
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
 


 


 


 


Death
of a Scarecrow

 


 


Banbury Cross Murder Mystery Series Book Six

 


 


Ben
Westerham

 


 


 



 


 


 


 


Also by Ben
Westerham

 


 


BANBURY CROSS MURDER
MYSTERY SERIES

 


The Hide and Seek
Murders

The Club of Death

The Hobby Horse
Murder

A Legacy of Death

The Golf Club
Murder

 


 


DAVID GOOD PRIVATE
INVESTIGATOR SERIES

 


The Strawberry Girl

Good Investigations

Good Girl Gone Bad

Too Good to Die

Smart Way to Die

The Good Con

Good and the Vanishing
Act

As Good As Dead

 


 


ALEXANDER TEMPLEMAN SERIES

 


The House of
Spies

The Meyer-Hoffman
Affair

 


 


SHORTS IN THE DARK
SERIES

 


Harry Minch

Memory of Murder

Collector of Crimes
(anthology)

Shattered Dreams
(anthology)

 


 


50FOR30 SERIES OF MICRO
SHORT STORIES

 


50for30 Series One

50for30 Series Two

 


 


MULTI-AUTHOR
ANTHOLOGIES

 


Breakneck

 



 


 


 


 


Published by Close9
Publishing

Copyright © 2025 Ben
Westerham

All Rights Reserved

 


ISBN 978-1-911085-66-9

 


 


 


This story is a work of
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For beautiful
autumn days, when all seems right with the world.

 


 



 


 


 


 


It’s all English to
me

 


 


A word on the language
that’s used in this book, so you know what to expect. The version
of English that is used here is British. This ought not to present
much in the way of a problem for non-British readers. If you do
find the occasional word or phrase a little odd, then I hope you
still understand the essence of what is being said.

 


 


 



 


 


 


 


Ride a cock-horse to
Banbury Cross

 


 


Ride a cock-horse to
Banbury Cross,

To see a fine lady upon
a white horse;

With rings on her
fingers and bells on her toes,

She shall have music
wherever she goes.

 


 


 


This is a typical
modern version of the popular nursery rhyme. There are numerous
earlier recorded versions that start with the same opening
line.
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 Chapter One

 


 


Margery Redhill
sat on the bench of the little wooden bus shelter, looking out on a
glorious sunny day. In the field opposite, a small herd of black
and white Friesian cows were grazing contentedly on the last of the
late summer pasture, while a buzzard drifted overhead on
outstretched wings, scanning the ground below as it sought out its
next meal. From a small stand of trees came a short burst of
vibrant hammering before a woodpecker took to the wing, a flash of
green as it skimmed low across the grass.

It seemed as if the
late Indian summer they had been experiencing for the past three
weeks would never end and, though Margery, of course, knew that it
must do so eventually, she was determined to enjoy every last
little bit of it.

Being the third
Saturday in September meant it was Staunton’s annual village fete.
But Staunton’s fete was not like those you’d find in most other
villages up and down the country. Yes, they had all the usual
things you’d find at a fete. There was the dog show, the brass
band, tombolas and plant sales. There was the cake contest that
would be competed over fiercely by the leading bakers in the
village and beyond, and there was the beer tent, which would still
be doing a roaring trade long after the sun had set.

But what stood
Staunton apart and ensured it attracted a far bigger crowd than any
other fete in the area were its scarecrows. Every year, for the
past twelve years, ever larger numbers of villagers had
enthusiastically joined in with this end of summer celebration of
all things scarecrow-related. Dozens of people made all manner of
scarecrows, which they proudly displayed in their front gardens,
creating a trail excited visitors could wind their way along.

Then there were the
farmers, several of whom took to the theme in a major way,
constructing huge scarecrows in prominent locations on their land,
made from whatever materials came to hand. This year there was even
a twenty foot giant made entirely from straw and sections of old
tarpaulin. He had been named Nigel by the local children, who
thought he bore more than a passing resemblance to a teacher by
that name at the village school.

But by far Margery’s
favourite part of all this were the scarecrow outfits that dozens
of people, mostly from the village but some from further afield,
spent the weekend strolling around in. She never ceased to be
amazed at how creative people could be and each fete seemed to
bring a wider and wider range of variations on the scarecrow
theme.

This year, as well as
many examples of the traditional design, she’d also seen a
scarecrow bishop, a fireman, two football players, a small troupe
of Morris dancers and even a Winston Churchill. What’s more, for
the last few years some people had chosen to extend the theme to
include Aunt Sally costumes, which suited some of the women better,
and she’d also seen a number of these walking around with rouged
cheeks, pony-tailed hair and long, spotted or check-patterned
dresses. And all of that she’d seen during the time it had taken
her to register with the organisers at their fete headquarters
before making her way to the bus shelter.

She had herself stuck with a scarecrow outfit she
first put together eight years ago. Traditional from top to bottom,
it began
with an old suit she had
encouraged her husband, Andrew, to give up, which she had set about
with a pair of scissors, to give it that necessary distressed look.
She’d then found an old trilby hat at a jumble sale which was a
perfect fit for her small head and that too had been given some
rough treatment to offer a more appropriate look. A pair of
mismatched wellington boots, some straw stuffed up the cuffs of the
jacket, a generous spread of make-up and an ancient pair of
glasses, missing their lenses and with the wire frames bent,
completed the outfit.

It wasn’t as fancy, or
as good as some others, but she was happy enough with it and could
wear it all day without getting uncomfortable; that was, she
suspected, more than could be said for some people’s costumes.

She was not, however,
waiting inside the bus shelter for a bus to arrive. In fact, one
had recently been and gone, the bus driver giving her a smile and a
wave as the vehicle crept by. No, she was there to play an
important part in one of the activities available to fete visitors.
For a small entry fee, people would be given a sheet of
instructions that would take them on a treasure hunt around the
village, during which they had to find the answers to a series of
questions.

Whoever completed the
course in the fastest time and answered all the questions correctly
would win a rather lovely prize, consisting of a fabulous family
hamper and a day at Warwick Races. There were also smaller prizes
for those finishing second and third.

Margery was to play
the role of a tired and possibly inebriated scarecrow, who had
fallen asleep on the bench inside the bus shelter. Treasure hunt
contestants would have to summon up the courage to wake her up and
ask for answers to two questions, one of which would direct them to
their next destination. She, of course, would not want to give up
her answers too easily and would delay people by claiming to be too
tired or stupid to remember the answers.

She had arrived a
little before ten, when the first contestants would be setting off
from the field where the fete was located, on the other side of the
village. Her stint would take her through to noon, when Anthony
Felling should take over for another two hours, when the treasure
hunt would come to an end, so all the entries could be tallied and
the winners announced.

Margery suspected that
Anthony would already be the worse for drink by the time he arrived
to take over. But he was a nice man, whose behaviour wasn’t prone
to turning uncouth when he’d been drinking and she was confident
the worst that might happen would be for him to actually fall
asleep.

Once her stint was
done she would make her way back to the fete, where she and Andrew
would have lunch together, before descending on the plant sales,
always one of their favourite parts of the event. She was
especially keen to find a new shrub to replace a hydrangea that had
died earlier in the year, leaving an unsightly gap in the border.
Autumn would be the perfect time to plant its replacement.

The clock on the
village church struck for quarter past the hour. Any moment now,
Margery knew from experience, she could expect to see the first of
the morning’s contestants appear at the top of the road, where they
would turn off King Street and head her way, skirting the woodland
that lay behind her. Up to this point, the contestants would have
had only two sets of questions to answer. The vast majority of
clues were to be found in the main part of the village, which is
where they would head once they left her.

She checked her
outfit, made sure her flask of tea was out of sight, then got to
her feet and peered around the side of the shelter. At first there
was no one to be seen, but then two children came running around
the bend, almost at once pointing in her direction. Another moment
or two, then what appeared to be their mother and father came into
sight. Her first visitors were on their way. She felt a thrill of
excitement run through her and it took a little effort to compose
herself, as she took up position on the bench and made as if she
was sound asleep.

Soon, Margery began to
make out voices; young, excited ones that were getting louder as
they got closer. She smiled, delighted by the children’s
excitement. Then came the sound of footsteps, quick at first, then
slowing as they reached the shelter. Although her eyes appeared to
be closed, Margery was, in fact, still just able to make out the
sight in front of her. Two figures stood before her, uncertain as
to what to do next, as they summoned up the courage to wake her
from her slumber. Oh my, it was so hard not to smile again.

The children, brother
and sister, the former five, the other seven, looked at each other.
The older one, the girl, nodded towards the scarecrow. The boy
scrunched up his face, breathed deeply, then took another step
forward. Reaching out with a hesitant hand he prodded the
scarecrow’s arm. Nothing happened and he looked back at his
sister.

The girl spoke with
the natural and irrefutable authority of the older child. “No,
David, you won’t wake him like that. Here, let me try.”

She too now stepped
forward and reached out, though for her there was no hesitation.
This time the scarecrow’s arm was shaken vigorously, little bits of
straw falling away from the cuff of the jacket. All but the dead
would have found it hard not to respond.

Margery stirred a
little, shifting her position on the bench, as she drew out her
supposed waking. Groaning, as if having been roused from the
deepest of slumbers, she straightened her head and opened one eye,
as if reluctant to let the daylight in. She saw the boy, with his
mop of dark brown hair and wide-open grey-brown eyes, take a step
back. The girl, her long brown hair tied back into a ponytail,
stood her ground, staring intently at the rousing scarecrow.

“See,” declared the girl with triumph.
“I told you, you had to shake his arm harder.”

Margery straightened
up, stretched out her arms to her sides, then yawned. She could
also now see the parents, standing a short distance behind the
children, smiling as they watched the little spectacle unfold.

“And who might you two be?” Margery
finally asked, in an exaggerated country accent, her vowels so
rounded you could have rolled them down a hill.

“I’m Susan and this is my brother,
David,” answered the girl, in a determined manner.

The boy looked
quizzical and scrunched up his face as he leaned forward. “Are you
a lady scarecrow?” he asked.

“I am,” replied Margery. “There aren’t
so many of us and farmers tend to keep us for their trickiest jobs,
which means we’re not usually so easy to see.”

“Oh,” said the boy, looking back at
his parents.

“And what can I do for you today?”
asked Margery, leaning forward on the bench.

The girl consulted the
sheet of instructions she held in her hand.

“The sleeping crow in the shelter will
have important information for you,” she read aloud. “You must ask
this mysterious character two questions. The first one is, what are
they hiding under their battered trilby hat?”

The girl looked at
Margery expectantly and, in response, the scarecrow’s eyes looked
up towards her hat.

“There’s something under my hat, is
there?” asked Margery, in mock surprise.

The boy’s head nodded
vigorously.

Margery leaned a
little further forward, lowering her head as she did so.

“My arms are too stiff to reach up
that far,” she said. “Why don’t you take a look?” she suggested to
the boy.

He hesitated, pressing
a finger against his bottom lip.

“Oh, David, you’re so hopeless
sometimes,” declared the sister, stepping forward.

“Susan.”

It was only one word,
but, when the mother spoke, it had the desired impact. The girl
stopped and turned to her brother.

“Come on, David,” she said. “I’ll
stand here with you while you take a look. I’m sure it’s nothing to
be afraid of.”

Margery winked at the
young boy, who seemed at once to find the necessary courage.
Stepping forward again, he reached up and lifted Margery’s hat off
her head in one swift movement. He grinned, turned towards his
parents and pointed at the little, brightly painted gnome sitting
on Margery’s head. The gnome had a large, round belly, bright red
cheeks and was laughing madly.

“It’s a gnome,” giggled the
boy.

“His name’s Eric,” Margery informed
them. “And he only ever leaves our garden shed so he can take part
in this event. He wouldn’t miss it for all the tea in
China.”

“So,” announced Susan. “Now we know
the answer to the first question is, gnome.” She scribbled on the
sheet of paper with a pencil as she spoke. “So, what about the
second question?” She straightened out the sheet of paper. “Where
do we go to once we have found the answer to the secret?” she
asked.

Margery waited for the
boy to place the hat back on her head, which he did with
exaggerated care, keen not to bash the gnome as he did so.

“Now you have the answer to the
secret,” Margery said, as she sat up. “You must follow the street
that leads to the well.”

David stared at the
hat, while his sister scribbled again on the sheet of paper,
repeating to herself Margery’s words as she did so.

“Wonderful,” declared the mother,
clapping her hands as the parents stepped forward.

“Are you doing this all day?” the
father asked, re-adjusting a small canvas rucksack that he carried
on his shoulders.

“Oh, no, I doubt I’d have the stamina
to last all day,” replied Margery. “I clock off at noon, then
another scarecrow takes over until two, while I get to eat some
lunch.”

“Scarecrows eat?” queried
David.

“Oh, yes,” answered Margery. “But
never when we’re working.”

The young boy,
apparently content with the reply, took hold of his father’s
hand.

“You’re marvellous,” announced the
mother. “Quite the best thing we’ve seen so far today.”

“I love doing this,” Margery smiled.
“It’s my fifth year and I so look forward to it every time. It’s a
chance to dress up and play a character; plus I get to meet so many
wonderful people, like yourselves. The children especially. It’s an
absolute joy.”

The mother reached
into the large handbag she had draped over one shoulder and pulled
out a camera. “May I take a photo of the children standing next to
you?” She asked.

“Of course, you can,” replied
Margery.

The children pressed
up close to her on either side, looking pleased as could be, and,
at the last moment, Margery lifted her hat, so the gnome too could
be seen.

The camera clicked,
then the children jumped for joy.

“Thank you,” declared the mother,
popping the camera back into its case.

“Ah, I think we’d better be on our
way,” declared the father, looking back along the road. “Your next
customers are on their way and they look keen,” he added, turning
to Margery.

Their goodbyes said,
Margery waved to the children as they skipped off down the road
alongside their parents. Buoyed by this first happy encounter of
the morning, she settled herself back into position on the bench,
readjusted her hat, which had tilted a little to one side, then
closed her eyes once more so that she appeared to be slumbering
peacefully in the shadows at the back of the bus shelter.

 


*

 


As the twelfth group
of treasure hunt seekers departed the bus shelter, in search of the
road to the well, Margery stood up and stretched herself in every
direction. Being slumped on the bench, pretending to be asleep, was
beginning to take its toll. As she shook herself down, the bell on
the church clock chimed quarter to the hour, indicating she was now
forty-five minutes into her stint. Nearly half-way there, she told
herself.

Glancing up the road,
Margery was pleased to find there was no one heading her way.
Perhaps she might have time for a quick cup of tea. Reaching down
into a darkened corner under the bench, she retrieved her small
flask, which she opened, then poured a little tea into the cup that
doubled as a lid. The warm drink was refreshing and she savoured
its slightly sweetened taste with relish.

Leaves on the trees
fluttered intermittently in the gentle breeze, as she stood inside
the shelter looking out across the countryside. The sun continued
to shine down from an almost cloud free sky, warm, without being
overly hot, on this late September day.

A lorry motored up the
road, heading towards Upper Culworth. A small hawk, that had been
hanging in the air above a nearby field, its wings flapping
rapidly, dropped suddenly to the ground, then re-appeared
empty-handed. It seemed to look again at the patch of grass beneath
it, decided better of it, then shifted to a new position some fifty
yards further on.

Taking another peek
around the side of the shelter and finding there was still no one
there, Margery poured herself a little more tea, then sat down on
the edge of the bench, wondering what Andrew might be doing at that
moment. She supposed he would have made his way up the road to the
fete by now. Perhaps he was trying his hand at the wellie throwing
competition or had been cornered by one of the village gossips.

Her musings were
unexpectedly interrupted when she saw someone’s shadow cast across
the pavement in front of the bus shelter. As she looked up,
wondering how they had managed to reach the shelter without her
noticing, she found herself facing a stationery figure. With the
sun directly behind them, she was unable to make out their
features. Margery shifted a little to her left, so that light was
cast across the other person’s face.

“Oh, it’s you,” she declared with a
smile. “You didn’t mention you’d be taking part in the treasure
hunt today. Are you going round on your own?”

The other figure
stepped forward, without answering and reached out with a hand,
offering Margery a sealed envelope. Before she could take it, the
envelope fell to the ground. Margery leaned down to collect it up.
As she did so, she felt something solid and a little rough slide
around her neck.

“What are you doing?” she asked in
surprise, as she began to straighten up.

The rope around her
neck immediately began to tighten.

“No… Get off…” she cried out, reaching
up to the rope with her hands.

But she was flipped on
to the ground, face down, a knee pressed into the small of her back
and the rope grew ever tighter.
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The beer tent was an
enormous affair, acres of off-white canvas that flapped gently in
the breeze, held up by a small forest of sturdy metal poles and
mile upon mile of pegged out ropes. In the not inconsiderable
experience of Sergeant Stanley Shapes it was one of the biggest
he’d ever encountered, surely capable of accommodating a hundred or
so people.

He was standing at one
end of the long, wooden bar, savouring the hop-laced taste of a
pint of Hook Norton bitter, his first of the day. The tent murmured
with conversations coming from a couple of dozen other people who,
like him, had made their way into the beer tent the moment it
opened at eleven o’clock. Already the smell of beer mingled with
that of cigarette smoke and the newly-cut grass on which they all
stood.

However, the most
noticeable sight in the tent, as far as Shapes was concerned, was a
pair of scarecrows standing half-way along the bar, deep in
conversation. He’d been watching them for the last five minutes, in
awe of people’s inventiveness. One of them was decked out like the
Archbishop of Canterbury, complete with tall pointy hat, long
robes, a big cross on a chain around his neck and a long staff that
he had temporarily placed on the bar top.

The other one was a
clown, with enormous ears, red and white checked trousers and
jacket, and an outsized bright red bowler hat. There was also a
pair of huge gloves that had been removed and placed on the
bar.

But although you could
easily see what their characters were, there was no doubt they were
also meant to be scarecrows. Clumps of straw stuck out of their
clothes, which were tatty and dirty, and both of them sported a
pair of big Wellington boots, those on the clown having had their
toes cut out. It must have taken the two men wearing the outfits
hours of graft to put them together and Shapes wondered if there
was anywhere else on Earth you’d find a sight quite like it.

A cheer went up from
somewhere outside, followed by a round of enthusiastic applause.
Shapes picked up his glass and sipped again at his drink.

Outside the tent,
everything was bathed in the warmth of a late summer sun in a sky
flecked with fluffy, white clouds that drifted in from the
south-west so slowly you could hardly see they were moving.

He’d arrived with his
boss, Inspector Leslie Dykeman, twenty minutes earlier. Somewhere
out there was the third member of their little party, Tom Gently,
the editor of the Banbury Globe newspaper. He had made his own way
there and, having spoken to them briefly, had shot off to do a
little work before they regrouped.

The place was packed.
Hordes of people of all ages had piled in, determined to enjoy
themselves. The excited and noisy younger children were busy having
a go at hook-a-duck and pin-the-tail-on-the-donkey, while their
older siblings were trying their hand at more grown-up activities,
like air rifle shooting at the far end of the field and throwing
the horseshoe. Women, decked out in their best summer dresses and
quite a few of them wearing hats, were busy browsing the plant
sales and chancing their hand at the tombola stall. Many of them
had also quickly found the stall selling gin and tonic. As for the
men, most of them had either found their way to the beer tent or
joined the gathering around a display of old tractors, where
discussions revolved around matters such as horsepower and
reliability.

And then there were
the cake stalls, at least half a dozen of them. From what Shapes
had observed so far, it seemed everyone who turned up had already
found their way to at least one of those, which was hardly
surprising given how good so many of the cakes looked.

Most troubling of all,
however, as far as the sergeant was concerned, was the hog roast
that had started up before they arrived. Its mouth-watering smells
were drifting across the field as the ultimate temptation, but
enquiries had confirmed that it wouldn’t be ready for another half
hour at least.

It was his fourth
visit to Staunton’s annual fete. He’d first been when the fete took
place on just the Saturday, not the whole weekend as it did now.
He’d taken his parents on what turned out to be a wet but enjoyable
day, helped, in no small part, by his winning the egg and spoon
race. He’d looked odds on to come second, behind an eager and
sure-footed, middle-aged woman with a well-practised technique
who’d taken the lead from the off. But she’d slipped ten yards
before the finishing line, allowing him to nip past her and
celebrate the sweet taste of victory. First prize had been four
shillings and a bar of chocolate, which he’d eaten before the day
was out.

But it was the
introduction of the scarecrows that had brought him back since
then. Nowhere else could you find such a display and, for some odd
reason, he found himself very happy and at ease in their company.
Probably had something to do with his childhood, his boss had
insisted. Maybe there had been an ancient and dishevelled relative
he had a particular sweet spot for when he was a nipper, suggested
Dykeman.

Come to think of it,
where was Dykeman? He’d been gone ages. The man would do anything
to avoid getting in the first round. His excuse this time had been
the need to first pay a visit to the loo and then to find Tom
Gently. The editor of the Banbury Globe was here partly for fun and
partly to add to the newspaper’s coverage of what was a well-known
fete right across the area. But, like the two policemen friends of
his, he also liked a little flutter on the horses and, whilst there
weren’t any horse races planned for the fete, there was the
scarecrow hundred yard dash to look forward to. One of the
highlights of the day, it drew a field of serious competitors and,
if they were to get a chance to run an eye over the contestants
before the start of the race and agree their bets, they had better
get a move on. The race was due to start at eleven-fifteen, in just
nine minutes’ time.

As if taking his cue,
the somewhat podgy figure of Inspector Leslie Dykeman appeared in
the entrance to the beer tent. He stopped and peered intently into
the relative gloom, his eyes needing to adjust to the lower level
of light. Shapes raised a hand and started to walk across to his
boss.

“Ah, there you are, Shapes,” remarked
Dykeman. “Got a pint in, I see.” He looked at his watch and let out
a sigh. “Suppose I’ll have to wait until after the race before I
can get myself a drink.”

Shapes sipped at his
beer. “Shame. It’s a lovely pint, too.”

Dykeman gave his
sergeant a look, but decided not to rise to the bait, instead
asking, “You seen Gently in here?”

Shapes shook his head.
“Not seen him since he went off to find his photographer.”

“Well, we can’t hang around here
waiting for him to show up,” declared the inspector. “We need to
get over to the show ring, so we can take a look at the entrants
for the hundred yard dash. Some of them were there already when I
came past that way just now.”

As he spoke, an Aunt
Sally wearing a surprisingly short skirt and an enormous wig of
pink curls, that were piled up on top of one another, walked by.
Shapes gawped. Dykeman scratched his head.

“Wonder if she’s in the race?” asked
the inspector, watching the peculiar figure head towards the show
ring.

“Ah, there you both are. Thought I’d
find you in the beer tent.” Tom Gently was breathing a little
heavily as he rocked up alongside the two policemen. “Got stuck
talking to Edith Furrow, head of the local branch of the Women’s
Institute. Tried to bludgeon me into running a full-page article
about their plans for helping out the less well off this Christmas.
Told her it was a bit early for that, but she’d only let me go once
I’d given a solemn promise to talk to her about it next
month.”

“That’s your problem, Tom,” replied
Dykeman. “You’re too accommodating. You want to assert your manly
authority with these women, just like Shapes does. He’d never let
Ivy boss him around, would you, Shapes?” Dykeman grinned at his
sergeant, who wrinkled his nose and remained resolutely silent on
the topic.

A steady stream of
people passed them, all apparently heading towards the centre of
the field, where a large area was roped off to make the main show
ring. For the purposes of the upcoming race, the ropes had been
extended at one end. in order to incorporate the required hundred
yards.

“I think we ought to get a move on,”
suggested Dykeman. “Before it gets too crowded for us to get a
decent view of things.”


 Chapter Three

 


 


The three men walked
briskly off, following the growing throng, Shapes taking care not
to spill any of his precious beer. Their target was the start line
for the race, which, with the show ring now extended, was close to
a stall selling a fine collection of tea towels, mugs, calendars
for the following year and sundry other goods. Already gathering
together directly in front of it could be seen a small group of
scarecrows and, so far, a single Aunt Sally.

“There’s a gap there,” said Dykeman,
pointing towards an opening in the growing mass of bodies by the
start line.

The three men gently
nudged their way into the shrinking space, right up against the
rope.

“Now then, what have we got on offer?”
asked Gently, rubbing his hands together.

Just then the PA
system crackled into life and an authoritative female voice
informed everyone that the hundred yard race for scarecrows and
Aunt Sallies would be starting in the central arena in five
minutes. She also added that this year’s field looked particularly
competitive. A murmur of excitement went up from the crowd and more
people began to swell the ranks of those already there.

There were ten runners
taking part in the event and the three Banbury men cast an eager
eye over each in turn, keen to spot potential weaknesses or
strengths. There were two Aunt Sallies amongst the field. One was a
big, burly character with hairy forearms, thick eyebrows and a
stubbly chin, along with an outsized pair of Wellingtons. He had a
square of paper with the number six on it pinned to his chest.

“That one’s a bloke,” pointed out
Shapes, in surprise.

“Very observant of you,” replied
Dykeman. “Big pair of wellies, though. Don’t think that improves
his chances of winning.”

“The other one looks a better bet,”
added Gently, pointing towards the second Aunt Sally, a short,
eager-looking figure that was holding up a long skirt to reveal a
pair of rather attractive and very feminine legs. She was number
five.

“Got the appearance of a whippet,”
observed Dykeman, with a nod of appreciation.

Five of the other
competitors were decked out as your ordinary, run-of-the-mill
scarecrows, with tatty clothes, battered hats and clumps of straw
poking out of sleeves and trouser legs. One of these appeared to be
wearing a pair of wooden clogs. The three onlookers agreed
immediately that he had no chance of winning. Three of the others
were sporting the ever-popular Wellington boots, but the fifth, who
wore the number one, had bare feet.

“That should give him a decent
advantage,” suggested Tom Gently, stroking his chin as he
spoke.

“You’d think so,” replied Shapes.
“Trouble is, he must be eighty if he’s a day. He might not make it
to the finish line.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” retorted the
newspaper editor. “I’ve known some very spritely old folk in my
time. People who’ve hardly slowed down since they were in short
trousers.”

That left three more
scarecrows to be assessed. Two of these were, in fact, the bishop
and his mate the clown that Shapes had seen chatting in the beer
tent. The sergeant scratched his head, wondering at their
chances.

“Not the best of outfits for a race,”
he finally decided.

“I’m with you on that one, Shapes,”
replied Gently.

The final contender
appeared to be the youngest of them all, though with the make-up
most of them were wearing it was tricky to be certain. He had come
dressed as a milkman scarecrow, complete with peaked cap and long,
dark-blue coat. But it wasn’t just his apparent age that caught the
eye.

“He’s got boots on,” said Shapes. “Got
to be better than a pair of wellies.”

“Possibly,” replied Gently. “But
they’re a pretty beaten up pair. Look at that, you can see the sole
is falling off one of them.”

“Come on you two, time’s almost up,”
cut in Dykeman.

Shapes smacked his
lips before replying, “I’m decided. It’s the lad with the boots for
me. Number six.”

“And I’m going with the old chap with
the bare feet,” said Gently. “I’ll bet he’s got more life left in
him than Shapes gives him credit for.”

As if knowing they
were ready to place their bets, a tall, thin figure wearing a long
raincoat and a trilby hat with a pheasant feather tucked into the
band appeared alongside them. He held what appeared to be a notepad
in one hand, a pencil in the other and, an observant person would
have noticed, there was a money pouch clipped to his belt.

“Looking to have a flutter, are we,
gentlemen?’ he asked in a low yet clear voice.

“Larry Boyd,” replied the temporarily
startled Dykeman. “Funny how you know when to come looking for us,
so we don’t have to go searching for you.”

“It’s all part of the service,
inspector,” replied the bookmaker. “Wouldn’t want to have some of
my best customers going away disappointed, would I now?” Boyd
grinned as he spoke, revealing a solid gold tooth that twinkled in
the sunlight.

Dykeman glanced around
furtively, aware Boyd was there without an invitation and, should
the organisers spot him, would very likely be escorted from the
site.

“What’s the odds for number five?” he
asked.

“Ah, the favourite,” replied Boyd,
flipping open his notepad.

In a surprisingly
short space of time, Boyd had relieved the three men of their
stakes and, in turn, handed them each a receipt. Ideally they would
now have made their way down to the finish line, so they could
better see who would be celebrating victory and buying the next
round in the beer tent with their winnings; but there was no time
for that now. The entrants were all in place on the start line,
most of them looking eager for the off, like the racing
thoroughbreds they were not.

A thin, bald-headed
man, sporting a vicar’s dog collar round his neck and holding a sun
hat in one hand, stepped forward into a small space alongside the
start line. He addressed the runners, who all now set themselves
ready for the off, one or two glancing at their rivals, the others
focused intently on the finish line.

The vicar raised a
small red flag above his head and counted down from three, at which
point he swept the flag towards the ground. The racers leapt
forward and a great roar went up from the packed crowd. A blur of
arms and legs raced off down the straight.

It was not, it quickly
became clear, a race which subscribed to any recognised rules of
good behaviour and sportsmanship. The competitors were bumping and
barging each other from the first moment and the bishop had barely
gone ten yards when his impressive headpiece was knocked to the
ground and rolled away to one side. Another ten yards and two of
the competitors, the bulky Aunt Sally and one of the plain vanilla
scarecrows, tumbled to the ground, a tangle of arms and legs.

The rest raced on,
encouraged and abused in equal parts by shouts from the more
inebriated members of the crowd, who pressed in ever closer. The
two policemen and their newspaper friend were already leaning right
out over the rope to get a better view and
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