I understand how angry you must be—”

“Not by half. Sir.”

“But I have reason to think he’s the victim himself. His wife told him she was going to live in Hemsley, Butter Lane, Paisley Cottage.”

“This is Hemsley, well enough. The only one in Gloucestershire as far as I know. But there’s no Butter Lane. And I never heard of a Paisley Cottage, Butter Lane or no.”

“That’s what I thought as well,” Rutledge agreed affably. “I’m going to Mary Wade’s last known address, to find out if there’s any truth to his story. I’ll be happy to have you accompany me.”

“But, sir, I can’t leave Hemsley on such a wild-goose chase. I have responsibilities here.”

“Then I’ll deal with it. And if I find that Mr. Wade is lying to me, I’ll bring him back here to face the Magistrate. Will that satisfy you?” Behind him, Wade stirred uncomfortably.

Biggins stared at him. “That’s most unconventional, sir.”

“True enough.” Rutledge smiled. “But you’ll have to trust me to keep my word. Mr. Wade did, and it resolved your tense situation without bloodshed.”

“Yes, sir, but—”

“Did you bring my motorcar around?”

“Yes, sir, Mr. Waters did. He’s the solicitor. And Nell’s uncle. But—”

As they walked on, Rutledge could see the motorcar was waiting just outside the churchyard, the dark red paint gleaming in a patch of sunlight. Biggins was still arguing.

Rutledge said, “There’s enough daylight left to make good time. Thank you, Constable. If you have any other concerns, I suggest you speak to Mr. Waters.” He was holding Wade’s arm, thin through the thinner fabric of his coat, leading him inexorably toward the waiting motorcar.

Biggins continued to protest, but Rutledge ignored him until they had reached his motorcar.

“Yes,” he said then, “I’m well aware that the Yard hasn’t been called in to deal with this matter, but since I was involved in it almost from the start, I think your point is moot, Constable. Again, I refer you to Mr. Waters. And the Vicar, who must be grateful to have his daughter safely home again. It could well have ended very differently.”

He got Wade into the motorcar and turned the crank while Biggins stood by, flushed and unwilling to let it go.

“I shall report this irregularity to the Chief Constable, sir.”

“I shouldn’t, if I were you. After all, while you were distracting Wade from below, I was able to get to the roof and persuade him to give himself up. I expect the Chief Constable will see it that way as well. Mr. Waters will attest to the fact that he asked me to give you every assistance. Which I’ve done.”

The motor had caught, and Rutledge walked around to his door. There he dropped the light manner that was tormenting the Constable and said reasonably, “Look, Biggins, I mean no disrespect to you or to Hemsley. But before we know how this man is to be charged for what he did today, we need to find out if he was purposely misled. If neither you nor Waters can travel with me to look for answers, then in all fairness you don’t have enough facts to proceed. I meant what I said when I told you I’d bring him back.”

But Biggins went on staring after them until they were out of sight. Rutledge could feel his gaze and the impotent frustration the man was feeling.

Wade asked then, “Why are you doing this?”

It was a good question, one Rutledge had been asking himself for the past half hour. Hamish had had some words to say in the matter as well.

He had spent three days in Hereford giving evidence in a trial, and he had purposely taken a longer route back to the main road to London. He couldn’t have said why he’d done that either, but there was nothing to hurry back to the city for.

The Yard would probably have something to say in this present matter. Most particularly if Biggins did involve the Chief Constable. He could imagine how Chief Superintendent Jameson would react. His refusal to see beyond the obvious was famous. But then neither the Chief Constable nor the Chief Superintendent had been present in Hemsley.

Still, the holidays had been difficult. His sister, only just married in early December, had chosen to spend Christmas with Peter’s large family. They had invited Rutledge to come as well, but he had already used his leave for the wedding and had had to send his regrets.

Twelfth Night was four days ago. Frances and Peter would have returned to London yesterday. He knew Frances, he knew she would want to see him as soon as possible. And he wasn’t ready.

Melinda Crawford had asked him to come to Kent and spend Christmas with her. He’d had no choice but to go—he wouldn’t have put it past her to apply to her old friend at the Home Office to be certain he had the day free. It had been a quiet but pleasant celebration, and he was glad afterward that he’d accepted. And Melinda had carefully avoided any subject that might have made him uncomfortable. He found himself smiling as he recalled her deft direction of their conversations. She would have made a consummate diplomat.

Bringing himself back to the present, he said, “I hope I shan’t regret it.”

Wade turned to look out his window. “You can’t imagine how it feels to have no home to return to.”

Rutledge said nothing. He lived in a London flat now, the house where he’d grown up left to his sister in his parents’ wills—with his blessings—and was now Peter’s home as well. He would no longer feel free to walk in unannounced to call on Frances.

He’d planned to drive straight through to the village where Wade had last seen his wife, but he realized that the man had probably had very little to eat that day, and whether he’d eaten at all the day before was questionable. And so he stopped at a wayside inn shortly after crossing over into Hereford and ordered dinner.

Wade ate like a man who had been starving. Slowly at first, as if he was unsure whether or not his stomach could address the food, and then with increased appetite. When he was finished, his dishes were almost wiped clean with the last of the bread.

He hadn’t said much during the meal, but now he looked across the table at Rutledge and said, simply, “Thank you.”

They were back on the road again ten minutes later, and Wade fell heavily asleep, his head thrown back, his loud snores breaking the silence in the motorcar. Rutledge was soon fighting his own drowsiness as he concentrated on the road ahead. His headlamps cut a wide swath in the winter darkness as main roads became back roads and then narrow lanes that cut cross-country toward their destination. By ten o’clock farmhouses and villages were dark, village streets empty as he ran into a cold rain. Showers at first, then downpours that forced him to reduce his speed.

He found the tiny village of Merwyn without much difficulty, and discovered that it didn’t boast an inn. Nor did the pub appear to be large enough to offer accommodation.

In the end, he drove on to the nearest village with an inn, and roused a clerk from his bed to ask for two rooms.

Wade stumbled up the stairs, went into his room, and was asleep almost as soon as he’d pulled up blankets against the chill. Satisfied that the man wouldn’t be running as soon as his captor’s eye’s closed, Rutledge went to his own room. He lay staring at the ceiling while Hamish called him mad and warned that he’d regret this day’s work.

“You tell yoursel’ it’s because the bride and groom are coming back to London. But it’s no’ that. It’s the Gordon Christmas party.”

Rutledge denied it, but Hamish gave him no peace. He lay there, listening to the snores from the other room, thinking that Wade must have been tired to the bone to sleep so soundly when all he had to do was slip down the stairs and out the door of the inn. Even in the rain, he could make good time if he knew the roads. Finding him again would be almost impossible.

But Wade was there at breakfast, coming into the tiny dining room ten minutes after Rutledge had gone down. He was frowning, and his first words were, “This isn’t Merwyn.”

“No. This was the first inn I could find. We’ll turn back this morning.”

Satisfied, with a nod Wade sat down to his breakfast. “It never occurred to me that you’d need to stay the night. I was thinking only of my own bed for the first time in longer than I care to remember.”

When they drove into Merwyn an hour later, Wade looked around him at the shops and cottages, the small church on a slight rise. A gray, bleak village. He said, “It hasn’t changed.”

“Where did your wife live?”

“On the outskirts—there!” He pointed to a cottage at the edge of the road. The paint was peeling, and it looked as if it hadn’t been lived in for some years. Along the sides, winter-brown grass was nearly as high as the windows. Wade was eyeing it with alarm. “It doesn’t look like anyone is there. Dear God, what am I to do?”

Rutledge pulled to the verge, and Wade got out almost before the motorcar came to a halt, running to the door and knocking anxiously.

It was a while before someone came to the door. By that time he was all but hopping from foot to foot. The woman who answered, her face thin and her hair faded from fair to a straw color, stared at Wade, then shook her head.

“They told me you must be dead,” she said finally, reaching out to touch him, as if to assure herself he was real.

“Mary?” he asked, almost in disbelief.

“They said—I believed them. You didn’t write.”

“We agreed,” he said. “You remember, don’t you? Where’s your mother? Why didn’t you go to her?”

“She didn’t want me.” The woman burst into tears. “Your sister being married to a spy, you in prison for theft? She came to my door and told me she wanted nothing more to do with us. I didn’t know what to do. I wrote to her three times, begging her help, and each time the letter came back.”

“You told me the wrong village—I didn’t know where to look for you.”

“I didn’t know it was wrong, Eddie. It’s all she gave me.” She was trying to cling to him, but he kept her at arm’s length. “I heard from Cousin Maude when Mum died. She told me Mum was ashamed of us, and didn’t want anyone to know about us. Maude’s two sons died in France, and so she also didn’t want me to come. She told me Mum was proud of them.”

Rutledge, listening to the conversation, looked away. In the excitement that had followed the news that Britain was at war, a madness had seized everyone—among them those who’d accused Hans, the Sister who had accused Wade. He could understand why Mary’s mother had disowned her daughter and the family she’d married into. Sadie herself would have needed a good deal of courage to stand up to the gossip and whispers. Much less to Cousin Maude, with her hero sons.

Wade was saying, “It doesn’t matter. I’m here, Mary. I’ve come home. It’ull be all right now.”

“No, it won’t. They’ve long memories here too. They’ll never forget what you were.”

He was looking over her shoulder. “Where are the children?”

“Ellie’s gone into service in Bristol, where nobody knows the truth. She told everyone you’d been killed in Ypres. A hero. I sometimes think she wishes it was true. She sent me money for a while, but I haven’t heard from her for well over a year. And Timmy—” She looked up at him. “Timmy died of the influenza. I’ve had nobody else.”

“I’m here,” he said again, finally holding her close. Over her head, his gaze met Rutledge’s. Putting her away from him, he said, “I must thank Mr. Rutledge. I won’t be long.”

He came back to the motorcar. “I’ll stay, if you’ll let me. She needs me. Can you square it with Hemsley? I won’t go back to gaol. Not for anyone.”

Rutledge looked at the woman standing in the doorway, no joy in her face at her husband’s return. He found himself thinking that what lay ahead for this man was worse than any prison he might be remanded to. But he said, “Yes. All right. Get out of this wind, man, you aren’t dressed for it.”

“I’ll be all right.” He hesitated. “I owe you. I don’t know how to repay you.”

“Make a go of it. If you can.”

Wade nodded. He seemed to hesitate, as if debating something within himself. Finally he said, “There’s one thing. You might find it useful. The man in the next cell. A fortnight ago, he told me something. Just before he came back to Dorset, he was in Anglesey. North Wales. Do you know it?”

Rutledge did, although he’d never been there. It was just above Carnavon.

“There’s the ferry at Holyhead. To Ireland. Danny told me he was waiting for a friend who owed him money, and he made sure to be at the docks ahead of time, fearing that his friend might take it into his head to slip away and disappear. And who did he see coming off the same ferry but the man wanted for the killing after Black Ascot.”

Rutledge found that hard to believe. Ten years had passed. Barrington had never been found, although there was still a warrant out for his arrest. He himself hadn’t been in the police in 1910, but the newspapers had been full of the motorcar crash and the subsequent hunt for the man thought to be responsible for the death of the woman passenger. He’d seen the man’s photograph, and as a rule, he was rather good at recalling faces. But he wasn’t certain he himself would recognize Barrington a decade later.

“How did he—this Danny—know it was Barrington?”

“He’d aged, of course he had.” Wade glanced uneasily over his shoulder, as if half afraid his wife had gone in and shut the door against him. But she was still there, arms wrapped around herself against the wind, trying to hear what the two men at the motorcar were saying. “Danny knew him, you see. He’d grown up in the village. Barrington’s village.”

The police had searched Ireland, and everywhere else they could think of. Even Kenya and India, South Africa and Canada. It had been a long and a thorough search, and some people were of the opinion that Barrington hadn’t been found because he’d killed himself after he learned that the wrong person had died in the wreckage. That had been a popular opinion, that the crash had killed the woman he’d loved, rather than the man she’d married. The Yard had wondered if the right person had died, Barrington’s revenge falling on her for choosing a man he’d hated.

“Did Barrington recognize Danny?”

“Danny says not. But then he’d left the village when he was ten, and most likely Barrington couldn’t have put a name to him even then. He was off to Eton when he was seven. You know how it is—the lord of the manor matters, he’s your bread and butter, and you’d better doff your cap when he or his family passes by. But to them you’re just a name on the estate rolls, unless you work in the house.”

Even so, it couldn’t be counted as a reliable sighting. For one thing, Danny might have been boasting. Prisoners often did to raise themselves up in the eyes of others in the cells.

“If he was only ten when he left, how could he be so certain? A child’s memory at that.”

“Danny wasn’t a liar or a braggart. And he said he never believed Barrington had done what he was charged with. He wanted to write his mother and tell her that Barrington was still alive, but he was afraid his letters were read before they made it to the post, and he didn’t want to stir up the hunt again. He hated the police, Danny did. No offense, but he’d not been treated well by them. As he saw it, more power to Barrington to have outwitted them.” He was shivering, but stood his ground.

“Then why are you telling me?”

“You were decent to me. It’s all I have to repay with.” He added bitterly, “Even a coward can have a conscience.”

Rutledge winced. That was too close to the bone. “Did Danny tell anyone else?” When Wade shook his head, Rutledge asked, “Then why did he tell you?”

“I don’t know. I expect he believed I wouldn’t talk. Or if I did, who would believe me? They’d say I was currying favor. A man like me? What did I know about the Barringtons of the world?”

“But you’re betraying Danny’s trust now.”

“I don’t see it that way. He didn’t ask me to swear I’d not tell.”

“How long ago was this sighting?”

“Three weeks? Four at most. Danny came back to Taunton and was picked up straightaway. He said his trial was a farce, like mine. That the witness lied. He said he’d done many things, but not what he was accused of. Like me.”

Barrington—if indeed it were he getting off the ferry—might be anywhere by now. Four weeks was a hell of a good head start.

“Look. It’s all I have to give you. Make of it what you will.”

“Your wife is cold, and so are you. Thank you, Wade. Consider any debt paid in full.”

But Wade stayed where he was. “Danny didn’t lie,” he insisted. “If he says he saw Barrington, then he did see him. I don’t owe him or Barrington. But I owe you. And I’m not repaying you in false coin.”

There was nothing else he could say, and so Rutledge nodded. “I believe you.”

Wade searched his face. “I think you do,” he answered finally. “Good day to you, Mr. Rutledge.”

“Good-bye, Wade.”

He watched the man join his wife and go inside, shutting the door firmly after them. Pulling away, he drove on out of Merwyn.

He kept his promise to Constable Biggins, reporting to him that Wade had been reunited with his wife. “His mother-in-law didn’t want to be found. She gave her daughter a false address, and she passed that on to Wade.”

“It’s no excuse for what he did,” Biggins insisted. “He ought to be held to account.”

“How is the Vicar’s daughter?” Rutledge asked, changing the subject.

“She’s well enough. It was an ordeal all the same.”

“Where was her father? He wasn’t outside the church with you. He wasn’t there to comfort her when I brought her down.”

“Praying in his house,” Biggins said, trying to keep the contempt out of his voice. “He said.”

“It seems to have been a successful prayer,” Rutledge replied dryly. “It will do Wade no good to be sent back to prison. And he told the girl he wouldn’t hurt her if she helped him. I overheard him reminding her of that. He did let her go.”

Constable Biggins refused to relent. “What will her father say? He’s the one has a right to have a say.”

But Rutledge wasn’t sure the Vicar was the right man to ask. He was more likely to demand his pound of flesh, now that it was safe to do so. Instead, Rutledge sought out Waters, the girl’s uncle, and asked, “Do you want your niece to have to give evidence in court? She’s been through enough. The man’s gone, he won’t be back, and she’s safe. Making her relive what happened is nonsense. Cruel.”

Waters agreed. “Pursue this,” he warned Biggins, “and I’ll take it up with the Chief Constable myself. She’s my only sister’s child, and I’d have been derelict in my duty toward her if I hadn’t asked Inspector Rutledge to intervene. Let that be an end to it.”

Afterward the solicitor walked Rutledge back to his motorcar. “Thank you again,” he said as they shook hands. “I couldn’t have done what you did—I was so frightened for her that I’d have botched it. Don’t worry about Biggins, I’ll keep him in line.”

Rutledge made good time back to London. And for most of the drive, he mulled over Danny’s sighting of Alan Barrington, and whether or not to mention it to Chief Superintendent Jameson. The last thing Rutledge wanted to do was bring Wade to the attention of Scotland Yard.

On the other hand . . .

If the sighting proved true, and the Yard wasn’t informed, then he would be derelict in his duty.

Hamish, stirring in the back of his mind, said, “He’ll be more fashed if you send him chasing wild geese.”





3

In the end, Rutledge told Chief Superintendent Jameson about the sighting but without giving up Wade’s name.

“For what it’s worth,” he finished, “I’m reporting to you. Whether it should be pursued is another matter. To my knowledge there has been no new evidence to support this information.”

“Was your source reliable?” Jameson asked, toying with his fountain pen and not looking at Rutledge.

“I believe the man who claims to have seen Barrington trusted the evidence of his own eyes. But this is thirdhand, sir. And a good deal of time has passed since Barrington—if that’s who came off the ferry—landed in Anglesey. He could be anywhere in England by now. Or he could have taken ship to Europe from Southampton or Dover. I daresay no one was actively looking for him. He could have passed unnoticed. It’s been ten years. Appearances change.”

“And that’s the problem,” Jameson answered. “You say you overheard this in Hereford?” He lifted his gaze to Rutledge’s face.

“On my way back to London from Hereford,” Rutledge corrected him. “I was just leaving a small village where I’d spent the night.” He’d skirted as close to the truth as he could.

“Can you find this man again?”

“I doubt it. He didn’t appear to be local.”

“Yes, there’s that,” Jameson said, frowning. “Still. It would be a feather in the Yard’s cap if we found Barrington and brought him in. The newspapers were scathing about his getting away. I was in York at the time, but it was a reflection on all of us, even though we’d sent extra men to cover the Yorkshire coastal towns. Just in case he came that way. If he got out through Anglesey, someone’s head will surely roll there.”

Rutledge hadn’t expected this cautious, rule-ridden man to seize the opportunity to open the search again.

He said, out of concern, “Sir. If this reaches the press—if they learn that we’re actively looking, and it turns out to be mistaken identity after all—they will be more than scathing this time.”

“Precisely my own thought. And so we will keep this between the two of us. I want you to ask Sergeant Gibson for the file on Barrington. Give him any excuse you like—tell him I intend to close the file, since there has been no new information for the past ten years. Whatever you like. Anything but the truth. Then go through it, see if anything in it strikes you as a possible place to begin. If Barrington is back in Britain, there’s a reason for it. Has to be, he’s got away scot-free, and he’s not going to risk coming back because he’s missed treacle tarts for his tea.”

Appalled, Rutledge stared at him. “Sir—”

He’d reported Wade’s information because it was his duty. He hadn’t expected it to be dropped in his lap.

“Is that the soundest approach, sir?”

“There’s no use sending someone to Holyhead. You know that as well as I do. It’s been almost a month. And it would only serve to start tongues wagging.” The frown on Jameson’s face darkened. “I’m giving you carte blanche, Rutledge. For a fortnight. If you don’t have anything for me by that time, we’ll talk again. But I’m telling you now, I expect you to find this man. The resources of the Yard are at your disposal. If Barrington is in England, I want him in custody. There’s an end to it.”

It was an impossible task. Rutledge knew it, and he wondered if Jameson saw it as a chance to rid himself of an unruly Inspector.

Still, he knew better than to argue with the man. When the Chief Superintendent had made up his mind, he was as tenacious as a bulldog. Right or wrong.

“Sir.” Rutledge rose, dismissed.

He went to his own office and sat there for a quarter of an hour. Debating whether it would be worth his while to find this man Danny and interview him. Not that he expected Danny to talk to him, but to watch his face, to judge whether he’d told the truth or had just been bragging.

Hamish said, “Ye need to learn more before you question anybody.”

And that was true. The inquiry hadn’t been his, and all he knew about it was the general gossip he’d heard at the Yard when he was a new Inspector and what he’d read in the newspapers at the time. Hardly the best source of facts.

In the end, he went in search of Sergeant Gibson, and told him what he needed.

“The files on Alan Barrington? They’re in the cellar, sir. We kept them up here for six years, and then we were told to take them down. The general opinion was that he’d killed himself. It was the only explanation for not finding a single lead to his disappearance in all that time.”

“Orders from the Chief Superintendent,” Rutledge told him. “I tried to talk him out of it. I failed. I expect he’s looking for a knighthood.”

“Man’s mad,” Gibson said under his breath, shaking his head. “A waste of time.”

“Nevertheless,” Rutledge answered. “The last thing I need at the moment is to find myself in more trouble for crossing him. And I’d keep quiet about it, if I were you. He might lose interest if nothing comes of looking through the file.”

“Not him. Very well. I’ll have someone bring them up, sir.” There was doubt in his voice. “But it could take the better part of the day just to find them.”

“I’ll be waiting in my office.”

He was about to turn away, when Gibson considered him. “Is the Chief Superintendent trying to punish you for something? Sir? One can’t help but wonder.”

“I wouldn’t be at all surprised.”

“Better you than me,” Gibson said with a sigh.

Rutledge said casually, “You were here. At the Yard. Was the man guilty? According to the newspapers of the day, there was no possible doubt of that.”

“The King’s death was old news, the country still in mourning. The motorcar crash was a nine days’ wonder, coming right after Black Ascot. Then new evidence pointed at Barrington and the hunt for him sold newspapers for weeks on end. Every sighting, true or false, was covered. However slight. Rewards were offered for information. I always suspected the papers kept hounding the Yard just to keep the story alive. We were run off our feet, and in the end we came up empty. It was a bitter pill, I tell you, sir.”

“He never came to trial. Still, the inquest was satisfied that he had committed murder. But would a trial have agreed with that decision?”

Gibson sighed. “I’ll leave it to you to decide, sir. By the time the sensation ran its course, I was beyond caring. But I will say this. Either he was a clever bastard—begging your pardon, sir—and got away with murder, or he was a scapegoat. And we’re never likely to know which.”

When the dusty boxes were brought up to his office, Rutledge looked at them and swore under his breath. He was wishing he’d never met Wade, much less reported what Wade had told him. In the end, he took the boxes home with him, and ruined an otherwise quiet evening going through them. With a glass of whisky at his elbow, Rutledge began with the statements relating to the crash of the motorcar.

The initial report on the crash had described it as an accident. A heavy summer shower the night before had left the ruts in the road slippery, the Constable in the village closest to the scene had reported. His statement read in part, I determined the driver had lost control, and before he could halt the vehicle, he’d hit the trees.

Mrs. Fletcher-Munro was died of her injuries shortly after the crash. Her husband—second husband, as the file noted in parentheses—lived but was in critical condition for some weeks.

It was not until the motorcar had been towed back to the firm that had sold it to Harold Fletcher-Munro and maintained it for him, that a mechanic with the firm noticed that there was damage to the brakes that didn’t appear to be related to the crash itself. This information was reported to the Yard, which sent Inspector Hawkins to take charge of the inquiry. The earlier conclusion that the crash was an accident was reclassified as a murder inquiry when it was shown that the brakes had very likely been tampered with.

When it was possible for Hawkins to interview Fletcher-Munro, he was given the name of Alan Barrington. According to the statement, Barrington had once threatened Fletcher-Munro over financial dealings that had bankrupted Mark Thorne, resulting in his suicide. Among those Fletcher-Munro had advised on investments was said to have been the late King, Edward VII, and Fletcher-Munro denied deliberately giving Thorne poor advice. “The damage to my reputation would have been catastrophic,” he was quoted as saying. “Why should I take such a step? Mark was a friend.”

Those who knew something about his dealings agreed, but Barrington was adamant. He claimed that the reasons were more personal than professional.

Mark Thorne had been Mrs. Fletcher-Munro’s first husband . . .

When this was brought up, Fletcher-Munro told Hawkins that the fact she had married him proved he’d had nothing to do with the bankruptcy or the suicide that followed it.

Mrs. Fletcher-Munro was dead and unable to confirm or deny what she’d believed.

Rutledge got up and walked to the window, lifting the curtain to look out at the night. The rain that had been falling all day was now hinting at sleet.

Hamish said, “Ye’re no’ interested in the inquiry.”

Rutledge let the curtain drop back into place. Ignoring Hamish sometimes worked, but for the most part it was Hamish who had the last word.

The voice in his head had followed him from France, from the trenches and the war. Rutledge knew very well that Corporal Hamish MacLeod was dead—he’d fired the bullet that had ended the man’s life. After the war, he’d found and stood over Hamish’s grave in the Flanders mud. Yet he couldn’t silence the soft Scots voice that lived in his own mind. To try would be tantamount to firing his revolver a second time. He’d learned, simply, to endure.

He went back to his chair, picked up his glass, looked at the amber liquid swirling in the lamplight, and put it down again.

Forgetting didn’t come in a glass. He’d learned that in Warwickshire, his first inquiry after returning to the Yard. He’d seen then what shell shock could come to, if a man wasn’t on his guard.

With a sigh he sat down and took up the file.

A hundred pages later, he hadn’t learned much more than he had at eleven o’clock. The clock on the mantelpiece now showed two in the morning.

He’d been writing the pertinent facts in his notebook, but so far there were too few to be useful.

According to the reports, Hawkins had looked at the file in Mark Thorne’s suicide and discovered that Alan Barrington had repeatedly accused Fletcher-Munro of causing Thorne’s ruin and subsequent death. This was a serious indication of bad blood between the two men. With other witness statements pointing to tampering with the brakes and showing that Barrington had sought out Fletcher-Munro’s motorcar at the race course, Hawkins had concluded that there was enough evidence
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