

[image: images]



[image: ]




Dedication

For Tubby, with a heart twice his size.

For Marla too, whose heart and home have

sheltered so many cats over the years, not even

counting those in the wild she has fed and tended.

And for Biddle, dearest Biddle, who walks on tiptoe

and has a sense of humor.
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December 1920

Ian Rutledge drove through the night, his mind only partly on the road unwinding before him. He was north of London, and a little to the east of it as well. But he had no particular destination in mind.

At this late hour, he should have been asleep in his flat in London. He’d gone there with that in mind, but as soon as he’d crossed the threshold it had felt different. Stuffy. Claustrophobic. Almost alien. It was where he lived—but it was not his home, had never really been his home. In the end, he’d tossed a razor and a change of clothes in a small valise and returned to the motorcar. Telling himself that he’d be back in London in time for breakfast with Melinda in the morning.

His sister, Frances, had been married that afternoon, and the reception afterward had gone on until close to midnight. But he remembered the day only in snatches, moments that seemed to loom out of the darkness, to fill his thoughts.

Standing at the foot of the stairs, waiting for Frances and her attendants to come out of her room and walk down to join him. Thinking that his parents should have lived to share this moment with her. That his father should be the one to give her away, and that his mother should be upstairs with her now, putting the final touches on whatever was keeping them. Her hair or her gown. Bridal nerves.

And then Melinda Crawford was coming to the head of the stairs, heralding his first glimpse of his sister in her gown.

It had been a shaft to the heart to see her, as beautiful as she had ever been and happier than he’d remembered her being for a very long time. There had been someone during the war, while he was in France. An officer. She had loved him very deeply, but he had been killed, and she’d never spoken his name afterward. Rutledge had found out about him quite by chance, and never mentioned what he knew. There had been another man after the war, one she’d thought she loved. Rutledge had been through the aftermath with her, offering what comfort he could. But this time, he thought, she’d made the right choice.

Then he was sorting the wedding party out as they got themselves and their gowns into the line of motorcars waiting to take them to the church, much laughter and confusion as Frances remembered something blue, and Melinda had had to go back upstairs to find the ribbon that had once belonged to their mother.

He’d been afraid from the start that Frances might choose St. Margaret’s for her own wedding. It was very fashionable—and rather beautiful as well. But the last time he’d seen Jean, the woman he’d expected to marry, she’d been coming out of St. Margaret’s after conferring with her bridesmaids over some detail of her own wedding. But not to him. To a man who was being posted to Canada, taking Jean with him to a very different life from the one a shell-shocked former officer of His Majesty’s Army could hope to offer.

Frances, tactfully, had chosen St. Martin-in-the-Fields instead, a church his parents had often attended, particularly for Evensong. It had significance for Peter as well. His ancestors had been Navy, and St. Martin’s was the Admiralty church.

It was just off Trafalgar Square, not very far. He couldn’t remember much about that drive, except for his sister’s hand holding his, and nervously squeezing it sometimes.

His next clear memory was of walking through the doors of the church with Frances on his arm, seeing the bunches of silk flowers decorating the pews, ribbons trailing to the floor, and everywhere, candlelight, the scent of melting beeswax perfuming the air. The organ was playing, and with a last smile for Frances, Melinda was being led down the aisle on the arm of one of the groomsmen. The music changed, and it was the turn of the bridesmaids, a sea of faces smiling as they passed.

Peter was standing by the altar, his face turned toward the door, but he couldn’t see Frances yet. There was happiness there, and a sense of wonder, as if he couldn’t believe this day had come at last.

Waiting for the signal, Rutledge could feel his own heartbeat, and then Frances had looked up at him, tears in her lashes, smiling. He brought her arm closer to his side.

“It’s beautiful,” he said softly, “and so are you.”

It was what his father might have said, and he knew at once it was the right thing.

And then they were pacing down the aisle to the rhythm of the music, and when it had stopped, he took Frances’s hand and placed it in Peter’s before stepping back.

He remembered his lines, when the question was asked: “Who giveth this woman?”

“Her parents and I,” he’d said firmly, because that was what his sister had wanted.

He found his seat next to Melinda Crawford, and she reached out to rest her hand on his arm for a moment, as if she knew what was in his heart.

She probably did. Melinda was one of the most unusual women he’d ever met. As a child, she’d been caught up in the Great Indian Mutiny of 1857, a heroine in the bloody siege of Lucknow that had cost so many lives. And she had never looked back, her life taking its course through marriage and widowhood and years of travel before she returned home to England. She had been a friend of his parents, and she had been close to him and his sister throughout their childhood. She had been there when news came that their father and mother were dead.

What he didn’t know, sitting there beside her as Frances and her fiancé spoke their vows, was just how much Melinda cared for him. But he thought he could guess. He was the son she’d never had, for she had never remarried.

And then Frances was turning from the altar, her eyes lit with joy, and the new husband and wife went up the aisle together, leaving him to follow.

She would have other allegiances now. Husband, please God children of her own, and he would take his rightful place in the background of her new life. Much as he wished her happiness, the sense of loneliness he’d felt since her engagement was still raw. He wanted her to marry. He wanted her to move on. And yet he would miss the knowledge that she was there if he needed her. He hadn’t. Not in the two years since the end of the war. He’d made a point not to need her, not to draw her into the horror of his war, the shell shock, the voice he carried in his head. He had never told anyone but the doctor who had treated him and saved his sanity. Most certainly not Frances. Still, she had been an anchor in his life that he’d needed badly once Jean had deserted him. A sense of responsibility for someone else, when the desire to end it all swept him in the darkness before dawn.

It had been Frances, uncertain why he was locked away in the silence of his mind, who had brought Dr. Fleming to see him. He would never be able to tell her how grateful he was for that decision. Without Dr. Fleming, he would have been shut up in a clinic for incurable cases.

His next memory was of the reception at the Savoy beneath those splendid chandeliers. Frances, dancing with her husband, and then with him, in his father’s place. Afterward he’d danced with Melinda, and she’d made him laugh. He’d wondered if she knew how much he cared for her, and how much he didn’t want her to know the truth about him. She was Army, she would not look lightly at shell shock.

To his surprise, Kate Gordon was a wedding guest. She was Jean’s cousin, but so very different from Jean. He’d always liked her. But one awful night in Cornwall, he’d found out just how much courage she possessed. And how much she had cared. He’d avoided her since then, not wanting to hurt her, not wanting to drag her into his world. She too was Army, both her father and her uncle and most of her friends.

Still, they’d danced a number of times, and he’d done his duty with the bridesmaids, the wallflowers, the older women who remembered his parents and commented on how much they would have loved this night.

And then he’d danced again with Kate, the strain of Cornwall gone, and her presence in his arms feeling very natural.

The bride and groom had left after the dinner and more dancing, running out of the hotel’s ballroom in a shower of rice and good wishes. It was late when he’d said good night to everyone, driven Melinda back to the house that had been his parents’ and now belonged to Frances. Melinda had asked him to come in for a cup of tea, but he’d smiled and said he was tired. She’d looked at him with that direct gaze that seemed to see through the wall he’d put up to prevent her from guessing what he kept from her, and how he felt at this moment. And she’d said, quietly, “My dear, you were a tower of strength today. Come and have breakfast with me in the morning.”

Instead here he was, on a dark road somewhere—he thought in Suffolk. He seemed to remember a sign reading CAMBRIDGE an hour back.

Too many memories . . .

Tired now, having to blink his eyes to keep them from closing, he knew he’d have to find somewhere to sleep, and soon, if he wasn’t to run off the road into a ditch. And that, he told himself, he could not do. Nothing must cloud Frances’s happiness.

Hamish had—blessedly—been silent all day. As Rutledge was getting dressed, driving to the house to meet his sister, then to the wedding, the reception, it was the one thing he’d feared, that the war would come back and shame him, frighten Frances and her guests, and expose his nightmare for all the world to see. Somehow, he’d held the past at bay. It had taken all the will he possessed, but somehow it had worked.

Now, tired as he was, lonely as he felt, he was vulnerable, and suddenly Hamish was there in the motorcar with him, sitting in the seat behind him, a voice in his ear. Corporal Hamish MacLeod was dead, buried in France. Rutledge was as sure of that as any man could be. After all, he’d shot Hamish, and watched the light fade from his eyes as he died. He’d heard the young Scot’s last whisper before he’d pulled the trigger in the coup de grâce: Fiona. The woman Hamish loved and wanted more than life itself to come home to. And yet, knowing the cost, Hamish had refused to lead any more men into the teeth of the machine-gun nest that had already killed too many of them. And Rutledge had had no choice but to make an example of him. It had to be done, or none of the men in his command would have followed him over the top again. What’s more, they would have faced court-martial and, most certainly, another firing squad. Sacrifice one man to save many. Send them over the top to silence the machine gun, before it killed more men tomorrow when the big push began.

He shook his head, trying to shove those memories back into the shadows. Trying to stop Hamish while he could, but it was too late, and the brightness of the headlamps became the flashes of artillery fire, followed by the machine guns. And the war was back.

He fought it, and never knew how many miles he’d driven by rote, unaware of where he was and what he was doing, his hands gripping the wheel as he’d gripped his revolver and his whistle.

The screams of the wounded and dying filled his mind, and he shouted to his men, encouraging them, urging them on, and all the while he cursed himself as one by one they fell.

Without warning, the sounds began to recede and the darkness in his mind once more became the bright beams of his headlamps probing the night.

And almost too late he saw what they picked out just ahead of him.

A motorcar was stopped in the middle of the road, its doors standing wide. He’d hardly taken that in when he realized there was a woman in the road too, bending over the body of someone—a man—lying haphazardly at her feet.

Rutledge was already pulling hard on the brake, bringing the heavy motorcar to a skidding halt not twenty feet from the rear of the other vehicle. It was then he saw one more piece of the tableau in front of him.

There was blood on the woman’s hands.

The woman looked up, staring toward him in dismay, fright filling her eyes as she stood there like stone, all color washed out of her face, and the blood on her hands black in the brightness bridging the gap between them.
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Rutledge, recovering from the shock more quickly than the woman standing in the road did, switched off the motor and got down, walking swiftly toward her, forcing his mind to concentrate on what he was seeing.

“What happened here?” he asked, the voice of authority, of a Scotland Yard Inspector, taking over from habit. The voice didn’t seem to belong to him, somehow.

And then he was once more in control.

She couldn’t speak, her fear constricting her throat.

He stopped. He could already see that the man was dead. And no weapon was visible. Both the woman and the man on the ground were wearing evening dress.

“It’s all right,” he said more gently. “Just tell me what has happened.”

“We were driving back to the village. There was someone standing in the road,” she said, her voice trembling, uncertain, as if she hadn’t been there but had heard the story from someone else. There was the slightest hint of a Scots accent as she went on. “We had to stop. I thought he must be in trouble, and we could help. Stephen told me to stay in the motorcar, and he himself got down. The figure didn’t move at first. He—he just stood there. It was—I was beginning to be frightened. And Stephen was saying something like ‘Do you need help?’ I think he asked twice, because it seemed that the other man didn’t grasp what he’d said. The man started forward, then, and I realized he had a revolver in his hand. He just walked up to Stephen, said something I didn’t hear—and he—he brought the weapon up until it pointed at Stephen’s chest, and he shot him. Just—shot him.”

Rutledge could see the black patch across the front of the dead man’s shirt, open to the night. Not a lot of blood—his heart had stopped beating quickly.

The woman looked down at her hands. “I opened his coat, I tried to stop the bleeding with his scarf. But I think he—I think he was already dead.”

Rutledge glanced around, saying, “Where did he go? This man? Did you see?”

“He just turned and walked across the road—that way—” She pointed to her left. “And vanished. I didn’t care, as long as he was gone. I had to help Stephen.”

“What’s your name?” he asked her.

“Elizabeth . . . Elizabeth MacRae.” She was beginning to shake now, in the aftermath of shock. Clasping her hands together to still them, she went on in rising hysteria. “I’ve never watched someone die. It was horrid.”

Keeping her within his line of sight, Rutledge moved toward the man, knelt beside him, and felt for a pulse. The action was perfunctory, but it had to be done. The body was quite warm. This had only just happened. And it appeared that the man had been shot. Just as she’d described. He glanced quickly under the motorcar. If there was a revolver there, he couldn’t see it.

“Is he—is he alive?” she asked, a flare of hope in her eyes.

“I’m afraid not.”

She leaned against the frame of the door, looking faint.

Rising, he took Miss MacRae’s arm and guided her away from the body to the far side of the motorcar. “Where had you come from? Where were you going?”

“We—we were dining with friends. It was rather late, they—they urged us to stay the night. But—but Stephen had plans for tomorrow. To-today.” Her teeth were chattering now, and he looked into the rear seat of the motorcar, found a folded rug there, and draped it around her shoulders. She clutched at it, pulling it closer.

He thought she was on the verge of being sick, but he said, “Stephen?” She had no rings on her left hand.

“Stephen Wentworth. He—he lives in Wolfpit. Lived.” She began to cry, and he handed her his handkerchief. She buried her face in it.

Rutledge walked to the front of the motorcar and examined the road for any evidence that might support her account. But he couldn’t find any footprints. The deep winter ruts crisscrossed each other in irregular patterns, making it impossible to pick out details. Still, he searched carefully, even walking to the verge to look for signs that someone had passed that way. Or that a revolver had been tossed into the high grass there as soon as his headlamps were visible in the distance.

The greatest danger, he knew, was that she was telling the truth.

Was the killer out there somewhere, watching? Still armed . . .

If, of course, he actually existed.

It could as easily have been a lovers’ quarrel that ended in murder. But how many men carried a weapon in their motorcar? If it was a service revolver, had this Stephen Wentworth been afraid of something? Was that why it hadn’t been locked in the boot? Why wasn’t it put safely away in an attic or box room, with other reminders of the war brought back from France?

His own was locked in the trunk under his bed . . .

Rutledge walked back to Miss MacRae. She had stopped crying, her face streaked with tears and the blood from her hands, but he thought she was nearly at the end of her strength. She was leaning against the cold metal of a wing, head down, eyes looking inward. She raised her head, but said nothing.

Rutledge was in a quandary. He could hardly shove Wentworth’s body into the rear of his own motorcar and leave this one where it stood. He had done a cursory examination of the vehicle, it was too dark for more than that, and he didn’t relish leaving it in the middle of the road where anyone might come upon it. Or the killer return to it.

He said, “Can you drive?”

“I—yes.” She stared at him, uncertain what he was asking.

“How far is Wolfpit from here?”

“Tw-two miles, I think. Three at most.”

“Does it have a policeman?”

“Yes. Constable P-Penny.”

He considered her. She was wearing a rather pretty dinner gown, shimmering gold under a matching wrap, and gold slippers, muddy now. There were feathers in a spray, held by a pin in her fair hair. Hardly proper attire for driving a large motorcar.

“Will you take my motorcar, drive to the village, and bring back the local Constable? Tell him there has been a death, and we’ll need the doctor. He’ll know what to do.”

“I don’t think I can manage it,” she said, anxiously gazing up at him. “Is there any other way?”

“I’m afraid not.” He let that take root in her mind, then asked, “Are you sure you didn’t recognize the man in the road?”

“I don’t know that Stephen did, either. He was just—there. In the middle of the road. Waiting.”

“What was he wearing?”

“I don’t think I noticed. You don’t understand—it happened so quickly. There was no time really to look at him.”

He let it go for the moment.

“And you didn’t hear what he said to Wentworth?”

She shook her head.

“Did Wentworth reply?”

“I don’t think so. No, he must have done. Just a word or two. But I didn’t hear that either.”

“We must have the police, and the doctor. I’m reluctant to leave him lying there, but I don’t want to move the motorcar. Not yet. You’ll have to go in my place. Or else stay here alone.”

That was all the persuasion she needed. “No.” She shook her head again, the feathers dancing. “Anything but that.”

He led her to his motorcar, turned the crank, and collected his torch from the boot before helping Miss MacRae into the driver’s seat. She looked around for a moment, as if she had never seen gauges before. He waited, giving her time to collect herself. Finally, setting her mouth resolutely, she pulled her skirts aside so that she could reach the pedals, then put her hands on the wheel.

With some trepidation he watched her drive slowly around Wentworth’s motorcar and carry on toward the village.

In a matter of seconds, he was alone on the road.

He stood there, staring at the scene, dark now without his own headlamps to light it. Wentworth’s beams probed the shadows ahead, catching movement as a predawn breeze stirred the dry grasses. A fox’s muzzle poked out of the undergrowth, sniffed the air, then vanished as quietly as it had appeared.

What had he heard or seen as he was coming up to Wentworth’s motorcar?

He tried to remember. Had he heard a shot? Or a woman’s scream? He couldn’t quite believe he’d missed the sound of a shot. Not even in the throes of nightmare.

The problem was, he couldn’t be sure.

Had it been the approach of his own motor that had sent the killer away? If whoever it was had stayed, would he have killed the only witness too?

Why hadn’t he killed her, come to that?

Rutledge went back to the body lying in the road, switching on his torch. A single shot, almost point-blank range. Meant to kill, not to frighten or wound.

The dead man was fair, of medium height and build, a gentleman from the quality of his clothing, and reasonably attractive. There were laugh lines around his eyes and mouth, smoothing out now in death, but just visible.

Who had wanted to see him dead? Did someone know that he would be coming down this road at this hour of the night, and wait for him? This wasn’t a main thoroughfare, just a narrow road through fields joining two small villages. It wouldn’t have been heavily traveled, not at this hour.

The killer couldn’t have been at the party that Elizabeth MacRae had attended—she would have recognized him. And the same was true of the village. If he lived in Wolfpit, she would very likely have known who he was. Not by name, perhaps, but certainly able to identify him.

Still, in Rutledge’s experience, it was odd that in a random murder like this, Wentworth was dead—and Miss MacRae still alive. Surely there had been time to fire at her before disappearing?

There was another explanation. Either the killer was looking for Wentworth, or he thought Wentworth was the man he sought. Had he been mistaken? And if he had been, would he stand in the road another night, and kill again, until he found the victim he wanted?

Hamish spoke suddenly, loud in the quiet of the night.

“Or it was the lass herself. Miss MacRae?”

Rutledge had to keep that in mind as well. It was, in fact, far more likely that she had shot Wentworth than that someone had appeared out of the darkness and killed him. A quarrel, Miss MacRae threatening to get down, the motorcar stopping abruptly in the middle of the road. Wentworth getting down as well, as the quarrel escalated into a shouting match . . .

The problem was the revolver. Where had it come from? There was no indication that they’d fought over possession of it. Those elegant feathers in Miss MacRae’s hair would surely have been the first victim of any struggle.

Rutledge began a thorough search of the vehicle. But there was nothing useful to be found. Wentworth’s hat, lying on the rear seat with his gloves. Miss MacRae’s purse, lying on the floor of the passenger’s seat, a beaded affair on a silver chain that was far too small to conceal a revolver. But there was a coat in her seat as well, with deep enough pockets.

You didn’t carry a revolver with you in your coat pocket to a fashionable dinner party. Not unless you expected to need it. For protection. Or in anticipation of a quarrel ending badly. But then she might have left it out of sight in the motorcar before going in.

Hamish said, “Jealousy?”

If Miss MacRae had carried it with her—where was it now?

Finishing his search, Rutledge scanned the road on either side. It was relatively flat here and open, no hedgerow or straggle of trees to make a killer’s disappearance easier. To his left, he could just see hay stacked in the field beyond the fallow one closest to the road, eerie humps in the darkness. On the far side, a shed of some sort, shapeless and swaybacked, as if it had been there a very long time and was near to collapsing.

Which direction had the killer taken? Surely he would have gone the shortest distance, toward the hayricks? Still, he might have doubled back once he had got clear, to throw searchers off.

The field of hay would take longer to search. Torch in hand, Rutledge set out toward the shed. The ground was rough, muddy in some places. He thought, as he nearly lost his footing for a second time, that this had been a pasture plowed up during the war to grow a crop, then abandoned at war’s end. Every bit of arable land had been put to the production of food, once submarines in the North Atlantic made it nearly impossible to bring in sufficient supplies from overseas. He cursed the field now. When he finally reached the shed, he saw that the door was half off its hinges, hanging crookedly inside the frame. He swept the interior with the torch, but it was empty save for scraggly weeds that had survived for a time and then died, leaving behind skeletons of their past.

Although Rutledge looked closely, he couldn’t find footprints in the dry soil of the interior. He looked on the outside as well, circling the shed in the hope of spotting where someone might stand out of sight and watch for passersby. In the end, reluctantly, he ruled out the shed.

He had just reached the road again when he saw his motorcar approaching. A Constable was driving, the shield on his helmet gleaming in the reflection of the headlamps. Beside him, looking exhausted, was Miss MacRae.

They pulled up well ahead of the dead man’s motorcar, and the Constable got down, striding forward to meet Rutledge.

“Constable Penny, sir,” he said. “What’s this about a body?”

Rutledge took him to see where Wentworth was lying, and heard the low whistle as Penny recognized the dead man.

“Know him, do you?” Rutledge asked.

“He lives in Wolfpit. Owns a bookshop there. But who shot him? I couldn’t quite make out the story the young lady was telling me. Did you see what happened? I understand you came along only moments later.” There was a detectable hint of suspicion in the policeman’s voice.

“Unfortunately I arrived just after the shot was fired. By that time the killer had vanished in the darkness, according to Miss MacRae.”

“Do you know her, then?”

“No, I don’t,” Rutledge answered. He indicated the interior of the motorcar. “No weapon that I’ve been able to find. You might have better luck in daylight.”

“That was wrong of you, sir. Meddling with the crime scene.”

“Yes, well, we don’t know where the shooter went, and I’d rather be in possession of his firearm than find it pointed at me when my back was turned.”

“That’s very brave of you, sir.” There was a hint of sarcasm in the Constable’s voice.

He went to stand in the open door of the motorcar, peering inside, poking around. Rutledge wondered if he’d come to the same conclusions. “What brought you along this road tonight, sir?” he asked, withdrawing from the vehicle and taking out his notebook.

What had brought him along this road? He couldn’t have said. Nor could he explain himself to this man. Rutledge looked back the way he’d come, and finally answered, after examining the map in his head, “I was on my way to Ipswich.”

“And your name, sir?

“Rutledge.” He reached in his pocket, and found that he’d left his identification in the London flat. “Inspector. Scotland Yard.”

“Can you prove that, sir?”

“I was on personal business this evening. Morning,” he added as he looked toward the eastern sky. But the first faint rays of false dawn hadn’t appeared. “I don’t have my identification with me.” He realized he’d driven much farther and much faster than he’d expected. London seemed a very long way behind him. And the wedding had receded in his mind, driven out by the return of the war. What had made that stop so abruptly? Had it been the sound of a real shot close by? Was that why he couldn’t actually recall hearing it?

“I see, sir,” Constable Penny was saying.

Rutledge knew that the man couldn’t possibly begin to understand. “Is the doctor coming?”

“Yes, sir, Dr. Brent is on his way. Although he’ll not be able to help this one.”

Miss MacRae had remained in Rutledge’s motorcar. He could see the pale oval of her face, the color drained even more by the brightness of his headlamps.

Turning back to Penny, Rutledge said, “I’ve walked out to the shed you can see over there. No sign of anyone hanging about, waiting for Wentworth to come along. But I haven’t gone in the other direction. Now you’re here, I’ll have a look.”

“I’d rather you waited, sir. For the doctor.”

“That’s my motorcar, Constable. I’m not likely to walk away and leave it.”

As if he hadn’t recognized the dryness in Rutledge’s voice, Penny nodded and then began to examine the scene for himself, studying the ground, the position of the body relative to the vehicle, and finally walking along the verge.

Rutledge stood to one side, watching him. Penny was making much the same survey that he himself had done. A competent man, he thought, and unwilling to take anyone’s word for what had happened here. He himself had already contaminated the ground, but it couldn’t be helped. Still, there had been damned little to find.

As a place to commit murder, this was ideal. No habitation in sight, the road relatively straight in either direction, making it possible to see vehicles approaching long before the killer could be spotted.

And that brought up another point. Had the killer known that it was Wentworth’s motorcar? Had he recognized it? Or just stopped it at random, the first to come along after he’d chosen his spot?

How had he come to this place? By bicycle? Motorcar? If so, where had he left them? Or on foot? But that would slow his escape, walking across fields without a torch.

Any chance of finding Wentworth’s killer was rapidly fading. Rutledge still had his torch in his hand, and ignoring Penny, he started toward the hayricks. But just then lights came around the slight bend in the direction of Wolfpit, and the Constable squinted to see who it was.

“That’ll be the doctor, sir. Dr. Brent.”

Rutledge stopped and turned around.

The doctor pulled in behind Rutledge’s motorcar and got down. He paused for a moment to speak to Miss MacRae, then nodded and came on toward the two men waiting by the body.

“All right, Penny, what do we have here?” he asked as he approached. He was a man of medium height, graying, and sporting the trim mustache affected by many officers during the war. “And who is this man?” He nodded toward Rutledge.

“Mr. Rutledge, sir. He came along from the other direction, just after the shooting.”

Satisfied, Brent moved around them and inspected the body. “You don’t need me to tell you he’s dead.” Kneeling, he began to examine Wentworth. “Probably by the time he hit the ground. Dead center shot, close range. I’ll be damned if it didn’t go straight through the heart. But we’ll see about that, won’t we? And still relatively warm, despite the cold air. Killed in the last hour, I should think.” He shook his head. “A damned pity. Wentworth was a fine young man. Who closed his eyes?”

“I did,” Rutledge said. “I was first on the scene. It appeared that Miss MacRae had tried to revive him. There was blood on her hands. No sign of the weapon.”

Dr. Brent looked up sharply. “You aren’t saying that Miss MacRae shot him?”

“She told me that there was a man standing in the middle of the road. Wentworth got out to speak to him after he refused to move out of the way. They appeared to exchange a few words, and the other man shot him without warning, then disappeared while Miss MacRae rushed to Wentworth’s assistance.”

“Description?” The Constable and the doctor asked the question almost simultaneously.

“She didn’t recognize him. She didn’t think Wentworth did either. Or he gave no indication that he had. She was so shocked she couldn’t give me much more than that.”

“Small wonder. I’m amazed she’s held up as well as she has,” the doctor said.

“And the weapon belonged to the man in the road?” the Constable asked.

“Apparently he brought it with him. If what Miss MacRae told me is true. He simply pulled it out and fired. There was no anger, no shouting, no warning.”

“What was said between the two men?” the Constable wanted to know.

“She didn’t hear.”

Constable Penny looked toward Rutledge’s motorcar again, then turned back. “I have to ask, sir. Do you believe the witness is telling the truth? Or did she kill the victim?”

“I don’t know,” Rutledge said truthfully. “She was in such a state when I arrived that my first impression was that she had not. And we haven’t got a weapon. But of course if she had, she might have been shocked by what she’d done and refused to believe what had happened. Or—she’s a very fine actress.”

“Nonsense,” the doctor said, in his turn glancing toward Miss MacRae. She was still sitting in Rutledge’s motorcar. “Besides, where had she come by a revolver?”

“It could have been Wentworth’s,” Rutledge said. “Was he in the war?”

“Yes, he was,” the doctor responded shortly. “Captain in the Royal Navy.”

“He would still have had a sidearm,” Rutledge answered.

“Where had they been, where were they coming from? At this hour?” the doctor asked, looking into the darkness in the direction Wentworth and Miss MacRae had come from, as if somewhere there he might find an answer. “Dressed for a dinner party, from the looks of it.”

“I don’t know precisely where that was. It’s best to ask Miss MacRae.”

“Well, that can wait. We’ve been lucky no one else has come along. Penny, can you drive this motorcar back to Wolfpit? I wasn’t able to bring a stretcher, but I think between us we can get him into the rear seat.”

“Do you know Wentworth well?” Rutledge asked as he bent down to lift the dead man’s feet.

“Fairly well. I know his parents, of course. They live just outside Norwich now, to be closer to their daughter and her children. Her husband was killed in the war. Stephen went to Cambridge, read the classics, and wanted to travel. He was in Peru when war broke out. Came home and joined the Navy. Ship went down under him three times, and he survived.” He shrugged. “Only to die within sight of home. Or nearly so. Sad.”

They lifted the body, heavier in death than in life, and got him into the rear of his own motorcar.

The doctor closed the door, then said to Rutledge, “You’ll bring Miss MacRae back to the village?”

“I’d also prefer it if you did,” Constable Penny added. “To help with this inquiry, sir?”

“He doesna’ believe ye’re an Inspector,” Hamish put in, startling Rutledge.

Recovering quickly, he said, “Unless she would be more comfortable traveling with you, Dr. Brent?”

“No, no. She doesn’t need to be bounced from motorcar to motorcar,” he answered briskly.

Rutledge walked back to his own vehicle to turn the crank, then waited while the doctor reversed his, before getting behind the wheel to do the same. The Constable was already starting Wentworth’s, preparing to bring up the rear.

Miss MacRae was huddled in the corner of her seat, still clutching the rug he’d given her. Rutledge asked, “Are you warm enough? Your coat and evening purse are still in Wentworth’s vehicle. Shall I fetch them for you?”

“No, please. I-I just want to go home. To my aunt’s house,” she amended.

As the three-car convoy started toward the village, she turned to look at him.

“They think I killed him, don’t they?” she asked after a moment. “They kept looking this way. I saw them. And it wasn’t very sympathetic.”

He smiled grimly at her. “I think there’s an even chance in their minds that if you didn’t kill Wentworth, I did.”





3

Rutledge had never been to Wolfpit. The unusual name, he learned later, came from a pit used centuries before to hold captured wolves. For some reason it hadn’t been changed, though it certainly no longer fit the pretty village he found himself driving into.

It was still quite dark, and the church clock was just striking five.

“Are you sure you don’t need to have Dr. Brent give you something to help with the shock? I can stop by his surgery,” Rutledge asked Miss MacRae, but she shook her head.

“I don’t think I could bear to see Stephen’s body one more time,” she said. “Please? I’m staying with my aunt. Just there, beyond the church.”

He could see the church—could in fact hardly miss it, for it was quite large with a tall, slender spire piercing the night sky. Turning away from the other two motorcars, he drove in that direction.

“Why were you so long at the dinner party? They generally end at ten or eleven o’clock.”

“We stayed on. Mrs. Hardy’s son was expected. He’d sent a telegram earlier from Dover, saying he’d been delayed in France. And so we waited. We sat and talked for a while, and I expect we lost track of the time. We had just gone down to the kitchen to make tea when her son arrived. But we had to leave soon after, and I hardly had a chance to do more than meet him.”

She pointed to a house on her right, and he pulled over.

“This one?” He couldn’t see a light showing.

“Yes, please.”

“These were your friends you were dining with?”

“No. They were Stephen’s. Evelyn’s brother had known him for ages, and of course everyone was eager to see Mrs. Hardy’s son. Stephen had invited me to this dinner because he needed to have someone with him—the numbers, you see, at table.” Her voice caught on a sob as she remembered, and she hurried on, changing the subject. “I’m staying with my aunt for a bit. I often come to visit her. That’s how I knew Stephen, through my aunt. There’s no attachment, you understand. Just a friendship. I think that’s why he feels—felt—comfortable with me, and I enjoy—enjoyed—his company.”

It was said simply, and he believed her.

He’d studied her as she spoke. She was attractive, a pretty face, silvery fair hair that she wore in a becoming style, and blue eyes. Hardly a last resort to make up numbers, he thought. Whatever Stephen Wentworth might have led her to believe.

Had he chosen Miss MacRae because she was quite so attractive? Was there someone at the dinner party he wanted to see him with a pretty girl on his arm? It would be worth considering.

Hamish had said it. Jealousy.

“When did you first meet him? How long ago was that?”

“I was here one summer—it was just before he went up to Cambridge—and he was looking for a tennis partner. I was fifteen, but a good player. My aunt suggested me. And we continued to play, whenever I was in Suffolk. Sometimes we went to lunch or dinner. And, of course, my aunt knows his parents.” She clapped a hand over her mouth, leaning toward him, as if for comfort. “Oh dear God, what am I to do? Someone will have to tell them that Stephen is—is dead. I can’t bear it to be me.”

“That will be the duty of the police,” he told her gently. “Although you might wish to write to them later—to give them the peace of mind of knowing he didn’t suffer.”

“Oh. Yes, of course. I shall do just that.” Her relief was so great that tears came to her eyes. “I didn’t love Stephen. But I was quite fond of him. It was a friendship I cared about. We are both great readers, and I was fascinated by his stories of his travels. He showed me photographs, places I’ll never see, exotic and exciting and romantic in the larger sense. There was an ancient fortress outside of Cuzco, and in it was a throne-like stone structure. The altitude was terrible, thirteen thousand feet, and he found it hard to climb up to the throne. Even after taking days to get to Cuzco, over the mountains, he hadn’t acclimated. And in the desert, down at sea level, there were lines that made no sense, just stones set in what appeared to be an aimless pattern. But when you climbed high enough in the surrounding hills, they weren’t aimless at all. Birds and spiders, all sorts of designs. You’d have to be a bird yourself to see them properly. How had these ancient people managed such a tremendous plan? It was stunning, beyond belief.”

She had changed as she spoke, animated by the memory of what she’d been shown, her face alight. And then the light dimmed as she remembered. Catching her breath on a gasp of pain, she turned and opened her door before he could come around to help her, and still holding the rug around her shoulders, she hurried up the path to the house door, letting herself in without looking back.

He watched until a lamp was lit in a room on the ground floor. She might not have been in love with Stephen Wentworth, but she had been caught up in the excitement of the life he’d led, and how short a step would it have been to love the man as well as his stories and photographs?

Rutledge found the doctor’s surgery easily enough. Wentworth’s motorcar was standing in the front of a fair-size house just beyond the triangular square, and there were lights on in one of the wings.

He went to the door and tapped lightly. Constable Penny came at once, saying as he let Rutledge in, “We were beginning to worry.”

“I made certain Miss MacRae was safe,” he said. “Has Dr. Brent found anything of interest, examining the body?”

“He’s given it a preliminary examination,” Penny said reluctantly, “but prefers to wait for morning to do more. I was just leaving to go back to my own cottage.”

“Someone will have to let Wentworth’s parents know he is dead.”

“Yes, sir, I’ll see to that.” He nodded across the square. “There’s a fairly decent inn just there. I’ll rouse the clerk, if you like, and make certain you have a room.”

“Very kind,” Rutledge answered, and leaving the motorcar where it was, he crossed the square with the Constable.

“No luggage, sir?” Penny asked when Rutledge made no move to collect a valise.

“It’s in the boot.”

“You said Ipswich. How long were you expecting to stay?”

Exasperated, although he knew the man was only doing his duty, he said, “I don’t know, Constable. My sister was married today. Yesterday. I went for a short drive to clear my head, and it just seemed the right thing to do to keep on driving. I’m not expected back at the Yard until Tuesday. I’m on leave until then.”

“I see.” They had reached the inn. Rutledge looked up at the sign. A swan in black wrought iron. After stepping through the front door, the Constable disappeared through another one behind the desk and came back in a few minutes with a very sleepy woman.

“You’re wanting a room?” she asked.

“Yes, I am.”

“Well, there’s no one staying here just now. Would you like a front or a back view?”

“Front, please.”

She opened a drawer, found what she was after, and handed him a key. “Number two, that is. Will you be wanting breakfast this morning?”

“Please.”

“We begin serving at seven. Through there.” She pointed to a room to one side, set with tables and chairs designed for meals. And with that, she turned and disappeared through the door, shutting it firmly behind her.

Bidding the Constable a good morning, Rutledge took the stairs two at a time and found himself in a very dark passage. Wishing for his torch, which was in the motorcar, he paused to let his eyes grow accustomed to what light there was, and saw a door just in front of him. The key fit, but he discovered that the door wasn’t locked.

The light from the windows helped him find a lamp, and after two tries, he managed to locate the matches. As the glow brightened, he saw that he had found number 2 quite by chance, and he shut the door before walking to the window. The street was quiet. Apparently Constable Penny had gone home, and the only light that Rutledge could see was from the bakery down the street—faint enough that it must be shining through the windows from a back area where the ovens were.

He drew the curtains, undressed, and went to bed. He hadn’t realized how very tired he was. His eyes seemed to close of their own weight, and he was asleep.

It was a little after eight, just after dawn, when Rutledge woke. He could feel his beard rasping against his hand as he rubbed his chin. And he hadn’t brought in his valise, he thought ruefully. It was still in the boot. What the hell had he been doing, driving cross-country like that? And yet at the time it had seemed the best thing to do . . .

Hamish, in the back of his mind, would have none of it.

“Face it, man, ye couldna’ settle. Else, why did ye bring yon valise? A half hour around London doesna’ require a razor and a change of clothes.”

Rutledge tried to shut him out. He wasn’t prepared to look too deeply into last night.

He got up, dressed, and went down to the dining room, where he poured himself a cup of tea and drank it down. Then he went out to his motorcar and retrieved his valise.

While he was shaving, he considered what to do about Stephen Wentworth’s death.

He was the best choice to take over the inquiry—after all, he’d been first on the scene. He had a feeling he would have to convince Constable Penny that this was his decision.

But he found, when he arrived at the police station, that the Constable had been busy with his own arrangements.

“I’ve sent a message to Inspector Reed in Stowmarket, sir, asking him to come to Wolfpit and take over this inquiry. It’s for the best. I don’t know that I can be objective enough, having been acquainted with Mr. Wentworth as long as I have. And to tell truth, I don’t know that I find what Miss MacRae told us to be convincing. An odd story at best.”

Rutledge quickly changed his mind about arguing with the Constable, given what he’d just said. It would do no good, and could potentially do a great deal of harm.

Instead, he commented, “It might be best to ask the Chief Constable to call in the Yard. Since the party Wentworth and Miss MacRae attended probably isn’t in your jurisdiction or Reed’s.”

“Sir, I considered that too. But you’re a witness after the fact, and I don’t know that it would be right to ask you to conduct the inquiry. Still, it’s out of my hands. The Inspector will know what’s best to do.”

“How well does he know the village?”

“He’s been here a time or two, just looking in. He took over Stowmarket in 1919, after the war. Inspector Gray had been set on retiring before the war but stayed on for the duration, as many of us did. I daresay he was very glad to hand over to Mr. Reed.”

“Much trouble here?”

“The usual miscreants. Nothing to speak to Inspector Gray or Inspector Reed about. Much less the Chief Constable. The last murder here was in 1910. Jealous husband. We didn’t have to look far to find out who did it. He was standing in the kitchen with blood all over him and a butcher’s knife in his hand. He was in no state to answer questions then, but the next morning he confessed readily enough. I think it was a relief, in a way, to get it off his chest. I always felt I should have seen it coming, but his own mother hadn’t, nor his wife—the victim. I don’t know to this day whether there was an argument precipitating what he did, or if wondering and not knowing had driven him to be done with it.”

“Had she been having an affair?”

“Yes, sir. With the postmaster. He was nearly twice her age. Odd choice, if you ask me. But there’s no accounting for tastes, is there?”

“No.” Changing the subject, Rutledge asked, “Any word from the doctor?”

Penny hesitated. “I don’t know that I should tell you, sir. Seeing that you’re a witness.”

“I hardly think Dr. Brent has uncovered any earth-shaking information,” he countered dryly.

“Well, as to that, he hasn’t done anything but examine the gunshot wound. It was close range and straight through the heart, just as he expected.” Penny paused, looking around the spare little room that was his kingdom. “Which says to me that it isn’t likely a stranger shot him, not coming in that close.”

Rutledge said, pulling out the only other chair and sitting down, “It’s also rather surprising that a woman, having an argument with her escort of the evening, was such a good shot.”

Penny raised his eyebrows. “I hadn’t considered that, sir. Did they have an argument?”

“I’ve no idea. But both parties were out of the motorcar when I arrived on the scene. Either something had happened on the road, just as Miss MacRae has claimed—or they had argued, Wentworth had stopped the motorcar, and one of them got out, followed by the other.”

It was clear Penny hadn’t got that far in his own thinking. And Rutledge had a feeling that it was because he knew Wentworth but not Miss MacRae, just as he’d said.

“How did you become acquainted with the victim?” Rutledge asked, intentionally not using Wentworth’s name, but driving home the point that he could no longer be viewed as simply another inhabitant of the village.

“He owns the bookshop down the street. Owned. He was well off, he didn’t need to earn his keep, but he bought the shop when old Mr. Delaney took ill and wanted to sell, and he’s made a go of it. During the war, he asked Mrs. Delaney to keep it open, and to her credit, she managed to do it, even after she lost her husband, poor woman.”

“You’re a reader, then?”

“I am, sir. I’m fond of biography, and Mr. Wentworth made a point to look out interesting titles for me. The latest was about King Harold, and what might have happened if he hadn’t had to race north to stop the King of Norway’s army, then south to face William of Normandy. Quite a rousing account, even though it’s only speculation.”

“When do you expect to hear from Inspector Reed?”

“By ten o’clock, I should think, sir.”

“Have you spoken to Miss MacRae this morning?”

“I did step around to her aunt’s house, but there was no one awake at that hour.”

Rutledge rose. “I need to find a telephone. Is there one in the village?”

“Mr. Wentworth had one put in for his shop just last year. He said it was the coming thing, and paid for it out of his own pocket.”

“I should like to use it. Do you have Wentworth’s keys? Or are they still at the surgery?”

The Constable hesitated. “I don’t think it would be proper to give you the keys to his shop, sir. Not until Inspector Reed has had a look.”

“He wasn’t killed there. And I shan’t disturb any evidence. I simply need to use the telephone,” Rutledge answered, quelling his desire to swear.

Reluctantly, Penny pulled out the drawer in the table he used as his desk and brought out a small ring of keys. “That’s to his house, farther along The Street. The High, if you will. This is to the shop.”

“How did you know?”

“I tried them this morning, in order to label them for Inspector Reed.”

Rutledge kept his voice level as he took the keys and thanked Penny. With a nod, he left the police station, and after walking one way then the other along The Street, he found the bookshop. A sign hung above his head, an iron book with lettering that read DELANEY’S. And just under it, as if stamped into the outer corner of the cover, was a silhouette of a wolf’s head, muzzle raised in a silent howl.

Inserting the key and turning it, he opened the door and stepped inside, closing it behind him.

The shop had that particular smell of books, and he saw that there were shelves arranged precisely around the interior space, with two tables displaying a range of stationery, cards, and diaries. On the wall just behind the counter was a telephone, but Rutledge walked through the shop before using it.

It was spacious, with two smaller rooms in the back, one containing a desk with ledgers and, in one of the side drawers, what appeared to be bills for books ordered and sold. In the center drawer there was stationery, with an ornate D at the top, with a similar wolf’s head inside. A cabinet against one wall held other accounts, and unopened boxes were set in a stack against another wall. The second room, the smaller of the two, was more a sitting room, with a comfortable chair and a lamp on the table beside it. On a shelf were cups and saucers, tins of tea, and a small, half-empty bottle of milk as well as a china sugar bowl. This room looked well used, as if Wentworth preferred to sit here to read or work, rather than at home.

Out back was a shed and a small garden, winter dead but obviously well tended. There were an iron table and a pair of chairs under a section of the main roof that had been extended to protect them.

In the public area of the shop, Rutledge did a brief survey of the shelves and recognized many of the titles. To his surprise, he even discovered a small volume of poems by O A Manning. Wings of Fire. He knew it well, had carried it with him in the trenches. And after the war, he had been called to look into the death of Olivia Marlowe, who was actually O A Manning. A woman whose poetry haunted him still, as she herself did.

Abruptly turning away, he walked to the telephone and found it to be working. He put through a call to London, to the Yard.

It was Sunday, and he hadn’t expected to find Sergeant Gibson on duty. But he recognized the Sergeant’s voice as soon as he answered.

“Good morning, Sergeant. Rutledge here. I’m in Suffolk at present—”

“I thought your sister was to be married this weekend,” Gibson said, alarm in his voice as he interrupted Rutledge.

“Yes, that was last evening.” He hesitated. Was it only last evening? “I had business in Suffolk, and I’ve stopped in the village of Wolfpit.”

“Sir?”

“Wolfpit. An old name, Gibson. Recall the tale of the green children? They came from here.”

“Indeed, sir, my mother read me a story about them. They were found in a field, as I remember, and their skin was as green as grass. No one knew who they were or where they came from.” He paused, confused. “Is that why you’re telephoning, sir? Something to do with those children?”

“There’s been a murder here, Gibson. I happened on the scene just after it had occurred. And I’ve reason to believe it should be a matter for the Yard.”

“Have the local people requested assistance, sir?”

“No, not yet. But I have a feeling the Chief Superintendent ought to speak to the Chief Constable. Wentworth is the name of the victim. Stephen Wentworth. He’s a man of some importance here. And the circumstances around the death are unusual.” He went on to describe what he’d found in the middle of the road.

“If you’re a witness, sir, it might not be the wisest thing to take over the inquiry.”

Rutledge wanted to tell him that he wasn’t ready to return to London. But he couldn’t, not without explaining more than he cared to have Gibson know.

“I didn’t witness the actual murder. But I was first on the scene, minutes after it happened. I expect that gives me an edge over the local people.”

“I don’t know,” Gibson said slowly, considering the explanation.

“Then leave it to Markham to decide what should be done. But since I’m already here in the village, it seems pointless to have someone else travel down from London.”

“There’s that,” Gibson agreed. “We’ve been at sixes and sevens here, on another inquiry, and we need all the men we can bring in. That’s why I’m in here of a Sunday morning.”

“I shan’t have access to this telephone on a regular basis. But keep trying until you reach me.”

“Aren’t you still on leave, sir?” Gibson asked, remembering.

Rutledge took a deep breath. “I am, but my business in Suffolk can wait.”

“All right, then, I’ll see what Himself has to say. He won’t be in until later in the morning.”

“Yes, thank you, Sergeant.”

He rang off.

Standing there, he admitted to himself that he’d been intrigued by Miss MacRae’s account of a man waiting in the road, and coming up to Wentworth, speaking to him, then shooting him. It wasn’t the sort of thing that someone generally made up, not on the spot. If Miss MacRae had intended to throw the police off the scent, she would have claimed a botched attempt to rob them, highwayman style. It would have made more sense, seemed more plausible.

What’s more, unless she had planned ahead to kill Wentworth, why attend the dinner party with him? Or had that precipitated any quarrel?

He had the strongest feeling that if Penny didn’t believe her account, neither would Inspector Reed.

Locking the door after him, Rutledge listened to Hamish mocking his explanation to Sergeant Gibson.

“Ye havena’ met yon Inspector Reed. Ye canna’ be certain he’s no’ the man for this inquiry. It’s your ain self ye’re thinking about. This murder willna’ be solved in a day, and that will keep ye oot of London until ye’re prepared to go back.”

“Damn it, I was there,” he answered the voice in his head. “I came on the scene whilst Miss MacRae was still in shock, before she’d had a chance to think clearly. Even if I give the police a statement, setting down what I saw and felt at the time, I’m not sure Penny will give it much weight. As it is, he probably thinks I’m a party to Wentworth’s murder. After all, I could have disposed of the weapon while
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