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Foreword

It should come as no surprise to anyone that Reginald Hill won the Crime Writers’ Association Short Story Dagger not once, but twice. Although he is best remembered for his four dozen novels, half of them featuring the unforgettable duo of Andy Dalziel and Peter Pascoe, he was one of the most accomplished short story writers in the genre. But because the majority of short stories appear in magazines or anthologies, their lifespan is fleeting. That this collection has been rescued from oblivion is something to be grateful for.

Here, we can sit again with Dalziel and Pascoe and their aides-de-camp Edgar Wield and Ellie Pascoe; but we can also experience some of the virtuoso range of Reg’s imagination as he takes us to the Germans in the First World War, via a bargain with the devil, an impossible trail of footprints, and Elfland. And we have a front-row seat at Reg’s feats of ventriloquism as he tells tales in a dazzling array of different voices. As Reg himself said, his non-series work is often ‘about characters into whose lives crime comes, sometimes tragically, sometimes comically’. But always engagingly.

I’m often asked who I’m reading. I talk about recent discoveries, long-standing favourites whose latest books I fall on with delight, and a handful of writers whose books I re-read. Reg is one of those repeat pleasures I always pick up with the same thrill of anticipation as I get from an impending encounter with an old friend.

Re-reading is the greatest compliment I can pay a writer. My shelves are stacked with titles waiting to be read for the first time; to choose to return for a second or third time to a book whose shape and ending I already know means I believe that as well as guaranteed pleasure, there is the promise of discovering something I’ve missed before. In the uncertainties of lockdown, like many of us, I revisited past printed companions. Reg never disappointed.

I can still remember the delight of discovering Dalziel and Pascoe in their debut, A Clubbable Woman. It was one of those 1980s Grafton paperbacks with the uninspiring covers. I was in the café of the Royal Exchange Theatre in Manchester where I used to hide from my newsroom colleagues so I could read instead of drink during my lunch break.

As I read, I realized I was smiling. But not only because of the wit that permeates Reg’s writing. I was smiling because I had in my hands that particular delight – a crime novel that demonstrates that it’s possible to write about murder and mayhem in good prose. Well-made sentences, felicitous choices of words, and the ability to create deft shifts of mood all revealed a level of literary craft that was unusual in British crime fiction back in the mid-1980s.

For me, a fledgling crime writer struggling with her first novel, it set the bar high. And as Reg developed his skills through an impressive series of novels, he continued to provide me with a target to aim at. I always felt he was several steps ahead of me, and as well as enjoying his work, I learned from each of his novels. How to mislead the reader. How to draw on other writers’ work to enrich my own. Not to be afraid to invest real emotion in the work. How to allow characters to carry the weight of their past. To have the courage to be complicated.

And to include at least one word in every novel that drove me to the dictionary … an eleemosynary impulse from a generous teacher.

He grew up in Yorkshire in what he described as ‘a very ordinary family’. His father was a professional footballer for Hartlepool United, and his mother was a devoted reader of Golden Age detective novels, which Reg fetched for her from the library and began to read himself. A working-class lad, he made the impressive leap to St Catherine’s College, Oxford, where he immersed himself in English literature. Not because he was pushed, but because he wanted to dive deep into something he loved. His books betray that love, peppered as they are with references to authors and works that illuminate what he was writing. But it’s never about showing off; he was genuinely erudite and it came naturally to him to provide an allusion that enriched his own storytelling.

And those references are never heavy-handed. Recalled to Life opens with a perfectly crafted nod to Charles Dickens:

It was the best of crimes, it was the worst of crime; it was born of love, it was spawned by greed; it was completely unplanned, it was coldly premeditated; it was an open-and-shut case, it was a locked-room mystery; it was the act of a guile-less girl, it was the work of a scheming scoundrel; it was the end of an era, it was the start of an era; a man with the face of a laughing boy reigned in Washington, a man with the features of a lugubrious hound ruled in Westminster; an ex-marine got a job at a Dallas book repository, an ex-Minister of War lost a job in politics; a group known as the Beatles made their first million, a group known as the Great Train Robbers made their first two million; it was the time when those who had fought to save the world began to surrender it to those they had fought to save it for; Dixon of Dock Green was giving way to Z-Cars, Bond to Smiley, the Monsignors to the Maharishis, Matt Dillon to Bob Dylan, l.s.d. to LSD, as the sunset glow of the old Golden Age imploded into the psychedelic dawn of the new Age of Glitz. It was the Year of Our Lord nineteen hundred and sixty three.

Even at his most linguistically playful – in Dialogues of the Dead, for example – we don’t stumble and lose whatever complex narrative thread he’s laying out for us. We see it here in the short stories too, with nods to Border ballads, folk tales and Anthony Trollope.

And of course, we can see the influence of his deepest literary love, Jane Austen. It’s there in the novels – Pictures of Perfection, a bucolic trompe l’oeil of a novel whose title comes from Austen’s line: ‘Pictures of perfection make me sick.’ And A Cure for All Diseases, a modern reworking of Austen’s unfinished novel Sanditon – but with corpses. Reg himself acknowledged this debt, saying that he occupied the Jane Austen end of the crime-writing spectrum; in other words, no graphic sex or explicitly detailed violence.

But the thread between them goes deeper than that. Jane and Reg would have thoroughly enjoyed each other’s company, sharing their sharp and insightful observations on characters, subverting the conventional, and despising pretension and pomposity. Even Andy Dalziel’s vulgarity would have tickled Miss Austen, I suspect. Both writers had a shrewd eye for human psychology, acute observation and vivid scene-setting. Here’s a brief vignette from ‘Castles’, a character-led story in this collection:

People are pouring in from the crowded platform, some narked at being kept waiting, others chuffed to be catching an earlier train than expected. There’s a wedding party on the platform who look like they belong to the first group. All the usual time-honoured jollities seem to have gone limp with repetition, and though the guests manage to whip themselves into a final frenzy of confetti throwing, balloon bursting, and tear shedding, they can’t altogether hide their relief at being shot of the happy couple.

As I read it, I could see it, and hear the rhythms of Northern English speech.

The short story is a tricky beast, the crime short story most of all, because it demands a resolution. You can’t write a successful crime short story that leaves the reader puzzling about what just happened. Somehow, in a few thousand words, the writer has to deliver set-up, development and pay-off, peopled by nuanced characters who feel authentic. It requires economy of method, a sure grasp of the key elements of the story, and ideally a twist or a reversal of fortune that leaves the reader with a nod of satisfaction.

In my experience, it’s easier to write a novel than to turn in a good short story. I reckon I’ve written maybe five that I’m truly proud of. But Reg was one of those writers who seems equally at home with either form. When I was reading ‘Brass Monkey’, I was struck by the profligacy of the plot. There’s so much going on, so cleverly dovetailed the construction, so rich in allusion and character possibility, so lovingly detailed, that I couldn’t help feeling that another writer wouldn’t have been able to resist the temptation of turning it into a novel. But Reg condenses it into a mere 17 pages and it feels neither scant nor over-burdened. It’s hard to resist the thought that he had so many ideas nesting in his head that he was forever racing towards the next.

As Reg himself said, ‘Good crime fiction is economical, which does not mean short, but rather that everything in a book, however apparently peripheral, incidental, or even ornamental, should contribute to the story’s central dynamic. If a writer is successful in this, readers will finish the book with that contradictory sense of delight and disappointment – delight at having enjoyed such a complete and rounded experience, and disappointment that it’s over!’

The characters he writes about in these short stories could easily populate the pages of a novel. They’re varied, from a working-class copper to a middle-class senior teacher, from a novelist to a failed businessman, from a frustrated also-ran to a Hollywood success story. Reg’s unsparing eye passes over them all. Although none escapes his scrutiny – a scrutiny that invited us to share his opinion – neither do they escape his humanity. His murderers are not monsters, they’re human beings whose lives have not turned out the way they dreamed of. There are moments where I certainly felt the tingle of ‘there but for the grace of God …’ But thankfully, not the moments of murder!

When I heard the news of Reg’s death in January 2012 I was on a book tour in the US. I felt the loss keenly. I was one of a handful of his fellow writers who had known he’d been diagnosed with an inoperable brain tumour, but still his death came as a blow. He’d been one of the first of my fellow crime writers to welcome me into what still feels like the best club in the world. He was always generous with his time and his conversation was a sparkle of delight. I feel lucky to have called him a friend and I still miss him, still mourn the unwritten books.

Reg was a gentle man, and a kind one. He suffered fools if not gladly, then at least politely. His wit could be pointed, but he was never malicious. He loved the fells and dales of the Lake District. He walked them regularly with his beloved wife Pat, with his dogs and with a handful of trusted old friends. He loved Mahler, and paid tribute to that love affair in the Dalziel and Pascoe novel On Beulah Height, where he provided his own Yorkshire translations for Kindertotenlieder (Songs on the Death of Children). He could hide behind a facade of the bluff Yorkshireman, but he was blessed with a warm emotional intelligence that made the conversations we shared memorable and invigorating.

Reading these short stories brought him back to life in my imagination. Those qualities I admired and respected in the work and the man are all present here in this rich plum pudding of a collection, one that will warm the heart on a cold winter’s night. I hope you come away from them feeling as I do, that the chance to revisit Reginald Hill’s short stories is the best Christmas present any reader could ask for.

Val McDermid

St Monans

April 2022




Dalziel and Pascoe Hunt the Christmas Killer

It was the first Sunday in Advent. The bell summoning the devout to morning worship at St John’s church had fallen silent. The congregation, all seven of them (normally there were ten but it was a cold, wet day) sat waiting for their vicar to arrive.

After five minutes, one of the churchwardens went to the vestry door and peered out towards the gate in the wall through which the clergyman would make his way from the neighbouring vicarage. He saw a black-clad figure standing there, leaning against a sheltering yew tree as if waiting for a break in the driving rain.

Returning to his seat the churchwarden assured the others: ‘He’s on his way.’

Five minutes later he went to look again. The figure was still there, under the tree, and the churchwarden, irritated by the delay, advanced to remonstrate that bad weather shouldn’t come between a man and his duty. As he got nearer, he saw that the vicar seemed to be embracing the yew, more like some primitive nature-worshipper than a man of the cloth.

‘Are you all right?’ he called. But even as he spoke, he was taking the next couple of steps which gave him his answer.

The back of the priest’s skull had been crushed by a massive blow, and the only reason the body remained upright was that its hands had been nailed to the tree.

Detective Superintendent Andy Dalziel arrived on the scene with a sore head. Not normally a man given to religious observance, he made an exception in the case of St Andrew, in whom he felt a personal interest. Yesterday had been his namesake’s Feast Day and the Fat Man had wassailed deep into the night. This morning it seemed a poor reward for piety that he should be dragged from his bed to view the corpse of a dead vicar, especially one who turned out to have notes for a sermon on the evils of drink in the pocket of his cassock.

A search of the churchyard quickly revealed the likely weapon, a bloodstained claw-hammer which had presumably also been used to drive the nails through the hands. The only other item of interest was a fresh cheroot butt found beneath the yew.

Dalziel was not a man to ignore the obvious and, knowing that clergymen are assaulted most frequently by those who apply to them for help and don’t take kindly to being offered a sermon, the Fat Man confidently anticipated he’d be home for Heartbeat after picking up some twitching druggie with blood all over his shirt and prints matching those on the hammer.

Except there were no prints on the hammer. And though the mean streets of Mid-Yorkshire threw up any number of well-stained druggies, none of the stains matched the vicar’s blood, nor did any of their DNA match that obtained from the cheroot butt.

By the time the second Sunday in Advent arrived, Dalziel was almost ready to apply directly to God for a sign. He got one anyway.

The vicar of St Peter’s was as radical as the vicar of St John’s had been traditional, an approach which didn’t guarantee larger congregations but did put him top of your list if you wanted to arrange a gay wedding or, as on this Sunday afternoon, have your baby daughter christened with the names of the Leeds United first team squad.

The early arrivals were laughing at the jocular proposal of one of their number that they should fill the deep-scooped seventeenth-century font with lager instead of water, but most stopped laughing when they found it already occupied by the vicar. He had been stunned by a blow to the neck, then his head held beneath the water till he drowned.

Another cheroot butt was found, this time in the church porch. The DNA on it matched that from the one at St John’s.

‘Well, that helps,’ said Dalziel. ‘But not a lot. Any ideas, Pete?’

DCI Peter Pascoe, who had other things on his mind, principally how to deal with his pre-teen daughter Rosie’s assertion that she would leave home and never speak to her parents again if they failed to present her on Christmas Day with a pair of fashion boots like Madonna’s, said: ‘You could advise vicars to follow their parishioners’ good example and avoid churches on the Sabbath.’

‘Thanks a bunch,’ growled Dalziel. But he did issue a statement to the press saying that, while two didn’t form a sequence, it might be wise for clergymen to proceed with caution the following Sunday.

How many clerics spent the third Sunday in Advent quivering in their canonicals isn’t known, but the vicar of St Matthew’s wasn’t one of them. Everything was done as it was normally done. The churchwarden did offer to walk the vicar to the car park after evensong but was told in no uncertain terms that he’d do much better to hurry off to his niece’s birthday party which he’d been talking about all week.

Much to his later regret, he obeyed, and the vicar set out down the ill-lit track through the ancient churchyard, whistling ‘Onward Christian Soldiers’ to ward off ungodly spirits. It didn’t work. There was a rush of footsteps from behind, then a glancing blow to the back of the head from what turned out to be a lapidary cross broken from a tombstone. The vicar, dazed but still conscious, swung around in a vain effort at resistance before tumbling on to the gravelled surface as the attacker came in for the kill. His left hand swung the cross high for the fatal blow while his right pressed down hard on the vicar’s chest. Then squeezed.

‘Bloody hell,’ he exclaimed in shock. ‘You’re a woman!’

And, casting the cross aside, he fled.

A moment later the Reverend Sally Greenham heard a car speed away.

She sat upright, checked her body for serious damage, found none, gasped a prayer, then pulled out her mobile phone and rang the police.

‘This makes three Sundays in a row I’ve been to church,’ said Dalziel. ‘Must be a record.’

‘Let’s hope you don’t beat it,’ said Pascoe grimly.

In fact things were looking up slightly.

Sally Greenham had glimpsed the attacker’s face and was able to provide a description – male, tall, well built, slightly hooked nose, reddish hair, early twenties – sufficient to create a Photofit picture.

And the departing churchwarden, as he drove away, had noticed another car parked near to the vicar’s. It was, he thought, a Ford Montego. Colour dark blue. But, best of all, he’d registered the number plate or at least part of it.

‘The actual number was 666,’ he said. ‘I thought, hello! Revelation, Chapter 13, Verse 16.’

He paused to savour the irreligious ignorance of the constabulary.

‘You mean Verse 18,’ said Dalziel. ‘The number of the beast.’

The churchwarden looked a bit disgruntled to be both corrected and pre-empted but at least it took his mind off his guilt at leaving the Reverend Sally unprotected.

‘You sure it was Verse 18?’ Pascoe enquired later.

‘Listen, lad, I left school with O-levels in Religious Knowledge and Grievous Bodily Harm,’ growled the Fat Man. ‘If you didn’t learn your texts, you got ’em knocked into you. And if that computer of thine can’t track down the owner of yon car, I’ll mebbe try knocking some sense into it!’

Happily for the computer, it did the trick without physical encouragement.

There was a surprising number of Montegos whose registration incorporated the figures 666. And several of them were dark blue. But only two of them were registered in Mid-Yorkshire. And both to the same man at the same address.

Mr James Christmas of Ladysmith Lodge, Greenhill.

‘Now why should a man called Christmas want two cars incorporating the number of the beast?’ said Pascoe. ‘I like the smell of this one.’

‘How many times have I told you not to jump to conclusions?’ said Dalziel.

‘Sorry,’ said Pascoe meekly.

‘Right then. Now let’s go and kick a confession out of him afore he goes to bed.’

Greenhill was a once-prosperous, now rather run-down district to the west of the city centre. Ladysmith Lodge turned out to be a detached villa in grey granite.

In the driveway was parked a dark blue Montego with the number 666 in the registration. Dalziel felt the bonnet. Not very warm but warmer than the ambient air.

They rang the doorbell, which chimed the opening bars of ‘Ding-Dong Merrily on High’.

The door was opened almost immediately by a tall, well-set-up man in his early twenties. He had russet hair and a hooked nose beneath which his lips curved in a welcoming smile without disturbing the narrow black cheroot suspended there. He was a dead ringer for Sally Greenham’s Photofit picture.

‘Mr James Christmas?’ said Pascoe.

‘That’s right,’ said the man, peering expectantly into the darkness behind them. ‘Just the two of you then?’

‘Well, yes,’ said Pascoe, puzzled. He produced his warrant and introduced himself.

‘Silly me!’ laughed Christmas. ‘I thought you were the carol singers. The church mag said they’d be out tonight, and your friend has something of a charitable look about him.’

Anyone who could think that would probably welcome Attila the Hun as an envoy of Greenpeace, thought Pascoe.

They followed the man across a bare-boarded entrance hall, their footsteps echoing as hollowly as if they’d been in an empty house, but the room he led them into was well furnished in a bright, modern style.

‘Now how can I help you, gentlemen?’ enquired James Christmas after he’d sat them down before a powerful wood-burning stove.

‘Could you tell us where you were earlier this evening, sir?’ said Dalziel. ‘Between, say, the hours of six and eight.’

‘Well, let me see, I left Cambridge shortly after half five, so I must have been on the A1 between Huntingdon and Pontefract. I got home about ten to nine, I recall. Has there been a traffic accident or something? I didn’t see anything.’

Pascoe didn’t like the sound of this but the Fat Man wasn’t disconcerted.

‘Cambridge? You’ve spent the day in Cambridge?’ he said, making it sound like Sodom and Gomorrah. ‘Would that have been for business or pleasure, sir?’

‘Neither, really. Filial duty, I suppose. My father’s in a nursing home there and I drive down most Sundays to see him.’

‘Sorry to hear that, about your dad I mean,’ said Dalziel. ‘Bad, is he?’

‘Pretty bad. He had a severe stroke. Can’t speak, can hardly move, but he’s fully compos mentis, they assure me. So I get there at lunchtime. We spend the afternoon together, I read to him, bring him up to date with the news, family and general, do what I can to cheer him up, then, after a spot of tea about five, I head for home. It’s little enough, I know, but the staff assure me it’s the high point of his week.’

‘Very commendable, sir,’ said Dalziel.

‘This is nice,’ said Pascoe.

He’d been wandering round the room and had stopped in front of an ornate Advent calendar hanging on the wall opposite the fireplace. Only the Sunday windows had been opened, the first two fully, the third halfway.

‘Oh, that,’ laughed Christmas. ‘Hard to break the habits of childhood, eh? I was brought up in a very religious household. Father was a vicar, you see, down in darkest Suffolk. Naturally he got called Father Christmas, especially by the kids. It’s funny, since his stroke it’s been simpler to let his beard grow than try to shave him, so now he actually looks the part! I know it’s sad but you’ve got to laugh, haven’t you?’

He’s enjoying this, thought Pascoe.

He’s taking the piss, thought Dalziel.

He stood up and said: ‘Very amusing, sir. Now I wonder if you’d mind accompanying us to the station so we can ask a few more questions?’

‘Certainly, if you think it would help,’ said Christmas without hesitation. ‘Though, as I say, I really don’t recollect noticing an accident.’

At the station, his laid-back cooperative mood continued. He gave details of his father’s nursing home, provided a DNA sample without protest and even complimented them on the excellence of the canteen coffee, which made Pascoe wonder if he was building up for an insanity plea.

Or could it be that he was simply innocent, thought Pascoe as he dialled the number of the Fenny Bottom Nursing Home in Cambridge. Dalziel was clearly convinced they had the right man and Pascoe’s own feeling went along with this. On the other hand that was what the Tories had thought in their last two leadership elections …

Five minutes later he put the phone down and was sprinting down the corridor to get between Dalziel and a false arrest suit.

The matron of the nursing home had been unambiguous. Yes, James Christmas had visited his father today as he had for the past several Sundays. She personally had seen him at regular intervals during the day and he had looked into her office to call goodbye as he left just before a quarter to six. No way, even driving like a maniac, could he have got to St Matthew’s in time to jump on Sally Greenham.

The Fat Man showed surprisingly little inclination to kill the messenger. Instead, he simply disregarded the message. ‘Let him go? Bollocks. He’s our man. You’ll see. Get him another cup of coffee, and I’ll hurry those dozy b*****s at the lab along with the DNA check.’

Half an hour later the phone rang. The Fat Man listened, said ‘Ta,’ put the receiver down, stared blank-faced at Pascoe, then let his rubbery lips curve in a sharky smile.

‘Gotcha,’ he said. ‘It’s a match. We’ll worry later how yon b****r’s managed things today, but we’ve definitely got him on the spot at St John’s and St Peter’s for the two Sundays before. Come on, lad. Bring your rubber truncheon. It’s time for some serious talking.’

But as they went down the stairs to the interview room, they met the desk sergeant coming up. He didn’t look happy.

‘Sir,’ he said to Dalziel. ‘There’s someone just come in asking for you.’

‘Oh aye? Unless he’s from the Palace with my peerage, he can wait.’

‘I think you should come, sir,’ insisted the sergeant with such urgency that Dalziel let himself be diverted grumbling to the front office.

A man stood there reading the public service notices on the noticeboard. From behind he struck Pascoe as familiar. When the man turned, he saw why.

‘Who the hell let him out?’ demanded Dalziel angrily. ‘Was it you?’

He glared at Pascoe accusingly.

Pascoe couldn’t blame him.

Confronting them was James Christmas, cheroot in mouth, smile on face, as he held out his hand and said: ‘Mr Dalziel, I presume. I’m James Christmas. I believe you’ve got my brother in the station.’

Sometimes the explanation is worse than the problem. Seeing the two men sitting side by side in the interview room, it was impossible to tell them apart. Same features, same voice, same gestures, same clothing and, of course, the same car, with the same number and only a minor difference in the letters.

Pascoe’s heart began to sink at the implications. The Fat Man showed little inclination to do anything but glower, so Pascoe started.

‘Right,’ he said. ‘So which of you is James?’

‘I am,’ said the new arrival, who was sitting in the left-hand chair.

‘And so’s he,’ said the other.

‘In fact, I’m Jim,’ said the first.

‘And I’m Jamie.’

‘But we’re both James,’ they said together.

‘You can’t have the same name,’ protested Pascoe.

‘In a sense, we don’t,’ said Jim.

‘It was our father …’ said Jamie.

‘… which art in Cambridge …’ said Jim.

‘… his father chose his son’s forenames from the apostles …’

‘… and our father …’

‘… which art in Cambridge …’

‘… wanted to continue the tradition …’

‘… but when he was told he had twins …’

‘… he thought it fitting that they should each have the only apostle name that occurs twice …’

‘James,’ they said together.

‘But it’s not strictly the same name,’ said Jim. ‘You see, I’m named after James the Great and he’s named after James the Less.’

‘No,’ said Jamie. ‘I think you err there, bro. I’m James the Great. You are James the Less.’

The brothers smiled at each other. Dalziel looked at Pascoe.

‘Sir,’ said Pascoe. ‘Why don’t I take … Jim next door and put him in the picture?’

He smiled apologetically at the new arrival for using his forename.

‘Aye, in a minute,’ said Dalziel irritably.

‘I think we should do it now, sir,’ said Pascoe urgently.

‘Oh you do, do you? A word outside, Chief Inspector. Jennison, keep an eye on these two gents, will you?’

PC Jennison, a portly constable who’d been listening to the brothers’ double act with wide-eyed disbelief, nodded as if to say, They won’t muck me around!

Outside in the corridor, before Dalziel could speak, Pascoe said: ‘Sir, I think we should separate them while we can still tell them apart.’

‘Don’t be daft. You think I’ll forget that Jim’s sitting on the left, Jamie on the right? Or shall I punch one of the buggers on the nose just so they’ve got a distinguishing mark? Don’t look so worried, lad. I’m not serious. Even if you did get ’em mixed, we’ve got Jamie’s DNA sample, remember.’

‘Yes, sir, that’s my point. If, as looks very much the case, they’re identical twins from a single divided egg, they’ll have the same DNA.’

‘You what? You sure of that?’ said Dalziel.

‘Pretty sure,’ said Pascoe.

They were distracted by the sound of raised voices from inside the interview room. The words less and great were prominent, then all were drowned out by PC Jennison’s bellow: ‘Come along, gents, behave yourselves, won’t you?’

Dalziel flung the door open.

The brothers were grappling with each other. Jennison draped a burly arm round each and easily drew them apart. They glowered at each other for a moment then, smiling rather shamefacedly, resumed their seats.

Except were they the same seats they’d been sitting in before? Pascoe asked himself.

Dalziel seemed sure.

Addressing himself to the man in the left-hand chair, he said: ‘Mr Christmas, Jim, why don’t you go next door with DCI Pascoe and let him fill you in on what’s going off here while I have a few more words with your brother about his trip to Cambridge today?’

‘Cambridge? Then it’s me you want to talk to,’ said Jim.

‘No, you’re getting confused as usual,’ said the other. ‘You went last week, remember. It was my turn today.’

‘Come on! Are you suggesting I don’t know how I spent the day?’ said Jim. Or was it Jamie?

‘Nothing would surprise me from a man who can’t remember that he is James the Less,’ retorted Jamie. Or was it Jim?

Pascoe felt himself growing cold. A glance at Dalziel confirmed his suspicion that, though the Fat Man was getting irritated, he was still a long way from fully appreciating the gravity of the situation. Unless, of course, he himself was simply overreacting.

He said brightly, staring at the space midway between the two men: ‘Mr Christmas, the DNA sample we took wasn’t really satisfactory. Would you mind giving us another? And perhaps you too, Mr Christmas, just for comparison’s sake.’

‘Certainly,’ said the two men in unison. ‘No problem.’

But there was a problem and it got bigger. The DNA samples proved identical. Both men claimed to have been in Cambridge on two of the Sundays and at home on one. The Fenny Bottom matron was convinced she had only ever dealt with one James Christmas and wouldn’t admit any possibility that there had been two of them.

The twins made no objection to being detained in custody that night, nor to taking part in separate identity parades the following day. The Reverend Sally, little the worse for her ordeal, picked out Christmas without hesitation on the first parade, then expressed some puzzlement at being asked to view another.

When she saw, as she believed, the same man on the second parade, she grew angry. And when things were explained to her she shook her head incredulously and said: ‘Well, I’m sorry. In that case I definitely can’t stand up in court and swear either one of them attacked me.’

The Cambridge police were asked to look into things at their end. They confirmed that, according to the records, the Reverend John Christmas had been checked into the nursing home six months earlier by James Christmas, who claimed to be his only son.

It transpired that the Reverend John had been the vicar of a remote rural parish in Suffolk for nearly forty years. Relatively late in life, he’d married a young woman and the twins were born nine months later after a long and painful labour from which the mother never recovered. She had died within the year.

After this the children were brought up by a succession of nannies, and educated at home by their father.

A year ago at Christmas he had suffered a stroke that had left him speechless and paraplegic. After several months in hospital, the twins had removed him to the Cambridge nursing home and themselves to Mid-Yorkshire.

This much the investigating officers were able to discover, but of the details of the twins’ upbringing, nothing. But it didn’t matter. The Christmas twins were more than happy to talk about their upbringing, so long as they were questioned together.

‘It was good to be educated by Father,’ said Jim (?).

‘Because he knew everything,’ said Jamie (?).

‘What he didn’t know wasn’t knowledge. And he was a good teacher.’

‘Oh yes. Forget your lesson once and it was the ebony ruler across your knuckles.’

‘Forget it twice and it was the bamboo cane across your behind.’

‘You knew where you were with Father.’

‘You certainly did. Especially if it was the cellar.’

At this point they looked at each other in shared memory and nodded vigorously.

‘What happened in the cellar?’ asked Pascoe.

‘Nothing happened in the cellar, that was the point.’

‘The cellar was where you got put to reflect on your sins.’

‘One night for a venial sin …’

‘… three for a deadly sin …’

‘… and a whole week for a sin against the Holy Ghost …’

They paused, this time not looking at each other but their eyes hooded as if gazing into their souls.

‘But he was fair,’ said Jamie (?).

‘Firm but fair,’ agreed Jim (?).

‘If he knew that one of us had sinned …’

‘… but couldn’t tell which …’

‘… then he’d lock us both in the cellar …’

‘… and that was better, you see …’

‘… you didn’t mind the rats so much …’

‘… and the dark wasn’t so bad if you …’

‘… and talking helped you forget the …’

‘… and of course you were never alone …’

Silence again. ‘Why’d you put up—’

‘It was for our own good,’ said Jim (?).

‘It was all we knew,’ said Jamie (?).

‘And it wasn’t all bad.’

‘No. There was always Christmas.’

‘Oh yes. There was always Christmas.’

Silence.

‘What happened at Christmas?’ asked Pascoe.

‘We
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