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In this three book boxed set

Book 4. Pascal Passion

It is in the year that the headmistress, Audrey Finch-Matthews, is to retire, that the smooth running of this long-established educational establishment is interrupted by murder.

When Detective Inspector Harry Falconer and Detective Sergeant Davey Carmichael of the Market Darley Police arrive to investigate, they discover a host of motives, both past and present, and grudges that reach right back through the years.

Book 5. Murder at the Manse

Jefferson Grammaticus and his business partners, Jocelyn and Jerome Freeman, had spent two years on the extensive renovation of the two hundred year old building.

Grammaticus booked in his first guests with great optimism, believing that 'The Manse' had a sparkling future ahead of it. He was soon to be disabused of this, however, when two people were killed and another lay gravely ill!

Book 6. Music to Die For

The last three Musical Directors of 'The Dalziels' had left them high and dry by moving to France. Their next one was to make the 'ultimate move' by getting himself murdered!

The village band in Swinbury Abbot has jogged along quite happily for nigh on a decade. Band practices are free and easy affairs, the music never commencing until after a rather lavish meal with wine, followed by more wine, and then maybe running through a piece or two, just for form's sake. Until the vicar turns up with a new musical director, who plays quite a different tune!
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Stepford Stacey is an unassuming little village, its greatest asset being its small but excellent Church of England Primary School. This delightfully old-fashioned establishment of only two classes, one of infants, the other of juniors, has been run by the same pair of ladies for decades.

It is in the year that the headmistress, Audrey Finch-Matthews, is to retire, that the smooth running of this long-established educational establishment is interrupted by murder.
When Detective Inspector Harry Falconer and Detective Sergeant Davey Carmichael of the Market Darley Police arrive to investigate, they discover a host of motives, both past and present, and grudges that reach right back through the years.

As the Easter weekend grinds inexorably on its way, Death stalks the village again, and it suddenly becomes imperative that the murderer is caught before there are more fatalities.
Falconer soon realises that this is not the work of an opportunistic psychopath passing through, but of someone within the small community itself, taking lives at will, and there is no indication that the slaughter will stop here...



DRAMATIS PERSONAE 

Of the Shepford Stacey C of E Primary School: 

Headmistress: Audrey Finch-Matthews 

Teacher: Harriet Findlater 

Classroom Assistant: Charlotte Chadwick 

Dinner Lady: Stephanie ‘Stevie’ Baldwin 

Patron: Rev. Septimus Lockwood 

Caretaker: Saul Catchpole 

Cleaner: Florence Atkins 

Sundry pupils 

Residents of Shepford Stacey 

Allington, Meredith – married to Derwent, children Mercedes and Austin 

Borrowdale, Martha – married to Seth, children Isaac, Jacob, and Maria 

Bywaters-Flemyng, India – married to Hartley, son Sholto 

Baldwin, Stephanie ‘Stevie’ – dinner lady, barmaid, and mother of Spike 

Baldwin, Patsy and Frank – Stevie’s parents 

Baldwin, Elsie – Stevie’s grandmother 

Course, Caroline – staying in one of the holiday cottages 

Darling, Ernest – married to Margaret and owns the Ring o’ Bells pub. Son David 

Gorman, Vera – sister of Letty. Both run the village post office 

Greenslade, Robbie – landlord of the Temporary Sign pub 

Hammond, Chris – married to Ann. Daughter Isobelle. Runs the village shop 

Leclerc, Gabriella – married to Morgan, son Lorcan 

Macpherson, Maura – married to Cameron, son Angus Smithers, George and Kathy – elderly couple staying in one of the holiday cottages 

Snoddy, Adrian – married to Pippa, son Milo 

The Officials: 

Detective Inspector Harry Falconer 

Detective Sergeant ‘Davey’ Carmichael 

Sergeant Bob Bryant 

PC Merv Green 

PC Linda ‘Twinkle’ Starr 

PC John Proudfoot 

Superintendent Derek ‘Jelly’ Chivers 

Dr Philip Christmas 

Dr Hortense ‘Honey’ Dubois

Introduction 

Shepford Stacey is a relatively nondescript village. One can drive through it and not even notice it, for there is simply nothing to make it stand out from the other more picturesque villages of this area, and it is usually ignored by the tourist trade. 

It had originally grown up just south of a monastery, but that was before Henry VIII had his huge snit and instituted the Dissolution. He believed that if you didn’t like the rules of the club you were in, then you ought to start a new one and write the rules to suit your own tastes, which is exactly what he did: an example followed by a certain Mr Cromwell, who also destroyed rather a lot of history and architecture, to the great loss of the public at large. 

The sacking and burning of the monastery, however, did not mean the end of the settlement, as much agriculture had developed around the village to serve the monastery, and although the usual lines of commerce were disrupted by the destruction of the main customer’s headquarters, there were other markets in larger surrounding communities, to take their spare produce and turn it into hard cash. Thus the village survived. 

If we fast-forward to the present, the old monastery ruins and the site of its gardens are still there, protected by National Heritage, but it is one of those sites that has little to recommend itself, except as a perfect place to let young children run and climb (suitably supervised) to their hearts’ content, and burn off as much energy before tea-time or bedtime as possible. For anyone who is not a child wishing to run around until he or she drops, it has little to offer. There is, therefore, no little booth selling tickets; there are no kind elderly folk offering to walk around the site with you, explaining how life used to be lived there. There is no twee shop lurking, selling postcards and tacky souvenirs, guidebooks and leather bookmarks. Admission is free and unsupervised.  

Although it is fenced off, the site is accessible through a pair of wide gates that, at the moment, have allowed ingress to a caravan with three occupants. Whether or not the caravan has been granted permission to park on such a site is a matter of much gossip in the village (for there is not much happening at this time of year, and any distraction is appreciated). Only the three occupants – or at least the two grown-ups – comprehend the viability of their presence there, and no one has had the radical idea of just asking them. The English ideal of never offending by prying holds dear in this little outpost of English life, thus prolonging the life of gossip, and giving it more ‘legs’ than it would have had if someone had just posed a simple question in the first place. 

The village itself is built around a crossroads, with St Anselm’s Church at one corner (a ghastly Victorian Gothic revival), and the village shop diagonally opposite. The other two corners are occupied by the village’s two public houses. The one between the church and the shop on the south-east side is called The Ring o’ Bells, and it is not difficult to understand how it got its name. The pub on the corner on the north-west side is called, rather more puzzlingly, the Temporary Sign.  

It had been known for many years as the Coach and Horses, and very happy everyone was with this – until the new landlord arrived, and decided that the sign was getting very tatty and needed repainting. Having hired a firm to carry out this procedure, he was instantly fascinated by the temporary sign they hung in its place to indicate that it was still a viable public house, and not closed down, as are so many country pubs these days.

The landlord, infatuated with the rather unexpected renaming of his establishment (which he considered ‘trendy’), cancelled the repainting and paid to keep what was to have been a – well, a temporary sign. The company he dealt with were perfectly happy with the arrangement, because they got paid without having to produce a masterpiece, and the landlord was happy because he had had his little joke, and hoped that it would bring customers in just to enquire about it. 

There was a small post office, but this was scheduled to close at the end of the year, unless a suitable location could be found to rehouse it, as the postmistress was due to retire, and the present post office was situated in what would become, and had been before, the main reception room of her house. To this end, it still retained its attractive bow window, for when it reverted back to its original usage.  

The only other village amenities were a riding school, just south of the main village, and Blacksmith’s Terrace; five tiny dwellings that had been cleverly converted into holiday cottages by the couple that ran the riding school. Thus, could they provide not only the mounts for a horsey holiday, but the accommodation also, and collect on both fronts. 

With these two sides to their business, they managed to make an all-year-round living. There were always people who liked to get away in the winter, even if only for Christmas and the New Year. There were also those who liked to hack around the countryside in the winter crispness. If one combined these with the local children who clamoured for lessons to such a degree that there was a waiting list, and the many gymkhanas that took place in the county to be practised for, and you have a healthy business, most of the income coming in the summer, but sufficient from winter lets, lessons, and hacks, to keep a family going all year round. 

The only building likely to catch a casual passer-by’s eye was the terrace of alms-houses in The Main (literally the main street). Named boringly and predictably the Victoria and Albert Alms Houses, the architect had been a fan of Elizabethan architecture and, given a free hand by the village’s benefactor, had included mullioned windows and beautiful barley-twist chimneys in his plans 

As was stressed at the beginning of this introduction, there was little to attract a passing traveller and cause him to break his journey for a stay here. It was just a little village – not a hamlet, for it boasted a church, no matter how ugly – that got on with its existence without a huge influx of tourists in the summer months, and it was glad of that. Life was tranquil and peaceful. 
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Chapter One 
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Thursday 31st March 

‘Good morning, Imogen. You know where the cake tin goes, don’t you, Charlotte?’  

‘Good morning, Spike. Yes, I can see that Mummy’s been busy in the kitchen. Isn’t that lovely?’  

‘Use your handkerchief, Milo dear, not your sleeve. Not a problem, Mr Snoddy. I can understand how difficult it is for you, living in a caravan like that. Why not hang on at the end of school and buy something delicious as a treat?’  

‘Yes, Mummy will be cross if you scuff your lovely new shoes, Mercedes. Pick your feet up, dear, and walk properly. What a grown-up boy you are, Austin, carrying that big plastic box. In the foyer, Mrs Allington. The table’s just on the right.’ 

‘Angus MacPherson, don’t you let me hear you use that word again, or you’ll be staying in at playtime for the third time this week.’ 

‘Isaac Borrowdale, I want that chewing gum straight in the bin when you get inside. Do you understand? Straight away! I will not have a repeat of what happened on Monday.’ 

‘Don’t worry, Lorcan. I expect it’s the chilly wind. Thank you so much, Mrs LeClerc.’  

She called into the school foyer, ‘Mrs Chadwick, do you think you could let Imogen see herself into the classroom? Lorcan here has had a little accident. Spare pants in the usual place. Thank you.’ 

As the children were delivered to the school door, many of the parents shot through the doors with tins or plastic containers, for there was to be a bake sale that day, as the school was breaking up for the Easter Holidays, and breaking up very late, for today was Maundy Thursday, the double Bank Holiday weekend almost upon them. 

Thus did Audrey Finch-Matthews, long-since widowed headteacher of Shepford Stacey Church of England Primary School, welcome her charges to school, and call her thanks to the contributing mothers, on the last day of the spring term. As she cajoled and upbraided the youngest of the pupils, she patted her dark brown (dyed) curls into place and allowed herself a moment of smugness. Hers was a popular school and, although numbers were low at the moment, she had not an ounce of worry that it would close. The vicar had recently opened a waiting list, allowing children from other villages to apply to attend the school, and they should be packed to the rafters in September. 

On the other side of the entrance, Harriet Findlater, fifty-seven-year-old spinster of this parish and teacher of the upper school class (seven- to eleven-year-olds), held court with the mothers delivering their offspring to school on this bright spring morning. Her mind was also on the school and its future, for Audrey Finch-Matthews would reach her sixtieth birthday this year and Harriet hoped, with a burning fervour, that she would retire and give her a chance to run the school, before she had to retire herself. 

‘Come along, Sholto, and stop pulling on Mummy’s arm so. If you don’t get a move on you’ll be late, and then where would we be, eh?’ Audrey asked, seeing India Bywaters-Flemyng struggling to insert her son through the school gates. 

Picking up his pace, the five-year-old stopped in front of Mrs Finch-Matthews and asked, ‘Where would we be, Miss? I expect you know, ’cos you’re a teacher,’ his face a mask of innocence. 

‘Sholto! Mind your manners! I’m sorry, Mrs Finch-Matthews, but we do encourage him to be inquisitive and ask questions,’ Mrs Bywaters-Flemyng explained, a sly smile twitching at the corners of her mouth. 

‘Hm! Well, perhaps you ought to teach him the difference between a genuine enquiry and an enormous piece of cheek. Young as he is, I’m convinced he’s bright enough to tell the difference, even if Mummy isn’t,’ the head teacher answered, being completely unenamoured of India’s superior ways and attitude to others. She wasn’t the only one around here with a double-barrelled name, and she was just going to have to live with the idea.  

Really, the cheek of the little imp, and his mother hadn’t upbraided him with even a look of disapproval. Whatever was the world coming to? When she was Sholto’s age she would have been awarded a clip round the ear for such facetiousness, followed by another one, when her mother heard about what had happened. How times had changed since she herself had started school. 

There was not usually impertinence of this kind from the pupils: it was something that had arrived with Sholto Bywaters-Flemyng and, if she had anything to do with it, would end with him too. She had always been very strict about respect for adults, and that pint-sized chancer and his arrogant mother were not going to change anything. 

‘What extraordinary names the children have these days, don’t you agree, Harriet?’ she asked, as they entered the school after the last of their pupils, and closed the doors on the outside world for the last time this term. 

‘Oh, I do agree, Audrey. It was all Susans, Lindas, and Jennifers in our day: and good old Steven, John, and Peter for the boys. Life was so much simpler then, like the names.’ 

‘I couldn’t agree more, Harriet. Just look at the Allingtons. Their six-year-old (bless her cotton socks) is called Mercedes, and their two-year-old is called Austin. Have they got some sort of subconscious car fetish, or is it just me, unable to keep up with the times?’  

Treating this as a rhetorical question on her own part, she continued, ‘Do you remember those pretentious parents who sent their ghastly precocious twins here a couple of years ago? And we had to take the extraordinary step of permanently excluding them, the little devils?’ 


‘Castor and Pollux,’ confirmed Miss Findlater. 


‘I always thought of them as Bastard and Bollocks, I must admit,’ confessed Mrs Finch-Matthews in a stage whisper. 

Blushing at this unusually strong language, Harriet contributed, ‘I understand they go to that private school on the other side of Market Darley, now – as boarders, I believe.’ 

‘I presume they have a psychiatric dorm, if they’ve taken those two,’ opined the head teacher, lifting a wry eyebrow. ‘Now, let’s see if we can locate Charlotte Chadwick to get her to put these cakes into some sort of order, and get prices on them. 

‘Which reminds me: the decorators are arriving just before we close for the term, so we’d better get Charlotte to brew an urn of strong tea; they always seem to need so much of it. Well, they’ll just have to pour their own, and be grateful that we even have such a thing as a tea urn. Hmph!’ she concluded, with a rebellious expression on her face. 

––––––––
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An aerial view of Shepford Stacey would have revealed a number of individuals moving away from the school premises and off and away to attend to their business for the day. 

Maura MacPherson and Martha Borrowdale walked together, living next door to each other just across Back Lane from the school, in Creepers and The Vines respectively. Martha Borrowdale was thirty-six years old, determined to be happily married, and had three children. Isaac, her five-year-old, she had just dropped off at the school, along with Jacob, his ten-year-old brother who was in the upper class. Maria, her two-yearold, obediently held her mother’s hand as they strolled slowly back home. 

Martha was overtly respectable, and was viewed as a terrific snob, a wife who spent a lot of time ignoring the shortcomings of her husband, who was no stranger to the inside of a police cell, although all that had been a long time ago. She kept her nose in the air, and constantly kidded herself that people had either forgotten all that business, or had never even heard of it. If only she could keep him on the straight and narrow, she could live the life she pretended she was already living, but she was often in a state of low-grade fear, that something else would jump out of the woodwork at her, concerning either his past, or his far from crystal-clear present.  

He was supposed to be working from home at the moment, but at what, she had no idea. She just knew he spent an inordinate amount of time on the computer, and had files on that Machiavellian machine that she had no access to, and this fact existed as a low-grade worry at the back of her mind. But she didn’t want to be distracted by thoughts like that now, and brought her thoughts back to the present with considerable effort, tuning in again to what Maura was saying.  

Maura and Cameron MacPherson had only the one child, Angus, who was also five, and their house was only half the size of the Borrowdales’ residence – but one would never have guessed if one had listened to Maura MacPherson. Given her endless monologues on the trials she had bringing up her one ‘wee chick’, and the amount of labour she expended on her home, one would have thought that she had a brood as large as Victoria and Albert’s, and a residence to rival the size of any of those inhabited by Victorian royalty. 

Adrian Snoddy wandered slowly up Sheep Pen Lane to the caravan he shared with his wife, Pippa, and their five-year-old son, Milo. He was not in any hurry to get back to the doubtful comforts of the caravan that they had lodged on the site of the old monastery gardens, and rather doubted his sanity when they had decided to have a year-long adventure, living as travellers. Both had moneyed parents, and he was losing his conviction that one should try to live as others live for a while, to give one a balanced view of life. 

He’d just decided that he would inform Pippa that they would see the school term out for Milo’s sake, and then return to their familiar familial roots, when he heard his name called from across the road, turned, and saw Gabriella LeClerc waving at him. ‘Do you fancy a coffee before you go home?’ she called, holding her hands one either side of her mouth in the way of an improvised megaphone. ‘The kettle’s on, and I’ve got Jammie Dodgers.’ How could he resist? 

Turning on his heel and heading across the road in the direction of Chimneys, he waved to indicate his consent, and a smile lit his previously gloomy countenance. He’d have coffee and Jammie Dodgers with Gabriella, then he’d go back to the caravan and inform Pippa of his decision about their living arrangements. If she didn’t like it, she could stay in that clapped-out old biscuit tin on her own. He didn’t see why he had to be part of realising her gypsy-life dream any longer. 

In Forsythia Cottage Stevie (née Stephanie) Baldwin had just got back from dropping off her son Spike at the school. She would be returning there after the school day was over, to give it an extra-thorough clean as it was the end of term, but before that, she had her shift behind the bar of one of the two local pubs. 

She was a single mother, only twenty-two, and she lived, still, with her parents and grandmother, who all lent a hand in Spike’s upbringing, and were very generous with their time while Stevie went to work. Patsy and Frank Baldwin had not exactly been delighted when their only daughter had informed them, at the age of seventeen, that she was pregnant, and had no plans to marry the baby’s father, but since Spike’s birth, they had doted on him, as had Frank’s mother Elsie, who was now eighty years old, and thoroughly enjoying the amount of waiting-on to which her age seemed to entitle her. 

‘Shall I get the cakes at the school sale?’ Stevie called, hanging up her jacket and slipping off her shoes in preference for a slipper. She had need of only one, for comfort. ‘I can get there a few minutes early and get the pick of the selection. I can give them to you to bring home, Mum, when you collect Spike, and we can all have a nice little treat before I go into work this evening, can’t we?’ 

‘Nice one, Stevie,’ called her mother, re-boiling the kettle for tea, now that her daughter was back from the school run. ‘Go and give your grandmother a shout, and tell her I’ve got the tea made, and she’d better get a move on getting down here or all the chocolate biscuits will be gone.’ 

In Paddock View on Four Stiles, Hartley and India Bywaters-Flemyng were taking an overview of the bookings for both the riding school and the holiday cottages; a terrace of refurbished properties called Blacksmith’s Terrace and located on Forge Lane. 

‘We’ve got number one vacant until after Easter,’ Hartley stated, he being the one who was responsible for the bookings and maintenance of the little cottages. ‘The Cliftons in number two are taking advantage of the extra days free at Easter, so they won’t be off until Tuesday, and then I can get that prepped for the next visitors. The Smithers and Mrs Course don’t go until Tuesday either –  that’s three and four – and I’ve got a couple arriving anytime now for number five – staying for the long Easter weekend and through to the following Friday. What’ve you got?’ 

‘No lessons after today till Tuesday, then I’m just about booked up,’ replied his wife India. ‘You know how the little ankle-biters love their ponies and horses, and I’m up to my eyes in extra lessons. There’s also a booking for Wednesday for a group from Fallow Fold to go hacking for the day. That’s a nice little earner, and it’ll help to make up for the four days without my regular customers.’ 

They were a tall handsome couple, she, twenty-nine years of age, he thirty-five, but they were not popular. They exuded an air of superiority and arrogance, and the little exchange India had had with Audrey at the school entrance was typical of their relations with the other residents of the village. They had no friends locally, and didn’t socialise, deeming themselves of superior breeding to the local turnips who had lived there all or most of their lives, never having left to get a university degree, as they had done, and they did not differentiate for any newcomers either.  

Their aloofness alienated them, but as their main aim was to make a success of their twin businesses, they neither noticed nor cared. That part of their aloofness stemmed from the fact that Hartley suffered from a serious stammer, they were reluctant to admit. 








In The Rectory, now that their daughter Dove was safely in school, Rev. Septimus (‘Child number seven – don’t ask!’ was his usual response to enquiries about his name) and Ruth Lockwood were having a full and frank – in fact, frankly, loud – discussion about the change in the rules for admissions to the school. 

‘I don’t care how you try to justify it, it’s going to ruin yet another one of the village schools with just a couple of classes – they’re dying out and will soon become extinct. And you want to admit children from other parishes? You know what it’s been like here, with all and sundry buying up the properties, and turning up at church for a couple of weeks, then expecting to get a place for their child in the school, as if it’s their right.’ 

‘Ruth, you have to understand that if it’s not opened up in some way, the school will close, and that’ll be even worse. We’ve got less than thirty pupils registered, and that’s covering ages five to eleven. There’s no way we can remain open if numbers don’t improve. I’ve told you, it’s been discussed with the school staff, the parent governors, and at Diocesan meetings and, if we want the school to survive at all, we have to be less narrow in the criteria of our admissions system.’ 

‘It’s awful enough as it is – all those pretentious women with their ghastly children’s names, making register sound like it’s for some mini-RADA. They only come here so that they can get the sort of education their children wouldn’t be exposed to if they went to an ordinary state school. They’re getting the good quality of a private education, without having to pay for a private school, and I think that’s cheating. If you want your child to go to a Church of England school, then you should be a practising Christian.’ 

‘Don’t be ridiculous, Ruth. What has the Christian religion got to do with anything in this country any more? Tell me that! Our beliefs and traditions have slowly been whittled away, to the point that virtually no child starting at a local authority school has the faintest idea what a Christmas carol is – the nearest they can guess is ‘Merry Xmas Everybody’ by Slade. 

‘Do you know what one woman said to me the other day? She said that the likes of us shouldn’t go about trying to ruin the fun of Christmas with all that religious clap-trap, and what was the point of it all anyway? I tried to point out to her that without the ‘Christ’ there would be no ‘-mas’, but she told me it quite upset her little grandchildren to have to be hauled off to the kiddies’ nativity service, and miss all the cartoons on the telly about Santa Claus and Rudolf the Red-Nosed Reindeer. At her age, she should have been setting an example, and I can tell you, it’s the closest I’ve ever come to giving an otherwise sweet, grey-haired old lady a ‘fourpenny one’ right on the nose.  

‘And as for the Easter message – I absolutely give up. For most families now, it’s just about ‘bunny-wunnies’ –  or that ghastly American Easter Bunny, I should say –  cakes with little chicks on, and chocolate eggs.’ 

‘So that’s more reason than ever, then, to keep the intake just to those who live in the parish and attend church on a Sunday,’ shouted Ruth, not caring who could hear her. 

‘Why can’t you see that the solution’s the complete opposite, woman? The more children we let in who haven’t been exposed to a Christian upbringing, the more children we get a chance to influence, and educate in the ways of a Christian life.’ Septimus’ voice was raised too now, and they were both red in the face, glaring at each other across the desk in his study. 

One corner of Ruth’s mouth twitched just a millimetre as she struggled to maintain her expression, but her husband noticed it, crossed his eyes at her, and poked out his tongue. ‘Race you upstairs!’ she challenged, shooting out of the study door and stamping up the staircases with all the grace of a pantomime horse. Bringing up the rear of this animal, rarely spotted outside of December and January, bounded Septimus. They may have been married for eight years, but the passion of their union was undiminished, and this argument was going the way of most arguments in their household –  towards a very sweet resolution.  

Things were almost as sweet in the sitting room of number two Victoria and Albert Terrace, as Flo Atkins poured out tea from a bone china pot and offered chocolate biscuits to Saul Catchpole from number three, whom she had invited round for a ‘little visit’ this morning. She had been the cleaner at the school and he the caretaker for a number of years, and she felt, on the eve of the holidays, that it would be nice if they planned a couple of little outings together; something for her to look forward to over the next couple of weeks except for her own company. Her daughter was going to Tenerife for a fortnight, and her son worked in Manchester and said he couldn’t get away. 

‘Drink up, dearie,’ she exhorted him, ‘and I’ll top the pot up with boiling water. And help yourself to another biscuit. Don’t want them going off now do we, duckie?’ 

‘Quack, quack!’ Saul whispered under his breath, but he helped himself to two more biscuits, and drained his teacup while Flo was in the kitchen dealing with the teapot. He was seventy-two to her sixty-six, and although they lived next door to each other now, that had only been since she was widowed six months ago, and they were gradually feeling their way as neighbours. He didn’t really know how he felt about her, but she’d certainly looked after herself, and it did banish the loneliness he had felt since his wife died five years ago. 

Any port in a storm, he reckoned, as long as there was safe harbour, and Flo didn’t look as if she would bite.  

In the old monastery gardens’ site, in a rather tatty caravan, a tiny elf of a woman was pegging out clothes on a dryer suspended from the bottom of one of the caravan windows. Her wavy hair was long, but sadly neglected, and the dark brown cascade down her back was marred by split ends and rats’ tails. Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted her husband, taking his time coming back from the school run, and hailed him as he approached the pedestrian entrance to the site. 

‘Where on earth have you been, Adrian? I need to get the bedding to the launderette in Market Darley, and you know I can’t handle that big car. I can’t drive anything without power steering, Milo’s school breaks up today for over two weeks, and there you are, away with the fairies, dawdling along the road as if you had all the time in the world.’ 

‘Well we do, don’t we? Neither of us has a job, or a hobby, or any voluntary work, or neighbours, or a social life, or anything at all, really, do we?’ 

‘What’s eating you now?’ asked Pippa, unable to ignore the signs that he was going to throw one of his moods, and her with so much to do. 

‘Oh, I’ve just about had enough of all this. It’s not as if we need to live like a load of gypsies. We’ve both got perfectly respectable – no, well-off – families, who’d love us to give up this silly charade of yours and live a normal life with our son.’ 

‘And what’s wrong with this way of life, might I ask?’ 

‘It’s simply not us: we’re fakes! At the end of the school year I’m leaving this sardine can, which nearly froze me to death this winter, and I’m taking Milo back to civilisation. He shouldn’t have to grow up with his parents living hand-to-mouth like a couple of drop-outs, when there’s plenty of money in the bank, and he doesn’t have to. Say what you will, it’s going to happen whether you like it or not!’ 

‘Oh, good! I wondered how long it’d take to wear you down, and get you to act like a man instead of a quivering jelly.’ 

‘What do you mean? You don’t want to do this either?’ 

‘Of course not! I just wanted to see how far I could push you, to do something that was basically against your wishes. I wanted to be married to a man, not a mouse. Thank God you’ve stood up to me at last. Now, carry on like that, and we’ll be all right. But you’re right about seeing the academic year out. It’s better for Milo to complete his first year there, and it’ll be a lesson to your parents, not to forbid you to do anything. Really! At your age!’ 

Adrian Snoddy was all of twenty-eight years old, his wife, two years his junior. 

––––––––
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Life was emerging in the two village pubs, diagonally opposite each other at the crossroads that marked the centre of the village. 

In the Temporary Sign, Robbie Greenslade was already on his computer, putting together what was to be the first pub quiz under his management, and, if it increased sales sufficiently, he hoped to make it a monthly event. Robbie always had an idea or two on the go, and this was his latest one. 

In the Ring o’ Bells, Ernie Darling was collecting the last of the glasses from the previous night, his thoughts already on his next task; clearing the ashtrays from the smoking shelter in the car park. If he didn’t know better, he’d swear that the car park was livelier than the pub some nights, and rued the day they had banned the habit on licensed premises. At least if his smoking patrons had still been allowed to indulge inside, it would have increased their drinking rate. As it was, they got chatting, and couldn’t be bothered to go in for another round for an age. 

His wife Margaret made her way unsteadily down the stairs, one hand on the bannister to keep her balance, the other covering the top of her head, as if she expected it to fall off. As indeed it felt it just might, after the amount of gins she’d downed the previous evening. This running a pub lark after taking early retirement might be all right at nine or ten in the evening, but at the same hours in the morning, it wasn’t so hot. She’d have to alternate with soft drinks for a night or two, until she was feeling back on form. ‘Ernie! Don’t crash those glasses around so noisily. My poor head feels like it’s going to burst,’ she pleaded. 

‘Serves you right for filling your boots. You’re always the same when that old Catchpole feller is in. It looks like I might be having to keep my eye on you, when he’s about.’ 

‘Don’t be so silly, Ernie. More like me having to keep an eye on you when that Florence Atkins is around. I’ve seen you sniffing round her like a little dog. And you know damned well what’s wrong with me.’ 

‘Don’t be so ridiculous, woman. Take some pain killers, get yourself a mug of strong black coffee, and then come back in here and help me to make this business a success. It’s the only way we’re going to make any real money for a properly-funded real retirement in a few years’ time. You’re going to have to 

pull yourself together and live with it.’ 






Back at the school, just a few minutes after the children had finished assembly and returned to their classrooms, a battered white van pulled up at the school gates, ladders secured to its roof, a scraped and battered sign painted on its side that read: 






Colin GREENWOOD,  exterior and interior painter and decorator. 

Three men jumped enthusiastically from its cab and made their way through the entrance, visibly eager to get on with a job with a set fee, and not one to be charged by the hour. The boss, Colin Greenwood had high hopes of this one, and hoped they could knock it off in good time to make a decent profit. It might even lead to further work in the same vein. You never knew. 

Five minutes later, they exited the building again with instructions not to start work before four o’clock today. If they started opening paint and white spirit this early in the morning, there was no telling what the children would get up to during playtimes and lunchtime. Audrey Finch-Matthews had told the vicar to make it perfectly clear that work could not commence before that hour. She had worked in schools all her working life, and there weren’t many tricks she wasn’t au fait with. Paint during school hours was a ‘no-no’. 

The van backed out of the school premises, turned left on to Sheep Pen Lane, and straight into the car park of The Temporary Sign. Robbie Greenslade had taken advantage of the legislation that relaxed the hours of pub opening, and was ready and eager for their order. 

As the smoke from the van’s exhaust pipe dispersed, Anne Hammond from the village shop trotted energetically into the playground with a biscuit tin in her hands. Her daughter Isabelle was twelve now, and had left the village school last September, but, like others who no longer had a direct connection with it, Anne liked to contribute what she could, and a tin full of vanilla butterfly cakes was the least she could do. The place had given Isabelle a sound grounding for her senior years at school, and after all, a great deal of her custom came from the schoolchildren and their parents. 

A number of figures had approached and left the school at intervals during the morning, taking note of the sign in the foyer asking them to leave their offerings on the table provided, and they would be collected later in the day for pricing and display.  

Charlotte Chadwick was one of the stragglers, and returned home to bake. She was a classroom assistant at the school and would have to be there just before lunchtime to help out voluntarily. Her official paid duties did not commence until after the lunch break, but she liked to give a little free time to such a good little school.  

She had delivered her six-year-old daughter, Imogen, to the school, and strolled back to Laurel Lodge opposite Blacksmith’s Terrace, to fill her kitchen with the smell of individual treacle tarts, and lots of them. These were now cooled and stacked in the tin that she carried carefully towards its destination. 

Approaching the school gates for the second time that morning, she was surprised to see Lorcan LeClerc, one of the older infants from the lower class, out in the playground and walking towards her uncertainly, not a supervising adult in sight. Not quite sure what to do, she smiled at him as he approached, and asked, ‘Is Mummy coming to collect you for something?’ 

‘No,’ he replied, in a tiny voice. ‘I was on my way to get Mummy.’ 


‘Why, whatever for, Lorcan?’ 


‘It’s Mrs Finch-Matthews. I ... we ... don’t think she’s very well.’ The last five words came out in a rush, and his face had a strange sort of hurt look to it. 


‘And what makes you think that, Lorcan, dear?’ 


‘Well, she’s lying on the floor, instead of reading a story to us, like she always does at this time of day. And she’s got something in ... in ... in ... her ... eye.’ He gabbled the last word, as if there were something about his head-mistress’ eye that he didn’t want to think about. Ever again. 

‘And what is everybody else doing while they’re not being told a story?’ Charlotte Chadwick asked, taking him by the hand and leading him gently back towards the school building. ‘Angus MacPherson covered her eye with her scarf, Dove Lockwood said a little prayer for her to get better, and then we told everyone to do some silent reading until somebody came to help us, and tell us what to do. It was my idea to go and get Mummy.’ 

‘Why didn’t you just go and tell Miss Findlater, Lorcan?’ 

‘Don’t know,’ he murmured, grimacing as he remembered. ‘Didn’t want to upset her,’ he explained, and began to resist her urging towards the school library, where story-time always took place. ‘I’m not going in there again!’ he said, quite forcefully, and dug his heels into the tough corded carpet of the corridor. ‘You can go in, but I’m not going to. I’m going to go and read silently at my desk,’ he stated emphatically, unattached his hand from hers, and went back into his classroom, walking like an automaton, his face an unhealthy putty colour. 

Placing her tin of cakes tidily on the table indicated by a cardboard sign, Charlotte walked tentatively into the school library. 
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Chapter Two 
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Thursday 31st March – later that morning 






In what passed for Detective Inspector Harry Falconer’s office in the Force’s temporary accommodation, two things happened simultaneously. His telephone rang, and the door to the office slammed open, to admit a figure that made the inspector utter a little scream, as he reached for the telephone receiver. 

It had been decided by‘the powers that that Carsfold Police Station would become an ‘office hours only’ service, with the paper records still not digitised to be stored on the premises, and that there should be a transferral of staff to the Market Darley building, which needed extensive modifications to be suitable for a sizeable influx of staff.  

All personnel, therefore, had been moved out while alterations took place, and were now housed in premises in the High Street that used to be the seat of business for ‘Mr Bankrupt’. The ‘mister’ had been metaphorically removed from the name, as the business had gone under like so many others, and the floor space available had been deemed sufficient to house those officers currently without an official work station while the station was being altered and enlarged. 

Two of these personnel happened to be the aforementioned Harry Falconer, DI, ex-army, forty years old, single, and surrogate father to three pampered pussycats. He was of average height, with a nice olive tone to his skin, dark-haired and dark-eyed, said eyes currently almost popping out of his head as he stared at what had just entered his office. 

Detective Sergeant ‘Davey’ Carmichael was six-feetfive-and-a-half inches in his enormous cotton socks, had recently married a young widow with two sons, and was the unquestionable master of the unexpected. 

‘Good morning. Detective Inspector Falconer speaking,’ the older man intoned into the phone, while his eyes were still fixed hypnotically on his recentlyarrived partner who revolved his lower jaw slowly as he hung up his coat. He had had a dental appointment first thing this morning, and was suffering from a new filling, or rather the effects of the pain-killer that had stopped him screaming his head off as the dentist had drilled merrily away at a lower left molar. 

Five minutes later, as the phone connection was severed, it finally came. The explosion was loud, but mercifully short. ‘Carmichael! What the bloody blue blazes are you doing coming in here with blonde hair?’ shouted the inspector, hardly able to believe his eyes, and wondering if he ought to pinch himself to see if he were dreaming. 

‘I fanthied a change, thir. For thpring, like. Tho Kerry got me some thtuff when sche went schopping. Sche done it for me last night. What do you think?’ The anaesthetic had obviously not yet worn off, and his speech was somewhat slurpy, and damp for anyone standing too close to him. 

‘?!’ Falconer found himself speechless, and not for the first time, in Carmichael’s presence. 


‘What wath that, thir? I didn’t quite catch it.’ 

‘?!’ 

‘I thought that’th what you didn’t thay,’ replied Carmichael, fully comprehending his inspector’s unspoken sentiments. 


On the way out of the building they had to endure the usual jeers of the un- or under-employed who hung around the town centre, smoking roll-ups and swilling cheap lager or cider, not quite daring to light up a spliff in such proximity to so many police officers.  

‘Didn’t know yer could ’ave a pig farm in the middle of town, did you, Pinky?’ 

‘’As the Force gone financially as well as morally bankrupt, then?’ 

‘Place used ter be run by scum. Now the filth’s in charge. Not much change there then, is there? Except the tone’s gone down a bit.’ 


‘Taken any good bribes lately, Occifer?’ 


But such remarks had become commonplace in a very short space of time, and the two detectives just tuned the voices out, as they exited the building. They headed for Carmichael’s car, as Falconer’s gaze was so hypnotically drawn to his sergeant’s new hair colour that he reckoned he would not notice the usually abhorrent state of the young man’s Czechoslovakian dustbin on four wheels – and, in any case, his own car was in need of fuel. 

‘Why, Carmichael?’ was all that he could muster, as they paced across to the vintage Skoda, which only seemed to be kept in one piece by rust, dollops of old chewing gum, and elastic bands. 

‘It’th nithe to have a change now and again, thir. Don’t you think tho? You’d feel really different if you had thome low lighth in that dark hair of yourth.’ 


‘Urrrrrr!’ 


‘Not for you, then, thir! By the way, where are we headed, and why?’ 

‘A place called Shepford Stacey – the school. 

Headmistress seems to have got something in her eye.’ ‘You’re joking, thir.’ 

‘No I’m not. It’s a skewer. But at least she won’t have to worry about a headache. She’s dead.’ 


‘It wathn’t one of the kiddieth, schurely?’ 


‘You never know, these days, but I sincerely hope not. No. Don’t be daft, Carmichael. I know society has broken down considerably since I was that age, but these kids are aged between five and seven. Most of them probably couldn’t even reach that high. And don’t distract me with ridiculous ideas. Low lights! The very idea! That’s women’s stuff!’ 

A few minutes later: 

‘Do you want to hear the current word on the beat, thir?’ 


‘On the street, surely.’ 

‘No, thir. On the beat. I got thith shtraight from 


PThee Green.’ 


‘Go on.’ 


‘Apparently Thuperintendent Chiverth hath been having a chinwag with the Chief Conthtable, and the Chief Conthtable thayth that your arrival here hath turned the area under hith jurithdiction into the murder capital of Europe, if not the world, and would you kindly schtop attracting all thethe murderth.’ 


‘I don’t believe you. You’re making that up!’ 


‘Am not, thir. I heard it thtraight from Merv Green’th mouth.’ 


‘Then he was pulling your leg.’ 


‘Actually, I think it wath more your leg he wath trying to pull, thir. And it worked, didn’t it?’ 

‘No comment, Sergeant, and wipe that smug grin off your face this instant. And if you speak to me again before that dratted anaesthetic wears off, I shall need the use of an umbrella. So shut up! Now! 


‘Yeth, thir.’ 







It was the last day of March, so they should be seeing the end of the March winds and the beginning of the April showers, by weather tradition. This year, though, the two months seemed to have made a pact to see the change of month pass with no change in the weather. During their drive over, the wind had risen and was now gusting strongly, driving a bank of battleship-grey clouds over from the south-west, and the first spots of rain began to fall as they pulled into the school car park. 

By the time Carmichael had finished shunting his petrol-powered wheelie-bin back and forth to a position he approved of for parking, bright coins of rain were spinning off the tarmac as the last rays of sunlight were quenched by the clouds. They left the car with as much haste as they could muster, and headed for the school entrance doors at a run, pulling their collars over their heads to gain a little shelter from the sudden cataract of water. 

It had been a good ten miles’ drive along windy narrow roads past Upper Shepford and through Shepford St Bernard to reach their destination, and as they ran, rain now glittering soaking through their clothes, Falconer calculated that it would have been quicker for someone from the Carsfold station to have attended initially, Carsfold being only half that distance from the village – except that Carsfold station now only functioned during office hours, and with a skeleton staff who were only empowered to deal with minor matters and petty offences.  

And that’s exactly why the Force in Market Darley was now situated where it was, while builders altered and extended their previous building, so that it would accommodate the over-staffing left from the reorganisation at Carsfold, and a few other rural stations like it. The case would have landed in his lap eventually though; and he dived through the doors, standing open in readiness for their precipitous entrance, in search of shelter from the precipitation that necessitated it. 

Charlotte Chadwick stood at the open doors to welcome them, her face grave and distressed. ‘Thank God you’ve arrived!’ she exclaimed, somewhat suitably for a Church school. I’m Charlotte Chadwick, by the way. My six-year-old Imogen’s in the lower class. I called the vicar when I found out what had happened –  after I’d done the 999 business and fetched Miss Findlater to gather all the children into the hall. He’s here with his wife, and everybody’s in there now, including Stevie, that’s Miss Baldwin, the dinner lady, who arrived in a very timely manner, when I was trying to get Miss Findlater calmed down, and before the vicar arrived.’ 

‘I think we’ll just remove our wet things before we go  ...’ Falconer attempted to stem the flow, which was as merciless as the rain outside, but was unsuccessful, as Mrs Chadwick, once more, took up her tale with relentless determination. 

‘I found little Lorcan – that’s Lorcan LeClerc, he’s only five years old – all on his own in the playground, looking around for help, so I took him back inside; I was just delivering a tin of cakes for the sale this afternoon.’ She paused to draw breath, but as Falconer inhaled in readiness for speech, she held up her right hand, like a traffic policeman, to halt him, and continued, 

‘It was dead quiet in the school – oh, I’m so sorry, I should never have used that word! Anyway, all the ‘uppers’ – that’s the eight- to eleven-year-olds, were in their classroom with Miss Findlater; she doesn’t cope very well with very young children’s behaviour. There wasn’t a sound, and I asked Lorcan to take me to Mrs Finch-Matthews, asking him where the rest of the 

‘lowers’ were – that’s the five- to seven-year-olds, and he led me straight to the room outside Mrs Finch-Matthews’ office where the little library is located. 

‘And what a sight met my eyes when I looked round the door. You simply wouldn’t believe it!’ Falconer would have welcomed the chance. Carmichael was in his element, however, his notebook in one hand, enthusiastically-licked pencil in his other, leaning against the wall, scribbling notes as if he would set the paper on fire. 

‘There she was, lying on the floor in front of her chair – it’s story-time, you see, just before lunch. It gives the other staff a chance to set the hall out with the tables and chairs and other stuff for the school lunch, which must have just been delivered, because I noticed the metal containers stacked at the back of the hall when I took a little peek in there a while ago.’ 

She must have been breathing through her ears by now, for she hadn’t made a noticeable pause for breath for quite some time, and Falconer was now building up a head of steam. ‘Now, don’t let me get distracted. Where was I? Oh, yes; Mrs Finch-Matthews lying on the ground. There was a silk scarf with scenes from Paris lying over her face, and the rest of the children from the class were all sitting cross-legged on the floor in front of her, with their ‘silent reading’ books, and when I asked why they were doing that, Lorcan told me that Angus MacPherson had told them to do it, while Dove Lockwood – the vicar’s daughter, and a very sensible girl – had ‘shushed’ them all into silence. 

‘I’m sure they all just did as they were told because they were so shocked and frightened, and if they were looking at the pages of their books, they weren’t looking at that awful figure on the floor. They just waited for a grown-up to show up, I guess.’ 

At last the flow was stemmed, and Falconer was furious to discover that he had forgotten what he was going to ask her originally. 

‘Is the vicar around?’ Carmichael asked, for him, having already decided from their loquacious lecture, that Miss Findlater would probably prove a bit of a washout. It appeared that he could now speak again without hindrance of dental injection, and this cheered him somewhat. 

‘That’s exactly what I was going to ask,’ cut in Falconer, not wishing to relinquish his seniority in front of a member of the public. And I shall need to know if there is somewhere suitable for setting up an incident room. We can’t work out of Market Darley – it’s far too time-consuming at this distance. It’s all right, Mrs Chadwick, we can sort something out with the vicar when we know exactly what the situation is here,’ this last to forestall his new playmate, who had drawn in a breath to interrupt. 

‘Now, quick as you can: where is everybody? I’m sure you’ve already told us, but it’s slipped my mind.’ 

‘In the hall, like I said, but they can’t stay in there, because there’s all the tables and chairs to set out, like I mentioned, and the food will, be getting cold, and they’ll all be very hungry by now  ...’ 

‘Enough! Now please get me this dinner lady person – Stevie, did you say her name was? – and start moving the children into an empty classroom; they must have come from somewhere, and they’ll have to go back to it again for now. No! Not another word. Off with you!’ 

Charlotte Chadwick complied, with a little smile that seemed to indicate that she liked being taken charge of, and returned a couple of minutes later with Stevie Baldwin. 

‘Before you say a word,’ Falconer said, holding up a hand in imitation of the gesture that Charlotte had used on him just a few minutes previously, ‘I realise what the priority is here. Summon whoever you can, to assemble the dining room and get the meal served, then we’ll decide how this is going to work. Shoo! Shoo! Off you go! You’ve got lots of empty tummies to fill, before we can even catch our breath and get started.’ Falconer was surprised at how bossy he could be in self-defence, and realised that he had not issued so many orders in such a short space of time since he had left the army. It felt good! 

Carmichael surveyed the inspector with respect. ‘Tummies, sir?’ he said. ‘I never realised how child friendly you were.’ 

‘Am I?’ he asked, puzzled; still lost in happy memories of shutting that woman up before he punched her in self-defence. 








While the children ate, in uncharacteristic silence today, Stevie and Charlotte supervised while Rev Septimus Lockwood and his wife Ruth contacted the parents of those in the upper class and arranged for them to be collected early.  

Apart from the parents’ obvious shock at what had happened, they were almost as concerned about what would happen to all the cakes that had been baked for the sale, due to take place that afternoon. In the circumstances, the vicar felt obliged to promise that he would lend one of the unused rooms in The Rectory tomorrow, so that the event could take place without any disappointment or wastage.  

Ruth would have to run that particular bun-fight, as Good Friday is quite a busy day in the Anglican Church calendar, and he had a few worthy stalwarts who would expect him to supervise the Stations of the Cross – all of them elderly, and High Church to a man (or woman). 

After the arrival of the parents of the children from the upper class, the parents of the lower class were summoned, as the children would have to be questioned in case they had seen anyone or anything, perhaps through a window, and their parents were required to be present for this. It was lucky for them that several of the pupils were missing at the moment, due to the annual visitation of the chickenpox virus, making their task quite a bit lighter than it otherwise could have been. 

The final phone call of that session was to the parents of Miss Findlater, who had been almost hysterical since the body had been discovered. Not only was she not very good with the behaviour of young children, but it seemed that she hadn’t attended even a short course at the School of Hard Knocks, and was still weeping into a handful of tissues in her, by now, empty classroom. They would have to speak to her later, when she had pulled herself together and recovered her dignity. 

‘Why on earth did she become a teacher?’ Falconer hissed to Carmichael, as Stevie and Charlotte ushered the older children out of the door and into their parents’ tender care, without being subjected to too much of a third degree. The parents knew that, if the bake sale was taking place the next day, and at The Vicarage, it would also be a free-for-all for gossip as well as cake purchases, and were content to wait until then, to allow more information to become assimilated and made ready to share. 

‘How on earth should I know, sir? I’ve never even met the woman before,’ Carmichael hissed back, astonished, never having being taught the niceties of dealing with rhetorical questions.  

Without another word, the two men entered the small room that served the school as a library, and contained, in the far right-hand corner, the glass panels that enclosed the office of the head teacher, such an arrangement not only ensuring silence while books were being chosen, but an extra buffer of space in the case of anything really private being discussed within said office. 

Just outside the front glass-panelled wall of this structure stood a wooden chair and, a few feet in front of it, and prone on the floor where she had fallen, was the shell of Audrey Finch-Matthews, the Parisian-patterned scarf covering her head and face, just as described by Charlotte Chadwick. 

Stepping forward, Falconer whisked away the scarf and revealed what it had hidden; what had been so appalling to a child that it had needed to be instantly extinguished visually. The hair was slightly tousled from its impromptu covering, the make-up barely smudged by the indignity that had been suffered. 

It was the skewer sticking out of the eye-socket that was so out of place and so disturbing. In fact, its presence was so incongruous as to appear obscene to anyone not expecting to see it there. ‘I want this videoed and photographed to the n-th degree when the SOCO team gets here. I want nothing missed. It’s absolutely grotesque.’ 

Falconer’s mobile phone rang, and he spoke briefly before returning it to his pocket and turning to Carmichael. ‘The SOCO team is here already, and so are the uniforms, waiting outside in their vehicles, and Dr Christmas is on his way. You stay inside and I’ll go out and organise them. I won’t be more than a few minutes, then we can start to take statements.’ 

The SOCO team he directed straight in to the relevant room. In addition to these bodies, he had been sent PC Starr, and PCs Green and Proudfoot, the latter not having crossed his path since he had worked on a case in Castle Farthing last year. 

‘Ah, PC Proudfoot, we meet again,’ he greeted the constable, a dangerous twinkle in his eye, as his memory served him a little snack of ‘previous circumstances’. 

‘Good morning, Inspector. Our paths have, indeed, crossed once more,’ he replied, somewhat inadvisably, as it turned out. A salute would have been more diplomatic. 

‘And have we let any vicars through to the crime scene on this occasion, Constable Proudfoot? Are there any clerics in the vicinity heedlessly obliterating valuable forensic material? Any vicar-ing vandals 

marauding around the premises?’ 


‘No, sir!’  


‘Any reverend gentlemen at all, to cavort around and destroy physical evidence of the crime?’ 

‘Absolutely not, sir. You know how sorry I was about that, sir.’ 

‘Not even a retired lay-preacher? Or a loose canon?’ Falconer was rather proud of this last one, but knew no one else would appreciate its subtlety but himself. 

‘No, sir,’ Proudfoot replied again, his face a big red football that threatened to steam if it got any brighter in colour. 

‘Good man, Constable. Keep it up, and you and I shall get along fine.’ 


‘Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.’ 


‘Absolutely no bishops or arch-deacons! I’m trusting you on this one, Proudfoot.’ 

‘No, sir. Absolutely none, sir,’ replied PC Proudfoot, hoping that his ribbing for the day was over and done with now, and he would be left in peace to proceed, unmolested, with his guard duty. 

Carmichael squirmed for the poor man on his behalf. He, of all people, knew what it was like to be on the wrong side of Falconer’s tongue, and his look towards the uncomfortable constable was pregnant with fellow feeling.  

Abandoning his sarcastic banter, Falconer got down to business, and ordered Proudfoot to remain on duty at the school gate, to make sure that the only people admitted were parents of the children still inside the building. A quick word with Green and Starr established that the interviews would take place, split between the two main classrooms, thus allowing the hall to be cleared up, and providing a waiting space for those waiting to be spoken to. 

The lower class children would be interviewed in their own classroom – familiarity might help to unlock any reluctant jaws – with a parent present and PC Starr in attendance. The staff members and anyone else adult would be interviewed in the older children’s classroom, and PC Green could sit in on that one while he, Falconer did the interviewing. Carmichael could speak to the children. Although probably seen as the BFG by the children, he was more at ease with small people than Falconer, and with PC Starr as a further softening presence, they should be able to extract any necessary information. 

Leading his troops in behind him, he re-entered the building ready to solve a crime, went through the lower class door, and immediately shut it behind him, in an unplanned attempt to give Linda Starr an unexpected rhinoplasty. He must be hallucinating, and if he was, he didn’t want PC Starr not seeing what he was not seeing, because it wasn’t real.  

Before him, over by the window on the opposite side of the room was quite a large rocking horse, and it was occupied and darting backwards and forwards at an alarming rate. As the bang of the closing door echoed down the corridor outside, he assumed his previously employed hissing tones, and whispered hoarsely (!), ‘Carmichael! What the hell do you think you’re doing? Get off that thing this minute, before anybody else sees you. And don’t do it again! Ever! Even if I’m not looking!’ 

Carmichael complied reluctantly, looking momentarily crestfallen now that his mood had been broken, and barely glanced in PC Starr’s direction when she entered the room. Falconer could tell that his colleague was disappointed, because when they had set up the little conversation space in which the interviews would take place, he did not remove his notebook until the first child was ushered into the room.  

When Falconer left to start his own interviews in the adjacent classroom, he saw Carmichael take one last, wistful glance at the large wooden rocking horse over by the window. Judging from the look of glee on the younger man’s face when Falconer had entered the room, he reckoned the sergeant was, in his head, about to win the Grand National – Lester Pillock approaching the finishing line, to the jeers of the crowd. 

After what felt like a rather bizarre period dominated by the unusual presence of ‘short stuff’, Falconer had PC Green check that the school was clear of parents and pupils, and assembled the remaining adults in the dining room. Luckily for him, Stevie Baldwin had whipped her Spike and Charlotte Chadwick’s Imogen off to her parents’, returning as soon as she could so that they could have a quick pooling of knowledge, before the police contingent returned to Market Darley. 

They made a formidable sight, seven adults crouched on tiny infants’ chairs; six tigers crouched for the pounce, and one XXXL grasshopper, with its knees around its ears. If it decided to rub its legs together, they would all be deafened, and with this thought twitching at his lips, Falconer found he was glad that PC Proudfoot was still on the gate. The thought of having to heave that sphere of a man to his feet would, somewhere along the line, need the application of a block and tackle. 

The only representatives of the school present were Charlotte Chadwick (classroom assistant) and Stevie Baldwin (lunchtime supervisor), and after making a time-line for the events of that
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