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Chapter One
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‘So you stepped through the door here,’ Police Constable Trubshaw said, ‘and were struck from behind?’ He peered across the room at me. We were seated opposite each other in the back office. He had a notebook and pencil in his hand. The door stood open between us.

‘That’s right,’ I said, lifting a hand to the back of my head. It was still throbbing, almost an hour after I had come round. ‘It was pretty dark in there, with the shutters down. The guy must have been hiding behind the counter. He sprang out at me before I managed to switch on the lights.’

Trubshaw frowned. He was a heavily whiskered man in early middle age with short curly hair, hazel eyes and a rather prominent nose. His helmet was resting on the table beside him. ‘It didn’t occur to you that the burglar might still be inside the building?’

‘Erm...no, it didn’t,’ I admitted, a little sheepishly.

‘Even though the back door had been forced open?’

‘No.’ When he put it like that, it did sound rather silly. ‘I assumed he must have broken in during the night. I thought he’d be long gone by the time I arrived.’ It hadn’t occurred to me that anyone would try to burgle the place in broad daylight.

I had arrived at the book shop a little before eight o’clock. The shutters had been down when I cycled past the front and there was nobody in the alleyway off to the side. It was only when I hopped off my bike and wheeled it into the backyard that I spotted the open door. The owner of the shop, Miss Rutherford, was getting on a bit, but she still had all her marbles. She would have locked it up properly the night before.

I propped my bike against the fence and moved in to take a look.

The lock had been smashed. I pulled open the door and stepped into the back room. Call it the ignorance of youth – at twenty-two, I still had a lot to learn – but it simply didn’t occur to me that the burglar might still be inside the building. The only thought in my head as I entered the back office and scanned the stock was to find out what had been taken and then to call the police.

The office was a dusty affair. Papers were strewn across the floor. Books had been pulled off the shelves. We kept a lot of spare stock in here; there wasn’t room for it all out front. I moved across to the cupboard and opened it carefully. The safe was untouched, behind the door. I scratched my head. A large cardboard box off to the left had also escaped attention. The new computer Miss Rutherford had bought in January. We still hadn’t got around to installing it. Only Rachel, the Saturday girl, knew anything about computers, and she was too busy serving customers to set it up for us. But the computer was worth a fair bit of money and it had not been touched.

I scratched my head again and moved towards the connecting door, leading through to the front of the shop. I let out a gentle sigh. The telephone was on the counter. It looked like I would have to phone the police. I stepped through the door and was about to flick on the light when I heard a scrabble of movement off to my right. I didn’t see the man moving towards me but I certainly felt the heavy thud as he bashed me solidly from behind.

The next thing I knew, I was on the floor, and Miss Rutherford was leaning over me, her face the picture of concern. She had arrived at twenty past eight and found me sprawled across the carpet. Julia Rutherford was a thin, aristocratic woman in her late sixties. She had blue eyes and elegantly cropped white hair. She quickly set about propping me up against the counter and tending to my head. She had been a nurse during the war so I was in good hands. ‘You’ll have a nasty bump there, dear,’ she informed me soberly. ‘But no harm done, I think.’

She phoned the police and PC Trubshaw arrived shortly afterwards. He was the local bobby, the latest in a long line of Trubshaw policemen. None of them had ever progressed beyond the rank of constable; but he knew his job well enough.

‘And it was only the petty cash that was stolen?’ he asked me now as Julia Rutherford set down a cup of steaming hot tea on the table beside him. He set down his notebook and moved his helmet out of the way. ‘Ta.’

‘So far as we can tell,’ Miss Rutherford replied. ‘We don’t keep any money in the till overnight. And the safe hasn’t been touched. It all seems rather a lot of effort for the sake of thirty-five pounds.’

‘People have done a lot worse for less,’ Trubshaw said, lifting the cup to his lips. A cloud of steam briefly engulfed his moustache as he took a hefty slurp. ‘In my experience, Miss Rutherford, your average thief is as thick as two short planks. He’ll grab anything he can find, but still miss the obvious stuff.’

I was staring at the bookshelves behind him. ‘What I don’t understand is why he rifled through all the books over there.’ The burglar, whoever he was, had made a shocking mess and we had not yet had time to clear it up. ‘There’s nothing of any great value in there.’

‘We have a few first editions,’ Miss Rutherford corrected me. Not all of our stock was brand new. ‘But you would need to know what you were looking for. And the most valuable items are kept locked in the cabinet. None of them have been touched.’

‘It doesn’t make any sense,’ I said.

‘They weren’t looking for books, lad,’ Trubshaw asserted. ‘They were looking for anything that might be hidden behind them.’ He took another slurp of tea. ‘People always hide stuff on bookshelves. In the pages of books or at the back of the shelf. First place any burglar would look. Even the daftest of them.’

‘He certainly came to the right place,’ I said. ‘For bookshelves, I mean.’ Rutherfords’ had been a mainstay of the high street since the early sixties. Julia Rutherford and her sister Emily had opened the bookshop together. It specialised in textbooks; science, philosophy, history, the arts. The elder Miss Rutherford had passed away two years ago and I had started working here shortly after that. But though there were many learned volumes on display, we were not an antiquarian bookshop and there were no textbooks of any great financial value.

‘Well, if you do find anything else missing, let me know,’ Trubshaw said, finishing up his tea. ‘And you really must think about getting a burglar alarm installed, Miss Rutherford. It’s asking for trouble, a high street store like this.’

‘We have the shutters,’ she said, a little testily.

‘Not much help at the back though.’ He pulled himself to his feet, retrieved his notebook and grabbed his helmet. ‘And if you’ll take my advice, you’ll send the lad off home for the day. A blow to the head, it can be nasty.’

‘I’m fine,’ I protested, cradling the back of my neck. Miss Rutherford had given me the all clear and that was good enough for me. ‘I’d rather stay.’ A clock on the far wall was chiming the quarter hour. ‘We should have opened up by now.’

Miss Rutherford shook her head. ‘Drink your tea, dear,’ she insisted. ‘I’ll see to the shutters.’

––––––––
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It might have been several days before we noticed anything else was missing. I had already logged the new books that had arrived the previous afternoon, including three special orders, and had phoned the relevant parties; but it would often be days before a customer would come to pick up his or her book. I was on the phone to one such person when the bell rang and the shop door opened. Miss Rutherford was at the shelves, sorting through some medical literature. That was normally my job, but I had been told to sit at the counter today, rather than doing anything arduous. It was to me then that the customer made a beeline as soon as she entered the shop.

I smiled at the woman as I listened to the other customer babbling on the phone. ‘Yes, we definitely have it,’ I said. ‘Yes, any time. You’re welcome. Goodbye.’ I put down the receiver. ‘Mrs Pettifer. She always phones on a Friday. What can I do for you?’ I smiled again at the young woman. She looked to be about twenty, middling height, with long, dark hair and a set of wide brown eyes. She was dressed smartly, in a cream blouse and a pencil skirt. It was the kind of thing one might wear to an office. Well, not me, obviously, but what a woman might wear. We often had office workers coming in to have a quick browse at lunchtime. But it was a little early for that.

‘I’ve come to collect a book. You phoned yesterday.’ The woman’s voice was warm and friendly.

‘Right.’ I was fairly sure I had not spoken to her on the phone. I had a good memory for voices. ‘What was the name?’

‘Simon.’

I regarded her blankly. ‘Simon?’ I didn’t have any Simons on the order book.

‘Simon Turing!’ Her mouth split into a wide smile. ‘It’s Simon Turing, isn’t it?’ Her eyes flashed in surprise.

‘Er...yes, that’s right,’ I admitted, a little awkwardly. She had the right name but, so far as I knew, I had never seen her before in my life. ‘Have we met?’

The young woman nodded enthusiastically. ‘You don’t remember me, do you? Susan. Susan Maybury.’

‘Oh. Right.’ The name meant nothing to me but the girl was beaming across the counter. She clearly knew who I was.

‘We were at school together. I was in the year below you. At primary school. At St Saviours.’ 

‘Yes. Yes, of course,’ I said. I still didn’t remember. But she had the right school.

Her dark brown eyes flashed mischievously. ‘You don’t remember me at all, do you?’

‘Er, I...no. No, I’m afraid I don’t.’ It was better to be honest.

‘I’m not surprised. I was a dumpy little thing.’ She laughed. ‘I’ve grown a bit since then. I remember you, though.’

‘Do you?’ I coughed, my cheeks now rather flushed.

‘Yeah. Simon Turing.’ She chuckled again, enjoying my discomfort. ‘You were in the nativity one year. One of the three wise men.’

‘Oh, yes.’ I shut my eyes and stifled a groan. Of course. It had to be that that she would remember.

‘You tripped over your dress and tore down half the set.’ She guffawed. ‘Everyone was laughing about it for weeks.’

I nodded reluctantly, my cheeks reddening even further. It had been one of the most embarrassing moments of my childhood. The entire school and more parents than you could shake a stick at, all staring at me as I got my staff caught in the stable door and the cardboard walls had come crashing down. If it had been a real wall, the baby Jesus would have been crushed to death. There had been gales of laughter from the audience. The whole business might easily have put me off the stage for life; but my drama teacher, Mrs Murphy, was having none of it. She insisted I take to the stage again the following year, in the role of Joseph. That had been a triumph in comparison; but nobody ever seemed to remember that.

Susan Maybury regarded me fondly across the counter. She at least was enjoying the memory. ‘So what are you up to these days?’ she asked. ‘Apart from working in a bookshop?’

I wasn’t quite sure how to answer that, but Miss Rutherford, who had returned to the counter, had been listening in to the conversation. ‘He’s still an actor, dear. He has an agent and everything.’

I rolled my eyes. I usually preferred not to talk about that to people at work. But it was true. I had gone to drama school for two years, after I’d finished my A levels, and had some hopes of making it as an actor, eventually. The bookshop was a means to an end.

‘I’m impressed,’ Susan said with a smile as Miss Rutherford disappeared into the office to collect some more books. ‘Have you been in any films?’

‘Yes, one or two,’ I admitted, scratching my head. ‘Mostly as an extra. I have been on TV though.’

‘Sounds fun. Anything I’d have seen?’

‘Er...maybe. I did an advert for cornflakes.’

‘Right.’ She suppressed a smile. ‘Still. Everyone’s got to start somewhere.’

‘He does mostly theatre work,’ Miss Rutherford put in, returning with another pile of books. ‘He was very good at Ascot last year.’

‘Ascot?’

I grimaced. ‘The Wizard of Oz, last Christmas. Miss Rutherford was kind enough to give me the time off.’ She had always been good about that, allowing me to go off for auditions and such like. My agent was always putting me up for character parts. I had a good voice and some degree of talent, but I didn’t have the looks for a juvenile lead.

‘Who did you play?’ Susan asked, inevitably.

My cheeks flushed again. ‘Er...well, actually, I was a Munchkin.’

She laughed loudly, eyeing me up and down behind the counter. ‘You’re a bit big for a Munchkin.’

She was right. At five feet eight, I was a little over-sized for the role. ‘I was the head of the community,’ I said, with mock pride. ‘The mayor of Munchkinland, no less. All the rest of them were played by children.’ I shuddered at the memory. If I never heard the words to Follow The Yellow Brick Road again, I would die a happy man. ‘So what do you do now?’ I asked, anxious to change the subject. After the morning I had had, the last thing I wanted was a prolonged inquisition. My head was still throbbing. ‘You work locally?’

‘Yes.’ She smiled broadly. She had a really appealing smile. ‘I’m in the entertainment industry too. After a fashion. An events organiser. We organise weddings, birthday parties, that sort of thing. Not my company. I’m just the dogsbody. I usually handle the catering. We’ve got a big party up at the Grange next weekend. Woodford Grange. Do you know it?’

It was a rather impressive country house just out of town. ‘Yes, I pass it by on my way home. It looks very grand.’

‘Captain Faraday is having an eightieth birthday bash. Quite a big one, actually. A marquee and everything. The company is handling it. Actually, that’s why I’m here.’ She gestured to the shop. ‘His daughter ordered a present for him. A book. It’s meant to be a surprise. She asked me to come and pick it up. She said you telephoned her yesterday afternoon.’

‘Of course,’ I said. At last, we were back on safer territory. ‘So that’ll be Mrs Chadwick’s order.’

‘Yeah, that’s right. Joan Chadwick. The Statistics of War. It sounds a bit dry for a birthday present.’

‘It’s been out of print for a long time. We had some difficulty tracking it down. Faraday, you say?’ I frowned. That was a name I did recognise.

‘Yes. Captain Faraday. The birthday boy.’

I reached under the desk and pulled out the logbook. Yes, there it was. I had written the title down myself. The book had been ticked in the previous afternoon. The Statistics of War by JL Faraday. ‘And by the looks of it, he’s the author too.’ I showed her the title.

Susan raised an eyebrow. ‘That’s a bit daft.’

‘It could just be a coincidence.’ Faraday was a common enough name.

‘No, James Llewellyn Faraday. That’s him alright. Strange kind of present, though.’ She looked up from the logbook. ‘Why would anyone want to buy their dad a copy of his own book? He’d already have one, wouldn’t he? From the publisher.’

‘Probably,’ I said. ‘But it’s been out of print a long time. I suppose he could have lost it.’ I leaned down under the counter and pulled out the pile of reserved books. Six were awaiting collection. It was only as I lifted the stack onto the counter that I noticed one of the books was missing. I flicked through them quickly. There was no sign of The Statistics of War.

‘Something wrong?’ Susan asked, glancing down at the pile.

‘I’m not sure. Miss Rutherford?’

‘Yes, dear?’ The proprietor looked back from the shop floor.

‘You haven’t seen that book on statistics, have you? I left it with the other special orders.’

Miss Rutherford placed the book she was holding back on the shelf. ‘I haven’t seen it, dear.’

‘It’s not here,’ I said. I gazed across at the older woman. The guy who had hit me, my attacker that morning, he had been crouching here behind the counter. And one of the books I had stored here was now missing. I would have to search the shop to be certain, but it looked very much like the burglar had made off with it.

I blinked in surprise, not knowing what to make of it. Why on earth would anyone want to steal a book on statistics?

––––––––
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I had passed Woodford Grange a thousand times over the last few years. If the weather was bad, I took a Number 17 bus to work; but in the summer months, when it wasn’t raining and there was plenty of light, I preferred to cycle. Each time I would pass the small manor house, which was set back from a winding country road. It was a pleasant, ramshackle building with a long gravel driveway and a set of rather lush gardens. I had been keeping an eye on the place over the past few days as the marquee was being erected and preparations continued for the big party. I suppose part of me was hoping to catch sight of Susan Maybury, to see her at work. I was still mortified that I had failed to recognise her. At home, I had dug out an autograph book from primary school, which I had asked everybody to sign on the last day of term. Her signature was in there. ‘Enjoy the big school,’ she had written, in surprisingly neat handwriting. But there was no sign of her in the school photograph for that year, at least not that I could determine looking at the swathe of tiny heads.

We had told the police about the missing book and they had been as nonplussed as we were. It seemed unlikely it would help them much. A local handyman had been around to fix the lock on the back door, but Miss Rutherford had refused to countenance the idea of a burglar alarm. ‘I’d never know how to use it, dear,’ she said. She was not an enthusiast when it came to technology and the unused computer, which I had suggested she buy, was still a sore point. I supposed I ought to take it out of the box and see if I could make it work.

Tracking down a second copy of The Statistics of War had been a mammoth task. I had promised Miss Maybury that I would find a replacement in time for the party. Unfortunately, none of our usual suppliers could locate a copy, even the one who had provided the original. I’d had to resort to the Yellow Pages, phoning various antiquarian bookshops up and down the country before I finally got lucky. A second-hand copy eventually arrived the following Wednesday, in the morning. I flicked through the hefty volume, trying once again to fathom why anyone might want to steal it. It was a hardback book without a slip cover, full of tables and equations, the sort of thing that would make any schoolboy quiver. But there was nothing to suggest it might have any financial value. Miss Rutherford had wondered if the burglar might have simply grabbed it as a weapon and struck me with it. It was a pretty solid volume. If his fingerprints were on it – or my blood – he might have reason to take it with him. That was as good an explanation as any.

I confess I was a little nervous when I called the Grange at eleven o’clock that morning. A man answered the phone, a rather curt and unfriendly individual. When I asked to speak to Miss Maybury, he didn’t seem to have the faintest idea who I was talking about. I suppose I should really have asked for Mrs Chadwick, since she was the one who had placed the order, but Susan had said she would be at the Grange most days, and I preferred to speak to her if I could. Luckily, I managed to convey who she was and a few minutes later she was on the line.

‘Good news!’ I told her, after I’d introduced myself. ‘I’ve managed to track down a replacement. It’s just arrived this morning. You can pick it up any time.’

‘Well done, Simon!’ she said. I could imagine her smile. ‘I’m a bit busy today. What time do you close?’

‘Half past one. It’s half day closing today.’

‘Oh, right. Of course. I’ll have to leave it until tomorrow then. If you don’t get burgled again in the meantime.’ She chuckled.

‘I could bring it to you,’ I suggested, perhaps a little too eagerly. ‘It’s on my way home. I could pop into the Grange.’ The shop did not usually do deliveries, but I was prepared to make an exception in her case.

‘Only if it’s no trouble,’ she said. ‘That would be great.’

‘I’ll see you later then.’

‘Oh, but keep the book out of sight. Mrs Chadwick won’t want her dad seeing it before the big day. It’s meant to be a surprise.’

‘I’ll keep it well hidden,’ I promised.

Julia Rutherford was watching me in amusement as I hung up the phone. ‘So you’ve got a nice date this afternoon, then.’

‘No, no. I was just trying to be helpful.’

‘Of course you were, dear,’ she said, with a knowing gleam in her eye. She had long been of the opinion that I needed to find myself a nice girl.

After lunch, we shut up the shop and I headed off, with the book – wrapped in brown paper in my satchel – propped up in the basket at the front of my bicycle. The bike was an old-fashioned model, heavy and robust, with thick wheels and an uncomfortable seat, but I had grown used to it and my heart was light as I cycled out of town, past the old Roman ruins and into the depths of the countryside. It was a bright, sunny day. Woodford Grange was a couple of miles away, halfway to the village where I lived. There was not much traffic on the road at this time and my mind was a little distracted as I rounded the corner and the house came into view. The gates were on a bend in the road. An elderly gentleman was kneeling on a pad at the edge of the garden, a pair of pruning shears in his hands, at work on the roses. He glanced up as I came into view.

I heard the car, of course. It was coming down the road in the opposite direction. I didn’t actually see it, though, until the last possible moment. The road was narrow at the turn but wide enough for a car and a bicycle to pass without too much trouble. Unfortunately, the vehicle was hogging the centre of the lane and travelling at some speed. At any other point, I might have been able to avoid it, but I had only a fraction of a second in which to react; and in that second, it seemed to me, the car swerved in my direction and I felt a heavy crunch as the side of the vehicle smacked into me.
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Chapter Two
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Everything happened in a blur. The bicycle ricocheted off the side of the car and I went flying through the air, thudding into the shallow ditch at the side of the road, the bicycle collapsing on top of me. I might easily have blacked out, but the roar of the engine as the vehicle sped off jolted me back to life. I lifted my head and tried to catch the number plate but it was too late. The car had already disappeared around the bend. I slumped back into the ditch. The front wheel of my bike was spinning in mid air; the back wheel was underneath me. A searing pain gripped my leg and it was matched in my right arm, which had thumped against the wing mirror. With a supreme effort, I extricated myself from the mangle of the bicycle and let out a loud cry, before collapsing back into the ditch.

‘Just a minute!’ a voice called out. It was the man with the pruning sheers. ‘Don’t try to move. I’ll be with you in a second.’ The voice was firm and authoritative. I shifted my head in his direction. The old man had risen to his feet. He was a tall, thin fellow, in his seventies perhaps, with a firm jaw and intelligent eyes. He had a walking stick in his right hand, which he used to pull himself up from the flower bed. He turned back to the house. ‘Babbage! Fetch Monique, will you? There’s been a bit of an accident.’ I couldn’t see the man he was talking to – the front lawn was speckled with bushes – but I heard the reply as the guy went off to get help. The gardener returned his attention to me, moving carefully around the bushes onto the gravel driveway. ‘Are you all right there?’ he asked, moving through the gate. He checked the road carefully before stepping onto the verge.

‘I...I don’t know,’ I said, with a grunt. I was clutching my right arm. ‘I don’t think I’ve broken anything.’

‘You could have been killed.’ He stopped just short of the bicycle. ‘What on earth did that man think he was doing? The car was in the middle of the road.’

‘I didn’t see him until he was right on me.’

‘I’m not surprised. And he didn’t even stop! A Volkswagen, I think it was. Stay still. What’s your name?’

‘Simon. Simon Turing.’

‘Pleased to meet you, Simon. I’m afraid I can’t offer you a hand up. My back wouldn’t take it. But Monique will be here in a moment.’

Another vehicle could be heard rattling down the road towards us. The man stepped back, his walking stick pressing firmly into the grass. The car slowed at the corner and swept past us.

‘I’m Faraday. James Faraday.’ He smiled down at me.

‘Nice to meet you,’ I said, doing my best to mask my surprise. He was the author of the book.

‘Ah, here’s Monique,’ he said.

A young woman was racing through the gate towards us. She was pencil thin and pale faced, about my age. She took in Faraday and me and the bike in one swift glance. ‘An accident?’ she asked.

Faraday nodded. ‘A hit and run, I’m afraid. I didn’t get the number.’ He stepped back, pressing himself against a bush as Monique swept past him.

The girl circled the bicycle and crouched down to my left. ‘You are hurt?’ She spoke with a distinct French accent.

‘My arm. And the leg.’

She rose up and stepped across me, placing herself on my right side. From there, she took hold of my wrist. Placing her other hand under my elbow, she slowly extended the arm. I let out a gasp. She held it like that for a moment, then tapped various parts of it. I gritted my teeth. She folded the arm back and placed it gently onto my side. ‘And the leg?’ It was bent slightly inwards. She took hold of my foot and again carefully extended the limb. This time, I forced myself not to cry out. Monique placed the leg back down on the grass and turned back to James Faraday. ‘I do not think it is broken.’

‘Excellent. Thank you, Monique. Well, young man, it looks like you’ve had a lucky escape. We’ll bring him into the house, shall we? If you’re up to it, Simon?’

‘Er...yes, I think so.’ I nodded awkwardly.

‘A nice tot of brandy, that’s what you need.’

Monique lifted herself up and stepped across me again; then she dipped down and slid an arm around my waist. ‘Put your hand on my shoulder,’ she said. Slowly, we rose up together. ‘And put your weight on your left leg.’ I did as I was instructed, propping myself against her. I had to screw my eyes shut for a moment as a fresh arrow of pain threatened to overwhelm me. ‘Lean on me,’ Monique said. ‘We step now.’

Together, we shuffled along the verge, past the wreckage of my bike.

‘Oh...erm...’ I eyed up the mangled contraption.

Faraday caught my look. ‘Don’t worry. Babbage will take care of that.’

A man had appeared at the gate, a weather beaten fellow in a flat cap. He looked to be in his early fifties. ‘Afternoon,’ he said, nodding his head to me. ‘Do you need a hand, love?’

‘No, thank you,’ Monique replied, firmly.

Faraday directed him to the bike instead.

‘Oh, and my satchel,’ I added as an afterthought. It had tumbled out of the basket and into the ditch. I didn’t want to lose my precious cargo.

‘Don’t worry, mate. I’ll get it,’ Babbage said.

Monique and I hobbled onto the driveway together.

Faraday followed suit. He shot me a broad smile. ‘Welcome to the Grange,’ he said.

––––––––
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The house was as grand inside as it looked from the outside. A marble porch led through into a brightly decorated hallway with a sweeping staircase at the far end. There were flowers everywhere and ancient portraits on the walls. We hobbled right, towards a large sitting room, all oak panels and expensive furniture. Monique deposited me on the sofa and made sure I was comfortable, while Faraday poured me out some brandy from a decanter. ‘A spot of tea might be in order too,’ he suggested, ‘if you don’t mind, Monique?’

‘Of course,’ the girl agreed. ‘Try to keep your leg still,’ she instructed me.

Faraday came over with the brandy. ‘Here you are, young man.’

I took a sip and coughed. I wasn’t much of a drinker, but it certainly did the trick. I handed the glass back to him. ‘That girl. Monique,’ I said. She had shown some skill in examining my leg. ‘Is she a nurse?’

Faraday laughed. ‘Not exactly. She’s the au pair.’

‘Ah. Right.’ She did look a trifle young.

‘Looks after the twins. My grandchildren,’ he explained. ‘But she knows a bit about cuts and bruises. First aid and all that. The girls are always getting themselves into trouble.’ He smiled at the thought, then deposited my glass on the table and moved across to an armchair. He propped his walking stick against it and gently lowered himself into the seat. ‘Might not be a bad idea to get a doctor to have a look at you, though. And we ought to call the police.’

‘The police?’ I regarded him in alarm. ‘I don’t think...’

‘Hit and run,’ Faraday said. ‘He should have stopped, whoever he was.’

‘I don’t want to cause any fuss.’

‘Well, a doctor at least,’ he insisted. ‘Just to be on the safe side.’

A cough from behind heralded the arrival of Mr Babbage. He, I gathered, was the handyman. ‘I’ve had a look at the bike,’ he said, scratching his nose. ‘I reckon it’s fixable. A bit of a dent in the front wheel but I should be able to knock that out.’

‘Excellent.’ Faraday beamed. ‘Babbage will get it sorted for you.’

‘You want me to ring for a doctor?’ the man asked. He had overheard the last part of our conversation.

‘If you wouldn’t mind.’ Faraday glanced across at me. ‘Is there anyone else we can call? Anyone you want to let know where you are?’

I considered for a moment. ‘No, better not.’ I lived with my mum and dad. They wouldn’t be too concerned if I was a little late home. ‘Better not to worry them. Did you find my satchel?’ I asked the handyman.

‘It’s in the hallway,’ he said. ‘Do you want me to bring it in here?’

‘If that’s okay.’ I had come all this way to deliver a book and I wanted to make sure it hadn’t been damaged. I would keep it out of sight of Faraday, though. I didn’t want to spoil the surprise.

‘Sure. I’ll go and get it,’ Babbage said.

‘But call the doctor first,’ Faraday suggested gently.

‘Right you are.’ He smiled and disappeared off to make the call.

‘Once the doctor gives you the all clear, we’ll organise a lift for you. Whereabouts do you live?’

‘Not far from here,’ I said. ‘In Nosford. I was on my way home.’

His eyebrows flickered momentarily. ‘Turing, did you say?’ The name had obviously registered somewhere. ‘You’re the vicar’s boy?’

‘Yes, that’s right.’

‘Alistair Turing.’ He chuckled in surprise.

‘That’s my father. Do you know him?’

‘Yes, I’ve met him at a couple of functions. Some years ago now. How is he?’

‘Very well. In a better state than I am at the moment.’

‘Yes, I dare say!’ Faraday laughed. ‘Nosford, you say?’

‘I was on my way home. I work at Rutherfords, in town. The bookstore.’

‘Good lord! Is that still going?’ Faraday smiled. ‘I haven’t been in there for years. I don’t get into town so much these days. Two sisters, wasn’t it?’

‘Just the one now.’ I flinched slightly as I moved my arm. ‘It’s a very nice house you’ve got here.’ The living room was huge with a set of long narrow windows looking out onto a lawn on the west side of the house.

‘It’s splendid, isn’t it? Been with the family since the war. An expensive place to run, though.’

‘I can imagine.’ I peered out of the window. The garden was alive with activity. A marquee had been erected on the lawn and people were streaming in and out of it, setting up chairs and such like. There was no sign of Susan however. She had said she would be here all afternoon. She must have missed all the commotion at the gate. ‘Are you having a party of some kind?’ I asked, feigning ignorance. ‘Or is it a fete?’

‘A birthday party, actually. At the weekend. I’ll be eighty on Saturday.’

‘Congratulations,’ I said, a little too quickly. ‘It’s a good age.’

‘Just a little past the average,’ he declared. ‘Forty-seven per cent of people in this country live to be eighty years old, so it’s no great achievement.’ He smiled again. ‘The interesting thing, though, is that when you are eighty, your life expectancy is a further nine years.’ There spoke the expert on statistics. ‘Of course, averages are all well and good, when you’re talking about the population as a whole, but they tell you bugger all about the individual. I could just as easily die tomorrow.’ He chuckled. ‘At least then I’d avoid the damned birthday party.’

‘You’re not looking forward to it?’

He shrugged. ‘It’s all a fuss over nothing. When you get to my age, young man, birthdays don’t seem to matter so much. I suppose it’s a good excuse to bring all the old buffers together. It might be the last chance some of us get. You’re welcome to come and join in the fun. That’ll upset my son-in-law.’

‘That’s very kind of you,’ I said. ‘I wouldn’t want to intrude.’

‘Nonsense.’ Faraday rose laboriously to his feet. ‘The more the merrier. I’ll go and see about that tea. Then I ought to get changed.’ He was still wearing his gardening clothes. ‘You’ll be all right here for a minute?’

‘Yes, yes, of course.’

He grabbed his walking stick. ‘Help yourself to the brandy. Ask Babbage, if you can’t manage yourself.’

‘Thank you. You’ve been very kind.’

‘Nonsense. Least I can do.’ He moved across to the door and hesitated, looking back. ‘A hit and run though. We really ought to call the police.’

‘I...I’d rather not,’ I said. ‘I don’t want to cause any fuss.’

Faraday nodded. ‘As you wish, Simon. Do excuse me.’ He disappeared into the hallway. A nice old man, I thought.

Babbage was just finishing up on the phone. I listened as he rang off. Out in the garden, Susan Maybury emerged briefly from the tent. I would have risen up and tried to catch her attention, but the pain in my leg was too severe. I would have to sit tight and hope she came into the house.

Babbage appeared at the door, carrying my satchel. ‘There you go, mate.’ He placed it down on the table in front of me. ‘I cleaned the mud off. The strap’s a bit mangled.’

‘That’s all right,’ I said.

‘Doctor says she’ll be here in a jiffy.’

‘Thank you. Babbage is it?’

‘Keith, yeah. No problem. You just sit tight, mate.’

And off he went. I looked across at the satchel. The buckle had come loose. I leaned forward and pulled the bag towards me. The book was still inside, thank goodness. I had worried it might have gone flying. The brown paper seemed to have had been torn, though. I pulled out the parcel. The book was already half out of the wrapping. I glanced at the door, making sure that Faraday wasn’t watching, then took a proper look at it. The book was second-hand, slightly yellowing with age, and had a hand-written dedication at the front. Twice now I had been injured because of it. First bashed from behind and now knocked off my bike. It was a coincidence, of course. But I couldn’t help taking it a little personally.

I only half heard the sound of a car drawing up outside the house and then the footsteps in the hallway. I couldn’t fail to hear the sharp voice, however, from the door behind me. ‘Who the devil are you?’ A man had come to a halt on the threshold of the drawing room. He was in his mid-forties, with short blond hair atop a thin, unfriendly face. He was dressed in a smart business suit and highly polished brogues. ‘What are you doing in here?’ he demanded, angrily.

‘I...’

‘Are you one of the party people? You’re not meant to come in here. This is private property. The kitchens are out the back.’

‘No, it’s not...’

‘Out with it, man!’ His eyes widened at the sight of the tumbler on the table. ‘Have you been helping yourself to the brandy?’

‘I was offered it. Mr Faraday...’

‘Captain Faraday.’

‘Captain Faraday. I was knocked off my bicycle, on the road outside. He brought me in here and called for a doctor.’

The man peered at me suspiciously. ‘So that was what that wreck of a bicycle was doing outside the front door.’

‘Darling, what is it?’ A female voice sounded from out in the hallway.

‘Some young waif your father brought home.’ He marched across to the coffee table and poured himself a brandy. He eyed my leg up on the sofa. ‘You could at least have taken your shoe off.’

‘I...I was told not to move it.’

‘You’ll have to forgive my husband.’ The woman came to the door. She was short and friendly looking, in her late thirties perhaps, a little stocky, with permed hair and light blue eyes. ‘He can be a little abrupt. You’ve been in an accident?’

I explained briefly.

‘I’m Joan Chadwick,’ she said. ‘This is my husband, Graham.’

‘Mrs Chadwick?’ My face lit up. ‘It was you I came to see.’

That got a reaction from the husband. ‘What business do you have with my wife?’

‘A book. She ordered a book.’

Mrs Chadwick’s eyes widened in surprise. ‘You’re the boy from Rutherfords?’ She stepped forward into the room.

‘Yes. I phoned earlier. I think I may have spoken to you.’ I looked up at Mr Chadwick. I recognised his unfriendly tone of voice.

‘Oh, yes. I do recall a phone call.’ He downed his brandy. ‘Just as I was going out. It was very bad timing.’

‘You fetched Miss Maybury for me. I told her I’d bring the book along here this afternoon, on my way home.’

‘What is this book?’ Chadwick asked.

‘For the captain’s birthday.’

‘The damned party again.’ He grunted. ‘A waste of time, if you ask me. Just another expense we could well do without.’

‘Darling,’ his wife chastised him. 

‘I know, I know.’

Mrs Chadwick sat herself down on an armchair adjacent to the sofa. At this point, Monique arrived with the tea and set it down on the table, gently shifting my satchel out of the way.

Chadwick rolled his eyes. ‘Silver service!’ he scowled, placing his tumbler back on the coffee table as Monique poured out a cup of tea for me. She handed me the cup and saucer. Her eyes met mine briefly. She shot me a sad smile.

‘Try not to spill it on the carpet, there’s a good fellow,’ Chadwick muttered, sarcastically. ‘I’m going to get changed. Assuming our bedroom hasn’t been invaded as well.’ And with that, he stormed off.

Monique stepped back from the tray.

‘Thank you, Monique,’ Mrs Chadwick said. ‘That’ll be all.’

The girl left. I took a sip of tea.

‘I have to apologise for my husband. He’s had rather a trying day.’

He wasn’t the only one. ‘That’s all right,’ I lied. ‘I’m sorry to cause so much trouble.’ I seemed to be spending the entire afternoon apologising to people, and I was the one who had been injured. ‘Your father’s called for a doctor. I’m sure it’s not necessary.’

‘Better to be safe than sorry.’

‘That’s what he said.’ I put down my cup. ‘The book’s in...’ I leaned forward and flinched, a sudden pain running along my arm. ‘The satchel,’ I added, lamely.

‘It was so good of you to bring it. Susan told me about the burglary. Good grief! Were you the boy who was attacked?’

‘I’m afraid so.’

‘You have had a run of bad luck.’

I attempted a smile. ‘I’ll be happy to get the book off my hands,’ I admitted, only half jokingly.

‘I was worried you might not be able to find another copy. Not in time for the party, anyway. Do you mind if I...?’ She indicated the satchel.

‘Please, help yourself.’

She reached into the satchel and pulled out the brown paper parcel. ‘You’ll have to let me know how much I owe you. I can write you a cheque, if that’s alright?’ She held the parcel in her hand and glanced across at the door. Evidently, she didn’t want her father bursting in and seeing her with it. Carefully, she pulled off the brown paper. Her face was unreadable as she held the book in her hands. She opened the front and then flicked through the pages. She stopped midway. I had the curious sensation that she was looking for a particular page. Her eyes flicked down to the number at the bottom. She let out a brief sigh.

‘It’s in good condition,’ I said. ‘A dedication at the front, but otherwise unmarked. No creases. No pages missing.’

‘No,’ she said, looking up from the book. Her hands were shaking slightly as she held the volume in her hands. ‘Nothing missing at all.’
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Chapter Three
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The Volkswagen was parked outside the pub on the opposite side of the green. I wouldn’t have noticed if she hadn’t pointed it out to me. I was more concerned with minimising the pain in my leg as I clambered out of Susan Maybury’s car.

The doctor had arrived at the Grange a little after five o’clock, apologising profusely for the delay. ‘Old Mrs McConaty had a fall and I had to see her off to hospital.’ She had given me a quick examination – the doctor, not Mrs McConaty – and declared that I would be as right as rain in no time. ‘Some nasty bruises there, but no serious harm done.’

By this time, Susan had put in an appearance. Mrs Chadwick had told her I was here and she had rushed inside the house. ‘I can’t leave you alone for five minutes, can I?’ She laughed. ‘You should have let me come and collect the book.’

‘I wish I had,’ I admitted. But I was pleased to see her nonetheless.

‘I’ve finished for the day,’ she said. ‘Do you want a lift home?’

I peered up at her from the sofa. ‘You’ve got a car with you?’ 

‘Yeah. Nothing fancy, but I’m sure I can fit you in. Least I can do in the circumstances.’

‘Thank you.’ James Faraday had offered to call me a taxi but this was a far better proposition.

I said my goodbyes and Susan helped me out of the building. Mr Babbage had promised to fix up my bike, which was still resting out front. I had left my telephone number with him.

Susan’s car was parked around the back of the house. Mr Chadwick did not allow tradespeople to park out the front. His own car, a Land Rover, was stationed a few feet from the front door.

‘You stay there,’ Susan said. ‘I’ll bring the car to you.’

She left me propped against a pillar. I stifled a laugh a couple of minutes later as a battered Morris Minor chugged into view amid a cloud of black smoke. She was right. The car was nothing fancy. She left the engine running and came out to help me. ‘Take that smile off your face,’ she said, ‘it’s all I can afford.’

‘Sorry. I’d be grateful for a milk float at the moment.’

She put her arm around my waist and supported me over to the passenger side. ‘God, you’re heavy,’ she grunted. She opened the car door and helped me inside. ‘Mind your head.’

‘Ouch!’ The frame of the door was lower than I had expected.

‘You’re really not having a good day. Careful with the leg.’

I had to lift it manually and force the limb inside.

Susan skipped around to the other side of the car. A curtain twitched in the house as she clambered into the vehicle.

‘Seat belt,’ she said. I slotted it into place. She had parked the car just in front of the Land Rover. She revved up the engine and a cloud of black smoke quickly engulfed the other vehicle. ‘That’ll take the polish off.’ She laughed, catching my worried expression. ‘He can’t sack me now. It’s all been paid for.’ She put the car into gear and we moved off. ‘He’s a nasty piece of work, that Graham Chadwick,’ she explained. ‘Always sticking his oar in. Mandy, my boss, she can’t stand him. She says she’ll be happy when this job is over.’

‘The rest of the family seem all right,’ I said as we trundled towards the gate. ‘I quite liked the captain. And Mrs Chadwick was very kind.’

‘Yeah. She’s the one I feel sorry for. Married to him.’ Susan crunched the gears as we pulled out onto the road.

‘What does he do for a living? Mr Chadwick?’

The car jerked as we rounded a corner.

‘He’s an estate agent. Chadwicks. You must have seen the shops in town.’

‘Oh, yes.’ I had not made the connection. ‘He must be doing well.’

‘Not as well as you’d think.’ The car rounded another curve. ‘Do you not drive?’

‘No. No, I’ve been meaning to learn.’

‘I’d have thought you’d need to, as an actor. How do you get to auditions?’

‘I usually take the train up to London. Or a bus if it’s somewhere local. But you’re right, it would be useful.’

The gears crunched again as we slowed for another curve.

‘You have passed your test?’ I asked, only half jokingly.

‘Cheeky sod. Yeah, of course I have. Six months ago. This old banger was all I could afford. Couldn’t do without it. We’ve got a van too, for the firm. I sometimes drive that. But I wanted my own car. You’ve got to, really.’

A few minutes later we arrived in Nosford, a picturesque little village with a large green, a pub and a small, fourteenth century church.

‘Nice looking place.’

‘It’s mentioned in the Domesday book,’ I said. ‘There’s been a settlement of some kind here since Roman times.’

‘I can believe it. Where shall I drop you?’

‘Just over there, by the church.’

Susan mimed surprise. ‘Don’t tell me you live in there!’

‘In the vicarage, just the other side.’

‘Oh, of course.’ She nodded. ‘Your dad was a vicar. I’d forgotten that.’

‘He still is,’ I said.

The car pulled up outside the church gates. Susan turned off the engine and unclipped her seat belt. ‘I’ll give you a hand in.’

‘No, no. That’s all right. I’m sure I’ll manage.’

‘Hey, Simon. A piece of advice.’ Her eyes twinkled. ‘When a girl offers to walk you home, you don’t say no.’

‘Oh, right.’

‘Besides, the luck you’re having today, I don’t think you’d get more than ten yards without falling on your arse.’ She chuckled again as she got out of the car and came around the far side. ‘Nice little spot,’ she said, glancing across the green. It was then that she caught sight of the car outside the pub. ‘Hey, did you say a white Volkswagen? That hit you?’

‘Yes, that’s right.’

She pulled open the door and offered me a hand. ‘Like that one?’ She pointed a finger across the green.

I winced as I placed my leg down on the tarmac, then peered across at the car. ‘Yes. Exactly like that one.’ I had only had the briefest glimpse of the vehicle out on the road, but this one looked suspiciously similar. ‘It surely can’t be the same one?’ What would it be doing here, now?

‘You don’t see many like that,’ Susan said. ‘Not in white.’

She had a point. ‘But the guy who hit me was heading in the opposite direction, going towards town.’

‘He must have come from here though. Or through here, anyway.’ She rubbed her chin. It was some hours now since I had been knocked off my bike. ‘He could easily have come back. That road isn’t the only route into town, is it?’

‘No. No, it isn’t.’

Susan regarded me for a moment. ‘So, do you want me to walk you home? Or shall we go and have a look at the car?’ She gazed at me mischievously. It was clear what she wanted to do. ‘We could have a drink if you like. Just a quick one. It might help to numb the pain.’

I tried very hard not to seem reluctant. If that Volkswagen was the car that had hit me, the last thing I wanted to do was get into an altercation with the driver. I have never been particularly good at confrontation. If there was a problem with a bill in a restaurant, I preferred to ignore it, rather than kicking up a fuss. Susan, I suspected, would be rather more assertive. ‘I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to take a look.’

‘’Course not.’ She reached into the car and grabbed her handbag, before locking up the vehicle. ‘Do you want me to give you a hand over?’

‘I think I’m all right.’ I placed a bit of pressure on my leg. It hurt quite badly, but the pain would be manageable for a short distance. Susan led the way, across the road and onto the path that led around the edge of the green. I hobbled awkwardly beside her.

There were three cars outside the Frog and Bucket. Two were local. I recognised them both. It was that kind of village. We closed in on the third. Susan moved around to the driver’s side of the Volkswagen. ‘Here, look at this,’ she said. The wing mirror had been knocked askew.

‘That was where I hit it,’ I said, my eyes widening. The wing mirror had bashed against the side of my arm. ‘It’s the same car.’ The man who had knocked me down on the road was drinking in my local pub.

Susan peered in through the car window. ‘Spotless inside. Could be anyone’s. Looks pretty new too.’

I gazed around, worried that the owner might appear at any minute.

‘He’s got to be in there,’ Susan concluded, nodding to the pub.

‘Perhaps we should call the police.’

‘Let’s get a look at him first, eh?’ She opened her handbag and pulled out a pen and paper. I shot her a quizzical look. ‘Number plate,’ she explained.

‘Oh, right.’

She went to the front and took down the number, then returned the notepad to her handbag. ‘Now we can go and have a word.’ She gestured to the pub.

‘Do you really think that’s a good idea? Confronting him, I mean?’

Susan shrugged. ‘What can he do? We’re in a public place. Don’t look so worried. We’ll just get a look at him, whoever he is. Then we can take it from there.’

For all my doubts, there was something about Susan’s breezy confidence that made me want to go along with the idea; or rather, to go along with her. The truth was, despite all the aches and pains, I did quite fancy sharing a quick drink with her; and I might not get another chance.

The Frog and Bucket was largely empty. There were a couple of regulars propping up the bar. They raised a hand at the sight of me. Another couple were having a drink in a far corner.

Susan went over to the bar and caught the attention of the barmaid. ‘What are you having?’ she asked me.

‘Oh, er...half a cider.’

Susan had the same. The barmaid poured out the drinks and the two women got chatting, while I hobbled over to grab a table.

I settled myself on a bench and gazed out through a window into the beer garden at the back of the pub. It was a bright, sunny evening. There were two or three customers sitting outside. One guy was on his own with his back to me, on the far side of the lawn, nursing a pint of ale. I frowned, screwing up my eyes. It looked like the man from the Grange. The handyman. What was his name? Keith Babbage. The cap he was wearing was quite distinctive.

Susan arrived with the drinks. ‘The barmaid doesn’t know anything about the car. She doesn’t think he came in here, whoever he was. She says people often just park outside, whether they’re coming in or not.’

‘That’s true enough,’ I said. ‘We do get a lot of visitors. And not just tourists.’ I pointed out of the window as Susan sat down. ‘That’s Mr Babbage, isn’t it?’

She gazed out at the lawn. ‘Yeah, it is. What’s he doing here?’

‘I’ve no idea.’

‘He doesn’t live in Nosford, does he?’

‘No. I thought he lived at the Grange.’

‘He comes in a couple of days a week to do work round the house. I think he lives on the other side of town.’

‘He doesn’t seem to be with anyone.’ I sat back on the bench. ‘What do you make of the guy? You must have spoken to him once or twice.’

‘Yeah. He seems nice enough. Quite chatty. A bit of an eye for the ladies. No wandering hands, thankfully.’

‘Why, is that a problem at the Grange?’

‘Not for me.’ Susan shook her head firmly. ‘Anyone tried that with me, I’d give them a black eye. But I think Monique’s had a bit of trouble.’

‘The au pair?’

‘Yeah. From what I’ve heard. Local gossip. Makes sure she’s never alone with the man of the house.’

‘I’d have thought Captain Faraday was a bit old for that sort of thing.’

‘Not him. The son-in-law. Graham. Like I said, he’s a nasty piece of work. Not the sort of bloke you’d want to share a taxi with.’ Her eyes flicked back to the window. ‘Aye aye! Looks like Keith is on the move.’

The handyman had checked his watch and then got up, disappearing through a gap in the fence and heading off into the trees.

‘Where does that lead?’ Susan asked me.

‘Down to the river, on the other side of the wood.’

Her brow furrowed. ‘He’s left his drink. What is he up to?’

‘I don’t know.’ It was not the first time Mr Babbage had acted a little suspiciously. My mind flicked back to the satchel. The buckle had come undone and the book had been half out of its wrapping. The more I thought about that, the more suspicious it seemed. I was sure the buckle had been properly secured when it had come off the bike. ‘How did he even get here?’ I wondered. ‘Does he have a car?’

‘A van, usually. Hey, why don’t we go and say hello? We can ask him about the Volkswagen, when he comes back. Oh, if you’re up to moving?’

‘I think I can manage,’ I said.

We took our drinks and moved out onto the lawn. Susan carried the glasses while I limped across the grass, trying my best to ignore the pain in my leg. We settled ourselves at a table adjacent to the one Babbage had just abandoned. ‘It could be a while before he comes back,’ I said.

Susan took a sip of her drink. ‘We can wait. There’s no hurry, is there?’ It was a pleasant evening and it would be nice just to sit for a while.

I grabbed my drink and swallowed a quick mouthful. ‘So...do you live locally?’ I asked. It was not the most original of questions, but it was all I could come up with on the spur of the moment.

‘Yeah. The Eastcote estate. On the far side of town.’

‘Oh, right.’ I had heard of it. Not the most salubrious area.

She caught my look. ‘It’s not as bad as everyone says. Some of it’s almost pleasant.’

‘Yes, I’m sure. Do you still live with your mum and dad?’

‘No. They’re long gone. Divorced now.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘My mum moved down to Bristol. She’s shacked up with some guy half her age.’ Susan chuckled. ‘Dad lives up north. He’s an engineer. I share a flat with a friend of mine. Tanya. She’s a nightmare.’ Susan slurped the cider. ‘Just split up with her boyfriend. Again.’

‘And...and do you...?’ I hesitated. ‘I mean, do you have...?’

‘A boyfriend?’ She smiled. ‘Not at the moment. Too busy with work. How about you?’

‘Er...no. Nobody at the moment.’

‘No young starlets falling at your feet?’

‘Not this week. Actually, it’s been a while.’ I coughed slightly and reached for my glass. ‘So how long have you been in events management?’

Susan shrugged. ‘About six months. Started just helping out, but Mandy – she’s my boss – she’s been loading more and more onto me. She’s off this weekend to some conference somewhere. Can you believe it? Leaving me in charge. Well, there’s a few of us, but I’m the one coordinating it all.’

‘That sounds a bit scary.’

‘I’m looking forward to it,’ Susan said. ‘It’ll be good experience for me. And it all helps to pay the rent.’

‘What did you do before? If you don’t mind me asking.’ It could not be that long since she had left school.

‘Temping, mostly. Bar work. Reception. That sort of thing. Did a couple of months working in a nail bar.’

‘Goodness.’ I was not entirely sure what that was.

‘This is more my cup of tea, though. Events. Getting out into the open. Meeting people. It’s much more fun.’

A barmaid emerged from the pub and made her way over to Babbage’s table. There was still no sign of the man. I was in no particular hurry for him to come back. It was nice just to sit and talk.

The barmaid disappeared with the empties. Susan and I chatted some more and then I glanced at my watch. We had been outside for almost forty minutes. ‘He’s been gone a long time.’

Susan grimaced. ‘Yeah. Too long.’ She drained her glass. ‘If he was going to sit by the river, he’d have taken his drink with him, wouldn’t he?’

‘I don’t think you’re allowed to take the glasses away.’

‘No, I suppose not. Is there anywhere else he could have gone? Any other way out?’

‘There’s a towpath that runs along the river. It carries right up to the wood on the other side of the Grange. It’s pretty overgrown though. You could just about walk it, if you had a mind to, but you wouldn’t get a bicycle along there. I tried it once, a year or two back.’

‘So he could have walked home,’ Susan concluded.

‘Two miles? It’s not likely,’ I thought. ‘And anyway, you said he didn’t live at the Grange.’

‘No, but that’s where he must have come from, isn’t it? What do you reckon? Shall we go and have a look? Down to the river at least?’

I suppressed a sigh. ‘All right,’ I agreed.

‘You can stay here if you like.’

‘No, no. I’ll come.’ I winced, though, as I pulled myself up.

The path down to the river was easily navigable. We made our way through the gap in the fence and between the trees. The river was about fifty yards away. There was a bridge across it. I had forgotten that, though there was only farmland on the opposite side. The towpath ran east and west either side of the bridge and there was a significant drop from the verge down into the river.

Susan walked ahead, onto the bridge. I followed her up as best I could. ‘No sign of him, that I can see.’ She gazed eastwards.

‘He had a pretty good head start,’ I said. I propped myself up on the far side. A bird tweeted in the trees. I looked westward, across the river, to where the sun was hovering above the horizon. A fish flipped itself to the surface just below me and my gaze shifted downwards. I stifled a cry of alarm. A body was lying in the water.
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Chapter Four
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The ambulance was parked outside the front of the pub. There was no sign of the Volkswagen. Constable Trubshaw was holding back a small crowd of curious onlookers. Trubshaw was well off his regular beat. He and a couple of other officers had accompanied a detective sergeant to the scene. Their cars were parked on the other side of the ambulance. I was standing by a bench with Susan Maybury, just in front of the pub windows. My trousers and socks were wet through, but I had got off lightly. Susan was soaked to the skin and would probably have been shivering to death if it hadn’t been such a warm evening.

She had been the first down the slope, discarding her shoes and scrabbling towards the semi-submerged figure of Keith Babbage. The man’s battered face had proved instantly recognisable, his rough, solid frame tangled up in the reeds, his distinctive flat cap floating close by. The face was turned to one side and there was blood on the back of his head but his nose and mouth were above the level of the water.

‘He’s alive!’ Susan exclaimed in surprise. Her feet splashed downwards as she moved to examine him more closely. ‘He must have knocked himself out. We need to get him out of the water. Can you give me a hand?’

I took a deep breath and nodded. Awkwardly, I sat myself on the edge of the slope and, gritting my teeth, slid down
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