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CHAPTER ONE

Sandra Bishop died violently at thirteen minutes past eleven on the night of October 25th and six hours later Dennis Hamilton awoke with a throbbing head-ache.

Hamilton groaned miserably as he opened his eyes and then tried squeezing them shut again. The pain persisted, stabbing crudely through his skull as though every tiny pinching muscle wielded a blunt spear. He made an effort to keep his eyelids closed but relaxed, hoping desperately that he could keep the spear blades still, and perhaps fall asleep again to waken blissfully refreshed when the hangover was gone. There was an equally excruciating pressure pain in his lower abdomen which finally persuaded him that this was not possible and with an effort he crawled out of bed.

“That bloody woman,” he said aloud, thinking of Sandra Bishop, but the curse only echoed inside his head to make him feel worse than before.

He sat on the edge of the bed and pressed both hands gently to his temples. One foot moved clumsily across the carpet in a vain search for his slippers, but he failed to and them and didn't dare to bend his head to look properly. He was convinced that the rush of blood could cause a fatal explosion.

After a minute he stood up and stumbled to the bathroom. There at least one relief was immediately available, but picturesque country cottages do have their drawbacks and flushing the medieval cistern was akin to unleashing the full spate of Niagara Falls. The sound thundered through his wincing brain.

“What a bitch,” he said, but he didn't mean the antiquated plumbing. He was still thinking of Sandra Bishop.

He moved to the hand basin and turned on a tap. When the basin was full of cold water he gripped the edges with both hands and plunged his head down and under. The icy shock made him gasp but he determined to stay submerged for a full minute. At the count of fifty he had to come up spluttering for air and told himself that he had been counting too slowly. He repeated the self-imposed treatment twice, and then decided that the cure was probably more drastic than the headache.

He dried his dripping face and hair with a towel and then gazed into the mirror. His dark, tousled hair was rarely tidy and now it spiked out in all directions. His blue eyes were narrowed and bloodshot and his temples had gained an abundance of creases overnight. They would smooth out when the pain went but right now he was not a happy sight.

“You look horrible,” he said with feeling.

He slid the glass panel to one side and reached for the paracetamol at the back of the cabinet. This was a three tablet headache and to hell with the recommended dosage. He took three tablets and washed them down with a large glass of water.

He returned to the bedroom and stared down at the crumpled bedclothes. The blunt spears were still thrusting away inside his skull and there was a part of him that favored a careful collapse on to the bed again in the hope of complete oblivion. At the same time he knew that he probably wouldn't sleep, and that even if he did he would eventually re-awaken feeling just as ill. He had faith in fresh air, and now that nature had forced him out of bed and on to his feet he decided that the speediest way to recovery was a long walk in the forest.

A glance at his wristwatch showed that it was only ten minutes past seven, but the daylight was breaking and a lively blackbird was singing an invitation in the garden. Hamilton began to get dressed.

Before he descended the stairs he paused in the doorway of the second bedroom that he had modified into a working study. His typewriter, a second-hand and very battered desk model stood uncovered on the table by the window. On the table itself were scattered the typed pages of his latest manuscript, plus a litter of open reference books and news clippings. Hamilton grimaced and knew that today he had no hope of completing the chapter that was his usual daily quota. Even the humblest of crime stories, the sort Sandra Bishop sneered at, needed a concentrated mental effort for their creation. Today would be a lost day.

Thoughts of the book, the headache and Sandra Bishop, all brought him back to the furious argument in The Black Bull the previous evening. It was the row that had kept him drinking twice as much as usual, for he had felt that if he had not kept his right hand permanently employed in raising and lowering his glass then he could just as willingly have used it to reach out and wring Sandra Bishop's stupid neck.

“A bloody fool woman,” he told the typewriter sourly. “All she does is bang a bloody date stamp on a book and shove it over the library counter -- and for that she gets paid bloody near twice as much as I get for writing the bloody things. And then she has the bloody cheek to tell me that she has bloody principles and I have no bloody cause for complaint. For 

Christ's-bloody-sake!'

He turned away in disgust and slammed the door. However, the eight bloodies in one outburst had made him feel considerably better.

He hesitated by the kitchen at the foot of the stairs, and decided that with luck he might be able to face toast and black coffee by the time he returned.

He collected his coat and in doing so had to move the leather case containing his binoculars that hung from the same hook on the back of the kitchen door. He hesitated again, and then slung the strap of the binocular case over one shoulder.

He felt that he would be too bleary-eyed to put the binoculars to any serious use, but he also knew from experience that he was sure to spot something interesting if he left them behind. The Breckland forests were the haunt of wild deer, fox and squirrel and a wide variety of bird life.

He opened the door and a flock of sparrows chattered a noisy welcome as he stepped out of the cottage and into the disorder of the front garden. The main advantage of rising at the crack of dawn was that the birds were then at their brightest and best. He gazed dubiously for a moment at the rose bushes that had recently been a riot of color but now needed their initial pruning. There was also a mass of summer wallflowers that needed to be cleared away, and only the white heather borders that gave the cottage its name looked reasonably tidy.

Hamilton decided that when he returned he would make the effort to tidy up the garden. That kind of work could be accomplished in his present delicate condition. He would simply have to rearrange his work schedule and type a chapter on Saturday. He groaned at the thought. He began every Monday morning at eight o'clock with the firm intention of writing a chapter each day until he could cover the typewriter with a clear conscience at seven o'clock on Friday, and yet inevitably his working week was never that smooth, and more often than not he would still be struggling through the fifth chapter on the Saturday.

He went through the gate and on to the main road. To his right the road led back into the small town of Barford, and to his left, through a splendid avenue of beech trees, it led towards the larger town of Granchester ten miles away. He turned his back on Barford, the cottage and the garden, and walked along briskly beneath the canopy of golden leaves formed by the beeches. There was no traffic at this early hour, but from force of habit he turned away from the road at the first opportunity. A Forestry Commission driveway led him through tall ranks of conifers and here he began to breathe deeply. The rich, pine-scented air was a tonic and now he was convinced that he had made the right decision.

He began to feel more cheerful as he walked. He had a natural good humor that was slowly beginning to return despite the dull continuing ache in his head. He had started out with no positive aim other than walking off his hangover, but when he reached the first intersection of driveways he turned left and began to ascend the long slope of hill that led to a small copse of oak and silver birch at the top of the rise. Twice he had glimpsed a pair of golden pheasant, the male magnificent in his bright crimson and golden crowned plumage, on the far side of the oaks, and so that was as good a direction to take as any. With luck he might see the pheasants again.

While he walked he pondered on the wisdom of acquiring a dog. He fancied the idea of owning a dog, preferably a good, vigorous gun-dog, a black or golden labrador. The problem was that a dog would be a tie. There was no one to take care of it in his absence and he still lived partially in the old dream world where the lucky sale of subsidiary rights on some of his thirty published novels could enable him to pack his bags and travel the world tomorrow. The hopes were slim, he knew now that the magical film rights were as remote as winning the football pools, and the sales of foreign translation rights that were within the realms of possibility were few and far between and even then rarely amounted to more than the odd hundred pounds.

However, slim as they were, the faint flickers of hope were still there, chaining him to the mental labor of writing six new novels every year. Six annual books for the library shelves brought him an income of approximately fifteen pounds per week, half as much as he could earn on a building site or in a factory, but those were dead-end jobs with no future hopes at all. Thirty-three years was too old to start breaking into any new career, bright young school-leavers with A-levels or university degrees were all the demand these days, and so he was committed to his typewriter.

Dwelling on the precarious and insecure nature of his living brought him full circle back to Sandra Bishop and their quarrel in The Black Bull. He frowned, and then tried to push the memory away. It had been pointless arguing with Sandra and he told himself that he should have known better. He had made a fool of himself and almost certainly ended up sounding as stupid as she was. Heated arguments always made both parties appear equally ridiculous. He determined to forget the whole issue and strode forward with renewed vigor.

He reached the top of the rise and began to circle round the copse of oak and silver birch. He moved quietly now, listening for the first rustling that would warn him that the pheasants were scratching beneath the heather and bracken. A jay suddenly flashed through the silver branches, a blur of pinkish plumage with vivid blue patches on the black and white barred wings. Hamilton reached for his binoculars and realized that he had yet to take them out of their case. By the time he had done so and slipped the lens caps into his pocket the jay had departed. He completed his circle of the copse and saw nothing else of interest. There was no sign of the golden pheasants.

He started down the far slope of the rise and then noticed a car parked at the next intersection of the driveways. It appeared to be unattended and there was no sign of movement among the surrounding ranks of Douglas firs. Idly Hamilton raised the binoculars and focused them briefly on the car. It was a dark green Morris 1100 saloon. It was too early in the day for a courting couple or for passing motorists to be indulging in a picnic and for a moment he wondered why the car was there. 

He dropped the binoculars against his chest and walked down the rise. He wasn't particularly curious about the car, but as he approached he again thought that it was odd that there was no sign of the owner. He didn't recognize the Morris as belonging to any of the local forestry workers or officials and so obviously the car belonged to a stranger.

As he reached the car his mind produced a logical answer: the car driver had felt an urgent call of nature and was probably squatting with embarrassment just inside the trees. The polite thing was to pass by without looking round and to tactfully ignore any betraying movement. He continued this policy until he was level with the car and by refusing to glance either right or left he found gaze drawn to the car itself. The lid of the boot was open by a few inches and he stopped abruptly and stared with a sudden and frightening sense of shock through the narrow gap.

If he had been alert instead of sluggish, his mind clear instead of blurred by the remaining effects of his hangover, he might have reacted faster. However, for a few seconds his brain refused to function at all. The sharp crunching of the wet bracken just behind him and to his left barely registered before he received a violent blow on the back of his head. He pitched forward and found the merciful oblivion he had earlier desired.

CHAPTER TWO
Tom Hobson was yawning as he approached Barford. He was driving a lorry loaded with timber, and although he had been on the road for two hours since starting his run in the Midlands he still felt tired. It was easier driving while the roads were empty, but at the same time it wasn't natural for a man to start work while normal folk were still sleeping comfortably in their beds.

He told himself for the thousandth time that if it wasn't for the money he would jack it in, but he had a wife and three kids to keep and he made more money lorry driving than he would at any other job he was capable of holding down. He yawned again as the road climbed over another hilltop and noticed that on the far slope of the next hill the road was no longer empty. Coming to meet him was the first vehicle he had seen since passing through Granchester. It was a dark green Morris 1100 saloon.

Hobson's brain registered the sighting of the oncoming car but paid it no immediate attention. He was not driving particularly fast but the weight of the fully laden lorry caused it to automatically pick up speed as he descended the hill into the valley where the two vehicles had to meet and pass. On either side the dark green acres of the pine forests pressed up close to the road. The sun was now shining strongly in the East and there were bright patches of blue in the white and grey banks of cloud, but the road was still wet and greasy from overnight rain. Hobson was thinking absently that once he got through Barford he would pull up in one of the Forestry Commission driveways for a sandwich and a cup of tea from his flask.

He was two-thirds of the way down the slope of the hill when he suddenly became aware that the car approaching him was not holding a true course. As it gathered speed the Morris 1100 was veering into the center of the road. He swore with more sarcasm than anger and waited for the oncoming driver to correct his mistake. Then the full implication of what was happening hit home. He stared forward and saw that there was no face behind the wheel of the green car. He was on a collision course with a vehicle that was out of control.

Hobson hit his brakes and clutch, stamping down with both feet and gripping the wheel with terror. The gap had narrowed and he was at least thirty seconds too late. His own momentum could not be checked in the short stretch of road that was left, and the runaway Morris 1100 hurtled to meet him as though propelled by a curse from the devil. As the two vehicles reached the valley the green car had swung fully across the road. Hobson wrenched at his steering wheel to avoid a head-on crash, pulling the lorry to the left. The green Morris smashed into his right flank and the two vehicles bounced apart with a thunderous tearing and shattering of glass and metal.

The lorry leaped into the trees and then came to a violent halt. One sixty foot Douglas fir snapped off at the base and reeled down amongst its fellows, but the remaining barrier of tree trunks swayed and held firm. In the crushed and buckled cab Tom Hobson had died mercifully and instantaneously from a broken neck as his body was flung forward. Inside the mangled engine the fuel pipe to the carburetor had fractured on impact and petrol gushed over the hot engine block. The grinding metal created its own ignition spark and the front of the lorry was engulfed in a roaring sheet of flame.

The Morris 1100 had been thrown back across the road, skidding and slithering along the grass verge, battering a tangle of small saplings and blackberry bushes, and finally hitting into the trees on the opposite side.

***

The sound of the explosion was heard by two forestry workers cycling over the hill from Barford. Fred Lever was a slow, heavy man of fifty, while Johnny Harris was a fit, beefy youngster in his early twenties. They saw the flames and Lever's reaction was a fervent prayer to Jesus Christ. Harris bent his back and pedaled furiously down the hill, leaving the older man behind. .

The lorry was already a raging furnace, its load of dry timber had flared quickly and the red tongues were rapidly eating their way up into the green branches of the surrounding trees. The resinous sap crackled and spat.

On the opposite side of the road the Morris 1100 was clear of the fire, but only for a few minutes. There was petrol vapor drifting around the crumpled bonnet, and it was only a matter of time before a wind-blown spark from the main blaze caused a second burst of flame. Johnny Harris arrived on the scene in that same moment of time.

It was impossible to get near the lorry. Harris dropped his cycle and shielded his face with his hands as he circled warily around the major source of heat. Then he turned his attention to the car. He saw that the driver's door of the green Morris had been thrown open by the force of the crash and that there was a man hanging head down out of the doorway. He couldn't tell whether the man was dead or unconscious but it was obvious that he would soon be roasted to a crisp if he wasn't dragged clear of the flames.

Johnny Harris was not lacking in courage, and braving the fierce heat he dashed forward and seized the limp body by the shoulders. He heaved and for one desperate moment it seemed that the body was trapped by the ankles amongst the twisted foot pedals. Harris heaved again, sweating and throwing all his weight backwards. The body came clear and Harris stumbled back and away from the fire.

When Fred Lever arrived Harris had rolled his limp prize face upwards on the roadside.

“It's Hamilton,” he said. “You know him, Fred. He writes books, drinks in the Black Bull. Dennis Hamilton.”
***
It was Johnny Harris who cycled back to the red telephone box at the top of the hill to dial 999. Five minutes later a patrol car from Barford Police Station came racing over the hill with its blue light flashing. It stopped at the foot of the hill and Bill Prescott, Barford's burly Station Sergeant, scrambled quickly out of the passenger side. The young Constable behind the wheel climbed out more slowly. Prescott ran forward, flinched back from the blazing lorry, and then turned towards the smaller fire that was the car. He saw the inert body lying by the roadside and Lever and Harris began simultaneous accounts of what had happened.

They heard the urgent blaring of a two-tone siren, and then another flashing blue light and a blur of red appeared at the top of the hill. The big red engine that was the Barford fire appliance rushed towards them and skidded to a halt. The six-man fire crew spilled out and went smoothly into immediate action. The lockers on the side of the machine were banged open and two lines of hose run out at the double. Within a matter of seconds the hose lines were coupled up to the major pump and charged and two jets were attacking the fire.

Archie Maitland was the Sub-officer in charge. He and Prescott were old friends, but this morning Maitland greeted the Police Sergeant with only two words. The interiors of both vehicles were a mass of black smoke and red flame and so it was a necessary question.

“Anyone inside?”

“There's some poor bastard still in the lorry,” Prescott said, “But no one in the car. Fred and Johnny reckon there was only the driver and they dragged him out.”

Maitland nodded and moved closer to the fire. Obviously there was no hope for the driver of the lorry for the cab was already gutted. 'The flames were getting into the trees and he shouted to the two men with jets to cut them back. When the burning branches were extinguished he diverted one jet to tackle the smaller fire that wreathed the Morris 1100.

Fifteen minutes later more flashing blue lights heralded the arrival of an ambulance and a second fire appliance from Granchester. By this time the thickest of the black smoke clouds were dispersing over the green crests of the pines, and the two fire centers were controlled although not fully extinguished. 'The skeleton of the lorry was still too hot to approach and the trees around it still smoldered.

Maitland conferred briefly with his opposite number, and then handed over the lorry to the Granchester crew who quickly ran out a third jet. His crew was now free to concentrate on the blackened shell of the car and now that the heat had abated they moved in to finish off their job. The bonnet was levered open with some difficulty and then the battery wires were deftly cut. The three remaining doors were also pried open to enable the man with the jet to thoroughly spray inside. Finally one of the firemen used his axe to twist open the lid of the boot. 'The lid few up sharply and the man's face paled.

“Hey, Archie -- take a look at this.”

 Maitland moved round to the back of the car. He saw the crumpled body of a young woman squashed inside the open boot and some of his own composure slipped.

“Oh, Christ,” he said. In his twenty-five years with the Breckland Fire Service he had dealt with enough incidents to feel no more than a sense of weary resignation in the face of death, but after a moment this one puzzled him.

“How in hell did she get inside there?” he demanded.

The question was not addressed to any man in particular and so no one answered. Maitland was on the point of asking the nearest of his crew to help him lift the body out, but then he stopped and examined the details more closely. The body was that of a young woman with shoulder length blonde hair. She wore a blue coat over a white jumper and a short dark blue skirt. She had very attractive legs, even in death, but Maitland had looked instinctively for signs of injury and his attention had been caught by the dark bruise marks on the white throat.

He looked around for Prescott and saw the Police Sergeant standing by the ambulance. The unconscious body of Dennis Hamilton had been loaded inside and the doors closed. The two ambulance men were ready to leave but had paused for a final word with Prescott.

“Hold on a minute,” Maitland called. “We've got another one here.” He paused while the three men came closer and then added: “You'd best take a good look at this one, Bill. She looks more in your line of business than ours.”

The circle of men around the boot of the car widened to admit them all. The two forestry workers had lingered at the scene and again it was young Johnny Harris who craned his neck forward and identified the body.

“Its Sandra bishop,” he said, “The girl who works in the library.”
CHAPTER THREE

Barford was a small town that had witnessed very little in the way of real crime. Pheasants were often poached, motorists sometimes parked where they shouldn't, and a few of the older regulars still persisted in cycling home from The Black Bull or The Three Oaks with their tail lights out, but that was all. In his thirty years with the Police Force, most of them spent in Barford, Bill Prescott had never been involved in a murder enquiry.

However, he knew precisely what he had to do and his car radio was ready to hand.

Within five minutes a Panda car arrived with the remaining three Constables from Barford. That gave him four men to direct the traffic and protect the area from unlicensed trampling by any curious onlookers. A doctor had been summoned to attend Dennis Hamilton and his verdict was that Sandra Bishop was definitely dead. Satisfied with a positive medical opinion Prescott insisted that the body remain exactly where it was in the boot of the burned-out car. The ambulance with Hamilton he sent back to Granchester. After consultation with Archie Maitland and the Sub-officer with the Granchester crew the Granchester fire appliance also returned to base.

The remaining firemen were instructed to tread carefully and to restrict the jets that were still needed to a spray that would disturb as little evidence as possible. It was probably too late, but Prescott was trying to think of everything.

Fifteen minutes after his initial radio call a fast black three-liter Rover appeared from the direction of Granchester. The car braked to a stop and two men climbed out. With neither relief nor reluctance Prescott calmly handed complete control to the Breckland C.I.D.

***
 
At first glance Detective Chief Superintendent Charles Grant was not a particularly impressive man. His height and build were average and he could easily have been mistaken for a moderately successful stockbroker or a small town bank manager. He wore a dark overcoat on top of a dark grey suit. His collar was crisp white and his blue silk tie was knotted with fastidious neatness. He was forty-nine, but looked more like a man of forty who had grayed prematurely. He wore no hat and his dark hair had silvered at the temples. His manner was one of studied calm.

His companion, Detective Inspector Ronald Harding, looked more like a Television Director's idea of a senior detective. He was younger with a hint of toughness in his alert face and sharp eyes. He dressed less soberly and his choice in neckties occasionally made Grant wince. There were also times when Grant's slowness caused irritation to Harding, but the Inspector had respect for his Superintendent and was slowly learning to curb his own enthusiasm. Think first, was Grant's motto, and Harding had to admit that nine times out of ten Grant was proved right.

Prescott came to meet them and they exchanged brief civilities and introductions.

“The girl is still in the boot of the car,” Prescott said. “Doctor Ramsay opened one of her eyes, checked for a heartbeat and then pronounced her dead. Apart from that no one has touched her.” The Sergeant started to lead the way towards the car but Grant checked him.

The Superintendent's practiced eye had swept the scene and noted that the Constables were positioned nicely to protect the evidence, so there was no immediate hurry.

“Tell me exactly what happened here,” Grant ordered quietly.

Prescott hesitated, thinking that the scene was obvious.

“It looks as though the car crashed into the side of the lorry, sir. No one saw it happen but two forestry workers heard the crash. They got here in time to pull the driver out of the car and then raised the alarm.” Prescott stopped and waited.

Grant nodded slowly. “At what time were you alerted, Sergeant? What, exactly, did you do? And what, precisely did you see when you arrived on the scene?”

 Prescott hesitated, and then he decided that he could quite well get to like this man. Bill Prescott dealt with people and he liked to understand the people with whom he was dealing. He decided that with Superintendent Grant nothing would be unduly rushed and no detail would be considered superfluous. Prescott approved, and he was happier because he knew exactly where he stood.

“The message was timed at O-five-fifty-seven,” Prescott said. “My house is next door to the Police Station. Constable Winton was on duty at the time and he roused me immediately. It took me perhaps two minutes to get dressed and get down to the car. We drove here in three. It was three minutes past six when we arrived. The two vehicles were in the same position that they are now, both on fire. The driver of the car, a man named Dennis Hamilton, was lying unconscious at the side of the road -- just over
there, sir. The two men who found the accident and dragged him out were standing over him.”

“Between leaving Barford and reaching the scene did you see any other traffic?”

“No, sir, the road was empty.”

“Not even a cyclist in the distance? No early morning walkers?”

“No, sir.”

“All right, describe the events after you arrived.”

“The Fire Service arrived a few seconds behind us, sir. They tackled the fires. Doctor Ramsay came out and put a few bandages on Hamilton, but he was in bad shape and still unconscious when we loaded him into the ambulance. It was about twenty minutes before the fires were under control. They had to send out a second machine from Granchester. Then they got the boot open on the car and found the girl's body.”

“Who actually opened the boot?”
“Archie Maitland, the Sub-officer – at least, he called me over.”

“Then we'll have a word with Sub-Officer Maitland.”
Prescott nodded and led the way between the two burned out wrecks to where the large red fire appliance was still parked twenty yards further along the road. Maitland and his crew were standing by and chatting casually to Fred Lever and Johnny Harris who had abandoned all thoughts of continuing to their job.

Harding was examining the scene as he walked, his eyes probing into the twisted shells of the vehicles and searching the blackened area of burnt grass and charred trees. This was his first murder enquiry and he was feeling a morbid urgency to get down to the basic task of examining the body that surprised him. He wished that Grant would get a move on.

Maitland came to meet them. Grant recognized him by the two silver bars on each shoulder of his tunic and the double white band around his fireman's helmet.

“I understand that you opened the boot,” Grant said directly.

“One of the lads opened it,” Maitland corrected him. “But I was only a couple of yards away.”
“Did you or any of your lads touch anything after the boot was opened?”

 Maitland shook his head. “I was going to lift her out, but then I thought that it was peculiar that she should be in there in the first place. I decided that it was police business rather than a part of our job, so I called Sergeant Prescott over.”

 Grant was insistent. You didn't touch the girl?”

“No.”

“Or anything in the boot?”

“No.”

 “Good enough,” Grant paused. You must have had a fair amount of experience with road accidents and fires, Mister Maitland, did you notice anything else that could be termed peculiar about this?”

Maitland frowned and glanced around the scene as though considering it for the first time. Grant allowed him to think.

“Not really, sir,” Maitland said at last. “Except that there's no reason for it - if you see what I mean.”

“I'd prefer you to explain if you can.”

“Well, it's not on a sharp bend where you might expect a road accident, or a hill where you could get some fool trying to overtake blind. And it's not a junction where one vehicle might have been entering or leaving the main road. It's just a straight road down and up again.”

“Any ideas on how it might have happened?”

“Well, the lorry left skid marks, which proves he braked. There's no skid marks for the car, so it's my guess that the car was at fault. Perhaps it had a blowout, but the tire rubber has burned away so it would be difficult to tell. Or the driver may have had a heart attack and blacked out at the wheel.” 
Grant nodded thoughtfully, but their conversation was interrupted by a tweed- suited man in horn-rimmed glasses who was climbing out of a grey Westminster saloon car that was parked behind the fire appliance. The man had tired of waiting for an invitation and he walked stiffly to join the discussion.

“I’m Doctor Ramsey, he said briefly.

“Detective Chief Superintendent Grant.” Grant shook hands. You're the only man who has touched the body.”

“I verified death,” Ramsay said seriously.

“Of course,” Grant restrained a smile at the man's starched manner. “We'll take a look at the body, and perhaps you'll give me your opinion on how she died.”

 Ramsay nodded and they walked over to the blackened shell of the Morris 1100. Grant noted the point where the car had left the road and the crushed blackberry bushes and saplings that had checked its speed and saved it from even greater damage when it had eventually hit the trees. 'The lid of the boot stood wide open and they stopped short and stared inside.

Harding's impatience had built up and now he felt that this was an anti-climax. It was just the body of a blonde-haired girl lying on her left side with her knees hunched up under her chin. There was nothing horrific, no noticeable fire damage and no blood. Somehow Harding had expected blood.

“How did she die?” Grant asked.

“Not in the fire,” Ramsay was positive. “You'll have a post-mortem of course. If she had died in the fire you would find soot in the air passages and carbon monoxide in the blood? But I dare guarantee you'll find nothing of the sort. She's been dead for several hours, long before the crash.”

“Dare you hazard an estimate on how many hours?”

 “An estimate is the best you'll get, even after a postmortem. The most reliable way of calculating time of death is by temperature and the cooling rate from live-body temperature to the environmental temperature, but then you have to remember that this body has been exposed to extreme heat. You're lucky it isn't actually burned. My guess would be that she was dead before midnight, but I wouldn't advise you to place too much faith in my guesses.”

 Grant nodded soberly, “And the cause of death?”

“She was strangled.” Ramsay pointed a bony finger. You can see the “bruises on her throat. As far as 1 can tell there are no other signs of violence.”

“Any signs of sexual assault?”
“Nothing obvious, all her clothing appears to be in place. You'll appreciate that I haven't made anything like a full examination.”

 Grant nodded and looked round for Prescott.

“Do you know her?”

“Yes, sir,” Prescott said heavily. “Her name is Sandra Bishop. She's lived in Barford for about three years. She's the local librarian.”

“Married?”

“No sir?”

“Boy friends?”

 “Not that I know of, sir.”

 Grant decided to pursue that enquiry later. There was nothing more to be learned by simply staring at the body and he wanted nothing disturbed until photographs had been taken. He turned away and thanked Ramsay for his help.

His next move was to approach the forestry workers but Maitland intercepted him.

“Excuse me, sir -- but we've had to book ourselves available with our control and we could be sent on to another incident. Do you want us to get the driver out of the lorry?”

 Grant stared at what was left of the lorry.

“You mean the driver is still in there?”

“Yes, sir. The poor bugger was trapped in the cab. It's usually our job to get them out.”

“I advised leaving him,” Prescott said. “A hospital's no good to him and the mortuary can wait. I thought it best to touch nothing.”

“You were right,” Grant approved. He looked to Maitland. “I’ve got a photographer on the way. He should be here before the ambulance gets back so we might as well have photographs of everything before any of the bodies are moved. If you can wait that long I'll appreciate it. On the other hand if you get a call you'll just have to answer it and leave us to manage.”

 Maitland nodded and withdrew.

Harding felt his morbid curiosity rise again and moved to get a better view inside the cab. This time the sight was horrific and he felt sharply sick. He gazed into the cab for a moment longer and then turned away slowly, hoping that no one had noticed.

Grant had returned his attention to the two forestry workers. He gave them a friendly smile.

“Sergeant Prescott tells me that you were the first on the scene. Tell me what happened.”

“We heard the crash,” Johnny Harris said. He had been waiting for his turn to come and he answered quickly. “It was just as we were coming up the hill, then when we got over the hill we saw the fire.”

“Did you see any other vehicle?”

“No, sir, nothing passed us.”

“Would you have noticed if there was a vehicle on the far slope of the hill, driving away from the scene?”

 Harris hesitated, but only for a moment.

“There was nothing.”

“He had his head down, pedaling like mad,” Fred Lever said. “He wouldn't have seen.” Harris gave him a tart look but the older man continued unperturbed. “I’m too old to hurry. I just coasted down the hill. I saw -- and there was nothing.”

“You're absolutely sure that there was no third vehicle involved?”

Both men nodded, Lever confidently and Harris still slightly irritated by the unnecessary interruption.

“This was just before six,” Grant observed. “Why were you both on the road so early?”

“Six o'clock isn’t early,” Lever said with a countryman's scorn. “We starts work at half past, and we likes to get there with enough time for a bite and a cup of tea first. A couple of miles biking makes you ready for breakfast.”

Grant nodded and then looked back to Harris.

“You reached the scene first. Tell me exactly what you saw and what you did.”

 Harris was slightly disconcerted by the emphasis on the word exactly but he launched into his tale.

“When l got here the lorry was going like a bomb. It was too hot for me to get near it. The car was bloody hot too, but it wasn't quite so bad. I saw the man inside so I grabbed hold of him and dragged him out. I didn't know the girl was in the boot.”

“Of course, you couldn't,” Grant nodded agreement and looked towards the car. “Did you have to get the door open?”

“No, it was already open.”

“Which door?”

“The driver's door. It must have burst open when the car crashed.”

“And where was the man?”

“In the car,” Harris spoke sharply as though he felt that the Superintendent was trying to play him for a fool.

“I mean where in the car,” Grant smiled to win back goodwill. “Was he on the passenger side or behind the wheel?”

“Behind the wheel.”

“How was he positioned? Was he thrown forward over the wheel, thrown back, or thrown to one side?”

“He was hanging half out of the car.”

“Can you do me a favor?” Grant asked. “We've got a photographer due to arrive at any moment. When he comes we'll get a Constable to sit in the car and then we'll have some pictures taken. With your help we can get the Constable to adopt the same position in which you found the driver.”

“You mean to re-create the scene?”

 Grant nodded.

This was an important and exciting day for Johnny Harris and he was only too happy to oblige.

***
The reinforcements began to arrive. Patrol cars and police vehicles from Granchester drew up in quick succession and the ambulance returned. Grant got the photographer to work and detailed Harding to take charge of a group of junior detectives with notepads and measuring tapes. The fire crew were eventually given the go-ahead to get the remains of Tom Hobson out of the cab of the lorry and into the long rubber zip-up bag carried by the ambulance.

Then the firemen thankfully departed.

The police strength built up to a score of men, a mixture of Sergeants, junior detectives and uniformed constables and patrol crews. Grant organized them into sifting the debris around the burned out vehicles and searching the roadsides for two hundred yards back in either direction. The body of Sandra Bishop was finally lifted into the ambulance which then headed back to Granchester.

When the ambulance had disappeared over the top of the hill Grant stood for several minutes and gazed at the scene of slow activity that he had initiated. He was satisfied that nobody was rushing the job, everything was being done thoroughly and carefully, the way he wanted it. He tried to think of anything he might have missed, but nothing came to mind. It was time to talk to Prescott again and he ordered a Constable to relieve the local Sergeant who had been directing the passing traffic.

“You started to tell me about the girl,” Grant said as they moved aside. “Tell me now, everything you know.”

“Well, sir, as I said before, Sandra Bishop is -- was the librarian here in Barford. She lives alone, rents a house in Elm Lane on the other side of the town, it's the second right turn off the Brackendale Road. She'd be about twenty-five, a nice-looking girl as you could probably notice, sir. She was well known in Barford, and well liked. Most people use the library at one time or another and she got on well enough with most of them.”

“But she was single with no regular boy friends?”

“I dare say she couldn't find the right type, sir. When she just arrived there was a bit of a rush among the local lads to borrow books, but she didn't take a shine to any of them. She was intelligent, sir, maybe too intelligent. The Barford lads are a decent enough lot, but I wouldn't back any of them to win the University Challenge. Sandra Bishop was a bit aloof, so they soon lost interest. She was a bit of a book-wormish sort of girl, sir. Always taking home books for herself. Ideally suited for her job, I'd say.”

 “She must have had some social life?”

Prescott shrugged. “Most of it seemed to be bound up with the library. It adjoins the new community hall where they hold the local dances and bingo games. On rarer occasions they have lectures and concert recitals there and Sandra Bishop was usually involved in all of that. If an event was at all cultural or educational she saw it as part of her library work and helped to push it along. They held a poetry reading once, but nobody much came to that. Apart from the poet, Sandra Bishop and the Vicar were the only people there.”

“Didn't she ever let her hair down?”

“Not to my knowledge. There's not much in Barford except for a couple of pubs and I've never seen her in either of those.”

 One of the Barford Constables walked past and was close enough to overhear. He stopped and looked back.

“She was out on the town last night, Sergeant. She was drinking vodkas and lime in The Black Bull, and having a flaming row with young Hamilton.”

 The two men stared at him and the Constable blushed suddenly at his own boldness. Then Grant said quickly, “Hamilton? You mean the man who was dragged out of the car?”

 The Constable nodded.

Grant glanced to Prescott. “We haven't got round to Hamilton yet, what do you know about him?”

“He's an author, sir. He writes crime thrillers and cowboy stuff I believe. He owns White Heather Cottage, that's about a mile up the road, just before you get into Barford.”
Grant looked back to the Constable.

“What were they arguing about?”

The Constable frowned and concentrated, for he had already noticed that the Superintendent liked all answers to be complete and precise.

“It was about books and libraries, as far as I could make out, sir. Hamilton seemed to be saying that library books shouldn't be entirely free and that the people who borrowed books ought to pay something for them. The girl was dead against the idea and they were getting quite a bit heated up about it. Hamilton said that he could earn more money by emptying dustbins than he actually gets for writing his books, and then the girl turned nasty and told him that in his case he would be as well employed emptying rubbish as writing it.”

“Provocative stuff,” Grant admitted. “What else?”

“I didn't stop to hear any more, sir.” The Constable was apologetic. “I was on my way home from the station and I only popped my head in at the off sales window for a packet of cigarettes. But there were plenty of people listening in the bar. You can't have a private argument in The Black Bull.”
Harding had moved up to make a report and he waited until the Constable had turned away before he spoke to Grant. He had overheard and he was suddenly confident.

“It all sounds straightforward, sir. Hamilton and the girl had a row.

After they left the pub he probably got violent. This morning he wakes up sober and remembers that he's still got the body in the boot of his car. He rushes out to get rid of it -- and in his panic he drives slap into the lorry.”
Grant nodded slowly. “Yes, Ron, it is beginning to look as though it might have happened that way. However, we'll continue to make a thorough investigation until we're sure. Don't let anybody miss anything.”

 Harding felt slightly exasperated.

Grant left him and walked over to their black Rover. He picked up the radio and contacted Granchester, giving instructions for a police guard to be stationed by Hamilton's bedside at the hospital. He also ensured that he would be notified as soon as Hamilton recovered consciousness.

CHAPTER FOUR
After spending two hours at the scene of the accident Grant climbed back into the Rover. Harding took the wheel, and leaving their subordinates to continue searching they drove into Barford. The undecided morning had broken into a sunny day and the sun was streaming down through the avenue of beach trees, dappling the golden and brown leaves.

They slowed down to pass White Heather Cottage but did not stop. Grant glanced briefly at the thatch-roofed hideaway surrounded on three sides by woods and reflected that it was just the sort of place where you might expect to find a hibernating author.

The double row of houses leading into Barford were faced with the local black flint, each one with a small garden boxed in by low flint walls and filled to capacity with rose bushes or shrubs of rhododendron or hydrangea. Next came a large triangle of green, shaded at the far corner by two ancient and magnificent oak trees. The neatly mown grass was now carpeted by brown and yellow oak leaves and this central scene made Barford one of the prettiest small towns in Breckland. The old town was built around the three sides of the green. Here stood the main shops and the National & Westminster Bank. The Post office occupied a corner on the Granchester road and on the far corner where the road continued towards Brackendale stood the old Victorian frontage of the Three Oaks Hotel. The third oak that had given the hotel its name had been cut down when on the point of collapse several years before.

Grant knew the town reasonably well. The old established part of Barford continued along the east road towards Brackendale, another town about eight mites distant. That way lay the police station, the school and the church. The third road off the triangular green led south-west towards the small village of East Linden, in that direction were the new industrial and housing estates built by the Greater London Council to provide employment and homes for their endless overspill population. The new town was a clumsy grafting on to the old.

On the East Linden corner facing the green stood The Black Bull, a rambling old flint-faced building that had once been a pull-up for coaches. There were still cobblestones in the car park, and a previous landlord had once read the entire collection of Dickens's works in the vain hope of finding his establishment mentioned.

Harding parked the Rover and the two policemen got out. It was still an hour before opening time and so they made their way round to the back of the building. Harding opened a tall wooden gate marked private and they passed through into the backyard. A large black and white collie dog bounded immediately towards them. The dog was accustomed to strangers but here he knew his job. He stopped five feet short of the two men, looked Harding straight in the eye and began to bark loudly. A man appeared in response to the barking and called the dog to heel.

Bert Cookson was a thin man of about thirty-five with lank hair and a sallow face. Prescott had remarked that Cookson probably drank more than was good for his liver and was popular with his male customers because of his seemingly inexhaustible fund of dirty stories.

Grant introduced himself and Harding.

Cookson looked baffled. “A Superintendent and an Inspector,
that's a bit rich for Barford. Who's been murdered?”

Grant smiled. “It doesn't necessarily have to be murder. At the moment we're just making some enquiries into a quarrel that took place on these premises last night. I'd like you to tell me about it.”

“A quarrel,” Cookson looked blank for another moment, then enlightenment came. You mean the row between young Dennis and the girl from the library.”

“That's the one. Can we have a word?”

 Cookson looked doubtful but then nodded. “You'd best come through. We can talk in my living room.”

“I'd rather talk in the bar -- the one where the quarrel took place.” 
Cookson hesitated again, then shrugged and led the way. His wife appeared and joined them. She was a buxom woman in her forties with blonde dyed hair. She nodded and said, “good morning,” but otherwise remained in the background.

The public bar had a high ceiling of blackened oak beams. The walls were wood-paneled and above the old brick fireplace was a large painting in oils of a giant black bull. The animal had been owned by a local farmer and was once the champion of East Anglia. The only concession to modernization in the room was a juke box tucked away in a discreet comer.

The three men sat down at one of the tables. Moira Cookson moved behind the bar and almost absently began to tidy the bottles.

“Well?' Cookson asked.

“Everything,” Grant said. 'What time they arrived, the time that they left, whether they arrived together or separately, whether they left together or separately. What they argued about. How much they drank. Who else was listening? I want the lot.”
Cookson frowned with the effort of piecing it all together.

“Dennis came in first,” he said. “I reckon it would be about eight o'clock time. He had a few pints of beer, played a couple of games of darts, nothing unusual. Then the two girls came in. That would be about half past nine.”

“Two girls?”

 “Yes, the two from the library, Sandra Bishop and the other one – Carole something-or-other.”
“Carole Lindsay,” Moira Cookson supplied from behind the bar.

Cookson nodded. “Carole, that's her name. Anyway, Dennis was standing at the bar then. The girls came up and Dennis bought them a drink. They stood chatting for a bit and then sat down. At this table as a matter of fact, where we're sitting now. They seemed friendly enough at the start.” Cookson grinned slyly. “Dennis fancied the younger one, l think - that's Carole. She's not as stand-offish as the Bishop girl.”

 “How did the argument start?”

“I couldn't say. I usually serve here in the public bar and Moira serves in the lounge. Last night the lounge was a bit busy so I had to keep dodging through there to help out. I only know that Dennis and the two girls sat talking for about an hour. Mostly I think it was Dennis and Carole talking, the other girl just listened. Dennis started drinking scotch and the girls were on vodkas and lime. Then about half-past-ten this row blew up. I had to go into the lounge. When I came back in here Dennis and Sandra Bishop were practically shouting at each other. I don't think Sandra was used to drink. At least, I've never seen her in here before. She'd had two or three vodkas, and you know how vodka can take affect sudden-like, especially if you're not used to it. And of course Dennis was mixing scotch with beer which is something he doesn't usually do. Normally he can only afford beer.”

“What was the argument about?”

Cookson shrugged vaguely. “I heard them mention Public Lending Right whatever that is. All I could make out was that it had something to do with the library. I did hear Sandra say that if authors were entitled to more money then it should come out of publishers' profits. Then Dennis snapped back at her that publishers couldn't afford to publish books without a profit any more than authors could afford to write them without a living wage. He said that the only alternative to a whole mass of library authors being forced to give up writing was for library readers to pay two pence on a book. Sandra said something about principles being involved, and then Dennis said that he couldn't afford her bloody principles. They were really getting steamed up then but I couldn't listen to it all. I had customers to serve.”

Grant was thoughtful for a moment.

Harding looked at Cookson and asked a question.

“This fellow Hamilton -- was he normally argumentative.”

“No.” The reply needed no deliberation. “You might say he was the reverse. But Sandra Bishop got him going last night all right. I've never seen him get so furious.”

“The drink made him furious?”

“I don't think so. He definitely had one over the eight last night, but he's had a few before and it's never affected his temper. I'd say it was the girl who got him angry.”

 Grant returned to the argument. “Perhaps your wife heard something of this quarrel,” he suggested.

They all looked to the bar but Moira Cookson shook her head. “I         was in the lounge all night. I heard the raised voices in here but I didn't come through.” Cookson nodded in support.

“What time did they leave?” Grant asked.

“Sandra Bishop stormed out on her own about five minutes before closing. We close at eleven o'clock. Dennis stayed a few minutes longer. Carole Lindsay tried to calm him down. Then he left dead on eleven. I called time as he went through the door. Carole stayed to finish her drink. She looked a bit gloomy and finally left at about five past eleven. A couple of the lads offered to take her home but she wasn't in the mood.”

“Who were the two lads?”

“Harry Dunn and his brother Lenny.”

“Did they hear the argument?”

 “They must have heard some of it, they were in here.

Cookson paused. “If that argument is all that's important why don't you ask Dennis Hamilton -- or Sandra Bishop? It was their argument.”

“That's not quite as easy as it sounds,” Grant watched Cookson carefully. “Dennis Hamilton is in hospital after being involved in a road accident, and Sandra Bishop is dead.”

Cookson stared at him, shocked. “You mean that crash on the Granchester Road this morning. I heard about it. Young Dennis, Christ – ”

He trailed off into silence.

Grant glanced towards the bar. Moira Cookson’s face was pale and disbelieving. Reactions normal, Grant thought.

“Tell me the names of the people who were in here last night,” he said quietly.

“It's difficult,” Cookson protested. “Customers come and go.”

 “I'm only interested in the hour between ten o'clock and closing time. Cookson scratched his head and Grant tried to help him with his thinking.

You were serving behind the bar, so who was leaning against it on this side.

“No one, I told you that I had to keep dodging into the lounge. When I'm not here to talk they don't hang around the bar. They just come up and shout when they want to be served.”

“All right,” Grant was patient. “You've said that Dennis Hamilton, Sandra Bishop and Carole Lindsay were sitting here. Who sat at the next table?”
Cookson looked at the table and thought.

“Wilf and Percy, that's Wilf Bates and Percy Smith, a couple of the old regulars. They were playing dominoes.”
“Two is a small school for dominoes.”
“There were three. Colin Jarvis was with them. He's a local builder, and a friend of Dennis Hamilton.”

“What about that table?” Grant pointed.
 Cookson looked and shook his head.

“That one was empty.”

“The juke box? Was anyone playing the juke box?”

“Robin Owen, a quiet young lad. He was with Dan Mitchell's daughter -- Susan, 1 think her name is.”
 Harding was writing down the list of names. Grant looked to the dartboard.

“Who was playing darts?”

“Harry Dunn, and Lenny Dunn. I've mentioned them.”

“Just a twosome, or were there four players?”

Cookson's memory was responding to the pointed questions.

“Four. Alf Rowland was one: he's got the newsagent's shop down Brackendale Road, and Tom Somebody, a new man on the Green Rise estate, Tom Bennet -- or Barnet.”
“Was anyone keeping score, or watching?”

“They were marking their own scores. I don't think anyone was watching.”

 “Was anyone standing over the dominoes table?”

“No. Wait a minute. Yes, there was. Old Molly Parker was looking over Wilf 's shoulder. She's another regular, two Guinness every night and four on Saturdays.”
Grant asked more questions but there were no more names. To some of the names Cookson could add addresses, or partial addresses that would at least be a start. When that was done Grant thanked him and promised that they would return again if they needed any further information.

The sallow-faced landlord did not look altogether happy with the promise.

***
Carole Lindsay's home was a council house on the edge of the Green Rise estate that was built on to the north side of the East Linden Road. However, Cookson had pointed out a short cut, Ashtree Lane which led up the side of The Black Bull and then directly to the new housing area. On the way they passed behind the smart new library and community hall.

When they found the house they wanted Grant knocked on the door.

It was opened by a young woman of about twenty with a ready smile and bright hazel eyes. Her auburn hair was short and wavy, a froth of bouncing swirls and curls. She wore a neat tartan skirt and a fluffy white woolen jumper. She looked sweet and cuddly, was Harding's first unprofessional thought.

Grant smiled at her. “Miss Lindsay, I believe. I hope we won't startle you but I'm afraid that we are police officers. If it's convenient we'd like to talk to you.”
Carole Lindsay was startled. Her smile dropped and she stared uncertainly.

“But why, what's it all about?”

“I’ll make a deal with you,” Grant offered. You answer all of my questions and then I promise to answer all of yours.”
She looked at Harding and he smiled too. It was a handsome smile, reassuring, and she decided that she could trust them.

“You'd better come in,” she offered.

They found chairs in the living room and sat down. Carole Lindsay remained standing. The house was silent.

“You're alone here,” Grant asked.

She nodded, watching him suspiciously. “I live with my parents, but they've gone for a three-week holiday in Majorca. It's their first package holiday.”

“I'm sure they'll enjoy it.” Grant tried to put her at ease. “Anyway, it's you that we wanted to talk to. I understand that you went into The Black Bull last night with Sandra Bishop. We're interested in the argument that Sandra had with Dennis Hamilton.”
“It was just a silly argument.” Carole looked embarrassed. “They both had a bit too much drink. They both got angry. It isn't natural for either of them to lose their tempers, so I should imagine that they are both regretting it this morning.”

 “Do you know Sandra well?”

“I ought to. I work with her. She's the senior librarian. She's got all the qualifications. I'm just the assistant.”
“But you got on well enough?”

“Yes, Sandra was serious sometimes, and some of her tastes were a bit highbrow for me -- opera for instance. But we are friends.”

“Did you often go out for a drink?”

“No.' Carole looked puzzled, wondering why any of this should have any meaning. “Last night was an exception. We closed the library at half past eight. We're open from six until eight-thirty five nights a week, and from two until five in the afternoons. Last night we had some work to do tidying up and Sandra had some paperwork and some request cards to sort out. That took another hour and then I suggested that we go for a drink. 1 didn't fancy just coming back here alone to watch the TV with Mum and Dad away. Sandra doesn't usually drink, but she finally agreed to come and keep me company. We went to The Black Bull.”
“And Dennis Hamilton was there,” Grant prompted gently. “Is Dennis a friend of yours?”

“Not really. Not the way I think you mean.” Carole blushed faintly.

“He uses the library a lot, that's all.'

“Was he a friend of Sandra's?”

“I don't think so -- no more than any other man who came in to change books.”

“But he bought both of you drinks -- several drinks.”

“Perhaps he wanted to get friendly,” Carole sat down, still uncertain of her guests but relaxing slightly. “Perhaps I wanted to get friendly too. I think I must have encouraged him. It’s funny how you can say good afternoon or good evening to somebody for months on end, and then suddenly you meet them in different circumstances and it seems like you're both different people with so much more to say.”

Grant nodded his understanding. “So you were just having a social evening, you and Dennis getting friendly, and Sandra more-or-less just listening. Then suddenly this violent argument blows up between Dennis and Sandra. Why was that?”

Carole shrugged helplessly. “I suppose because they were two people with opinions that just had to collide. I tried to smooth things over, but once those opinions came out into the open it was impossible to keep the peace.”
“And what was Dennis Hamilton's opinion?”

“Dennis is an author, but he doesn't make much of a living, even though he writes a lot of books. He said that it's only a very small handful of star names, people like Agatha Christie and Alistair MacLean who actually make money out of writing. They're the ones who sell film rights and paperbacks and get all the publicity. Dennis said that the rest, and that's ninety-five percent of the authors whose books are on library shelves, make very little. That's not necessarily because they are bad authors, but because writing is like show business and there's only room for a limited number of names at the top. Dennis argued that the only way to give the average author a fair income was for library readers to pay a fee when they borrowed books. He said that it only needed to be a penny or two pence, and that it was nonsense to say that people couldn't afford it.”

“But Sandra didn't agree with any of that?”

“No.” Carole looked unhappy and tried to be fair. “But Sandra had a good point too. She was brought up in the North Midlands, in one of those horrible grimy places where everyone works in the mills or factories. She told me once that her school education was pretty sub- standard. The classrooms were always overcrowded and the teachers never had time to impart anything much above the basic three Rs. Sandra said that she got her real education outside the schools, swatting in the public library. She worked her way to University, and now she's made the Library Service her career.

And she does see it as a service -- as an essential part of the education service. As a matter of principle she insists that the Library Service must remain free, and that any charge would just be the thin end of the wedge.”

“So they were bound to disagree,” Harding said wryly.

Carole nodded. “Once they got on to the subject they couldn't avoid it.”

“And how did it all end?” Grant asked quietly.

“Sandra just got too angry to carry on. She got up and walked out. Dennis stayed for a few minutes, looking sour and bitter. Then he said a curt “goodnight” and went out. I finished my drink and then I went home.”

“You didn't see the others after you left The Black bull?”

“No, I walked straight home. I suppose they did too. We all live in different directions.” She hesitated a moment and then gazed directly into Grant's eyes.

“I've answered all your questions, so now keep your promise. What's this all about?”

 Grant knew that the news would spread and that eventually she would get to know. He told her as gently as he could.

Harding made a pot of tea while Grant telephoned for the Doctor to come and treat Carole Lindsay for shock.

CHAPTER FIVE
Dennis Hamilton opened his eyes. He stared up at the white ceiling and blank fear filled his mind. Something was wrong, or at least, something was definitely not right. He closed his eyes again. His senses were still struggling to come together, and strangely his body felt equally dismembered. His body was too weak to take form and so he concentrated on his mind. He opened his eyes again and after a moment he knew what was wrong. The hairline crack in the plaster immediately above had vanished. That meant that he was not in his own bedroom in White Heather Cottage.

He tried moving his head, it ached and he realized that his head was bandaged. He tried to flex his fingers, but although his arms lay on top of the restraining blankets of the bed his fingers were stiff and restricted and there was pain in his hands. He made a sudden effort to shift up on to his elbows and stared down at his heavily bandaged arms and hands. His head moved right and he saw the dark blue uniform of the police officer sitting beside his hospital bed. The movement sent more pain roaring through his head.

The Constable dropped his newspaper and spoke a sharp word of warning. On the opposite side of the bed a nurse turned and caught Hamilton by the shoulders before he could fall back heavily on the bed. She lowered him gently. His blue eyes searched her face and she correctly read the signs of panic.

“It's all right, Mister Hamilton,” she assured him. “You're in Granchester Hospital. You were involved in a road accident, but everything is all right now.”

 Hamilton was unconvinced. The presence and the gentle smile of the nurse were calming, but the blue shadow of the police officer was not.

“What happened?” He knew the question sounded inane.

“Well, Mister Hamilton, we were rather hoping that you would be able to tell us.” The Constable's words were unhelpful.

“I don't remember,” Hamilton said.

It was true. The panic swamped him again as he realized that he didn't remember anything at all.

***
Grant and Harding walked slowly back to The Black Bull.

“I shall have to return to Granchester,” Grant said thoughtfully. The Chief Constable will want an initial report on this business, and I want to be on hand to talk to young Hamilton as soon as he wakes up. You'll have to carry on at this end, Ron.”

“Any particular line you want me to follow, sir?”

“Establish whether Sandra Bishop went home last night for a start. She lived alone but you might find out by calling on the neighbors in Elm Lane. Then follow up that list of names Cookson gave us. Find out if any of those people saw either Sandra Bishop or Dennis Hamilton after they left The Black Bull. We'll go back to the scene of the accident and have another word with Sergeant Prescott. He should be able to fill in some of the missing addresses to go with those names. At the same time you can select one of the Detective Sergeants to accompany you.”
“I’d like John Kershaw, sir,”

Grant smiled apologetically. “Kershaw's a competent young officer. I intend to team him up with one of the Detective Constables and send them round to The Three Oaks. The hotel must have turned its customers out at closing time last night, and as it faces The Black Bull it's possible one of that crowd saw or heard something on their way home.”

“Terry Paget then,” Harding said with less enthusiasm.

“Paget is green but keen,” Grant's smile now showed approval. “He'll learn with you, Ron.”

*** 

Grant's interview with the Chief Constable for Breckland lasted for an hour, and at the end of it he emerged with the dubious satisfaction of knowing that the case was to remain in his hands. The body had been identified and the crime presented no foreseeable complications. As yet there was nothing to warrant calling in The Yard.

Grant climbed back into his Rover and drove to Granchester Hospital.

Hamilton had been trying to doze but unconsciousness was not so easy to regain when it was wanted. He heard the door open and assumed that it was the nurse. Then he heard the hasty scrape of the chair as the policeman at his bedside jumped up to attention.

Hamilton opened his eyes warily.

Grant signed to the Constable to move into the background and then sat down at the bedside. He noted the layers of white bandages and the signs of shock that still glazed Hamilton's eyes. He remembered the Doctor's protests and warnings and spoke softly.

“Hello, Dennis. You've had a rough morning. I hope you're well enough to talk a little.”

“Who are you?” Hamilton demanded.

“My name is Charles Grant.”

 “Detective Sergeant?”

“A little more than that -- I'm a Detective Chief Superintendent.”

 The alarm bells jangled in Hamilton's brain. The calm bedside manner was a deception, because Detective Chief Superintendents had to be cold and shrewd inside. Suddenly Hamilton was afraid of this man.

“They tell me that you don't remember anything about the accident,” Grant said quietly. Is that true?”

Hamilton nodded, just the barest motion of his head.

“Then perhaps I can help you. This morning you were driving your car on the road from Barford to Granchester. About a mile from Barford the road dips to the bottom of a steep hill. At the bottom of the hill you hit a lorry. Both vehicles caught fire. You were lucky because a couple of forestry workers managed to pull you out.” Grant stopped for a moment and looked at him with kindly hope. “Does any of it start to come back to you?”

 Hamilton tried to think but his brain had stalled. He couldn't even get it into low gear. “I can't remember,” he said. “I can't remember any accident. I can't remember driving my car.”

“Don't worry about it,” Grant was sympathetic. You've got some nasty second and third degree burns and no doubt you're still suffering from shock. Also your Doctor tells me that you had a bad knock on the head, which means concussion and possibly temporary amnesia. What happened will all come back to you gradually.”

 Hamilton said nothing. The only thought in his mind was that a road accident should only be the concern of the uniformed police. Why was he being questioned by a senior detective from the C.I.D.?

Grant gazed through the window, pensively, and then he looked down again at the bandaged man on the bed. “Dennis -- ' The name came easily, as though they were friends of long standing. Perhaps if we went back a bit in time, then I might be able to help you work your memory forward. Can you remember last night? Can you remember being in The Black Bull?”

 The public bar of The Black Bull was a familiar image. Hamilton recalled an immediate mind picture of the splendid painting in oils that hung over the fireplace. But had he been there last night? You were with Carole Lindsay,” Grant said, “And Sandra Bishop.”

 Hamilton remembered, suddenly and clearly.

“That stupid cow from the library,” he said bitterly. “Christ, what a bloody waste of breath that was.”

“A waste of breath?”

“Totally, we had an argument, but it was all pointless. I must have been as stupid as she was to let myself get all worked up.”

“You admit that you were all worked up?”
Hamilton stared up at the ceiling. For the moment he had forgotten the sinister rank of the man who was asking the questions. It was a relief just to feel that some of the answers were flowing freely.

“Sandra Bishop succeeded in getting me more mad in thirty-three seconds than I have ever been in thirty-three years,” he said wryly. “I guess we were like cat and dog.”

“Why did you quarrel?”

Hamilton shrugged, an unthinking movement that reminded him of his pain. When he had controlled it he answered.

“There's only one issue that automatically divides authors and librarians -- that's public lending right.”

“Explain it to me,” Grant encouraged.

Hamilton looked at him with distrust. He knew that Grant only wanted to start him talking, regardless of the subject, so that eventually the talk could be led round to what he really had in mind. However, the subject matter was fresh in Hamilton's mind, he had no reason to hold it back, and for what it was worth he was prepared to go through it again.

“Public lending right is the scheme under which authors would be entitled to a small royalty for the use of their books in public libraries,” he said wearily. “The Society of Authors has been campaigning for it for years, successive governments have considered it and working parties and commissions have studied it but nothing ever gets done. The Librarians Association is in total opposition to the idea. They just want to bury their heads in the sand and refuse to even discuss it.”

“But it is justified?”

“Of course it's justified,” Hamilton was bitter. “In this country only a small proportion of people actually buy books, but millions borrow and read.

The libraries lend out approximately five hundred million books every year.

For eight out of ten authors their only readers are borrowers in libraries. I write six books every year. My publishers print maybe a thousand copies of each book. That's enough for the libraries because each book can be loaned up to fifty times, and if it proves popular it can be rebound and loaned out for another fifty. That means that up to a hundred thousand people can read each book. Every year I'm providing up to six hundred thousand people with free reading entertainment, and for that my return income works out to about fifteen pounds a week. The national average income is supposed to have topped thirty pounds a week - so you tell me that public lending right isn't justified.”

“I can't Grant admitted. “But presumably Sandra Bishop could -- and did.”

“Too right she did. Sandra reacted as though I was something between a mad idiot and an anarchist. She quoted her smug and mighty librarian's principles at me, and told me that authors had no right to expect to make a living out of their books. What kind of an argument is that, for Christ's sake? She seemed to have this daft notion that poverty and struggle are good for the creative soul. That may have been okay in Dickens's day when the rest of society was struggling in the same poverty, but not today.”

“And, of course, she didn't approve of the particular type of book that you write,” Grant observed sympathetically.

“Right again,” Hamilton said. “She gave me that sick old librarian's line about you only write thrillers. Hell, surely she doesn't seriously believe that the average library reader goes straight to Plato, or Russell’s History of Western philosophy? Of course they don't! Your average reader wants the lightweight stuff. 'They want the crime stories and the love stories and the cowboy yarns -- the books that are pure entertainment value. Then if they get into the reading habit they'll go for the heavier stuff later. The first book I ever read was Rupert Bear, and I read a thousand books in between before I ever felt that I was ready to tackle Plato.”

“It's a valid point,” Grant acknowledged.

“Of course it's a valid point. And there's another one. Even a thriller writer, or a love-story writer, doesn't necessarily want to continue churning out the same old formulae. Any real writer wants to develop any talent he may have. That means gambling time and money on a book that might not sell. I've done that twice and failed and I can't afford a third attempt. I'm trapped now on the conveyor belt stocking library shelves. This year I have to write six books to survive. The current inflation rates mean that next year I may have to write seven, and the next year eight -- and so on until I'm just a scribbling hack, or until I give it up altogether.”

“And that would be a loss?”

“Not necessarily. Maybe I am a hack with nothing of any literary value to offer. But this applies to ninety-five authors out of every hundred, and some of them must have talent. Eventually we'll have a few star names in the films and paperbacks bracket, and the rest, the library authors, will be casual amateurs or doomed, mass-producing hacks. I know two or three young authors who have published good first novels, and then chucked it all after a couple of books because there's no future. The present system just doesn't allow any author to evolve. But Sandra Bishop couldn't see it. Never mind starving the golden geese -- all that mattered to her was that the golden eggs must always remain free. Arguing with her was like banging my head against a brick wall.” Hamilton lay back against his pillow and closed his eyes. He felt exhausted.

Grant watched him for a few minutes, giving him time to rest.

“But you did argue,” he said at last.

“Yes.”
“Violently?”

“I suppose so.”

“But I'm told that you're not normally the sort of person to bother with an argument. Why did you bother with Sandra Bishop?”

Hamilton opened his eyes. He wished that Grant would go away.

“I suppose it was because she is intelligent. If she was simply ignorant I wouldn't have bothered, but she is intelligent. I thought I could get through to her. After all, we should have had some common ground. She believes in the best possible Library Service that this country can provide, and so do I. But a Library Service is only as good as the books on its shelves, and you're not getting the best possible books from underpaid authors who are being forced into becoming one-man production lines. If Sandra had argued the administrative problems I could have conceded her point. The administrative side of public lending right is not insolvable, but I can agree that it exists. But Sandra didn't argue that line. She just sat on her stupid principles and resented everything I said. That was what made it all so damned frustrating. She was intelligent and I should have been able to get through to her. But she wouldn't reason logically. She just got bitchy and started a slanging match.”

 
Grant smiled wryly, an understanding man-to-man smile. “Very frustratingly,” he agreed. “There's nothing more maddening than a bitchy woman who won't listen to reason. I suppose you continued the argument after you left the pub?”

“We didn't leave together. Sandra stalked out and banged the door. I left later.”

“Only a few minutes later,” Grant was gently persistent. “I suppose you caught her up and tried to convince her.”

“No,” Hamilton said. “I walked straight home.”
Grant stared at him intently but Hamilton did not move his head. He was gazing up blankly at the ceiling. 
“You didn't see Sandra after you left the pub?”

 Hamilton sensed the subtle change in Grant's tone, and suddenly he knew that this was the point to which everything had been leading. He turned his head to look into Grant's eyes. He was on guard now and the words would no longer flow freely on his tongue. He made a negative movement of his head.

“Dennis,” Grant leaned forward and his grey-blue eyes bored down. “Did you know that Sandra Bishop is dead?”

Shock crashed into Hamilton's brain. The question echoed and re-echoed through the suddenly reeling canyons of his mind. The grey-blue eyes remained calm, but cold and unblinking, and to Hamilton infinitely dangerous.

“No,” he croaked, “How?”

“She was found dead in your car.”

“My car?” The world was disorientated again and panic was rushing back. The false lull of security was gone and with it his ability to speak or reason clearly. He said weakly, “I don't remember giving her a lift.”

“Did you give her a lift, Dennis?”

The question was sharp. Hamilton almost shouted his answer.

“I don't remember. If you say she was in the car then I must have done.”

“She wasn't actually in the car, Dennis. Her body was stuffed into the boot. And she didn't die in the crash -- she was strangled.”

 The white ceiling started to revolve. Hamilton squeezed his eyes shut. Grant's voice still penetrated.

“Did you strangle Sandra, Dennis?”
“No.”

“But you felt like strangling her. You were angry and she was a frustrating bitch. You wanted to strangle her.”

“Yes, but I didn't.”
“But she was found strangled in the boot of your car.”

 Hamilton forced open his eyes. 'The ceiling was still spinning and seemed to be gathering speed. “That's impossible,” his voice was receding. “It doesn't make sense.”

 “It has to make sense, Dennis. You were pulled out of the car, and Sandra's body was in the boot.”

“I can't think.” Hamilton's world had gone insane and the pain was reaching a crescendo inside his head. He repeated helplessly: “I can't think. I can't think!”

A hand fell angrily on to Grant's shoulder. The Superintendent looked up into the curt eyes of a white-gowned Doctor.

“Enough,” the Doctor said bluntly. “He's a sick man and I will not permit any more. If you must, you can come back tomorrow.”

 Grant hesitated, but then nodded and withdrew.

Hamilton heard them moving away. He was trying to picture the accident he couldn't remember but nothing came. He tried hard to visualize his car in that situation.

“Did you say that my car was burnt out?” He asked weakly.

Grant paused and looked back.

“Yes, it was a complete write-off”'

Hamilton still couldn't visualize the scene, but he felt a moment of regret. “That's a pity he said. “I’ve had that old banger for ten years.”

“O1d banger,” Grant stared at him. “That car was less than two years old.”

“You're nuts,” Hamilton muttered. “It had five owners before me.”

“It was a green Morris 1100,” Grant said carefully, “with a 1973 registration plate.”

 Hamilton felt a strange, light-headed moment of relief.

“Then it wasn't my car -- all I own is a two-tone grey and rust Ford Consul.” Grant returned to the bed, but Hamilton had slipped into unconsciousness.

CHAPTER SIX
Numbers eight and nine in Elm Lane were two adjoining flint houses owned by Mrs. Emily Makepeace: a rather absent- minded widow. The widow lived in one house and rented the other to Sandra Bishop. She was able to show Harding round the librarian's home but was otherwise unhelpful. After ten minutes Harding thanked her and left. He rejoined

Detective Sergeant Terry Paget, who had been knocking on the remaining doors in Elm Lane.

“What's the score, Terry?”

“Not much, sir.” Paget was a thin, eager man who always answered promptly. “Mrs. Piggot at Number four says that she saw Sandra Bishop go out at about five-forty-five last night. Presumably she was off to open up the library for the evening. Nobody saw or heard her come home. And nobody has seen or heard anything of her this morning.”
“The dithery old dear hasn't seen or heard anything either.” Harding referred to Mrs. Makepeace. “But judging from the house Sandra Bishop didn't come home last night. The bed hasn't been slept in.”

From where they stood they could hear the harsh shrieking of a circular saw as it cut through a log of wet timber. The flint houses only occupied one side of Elm Lane; on the other, behind a high hawthorn hedge, lay Barford Sawmills. The circular saw reached the end of its cut and then above the muffled sounds of general activity the faster whine of a suffering band-saw started up. Harding looked towards the sounds.

“We've got a list of names to check,” he said, “And Prescott reckons that a couple of them work at the sawmill. We'd best make a start.”

***
 Lenny Dunn was a tall youth of eighteen with the beginning of a scruffy beard. As the two detectives approached he was stacking timber in the sawmill yard and whistling tunelessly through his teeth. When they introduced themselves he stopped work and the whistle died away.

His eyes were suspicious.

“Coppers, hey? What do you want then?”

“Just a word, Lenny,” Harding made an effort to sound friendly. “You were in The Black Bull last night.”

“So what of it?” Lenny Dunn was belligerent.

“So you must have heard the argument between Dennis Hamilton and Sandra Bishop.” 


“You mean the writer bloke and the bird from the library.” Lenny shrugged his thin shoulders. “Maybe I did, but it was nothing to do with me. I was playing darts.”

“So you didn't take a lot of notice?”

“Why should I? If they had been arguing about something interesting, like darts or football, then I might have took notice. But it was nothing that made sense to me. 'They were a stuck-up lot anyway.”
Harding gave him a sharp look. “Yet you asked Carole Lindsay if you could walk her home?”

“I didn't. Harry did. But she wasn't interested anyway.”

 They stared at each other for another moment and then Harding let the matter pass. 
“How well did you know Sandra bishop?”

“I’ve seen her around.”

Harding glanced towards the row of flint houses beyond the hawthorn hedge. “Let's see now, Lenny. You and your brother live at Number one Elm Lane, that's right on the corner of the main road. That means every time Sandra Bishop went out she would have to pass your front door. On top of that you work here, immediately opposite her house, so whether you're at home or at work you can hardly miss seeing her. I'd say that you must have seen her around quite a lot.”

Terry Paget knew what the Inspector was after. The Superintendent worked on precise questioning, but Harding's style was to provoke reactions. Paget decided to help out.

“From here you can almost see into Sandra Bishop's bedroom,” the Detective Sergeant said conversationally. “Was she the sort who sometimes forgot to draw the curtains?”

Lenny Dunn was frightened. He looked from one to the other.

“What the hell are you two getting at?”

“Nothing, Lenny,” Harding smiled at him. “But she was a noticeable girl -- long blonde hair, nice figure, always in sight -- it wouldn't be normal if you hadn't noticed.”

There was a moment of silence and then a new voice spared Lenny Dunn from the necessity of answering.

“Are you asking about the murder?” The voice demanded. “Raped, was she?”

Harding turned with irritation, for the interruption had come too soon for his liking. The man who had left his saw bench to approach them wore a leather apron and an insolent grin. He was thicker set than Lenny and his beard was fully developed, but the family likeness was unmistakable.

“There's no evidence to prove that she was raped.”  Harding answered the question.

Harry Dunn grinned knowingly. “If she was done in then she was raped. Birds like that are always raped, that's why they get done in. Stands to reason, doesn't it?”

“Would you have raped her?”

 The grin dropped, and the blunt face became momentarily defensive under the screening beard.

“I didn't kill her.”

“How did you know she was dead?”

“The word's getting round. One of the blokes in the mill is a retained fireman.”

Harding had to accept that, for it was obvious that the word would get around. He confirmed that he was speaking to Harry Dunn and asked the routine questions about the previous night. The answers added nothing to what he already knew.

“When you left the pub last night did either of you see Sandra Bishop on the way home?” He asked at last.

“No.” Harry was doing all the answering.

“But you had to follow her down Brackendale Road, towards Elm Lane. She should have been walking just in front of you.”

“We didn't go straight home,” Harry told him flatly. “We went round to the Golden Chip Bar for a piece of cod and chips. Then we sat on the seat under the oak trees on the green and ate them.”

The two brothers had nothing more to add, and after the approximate times of their movements had been noted down Harding and Paget started to leave. Harry Dunn called out after them:
“I’ll bet she was raped! You want to read the News of the World, mates -- that's where you'll get your facts right. They're always raped.”

***
 On their way back to the town centre and the green the two detectives had to pass the small newsagent's shop with the name Rowland's printed in flaking letters above the double window. They stopped their car and went inside.

A slightly anemic looking man was serving behind the counter. He was about fifty with hunched shoulders and a harassed manner. For a few moments he was occupied with a young woman buying sweets for two impatient children, and while they waited Paget idly picked up a copy of Mayfair from the magazine rack and admired the nude on the centre pages.

The mother finally shooed her brood out on to the pavement. Harding introduced himself and the proprietor admitted that he was Alf Rowland.

“It'll be about the girl,” Rowland's voice was hoarse and asthmatic, “The one from the library that was murdered.” He stopped and looked sideways at the open magazine in Paget's hands. “I don't approve of those,” he said abruptly. Don't think that!”

Paget was surprised. His eyes roamed over the covers of the Playboys and similar publications on the higher shelves.

“You don't approve,” he said. “The shop's half full of them.”

“This is a newsagent shop,” Rowland said. “I have to stock and sell what people want to buy. But that doesn't mean that I have to approve of pornography.”

Paget looked down again at the Mayfair nude. Shapely flesh,” he observed, “And nicely full frontal. But I've seen better real pornography -- haven't you?”

Rowland colored under the Detective Sergeant's enquiring stare. Harding knew that Paget was taking a leaf out of his own book and concealed a smile.

The reaction was worth remembering, but Harding decided to intervene before Paget went too far and invited an official complaint.

“Mister Rowland, I believe you were playing darts in the Black Bull last night?”

 Rowland looked to Harding almost with relief and nodded.

“Then you overheard the argument between Dennis Hamilton and Sandra bishop?”

“I heard it. Everyone in the bar heard it. Very violent it was.”

“Did Hamilton threaten the girl with violence?”
“No but he looked violent.” Rowland hesitated. “I'm not surprised that he strangled her.”

“How do you know that she was strangled?”

“Everybody knows,” The hoarse voice was cracking under the sudden strain. “There was an accident on the Granchester Road. The girl was found strangled in the boot of Hamilton's car. I've heard it a dozen times. Everybody's talking.”

Harding watched him carefully. “You left that pub last night just about closing time, a couple of minutes after Sandra Bishop, but a couple of minutes before Dennis Hamilton. Is that right?”

“I don't know. I never noticed the time. I never noticed the girl leaving, and I never noticed whether Hamilton was still there or not.”
“Bert Cookson noticed.”

Rowland's mouth twisted with agitation.

“So what? It doesn't mean anything.”

 “It means that you should have seen something. You must have followed the girl home.”

“I didn't follow her home. I didn't see her.”
“Did you hear anything as you walked past the green, a scuffle perhaps, some kind of a muffled cry?”

“Nothing,” Rowland spoke quickly and looked nervous. “It was a cold night. I just hurried straight home.”

 Harding gave him a moment to stew in his own fear then he asked abruptly: “Are you married, Mister Rowland?”

“I'm a widower. My wife died ten years ago.” Rowland stared at him. “What does that mean to you?”

“It means,” Harding said gently, “That no one can verify the time you arrived home last night.”

***
Harding and Paget called in at the Golden Chip Bar for a late and hasty mid-day meal and at the same time verified the story of Harry and Lenny Dunn. After they had eaten they drove a hundred yards up the Granchester Road and turned into the builder's yard that had the name Colin Jarvis displayed on a large but leaning sign.

They were in luck for they caught Jarvis in the act of loading an assortment of tools and a wheelbarrow into the back of a small van. Another two minutes, he informed them, and they would have missed him. He was a man of about thirty-three, tough and fit-looking. His check shirt was wide open at the neck with no sign of a vest and he scorned a jacket despite the sharp October air. He had heard the news that was bubbling throughout Barford and pressed Harding for details. Harding insisted on answers to his own questions.

“I left The Black Bull at about half past ten,” Jarvis leaned against his van and talked easily. “Dennis and the girl were hard at it then, but I don't know how the argument finished. I always knew that Dennis was fairly bitter about public lending right, but it surprised me that he lost his temper. The girl got him good and sore, but 1 can't believe that Dennis killed her.”

“You knew Dennis Hamilton well?”

“As well as any, he often worked for me for two or three odd days, casual laboring.”
“I thought his books were published,” Paget remarked. “I wouldn't expect a published author to need a casual laboring work.”

 Jarvis shrugged. “Dennis reckoned that he didn't make much money. According to him there are very few writers who can make a full time living. Dennis would write a book in a month, and then he reckoned he needed a mental break for a couple of weeks before he could start the next one. In the meantime he'd do a physical job here, providing I had the work.”

“How did you get to know him?” Harding asked.

“In Malaysia,” Jarvis said. “We did our national service together. Afterwards we kept in touch. Dennis came down for my wedding when I married Betty. He liked this area and came back a few times. His people live in Doncaster. Anyway, when White Heather Cottage came up for sale I wrote to let him know. I knew he was looking for that type of place, and at that time it was going cheap. Dennis had a legacy from an old aunt, a few hundred pounds, just enough to buy it.”

“Let's go back to Malaya -- what kind of a soldier was he?”

“Good enough. He wasn't looking for a stripe, but he was a good man to have on a jungle patrol. You get to sense which of your mates are reliable.”

“Did Dennis ever kill anyone?”

“Not to my knowledge. We spent a lot of time looking for terrorists to kill, but our lot never caught up with any. Perhaps we were lucky.”

“Could Dennis have killed?”

“In those circumstances, yes, we all could. It would have been them or us. But now, Sandra Bishop, I don't think so.”

 They were silent for a moment. Colin Jarvis was relaxed, waiting. Harding prompted him again. “Tell me more about Dennis Hamilton, fill in some background.” 
“Dennis was a writer -- not someone who wanted to be a writer but someone who wanted to write. There's a difference. In Malaya he was always busy filling in his diary. When he got back he wrote his first and only successful book. It was a spy thriller with a Malayan background. Spy books were popular then, Dennis's book sold translation rights in half a dozen languages. On the strength of it he packed a rucksack and went wandering through the Middle East and India for six months. He came back with plenty of ideas and backgrounds for new books and tried to make a go of it. He wrote a lot of books and had those all published, but it seems that there's no real money in English hardbacks. A writer has to hit the film rights or the paperback market, and Dennis never made it. He kept hoping for some kind of lucky break but it never came. He kept writing but he was always taking jobs in between books to make ends meet.”

“What about his women -- girl friends?”

“Maybe you should ask Dennis.”

“Maybe I will. But at the moment I'm asking you.”

Jarvis shrugged. “He banged a few of the Chinese girls in Singapore, and I think he was once serious about some girl up in Doncaster. That's in the past. I don't think he's been getting any lately. If he has then he hasn't told me.”

“Was he trying for it last night?”

“He might have been with the dolly bird, the curly-headed one, Carole what-ever-her-name-is. But the Bishop girl busted that up.”

They were all silent for a moment. Jarvis waited. Then the questioning began again until Harding could think of no more. Harding knew that he would get a cold reception from his Superintendent if he left a single question unasked.

***
There was time for one more interview and so the two detectives drove round to the Green Rise Housing Estate. Tom Barnet, the fourth dart player, lived here somewhere and Harding had to query two or three passing housewives before he found the right council house. It was a hundred yards from Carole Lindsay's home and was identical to all the other plain red-brick buildings.

Tom Barnet was at home. He was a tall man of forty-five, with stubble on his jaw and that certain aggressive air of a man who considers himself dumped in inferior surroundings. He opened the door and looked his two visitors up and down. His mouth curled and he said bluntly, 
“You must be the two coppers asking questions. The neighbors are a nosey lot so you'd better come in.”

Harding and Paget accepted the offer. They went into the living room where a boy of about fifteen sat on the settee listening noisy pop music on the stereo record player.

“My son, Sam,” Barnet said briefly. He switched off a guitar-twanging vocalist in mid howl. “Clear off, Sam, these coppers want to ask me questions.”

 Sam Barnet picked up his zip-up jacket and went without argument. Harding noticed that he almost ran. The boy's father faced the two detectives but did not invite them to be seated.

“No work today, Mister Barnet?” Harding asked casually.

“No,” Tom Barnet said shortly. “I quit the job, walked out a couple of days ago. It was a snotty little firm on the industrial estate that paid crap wages. All the firms round here pay crap wages. I could earn twice the money up in London.”

“Then why did you come down here?”

“For the house, I've got to have a house.” Barnet spoke as though he was talking down to a couple of morons who couldn't see the obvious. “That's the only reason anyone leaves London to come to a dead end place like this. They haven't even got a cinema and the pubs are about as lively as mortuaries. It's not like London. Half the people I know would go back tomorrow if they could get a house. You can earn real money in London, and there are places to spend it. Down here there's nothing, and the locals are dumb enough to put up with it. They're like a load of bloody aboriginals.” 
“So you don't like Barford.” Harding shrugged as though it was a matter of taste. “What about the wife is she happy here?”

“There is no wife.” Barnet fished for a packet of cigarettes and lit one to avoid looking his visitors in the eyes. He didn't offer the packet. “The wife was slut who ran off with another bloke. She left me to look after young Sam. That was when I persuaded the G.L.C. to let me move down here. I wanted to give Sam another chance. I wanted a change so he could forget about his mother -- she wasn't worth remembering. Mind you, at the time I didn't know what a dump this place was, or about the crap wages.”

 Harding decided that here was a man with a number of heavy chips on his shoulder. However, he had the general background now and so he turned to the main issue.

“Tell me about last night in the Black Bull.”
Barnet repeated the now familiar story and concluded by saying that he had left the pub at eleven-fifteen and walked straight home. He had neither seen nor heard anything unusual. “Mind you,” Barnet added, “I'm not surprised that Hamilton finished up by throttling the girl. Last night he looked as though he was just itching to get his hands on her throat. I had half expected that some of us would have to pull him away from her in the bar.” 
***
 Harding and Paget really left the council house and stood for a moment on the pavement holding a low and thoughtful conversation. From a distance they were watched by a fourteen-year old girl who was crouched in hiding behind a thick clump of broad-leaved bushes.

Lucy Gilmore knew who the two men were and she knew why there were so many policemen suddenly descending on Barford. Lucy Gilmore knew more than any of them and her secret was a terrifying thing that made her heart race in her chest until she felt sick and faint.

Lucy Gilmore wished that she could die.

CHAPTER SEVEN
The Black Bull opened for business at six p.m. and at fifteen minutes past Harding and Paget entered the lounge. They had a rendezvous with Grant but the Superintendent was not yet there. Voices came from the public bar and Cookson told them that three of his regulars who had been present last night were already installed in their favorite places. Harding glanced wearily at Paget and decided that they might as well get on with the job while they waited. They carried their halves of bitter through to the public bar.

Two elderly men sat at the dominoes table, each with a pint of mild in his right hand. Beside them sat somebody's grandmother with apple-red cheeks, spectacles and wrinkles, a little bobbled hat and a pint of Guinness. Cookson introduced Wilf Bates, Percy Smith and Molly Parker. They all acknowledged the two detectives with nods and bright attentive eyes.

“You're investigating this murder,” Smith said without hesitation. He was a chirpy old man with a large bloated nose. “I know all about that. It was my mates who found her this morning. I still work on the forestry even though I'm nearly retired. Fred Lever told me all about it.”

 Harding opened his mouth but got no chance to speak.

“What did Fred say, Percy,” Molly Parker wanted to know.

“He said that young girl was dead in Dennis's car. Raped, everybody reckons. She had them brown love bites all over the side of her neck.”

“Ooh – “ Molly Parker thrilled.

“They were ordinary bruises Harding said. “There's no evidence – ”
“Mind you, you can't blame him for it,” Smith prattled on. “She was asking for it. These young girls all asks for it nowadays. That skirt she wore last night showed her legs all the way up to her bum. That's enough to make any young man want to grab hold of her.”

“Oh, Percy, the things you do say!”

“He shouldn't have murdered her though,” Smith concluded. “There was no need for that.”

“About their quarrel,” Harding got in at last. “I understand that you were all sitting here and that Hamilton and the girl were at the next table.”

“I can tell you all about that,” Molly Parker confided eagerly. “I heard every word they said, every single word. Arguing like crazy they were. Daft, I calls it. You could see what she wanted, and young Dennis should have had the sense to give it to her.”  She cackled and took a tighter grip on her Guinness. “But he did afterwards -- didn't he? Mind you, like Percy says, he shouldn't have done her in.”

Harding felt exasperation but he tried again.

“This quarrel they had -- did Hamilton actually threaten the girl?”

“It was about libraries,” Wilf Bates chipped in. He was a garrulous old man who was determined to state his opinion regardless of the question. “Young Dennis wanted people to pay two pence on a book and give it to authors. She said books were already paid for and she was right. Bloody authors get too much anyhow. It's always in the papers how they sell film rights and get thousands of pounds. Then they go and live in the Bahamas.

That Ian Fleming he was always in the Bahamas. Giving them sort of people two pence on a book is a bloody scandal. I was a working man all my life before 1 retired and I've never been to the bloody Bahamas. Why should bloody authors get two pence out of a working man just to go to the bloody Bahamas? Hey, you tell me that! Young Dennis should have known better, and if he killed that young girl you blokes ought to hang him.”

“We don't hang people now,” Harding said.

“We11 bring it back,” Bates retorted sourly.

Harding wished that his Superintendent was here. He felt suddenly malicious and decided that he would willingly pay a fiver to see Grant try and get precise answers out of this little lot. However, he had to persevere. From their opinions and prejudices he finally managed to sort out the approximate times that they had left the pub the previous night, plus the fact that none of them had seen anything of either Sandra Bishop or Dennis Hamilton on their way home.

Having established that much, the two detectives escaped back to the lounge.

***
“She wasn't raped,” Grant told them when he arrived ten minutes later.

“It hardly makes any difference,” Harding said. “The whole town of Barford has already decided that she was. Add rape to murder and it makes for more juicy gossip.”

“Gossip doesn't change the facts,” Grant said calmly. “The post mortem examination showed no signs of sexual interference. She wasn't a virgin of course, but who is these days? Her lipstick was smudged and her lip was bruised, which might mean that someone forcibly tried to kiss her. On the other hand it could be the result of a blow on the mouth.”

“But she was strangled,” Harding prompted.

“The bruises on her throat were caused by strong finger pressure, but that wasn't what killed her. Neither did she die in the fire. Doctor Ramsay's guesses were right on that score. There was no trace of smoke in Sandra Bishop's lungs, so she was dead long before the fire started. The real cause of her death was a cracked skull. She was hit over the back of the head with something flat and heavy, and the best estimate they can give us for the time of death is between eleven o'clock and midnight last night.”

“Something flat and heavy,” Harding mused. “A brick perhaps?”

“A brick has a rough surface. The edge would have caused a cut and the surface would have caused abrasions. There were no cuts and no abrasions. The theory is that the object was as heavy as a brick, possibly wider, and certainly with a smooth surface.”

“Anything from forensic?”
“Nothing yet, they’re still sifting through the debris from the burned out car. I’ve had Hamilton's clothes examined. There were no seminal stains; no saliva and no blood not even a convenient smudge of lipstick on the sleeve. The best the lab boys can offer us are some pine needles caught up in his jacket which indicate that he took a roll in the woods.”

“And the girl's clothes?”

“Nothing, not even a pine needle, we can't prove that they rolled together.”

 They considered the implications of the post mortem and forensic reports and then began to compare notes. Harding and Paget opened their notebooks and carefully recounted their movements throughout the day. Grant listened and finally commented: 
“It's taking shape, Ron. We're getting a picture of the town and of Dennis Hamilton. And I can fill in some of the gaps on Sandra Bishop. I paid a visit to the Granchester library this afternoon and had a word with the County Librarian for Breckland. He gave Sandra Bishop her job. He describes her as intelligent, conscientious, hardworking, and dedicated to the Library Service. Her parents live in Huddersfield. They've been notified and they've talked to the Huddersfield Police. Apparently Sandra had one long and passionate love affair at University. Somehow it went wrong and the boy married another girl. After that her parents say that Sandra threw herself heart and soul into her career. Her letters from Barford haven't revealed any interest in any other man.”

“Did you talk to Hamilton, sir?”

“Briefly,” Grant frowned. When I asked him about that argument he spoke quite coherently, but that could be because he's argued the facts on public lending right a number of times before. When I tried to establish what happened after the argument he went to pieces and claimed he couldn't remember anything. I'm not sure whether he was trying to fool me or not. He's certainly in a state of shock and the Doctor ordered me away.”

 Harding finished his half of bitter and pushed the empty glass aside.

“Everything still points directly to Hamilton, sir. We know the girl was murdered after she left this pub last night. She was unmarried and as far as we know she had no local boy friends. That rules out a domestic motive or the usual lover's tiff. We also know she wasn't raped, even though the town prefers to believe otherwise. The only motive which remains is the quarrel with Hamilton.”

“That would be nice and tidy,” Grant agreed. “Hamilton follows the girl outside, re-opens their argument, loses his temper and suddenly she's dead. Then he dumps her in the boot of his car and drives off. But it's all theory, Ron, and there is a major complication. It wasn't Hamilton's car. He claims that he never owned a Morris 1100. His car is a Ford Consul. I stopped off at White Heather Cottage on my way back into Barford and there is a grey Ford Consul still in the garage.”

“So who owned the car?” Terry Paget said tentatively.

“We don't know. We have to find out.” Grant paused and then the underlying tenacity that had pushed him up through the ranks of the Breckland C.I.D. showed momentarily in his level eyes. “We have to find out a lot more about this town. We have to lean on this town, and lean heavily. And we have to lean on Dennis Hamilton. If we lean on any sore spots then let them howl. Sandra Bishop was murdered. All the circumstances point to Dennis Hamilton, but as yet we can't prove it. But we will prove it, one way or another. Somebody in this town must have seen something, or heard something, know something. We'll lean until we find out.”

Harding pushed his empty glass a few inches across the table with his forefinger. “I take it that you didn't recommend calling in the yard,” he said slowly.

Grant gave him a sharp look. “Would you like that, Ron -- a chance to shine in front of all those smart super brains from London?”

“No, sir,” Harding was embarrassed.

Grant smiled. “Sorry, Ron, you're right and we both know it. The Yard men do have the greater experience needed for this sort of job and they don't like to be called late after a load of bumpkin coppers' boots have trampled over all the clues. But there are only ten Chief Superintendents in the Murder Squad. At the moment they are handling two major murders in Central London, three in the Midlands, one in Scotland and one in the

West Country. Plus a couple of them are involved with the London bomb outrages. These are busy times, Ron, and I feel that solving our particular murder is within the range of our own capabilities. The Chief Constable accepted my recommendation, so for the moment we're not calling in the yard.”

 
“So we lean on Barford,” Harding said.

Grant nodded. “We concentrate on the car and on finding out what happened between that vital hour of eleven and midnight. Maybe Kershaw can help. His enquiries among the customers at The Three Oaks may have turned up something. If not it will have to be a full scale enquiry, door-to-door. We pile on the pressure and keep asking the questions until the case cracks open.”

 Harding and Paget both nodded somberly, for both men could visualize long hours of foot-slogging tedium in the immediate future.

Then the door opened and a solid blue figure filled the doorway. The three men seated at the table glanced round at the interruption.

“Sorry to disturb you, superintendent,” Bill Prescott said calmly. “But a man has just reported the green Morris 1100 as being stolen. The registration number he has given us tallies with the car that was involved in the crash this morning. I've asked the driver to wait at the Police Station, sir.”
CHAPTER EIGHT

Barford Police Station was on the right hand side of the Brackendale Road only fifty yards from the green. There they found Detective Sergeant John Kershaw talking with a wiry young man who wore a thick-collared car coat.

This is Mister Hurst, sir,” Kershaw said. “He's from London. He came down to Barford yesterday afternoon with his sister and brother-in-law to help them move into a new council house on the Green Rise Estate. He left his car on the park last night and he's only just realized that it's missing.”

“The car has been missing for at least the past eighteen hours,” Grant said. He looked Hurst in the eye. “Why did it take you so long to find out?”

“I didn't need it,” Hurst said. “I’ve been busy helping Jill and Ted –“that's my sister and brother-in-law -- to move into their new place. I was going back to London tonight. When I went for the car it was gone.” 
“Where is this car park?”

“Behind the library.”

“It's between the library and the back of The Black Bull,” Prescott supplied.

Grant decided to go into the implications of that later. For the moment he was interested in Hurst. “Why did you choose to leave the car on the car park overnight?”

“Where else should I leave it, parked on a double yellow line so your blokes can slap on a ticket.” Hurst was irritated for a moment but Grant's eyes told him that this was serious. Those council houses only have one poky little garage,” he explained. “Ted's Vauxhall went into that. We had a furniture van blocking most of the road so I shoved the Morris on to the car park out of the way.”

“This would be yesterday, at about what time?”

 Hurst shrugged. “At about four o'clock in the afternoon. We all came down with the furniture van. Ted and I helped to unload and then the van went back about half past five. I stayed with Ted and Jill overnight, helping them to unpack and get their stuff sorted out. The van came back at about eleven o'clock this morning with a second load. We got that off and unpacked. I was going back to London this afternoon but Jill insisted that I stop and have another meal with them. So it wasn't until about half an hour ago that I went to get the 1100. Then I found that the perishing thing has been pinched. I came straight here to report it.”

“What is your brother-in-law's full name?”

“Ted Drummond.
“And the number of the house?”

 “Number twenty-seven, Green Rise Close.”

Harding signaled discreetly to Paget and they went out.

Grant continued to ask his questions and finally explained what had happened to the car. Hurst looked astonished but he could add nothing more to his own story. Grant finally handed him over to Prescott for the inevitable task of filling in the station record book. The paper work took time and Prescott made it a long operation.

Before Hurst was ready to leave Harding and Paget had returned.

The CID men adjourned to an inner office.

“It sounds like the truth,” Harding affirmed. “Drummond and his wife were surprised to see us. They didn't even know that Hurst's car had been stolen. They've verified his story without any leading from us. They've spent part of yesterday and today moving in. Hurst stayed with them all last night, and in any case they're strangers with no friends or connections in Barford. I'd say it was bad luck that somebody decided to use Hurst's car. They don't know anything about it.”

“So the car is a dead end.” Paget was rueful.
“Not necessarily,” Grant commanded attention. “We know that the car was in that car park between the library and the back of The Black Bull. The question is -- how did Sandra Bishop get into the boot of that car? Or why did she go into the car park?”

 They thought and then Harding made a suggestion.

“Perhaps she was looking for a loo. She was a stranger to the pub and she had had a few drinks. Probably she was a bit fuddled. She might have thought that the ladies toilet was round the back.”

 “So she wandered round the back and someone followed her -- or someone enticed her -- or someone hit her just and dragged her there.”  Grant threw them all the possibilities. “But why didn't she scream? Why didn't anybody hear anything or see anything?”

 There were no more suggestions. Grant looked at Kershaw and the young Detective Constable who had been his team-mate during the day.

“Sergeant, did you find out anything positive?”

Kershaw reached for his notebook.

“No, sir. Eight people turned out of The Three Oaks at closing time last night. We've traced them all and none of them admits to seeing either Sandra Bishop or Dennis Hamilton on their way home.” He paused and then added: “But they wouldn't, sir, not if she went into that car park. It would explain why no one saw her around the green or along the Brackendale road.”

 Grant regarded his team grimly. “If no one has any real inspiration then we'll have to rely on the old hard grind. Tomorrow we'll start house to house enquiries. I’ll move in as many extra police officers as the force can spare and I'll draw up a specific list of questions that I shall want asked at every door.”

 There was no immediate comment.

***
Dennis Hamilton spent a comfortable night and when he awoke on his second morning in the hospital bed the temporary amnesia caused by his concussion had disappeared. His mind worked clearly after the deep sleep and he knew why he had not been able to remember driving his car. The answer was simply that he had not been driving his car. He had been trying to bring back a memory that had never existed. Grant had told him that the car involved in the crash had been a Morris 1100 and now he could remember stumbling on the dark green Morris during his early morning walk in the forest.

He told the Police Constable on duty at his bedside and then waited for a return visit from Grant.

It was eleven o'clock when the Superintendent arrived. Grant had had a busy morning briefing his men and supervising the launching of the massive enquiry in Barford, but he entered and took the Constable's seat without haste, as though he had plenty of time on his hands.

“Good morning, Dennis. The Doctor tells me you had a good night. How are you feeling?”

“Not too bad,” Hamilton replied slowly, “Provided I keep still.”

“You've got some bad burns. They'll take time to heal. It will be a month before you can use your hands.” He paused. Constable Ellis tells me that you're no longer dazed and that you can remember some of what happened yesterday morning.”

“Some, but not much. I'm not sure how much it will help you.”

“Tell me, please.”

“I had a hangover,” Hamilton said simply. “I took an early morning walk in the woods to try and get rid of it. I remember seeing that dark green Morris 1100. The body must have been inside the car then, because the boot lid was open a few Inches and I saw part of a woman's leg as I walked past. I stopped and stared and then somebody hit me over the back of the head. After that it's all still a blank until I woke up here in hospital.”

 There was silence. Hamilton waited. Grant waited. They stared at each other and the silence grew.

“Is that all?” Grant spoke at last.

“That's all.”
“That's all,” Grant repeated skeptically. “You took a morning walk and somebody knocked you out. You've had twenty-four hours to lie here and think up something plausible and that old chestnut is the best you can concoct. Dennis, for a man of supposed imagination you are a disappointment.”

“Then you tell me how it happened.”

 “As yet I don't claim to know exactly how it happened, but I can think of a much more credible story than yours. You followed Sandra Bishop out of that pub after your quarrel. Either you made a deliberate effort to catch her up or she was still hanging about waiting for you. You were angry enough to want to hit her in the pub, but you couldn't because there were a dozen people watching. Outside there were no witnesses. You let your temper go and you did hit her. You were drunk and you hit her too hard. Suddenly she was dead.”

 Hamilton looked horrified but said nothing.
 Grant watched him with eyes like a hovering hawk.

“You dragged her into that car park behind The Black Bull. You had to hide the body quickly. The green Morris was standing there and you bundled her into the boot. Then you went home to sober up. Perhaps you broke into the car then and took it home, or perhaps you came back for it the next morning. I'm only guessing at the details. In any case you woke up the next morning and remembered that you had killed a girl and that the body was still in the boot of the car. In your hurry to get it out of Barford you ran headlong into the lorry.”
“You should have been the author,” Hamilton said bitterly. “You can create a more twisted crime plot than anything I've ever written.”

“It's better than your story, Dennis, because I have to fit your simple story to the known facts. If, as you say, somebody did knock you out, then you're asking me to believe that this mysterious somebody also went to the elaborate lengths of contriving that road accident.”

“I'm not asking anything,” Hamilton refused to argue. “I’ve just told you all that I can remember.”

There was another silence while they stared at each other and then Grant nodded slowly.

“Alright, Dennis, I want you to tell me every movement you made, step by step, right from the moment that Sandra walked out of The Black Bull.”
Hamilton hesitated and then complied.

“After Sandra left I sat there for a few minutes. Carole tried to start another conversation. I suppose she was trying to change the subject and calm me down, but I just couldn't change my mood. It was closing time anyway. I drank up, said goodnight and went out.” The bitterness came back. “I should have walked Carole home -- then I would have had an alibi.”

“Did you see anyone on your way home -- pass anyone -- say goodnight to anyone after you left the pub?”

“No. It was a cold night. I walked quickly. I went straight home.”

“What was your exact route?”

“Along the west side of the green, and then straight up the Granchester road.”

 “And you saw no one?”

“It's a lonely road. Once you've left the green there are a few houses and then the beech trees with woods on either side. My cottage is fairly isolated.”

“So you went straight home. What time was it when you arrived at the cottage?”

“At a guess about ten past eleven, I didn't take any real notice. I went straight up to bed. I'd had more to drink than usual. I can remember the ceiling revolving a couple of times. You must know the feeling.

'Then I passed out. When I woke up it was morning and I had a stinking hangover. I went for a walk to get rid of it.”

“It was very early to go walking.”

“I had to get up to go to the bathroom. I was bursting. Once I was up I knew that I'd feel like death all day if I crawled back into bed again. I needed fresh air. I swallowed three paracetamol, had a good wash and went for a walk.”

“At what time did you leave the house?”

“I don't know.” Hamilton looked angry. He hesitated. “I did look at my watch. I think it was something after five. It wasn't important.”

“Alright, let's get back to your walk. Tell me exactly where you walked?”

 “Away from Barford, I turned into the first Forestry Commission driveway on the 'right. Then I took the first left turn, heading up the hill parallel with the road. There's a pair of golden pheasant inhabiting the oak copse at the top of the hill. I thought I might see them. I did see a jay. That's when I took the binoculars out of their case.”

“You were carrying binoculars?” Grant pounced on the fact.

“Yes. I always carry them in the forest. It was through the binoculars that I first saw the car. It was standing in the trees at the foot of the hill below the oaks. I walked towards it. When I drew level I saw that the lid of the boot was just open. I looked inside and then somebody hit me.”

“But you have no idea who that somebody might have been?”

“No.”

“You didn't look around for the driver of the car as you walked down the hill?”

“No. I wasn't really interested in the car or its driver. I looked at the car once to focus the binoculars for distance. After that 1 didn't give it another thought until I was level with the boot. Then it was too late.”

 Grant was thoughtful. Hamilton watched him for a moment and then allowed his head to fall back on to the pillow. He stared up at the ceiling thinking that perhaps the Superintendent at last believed him. Grant glanced up slowly, recognized the signs of relaxation and decided that this would be a good psychological moment to switch back to the attack.

“Sandra Bishop died from a cracked skull. The back of her head came into violent contact with something flat and hard.” Grant leaned over the bed and snapped angrily. “What did you hit her with, Dennis? Or did she wriggle out of your hands while you were trying to strangle her? Did she fall and hit the back of her head on the pavement?”

“For Christ's sake –-” Hamilton was aghast.

Grant softened. “If she did fall and hit her own head then it wouldn't be murder, Dennis. Maybe not even manslaughter. You might get away with a verdict of accidental death.”

 “But I didn't kill her,” Hamilton insisted.


“You argued with her.”

“Alright, so I argued with her. But you don't kill everyone you have an argument with -- if that happened the whole damned country would be full of corpses.”
“You had more than an argument. You were furious. The first thing you said to me was that Sandra Bishop was a stupid cow. You also called her a frustrating bitch. And she implied that you were a hack. She said that your writing was rubbish.”

 Hamilton was baffled. “I don't remember that.”

“But it was said. You were overheard saying that you could earn better money emptying dustbins. And Sandra told you that you would be better employed that way. For a man who believes that he has some writing talent that must have been the ultimate insult.”

 Hamilton groaned aloud and then fell silent.

“I’ll come back, Dennis,” Grant promised. “We'll talk again when I've made a few more enquiries.”

 Hamilton watched the Superintendent take his leave. He was convinced that Grant didn't believe a single word he had said. Grant believed that he was the murderer, and Hamilton was already beginning to wonder what, if anything, he could do about it.

CHAPTER NINE

The house-to-house enquiry in Barford was well under way. Each police officer involved had been issued with three photographs and a short list of questions to be put to every adult in the town. The photographs were of Sandra Bishop, Dennis Hamilton, and a green Morris 1100 car that had the registration number of Hurst's burned out vehicle printed in red ink across the top. The questions were straight to the point: Where were you between eleven o'clock and midnight on the night of the 25th? Did you see or hear anyone moving on the streets? Did you see this woman or this man? Did you see this car parked between the library and The Black Bull at any time between four a.m. and the morning of the 26th? The photographs were shown and the questions asked on every doorstep, in every shop and in every factory.

Harding was still concentrating his attention on the customers who had been present in The Black Bull. He and Paget talked to the last two names on their list, the courting couple who had been standing near the juke box. Robin Owen was a mild young man who had a clerical job in one of the new factories on the industrial estate, while his girl friend, Susan Mitchell, served in one of the town shops.

The young couple could offer him nothing new. They had not paid any close attention to the argument and had left the pub a few minutes before Sandra Bishop. Owen had walked his girl home along the East Linden Road, away from the two main roads off the green that should have been followed by Dennis Hamilton and Sandra Bishop.

Robin Owen talked apologetically and blinked often behind his spectacles. Susan Mitchell was nervous when interviewed, but Harding put that down to the fact that she was probably under age and should not have been in a public house, at least, not with a drink in her hand.

Harding didn't press that issue.

After leaving the shop where Susan Mitchell worked Harding and Paget returned to the police station. Prescott was on duty and John Kershaw was struggling behind a desk with the first of the incoming reports. When that job snowballed Harding knew that he would have to take charge but he didn't want to be desk-bound yet. There was no fresh word from Grant so he made his own decision on the next step.

“We'll go the rounds again, Terry. We’ll double check on the times that Cookson's customers left the pub and the times they arrived home. And if we can we'll cross check them to make sure no one is lying. Those few minutes are vital. They must hold all the answers.”

 Paget nodded agreement and they went out. Kershaw watched their departing backs and pulled a face.

***
The cock golden pheasant was a handsome bird from his combed-back golden crown to the tip of his long multi-colored tail. He wore a ringed shoulder cloak of red and dark blue feathers, his wings were golden and he wore body plumage of bright scarlet livery. He strutted on the edge of the copse of oak trees and silver birch like some resplendent officer in a feathered opera. His mate was rustling in the bracken but the cock bird paraded in full view.

Grant watched from a distance of fifty yards. He had enjoyed the brisk walk through the ranks of Douglas firs and now the sight of the pheasant told him that he had located the right copse at the top of the right hill. He waited for several minutes, breathing the fresh clean air, listening to the general background of birdsong and watching the pheasant.

For this moment he wanted to forget the murder case, but the murder remained in his mind, waiting to be solved. Grant started to walk again and the pheasants took fright and vanished into the trees.

Grant circled the clump of oaks and silver birch and then stared down the continuing driveway between the plantations of young or trees. At the bottom of the slope was the intersection of the driveways where Hamilton claimed to have seen the dark green Morris 1100. Grant walked slowly towards it, thoughtful but alert, his eyes examining every inch of the terrain.

He stopped at the intersection. It had rained heavily during the night and some time during the early hours of the morning a heavy-tired vehicle, probably a Forestry Commission Land Rover had made a sharp turn here and churned up the soft earth. Grant stared down at the deep ploughed marks. Any previous tire tracks were now obliterated. In any case the tires on Hurst's ill-fated Morris 1100 had been totally eaten away by the flames so there would have been no way to make a comparison.

Grant made a preliminary examination of the surrounding area, trying to read something from the broken bracken. It told him nothing and he found nothing that might constitute a clue. He wasn't even sure what he was looking for, unless it was a leather binocular case or a pair of binoculars, but he found nothing.

His face was still thoughtful when he walked away. He would give Hamilton the benefit of the doubt and set a few men to widen the area of the search, but he didn't expect them to and anything. He looked for the golden pheasant as he returned to his parked Rover, but even that had left no trace.

***
 
“If we're looking for suspects other than Dennis Hamilton then I can suggest three possible names,” Harding said when he conferred with Grant two hours later.

“Fire away,” Grant encouraged.

“First there are the Dunn brothers, Harry and Lenny. They have to be involved jointly or not at all. They live with their mother at number one Elm Lane, on the corner of Elm Lane and the Brackendale Road. Their mother says, and they agree, that they didn't get home until half past eleven that night. Their story, which we've verified up to a point, is that they bought fish and chip suppers at the Golden Chip Bar after they left the pub. Then they claim that they sat on one of the bench seats on the green to eat. That's the part we can't verify. No one actually saw them sitting on the green -- although the seat is under one of the oak trees so they could have sat there unnoticed. As it stands they can only alibi each other for the twenty-five minutes between the time they left the Golden Chip Bar to the time they arrived home.”

“Where did they throw the fish and chip papers?”

 Harding blinked. “I don't know.”

“Never miss a question, Ron. The more questions you ask the more answers you get. And if someone is feeding you a false story then every answer is a chance to trip him up. Ask those two lads where they threw their greasy papers. Then check it out. It might help to establish where they were when they finished eating.”

 Harding nodded. He was off his stride and Grant had to prompt him.

“You had two more suspects.”

“Alf Rowland, the newsagent. Most of The Black Bull customers have wives to verify the time they arrived home. In the case of one man, Tom Barnet, his son Sam is his witness. Rowland is the only one who lives alone. We only have his word for his movements after he left the pub.”

“Is that all that makes him a suspect?”

“He's an odd type, sir. He has a shop full of girlie magazines, nothing unusual but he was quick to tell us that he doesn't approve. He was half petrified when we talked to him.”

Grant frowned, “And the third?”

“Colin Jarvis, sir. Bert Cookson states that Jarvis left the pub at half past ten. Jarvis claims he went straight home. An hour ago I talked to Betty Jarvis to cross check that story. She says that her husband didn't get home until half past eleven that night.”

Grant smiled his approval. “Let's go, Ron. Jarvis is the man I want to question.”

The builder's yard was empty so they knocked on the door of the adjoining house. Betty Jarvis came to the door. She was a worn, faded woman who was still faintly pretty. She had two young children tugging at her skirts and two older boys were arguing in plaintive tones further inside the house.

“He's doing something at one of those bungalows down Linden Drive,” she told them. “You'll probably see the van.” Her eyes were worried. “What's it all about?”

“Just another routine question,” Harding assured her. “One I forgot to ask.”

Betty Jarvis watched them walk away. Her eyes were still troubled and she was biting her lower lip.

Grant drove the Rover. They turned down the East Linden Road, through the new town with its modern shops, launderette and supermarket. The Green Rise Estate was to their right, behind the new shops, while to the left was Linden Drive, a more select block of bungalows. They found Linden Drive and pulled up behind Colin Jarvis's parked van.

Jarvis was busy with a trowel and a bucket of cement, repairing a broken- down corner of an ornamental wall in front of one the bungalow gardens. He straightened up and watched as the two detectives got out of the car.

“Busy?” Harding asked amiably.

Jarvis nodded. “The owner clipped it with his car a couple of weeks ago. Last night a bunch of kids kicked it down and finished the job for him. There's lots of vandalism around here since the overspill crowd moved in.” He stopped and stared at the man he didn't know.

“This is Detective Chief Superintendent Grant ' Harding said.

Colin Jarvis narrowed his eyes. His mouth tightened.

“So you're rolling out the heavy artillery. But why bring him to me? I've told you everything that I know.”

“Not everything,” Grant faced him squarely. “According to Bert Cookson you left The Black Bull at ten thirty on the night Sandra Bishop died. You say that you went straight home -- but your wife says that you didn't get home till eleven thirty. That punches a hole through your story, Mister Jarvis -- a hole that's an hour wide. I want to know about that hour. I want to know exactly where you were, what you did and who you were with.”
Jarvis held Grant's stare. He drew a long, slow breath.

“There was no hour, Superintendent. Bert Cookson must have got his times mixed up.”

“I double-checked,” Harding cut in. “The two old timers who played dominoes with you also say that you left at ten thirty.”

“Then Betty got it wrong. With four kids around her she never knows what time of day it is.”

“We can allow for some error either way,” Grant said. “But not for a whole hour. Your wife isn't that harassed.”

“I tell you I went straight home.”

“I heard you,” Grant said bluntly. “Now tell me the truth.”

Colin Jarvis set his cement bucket down on the pavement. The heavy bricklayer's trowel he hefted briefly in his right hand, testing the cutting edge on his left palm.

Grant's eyes remained unflinching but Harding tensed. Jarvis looked hard and belligerent for a moment. Then he said slowly, “Alright, Superintendent, you're a man of the world, and I'm a man of the world -- so to save you blokes a lot of messing about I’ll tell you straight. I was having it off somewhere else. A bit on the side -- you know what I mean.”

“You mean another woman, apart from your wife.”

Jarvis nodded.

“I have to know her name.”

“Wrong, Superintendent, her name is none of your damned business. It wasn't Sandra Bishop if that's what you're thinking. I will tell you that much.”

“Unless the woman verifies your story then you haven't got an alibi worth a damn. I have to know her name.”

“No!' Jarvis lifted the trowel and pointed the blade at Grant. “You asked me where I was for that hour and I've told you straight. I told you because Dennis Hamilton is a mate of mine. I don't think he killed the Bishop girl and while your lot are all yapping up the wrong trees you won't find out who did. Now you've got all you want from me. At least, you've got all you're going to get. Now push off and get on with your job, and let me get on with mine.”

“The woman's name,” Grant repeated. “Until we talk to her you're our number one suspect. We only have your word that she exists.”

“She exists; you'll just have to take my word.”

“We're conducting a murder enquiry,” Grant rasped harshly. “A young girl has been killed. In these circumstances your word isn't enough.”

 Jarvis refused to shift his position. “It’s all you'll get,” he snarled.

Grant decided to get rough. “I’ve got coppers asking questions on every doorstep, so I’ll give you a choice. You can give me the lady's name and it will be one discreet question from me to her -- or I’ll have my men ask every woman in Barford whether or not she's been having it off with Colin Jarvis.”
“Try it,” Jarvis said without hesitation, “And I’ll sue you for bloody slander.”

 Grant recognized a temporary dead end. “Think about it,” he advised. “Think about it carefully. We'll call back later and see if you've changed your mind.”
Jarvis watched them go back to the car. Then he stooped and picked up a brick with his left hand. He was angry and there was a strong temptation to throw the brick but instead he cut it savagely in two with a blow from the trowel.

Grant was also angry for he knew that he had rubbed the builder the wrong way. He turned back on to the East Linden Road and eased the Rover up into third gear. He was aware of Harding sitting doubtfully beside him and answered the Inspector's unspoken question.

“We'll try the easy way first,” he said. “I’ll talk to Bill Prescott.”

***
 Dennis Hamilton lay in his hospital bed with nothing to do except think, and most of his thoughts were black. His brain was functioning clearly now but the fact that he could remember all that had happened up to the point where he had been knocked on the head brought him no cheer. He was convinced that Grant didn't believe his story and he had to admit that the implications were difficult to swallow. If he hadn't had that damned quarrel with Sandra then Grant might have come half way to believing that he had stumbled on the body and the car in the forest, but the quarrel gave him a motive and that foul coincidence was too much. Grant had him hooked as the murderer, Hamilton decided gloomily, and the Superintendent was just waiting to screw a confession out of him before reeling in the line.

Hamilton wondered how one of his own fictional characters would react to this situation, and the answer was obvious. He was the victim of circumstantial evidence. The police would not find the real murderer because they were not looking in the right direction. They were merely trying to prove his guilt. In this situation the fictional character invariably resorted to escape in order to prove his innocence.

But that was only in fiction, Hamilton reminded himself, and even there escape was acknowledged as a final desperate and even foolish measure. Even if he was fit to go on the run it would accomplish nothing. The whole situation was a nightmare and he had no idea of where to start to find a solution.

He argued within his own mind and a new trend of thought took shape. Sandra had said that his writing was rubbish and that his crime plots had no relation to reality. Now it seemed that he was the victim of one of his own involved plots and if he rejected the obvious line of action that one of his fictional characters would have taken then it was tantamount to admitting that Sandra was right. If he proved himself less of a man than the characters he created then his characters were puffed up cardboard and he had to concede that their escapades were rubbish. Part of his mind shouted at him to separate the fictional worlds from the reality, while another voice insisted that if the fictional worlds he created had no relation to reality then he was a sham, either a hypocrite as a writer or a failure as a man. He was no better than the stage actor who played a war hero only to become a conscientious objector when the real war began.

He heard the door open and close and he opened his eyes and turned his head.

He was alone in the private room. He guessed that his police guard was making a visit to the toilets just down the corridor and suddenly here was his chance. It was now or never. He could take his fate in his own hands or simply wait until Grant decided that he was well enough to be charged with murder.

Hamilton made up his mind. He pushed back the bedclothes and sat up. There was soreness and pain in his bandaged hands and arms and he felt weak. He moved his legs more slowly over the edge of the bed and stood upright. He swayed unsteadily for a moment but then found his balance. He walked over to the door and then stood beside it with his back against the wall.

He needed the wall for support and the voice of reason told him that this was madness. He swallowed hard and his heart began beating fast at the thought of his next move. He faltered, almost on the point of going back to the bed and abandoning this crazy impulse. Then he heard footsteps in the corridor outside.

The footsteps stopped at the door.

It opened and Police Constable Ellis re-entered.

Hamilton remembered the unarmed combat training he had received in Malaya. His hand was already poised and he brought the blow down with all of his strength on the back of the Constable's neck. Ellis fell, but the impact caused excruciating agony to Hamilton's burned and bandaged hand.

CHAPTER TEN

Hamilton was almost sick with the pain. He had to bite down on his own lip to prevent a scream and reeled helplessly to one side. He was on the edge of fainting but his shoulder hit the wall and the wall held him up. His right hand was on fire again where the bandages had rasped across the raw, burned flesh: but he fought to reject the merciful oblivion of unconsciousness. Tears flooded behind his closed eyes and for two minutes he was blind. Slowly the white heat of pain cooled to a dull red and control returned.

He opened his eyes. He expected that by this time Constable Ellis would have regained his feet and be waiting angrily to heave him back on to the bed. Instead the Constable's body still sprawled face down on the floor.

Hamilton felt a new shaft of panic, the fear that he might have struck too accurately and broken the man's neck.

He knelt and with his bandaged left hand felt carefully around the back of the Constable's neck and head. He could feel no damage and relief made him swallow hard. Ellis was breathing normally but he was out cold.

Hamilton straightened up and moved quickly to the locker by his bedside. He pulled it open expecting to find his own clothes but it was empty. He stared frustrated and then realized that Grant would obviously have had his clothes taken away for forensic examination. He turned away baffled and his gaze fell upon Ellis's dark blue raincoat and peaked cap which hung upon the door. His only other choice was to attempt to walk out in the hospital issue pajamas and so he struggled into the raincoat and jammed the cap on his head. With luck the cap would hide some of his bandages.

He spared another glance at the inert figure of Constable Ellis. Again with luck the Constable wouldn't recover for another hour but a nurse could enter and find him on the floor at any time and then the alarm would be raised.

The answer was to get Ellis on to the bed, cover him up and hope to deceive any casual inspection. Hamilton tried it but his hands proved useless for the task. Ellis was too heavy and Hamilton could neither pull nor lift the sprawled body without causing himself considerable pain. After one attempt he abandoned the idea. He would have to trust entirely to luck. .

Hamilton unfastened the window catch with difficulty and pushed the window open. Immediately outside there were flower beds, and then a concrete path encircling this wing of the hospital. Beyond were lawns and landscaped gardens where in summer the off-duty nurses relaxed and patients were aired.

On this cold October afternoon there was no one in sight, and so Hamilton swung one leg over the sill and climbed out. His feet sank into the cold, wet earth and it was only then that he remembered that his feet were bare. He thought briefly of going back to steal Ellis's shoes but then decided that his clumsy hands would not be capable of untying the laces. In any case he could not afford the delay and he walked quickly away from the building.

He felt the urge to run but he killed it. He had to pass a score of windows and a running figure would be sure to attract attention. He turned on to the concrete path and walked briskly with his head up. His hands he plunged into the pockets of the raincoat to hide the bandages. He could only hope that his pajama bottoms and his bare, muddy feet would not be noticed. He knew the layout of the hospital and headed straight for the main car park.

Once he reached the ranks of parked cars he felt safer. He hurried up and down the lines looking for a vehicle that was open with the keys inside. Out of more than a hundred cars he was sure that at least one would have a careless driver but he was out of luck. Every car was locked. He was wasting time and time was a vital factor, but he knew that he had no hope of escaping on foot. He had to have a car. 

He looked around desperately. From where he was standing between two rows of parked cars he could see along the front of the hospital building. There were a few cars parked in front of the main entrance and further along another dozen cars parked in front of the casualty entrance.

Casualty meant emergencies and people in a hurry. A driver seeking the casualty entrance would be an anxious driver with a sick friend or relative needing urgent treatment. In those circumstances, a driver might forget to lock his car in his haste.

There was the risk of passing in front of the main entrance but Hamilton felt suddenly that it was his only hope. He had to trust the peaked cap and raincoat to get him through. He started to move towards the smaller casualty car park, keeping as much as possible behind the other parked cars in front of the main entrance. He could allow his head and shoulders to be seen but not his feet.

His heart was beating fast and he was sweating. He had to balance the need for haste with the need to avoid suspicion. A policeman could wander anywhere, checking any car door in the line of duty, but if he moved any faster than the regulation walking pace the image would have a noticeable flaw.

There were people moving to and fro inside the glass-fronted reception hall. There were also patients waiting to be called who stared out blankly. Half of them watched Hamilton go past, but he stayed behind the parked cars. None of them noticed his bare feet.

Hamilton got past the main entrance and felt relief making him weak. He reached the casualty car park and glanced briefly into the casualty entrance. He could see the receptionist talking to an ambulance crew, a nurse hurrying past, and a few worried visitors sitting silently on the waiting room chairs. No one was looking out of the building in his direction and so he quickly checked out the parked cars. The third vehicle in the second row was a blue Austin Mini with the keys dangling in the ignition.

Hamilton pulled open the blue door and slid inside. His heart began to hammer as he turned the key and the engine fired first time. His left hand throbbed with pain as he pulled off the handbrake. He gritted his teeth and then tentatively put the car in first gear. He didn't dare look towards the casualty entrance as he worked the clutch and accelerator pedals with his bare feet.

He simply eased the car out of line and headed for the main road. He was tensed to hear an angry shout of protest from behind but nothing came.

He drove through Granchester, a large market town where the traffic was heavy enough to fray his nerves and cause him to curse with the pain the constant gear changes brought to his burned hands. When he cleared the town he shifted into top gear and pressed his foot hard down on the accelerator. He headed at full speed for Barford.

The ten miles of twisting road through the forest and patches of open heathland and heather were familiar and Hamilton kept the Mini flat out. He knew that he was in no way equipped to go on the run and that his only hope was to call in at the cottage before taking to the woods. If he was lucky he could get there and away before the hue and cry was sounded -- if not then there would be a police car waiting for him.

He slowed down as he entered the avenue of beech trees. His heart began to hammer yet again and he wished that it would behave itself. He was already a bundle of ragged nerves. He looked for the anticipated police car but there was nothing. He stopped the Mini in front of the gate and stared up the path at White Heather Cottage. This had been his home but now it was an alien place. The roses in the garden were dead and the thatched cottage itself might well be a trap.

There was only one way to find out and there was no point in wasting precious time. He got out of the car, pushed open the gate and ran up the path. The kitchen door was still unlocked, just as he had left it. He went inside the house, ready to abandon everything when the challenge came and the hidden police officers rushed him from every corner. The house remained silent and the only sound in the garden was the peaceful whistling of a friendly blackbird. Hamilton ran up the stairs.

He needed warm, suitable clothes. He threw off the peaked cap and the raincoat and the pajama trousers. The pajama jacket he retained for if he exchanged it for a shirt the buttons would be beyond the abilities of his bandaged fingers. He pulled on a pair of heavy cord trousers and zipped them up. Next he struggled into two thick roll-necked sweaters. For his bare feet he found thick socks and a pair of elastic-sided boots that he had not worn for years. They were the only boots he could get on. Any garment with laces or buttons was useless.

In one corner of his wardrobe was the battered rucksack he had once used for a hitch-hiking trip to India. He hauled it out. His basic camping equipment consisting of a padded nylon sleeping bag, a small one-man tent and a rubber groundsheet were still packed inside. He checked that the heavy sheath knife was still in the side pocket and then carried the rucksack down the stairs.

From the kitchen cupboard he retrieved a small gas primus stove, together with the three spare gas cylinders he kept handy for the annual electricity blackouts. These he stowed away in the rucksack. Like all bachelors he had a cupboard stocked with ready-to-serve food cans that only needed heating and he took as many cans as the rucksack would hold. For good measure he added a box of tea bags and a half bottle of brandy.

He put on a zip-up anorak and pulled the hood up to cover his bandaged head. Then he collected the double-barreled shotgun he used for pigeon shooting from behind the door. He added a spare box of cartridges to the laden rucksack and then he was ready to go. He carried the rucksack and the shotgun out to the blue Mini and bundled them on to the back seat. Then he got back behind the wheel.

He made a clumsy three-point turn and headed the car back towards Granchester, but at the first opportunity he turned into the forest on the north side of the Granchester Road. He drove as fast as possible along the rough Forestry Commission driveway. After a mile he reached a plantation of full grown Douglas firs that were due for felling. There was just room to drive the small blue car between them and he suffered more pain from the steering wheel wrenching at his hands as he bounced and crunched over the trimmed branches and bracken.

After thirty yards he stopped the car and got out. He hurried back to the driveway. The blue car was still visible but it looked as though a genuine attempt had been made to hide it from view. Hamilton was satisfied and he returned to shoulder his rucksack and pick up the shotgun.

Deliberately he began to walk back the way he had come but now he stayed in the trees and kept well clear of the fire breaks and driveways. He aimed to take cover on the south side of the Granchester Road.

***
Undeterred by his frustrated talk with Colin Jarvis, Grant had decided to interview Alf Rowland. He drove past the green and down the Brackendale Road, stopping the Rover at the curb outside the newsagent's shop. Together he and Harding went inside. Rowland was alone in the shop, leaning on his counter and listening to the racing results on a transistor radio. His wasted face went pale when he recognized Harding.

Harding introduced Grant and the white corners of Rowland's thin lips became more pronounced.

“Detective Chief Superintendent,” Rowland repeated slowly. His tone might have said God Almighty. “What do you want from me?”

“Just a little chat, Mister Rowland,” Grant smiled and reached for the volume control knob on the transistor. He killed the intrusive voice of the race commentator with a gentle click. “We're still enquiring into the murder of Sandra bishop.”

“But why come to me? Everybody knows that Dennis Hamilton murdered that girl. Murdered her and raped her -- everybody knows that.”

“She wasn’t raped,” Grant said calmly. “And as yet we haven’t been able to prove who killed her. At the moment we're simply trying to establish her movements on the night she died. The awkward thing is that no one in this town will admit to having seen her after she left The Black Bull that night. It's as though she stepped out of that pub and literally vanished until she reappeared dead in the boot of a burned out car the following morning.” Grant stared steadily into the evasive eyes of his suspect. “One thing we do know, Mister Rowland, is that the man who followed her out of that pub was you. You were minutes behind her. You must have seen something.”

“But I didn't,” Rowland insisted. He looked to Harding for support. “I’ve already told you that I came straight home. I didn't see anything.”

 They stared at him in icy silence. Rowland trembled.

“When you left the pub which way did you turn?” Grant demanded abruptly.

“I don't understand.”

“Left or right,” Grant snapped, “which way?”

“Neither,” Rowland faltered. “I walked straight across the road and then along the south side of the green. Then straight down the Brackendale Road. I keep telling you -- I came straight home.”

“You didn't turn right and then up Ashtree Lane towards the library.”

 “No, why should I?”

“Or left, twenty yards down the East Linden Road and then through the passageway that leads to the car park, the one that serves the library and the shopping centre?”

“No. I didn't have a car. I was walking.” Rowland looked frantic. “Why should I want to go to the car park?”

“Because we think that's where Sandra Bishop might have been murdered,” Grant said more gently. “It would explain why nobody saw her anywhere near the green.”

 There was a sheen of sweat on Rowland's face as he stared from Grant to Harding. .

“Surely you don't think that I did it? You can't think that! A man doesn't go about raping and murdering at my age.”

“What is your age?”

“Fifty-three.”

“You should still be capable Grant said calmly, “Even at fifty-three.”

 Alf Rowland blushed. He seemed on the verge of an apoplectic fit, but he was saved by the sudden breathless appearance of Detective Sergeant Terry Paget.

Paget burst into the shop and blurted out to Grant the news of Dennis Hamilton's escape.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Hastily thrown up roadblocks throughout Breckland failed to find Dennis Hamilton and so early the next morning Grant and Harding paid a visit to White Heather Cottage. The door was not locked so they entered warily while two Constables from a patrol car checked the garage. The cottage was silent and empty, but after a few minutes Harding came down the stairs with a peaked police cap in his hand and a dark blue raincoat over his arm.

He's been here,” Harding said. “These were thrown across the bed. The wardrobe door is wide open so it looks as though he grabbed his own clothes and left in a hurry.”

 Grant had opened the kitchen cupboard. There was a film of dust on the shelves and clear circular marks indicated where a number of tins had been recently removed.

“He grabbed as much food as he could carry,” Grant said. “We'll search the place and try and determine what else he may have grabbed.”

 They spent half an hour on the ground poor and then moved up the stairs. The second bedroom that Hamilton had converted into his writing study attracted their interest and they went inside. Grant turned a few of the typed manuscript pages stacked neatly beside the typewriter. 
“Prelude to Murder,” he read the title of the half completed book with a wry grimace. “It must have been an ill omen.”

Harding studied the jackets of the published works in the homemade book-case. He pulled a few out only to shove them back again after a brief glance.

“A dozen crime thrillers by Dennis Hamilton, and about a score of westerns under the name Wade Hamilton. It looks as though he wrote a lot of books.”

“I’ve read one of his crime thrillers,” Grant surprised his inspector. “From what I can remember it was a good read. A fanciful plot, but the details on police work were reasonably authentic. I'd say he put a lot into his books, even though he didn't get a lot out of them.”

Harding examined the remainder of books on the shelves. “All reference books he observed. Either American history or crime and police work. It looks as though he may have the advantage of having studied us and our methods for much longer than we've been studying him.”

Grant nodded and picked up a photograph that stood framed on the desk. It showed Dennis Hamilton standing beside a small tent in a Kashmir meadow. The magnificently clear ice peaks of the Himalayas formed the background. Grant passed the picture to Harding.

“Colin Jarvis told me that Hamilton did a hitch-hiking jaunt around India,” Harding said.

“And he had a tent and camping equipment,” Grant spelled out. “The only place we haven't checked yet is the loft -- see if it's there.”

 Harding acknowledged and went out. Grant heard him maneuvering a chair beneath the loft hatch on the landing but concentrated his own attention on the room. Dennis Hamilton had spent his working life here and so the contents of this room had to reflect something of the character of the man. Grant examined the row of books again, reading the short descriptive blurbs on the inside of each dust jacket. It was obvious that Hamilton had a vivid imagination, an imagination which he fused with factual police procedure or known American history to create credible worlds of fiction. This fusion of imagination and reality worried Grant. It made Dennis Hamilton into an acceptable author but what other effect did it have on his mind? Was there a point where Hamilton's mind blended imagination and reality so successfully that he was incapable of distinguishing between the two? Grant wished that he knew.

Grant was examining the desk when Harding returned from the loft.

“Nothing,” Harding said. “No tent, no rucksack, no camping equipment of any kind.”

“So he took it all with him,” Grant Reflected. He held up a blue passport and a small sheaf of banknotes. “Here's something he didn't take.” 

“Then he isn't intending to flee the country.”
Grant nodded and counted the money. “Forty-seven pounds, but he left it behind,” He paused thoughtfully. “We know that he took food and camping gear. We know that he's had jungle experience in Malaya. We know that, he's the self-sufficient type with a fair amount of experience at living out of a rucksack, and we know that he must know these Breckland forests like the back of his hand. My guess is that he's taken to the woods.”

“And he knows the odds,” Harding indicated the reference books on police work. “He knows what to expect from us. He could be a difficult man to hunt down.”

“We’ll find him,” Grant said. “It may take a few days longer, that's all.”
They descended the stairs as one of the Police Constables from the patrol car entered by the kitchen door. The man held a crumpled cardboard box in his gloved hand and his face was grim.

“I think you ought to see this, sir. We've checked through the garage and the garden, and we found this in the bottom of the dustbin.” He offered Grant the cardboard box which had once contained shotgun cartridges.
“So he owned a gun,” Harding said.

“And it isn't here.”

***
 They drove back to Barford and stopped at the police station that had now become the murder HQ. Inside Bill Prescott was talking into the telephone at the reception deck. The Police Sergeant completed his conversation and put the phone down as the two CID men entered.

“That was the Forestry Commission,” Prescott explained. “Their officials and work force will be on the lookout for that blue Austin Mini as they do their rounds. I've also got the panda car patrolling the forest tracks. If the car has been abandoned anywhere in our area then we'll soon find it.”

“It didn't get out of this area,” Harding said. “The roadblocks would have stopped it.”

 Terry Paget came in with a Detective Constable trailing at his heels. He stopped and hesitated until Harding shot him an enquiring glance.

“We talked to Harry Dunn,” Paget said. “He claims that he and Lenny threw their fish and chip wrappers into the wastepaper basket on the green. We've checked and the basket is full of fish and chip wrappers. The whole town uses it.”

“So it doesn't help us prove or disprove anything,” Harding kept his face and tone carefully void of any expression.

“Check when the basket was last emptied,” Grant said calmly. “If it hasn't been emptied since the murder then check every wrapper for prints. If those of Harry and Lenny show up then we can rule them out. We'll know that they did sit under those oak trees to eat their supper.”

Paget nodded and hurried out with his companion. Grant turned back to face the station desk.

“What about our prime suspect, Sergeant? Did you find an opportunity to talk to Colin Jarvis?”

Prescott nodded. “I called in at The Black Bull on my way home last night. Colin was there, leaning up against the bar where I expected him to be. We had a chat and a pint. I've known Colin for over twenty years. I had to clip his ear for his cheek a couple of times when he was a nipper. Anyway, he'd been doing some hard thinking since that chat with you, sir. He was still reluctant but he was starting to see sense. I got it out of him by the time we’d emptied the glasses.”

“The woman's name,” Grant queried.

Prescott nodded. “A woman named Sally Rawlings, sir. I could have named her for you lf you'd given me three guesses. Every town has a few loose women who like their pleasure. Sally is one of ours. She was good looking when she was a kid, and she was fast and wild. There's a big U.S. Air Force Base on the other side of Brackendale. At one time we used to get a lot of those Yanks in Barford. Sally liked them -- or their money. Sold her bum for a piece of gum is what the local lads used to say, but mind you that was only the lads she turned down.”
“Have you talked to her?”

Prescott nodded again. “I called on her first thing this morning, sir. She tried the indignant bit, but I know Sally and she knows me.” He smiled slowly. “I had to move her along once. Bert Cooper got on his high horse one night and swore at her for soliciting in The Black Bull. I tipped her the wink and told her to take it down to The Dog and Pheasant. That's out on the Brackendale Road. The landlord down there was a bit more broad-minded. Anyway, Sally remembered. She knew that I wasn't looking for something to make her any trouble. She finally admitted that she was with Colin Jarvis between ten-thirty and eleven-thirty on the night of the 25th. He called in at her place on his way home from the pub, although she pretends that he only called for coffee.”

“So Jarvis does have an alibi,” Harding said. “That brings us back to Hamilton.”

Grant let the remark pass. They had discussed the personalities often enough and he was beginning to think that now it might be more helpful to know the town. “How many years have you served in Barford, sergeant?” He asked conversationally. 

Prescott thought back. “Quite a few, sir -- on and off. I joined the force as a young Constable in Granchester. Then they moved me here for a few years. When I reached Sergeant they shifted me to Brackendale for a while, and then they moved me back here again. I've been Station Sergeant here for the past twelve years.”

“One of the old school,” Grant said. “Clip them round the ear and move them along style?”

Prescott looked up slowly. He searched Grant's face for a sneer but failed to find one.

“It was the style once, sir, with the youngsters. With most of them a warning and a stern look was enough. And, of course you could count on the cooperation of the parents. A clip on the ear was always the ultimate but we used it sometimes. Nowadays we're not even allowed to look at them. The parents go out to work and the kids run wild, until eventually they crowd the juvenile courts with their probation officers and psychiatrists. Then they get let off and thumb their noses at the police, or they go to Borstal to become hardened criminals. Either way it's a dead loss. This town has grown, especially since they decided to make it an overspill town.

We get a lot of small crime now, petty theft and vandalism, crime committed out of boredom.” Prescott paused. “What are you looking for, sir?”

“Just the general picture,” Grant answered. “I want to understand this town, just in case there is something that I've missed.”

“It's a mongrel town now,” Prescott said. “Old Barford lives on the Forestry Commission and the sawmills. It was quiet and reasonably content. New Barford lives on the new unit factories and tries to be flash.”

“So the newcomers and the old locals don't really mix.”

Prescott frowned. “I wouldn't go that far, sir. Considering the differences I'd say they mix fairly well. Of course, any Londoner will soon tell you that London is the capital of the Earth and Barford the back side of the moon, and that does tend to make some of the old locals get their backs up. Plus the Londoners never stop moaning about the wage rate and the lack of big city amenities. The real trouble is that none of them wanted to come here in the first place. They've simply been squeezed out from London by the housing shortage.”

Grant stored the information in the back of his mind. It had no relation to the main issue but no knowledge was ever superfluous.

***

While Grant talked to Prescott another conversation was taking place less than a mile away. Young Sam Barnet leaned against the corner post of the bus shelter on the Green Rise Estate. His thumb was hooked casually into the belt of his jeans and his thin face had an assumed look of toughness. Lucy Gilmore stood up close to him, her shoulders hunched and her arms wrapped tightly around her own small body. Lucy was shivering, although the air was not unduly cold. 

“Sammy, we ought to go to the police,” Lucy said desperately. “I'm sure we ought to tell them.”

“No,” Sam Barnet said. “He tried to sound hard and forceful but he couldn't stop the fear from entering his voice. “We don't tell them anything.”

“But we must,” Lucy persisted. “It's all so awful now that man has escaped. It was bad enough before with the police asking all these questions. Yesterday they were at our house. They were talking to my Dad. You said that they would soon get fed up and go away, but now that man has escaped they'll never go away.”
“They'll go,” Sam Barnet said. “You just stop bloody whining and keep quiet.”

“They won't, Sammy. I know they won't,” Lucy's wide eyes were near to tears. “We have to tell them. I shall go mad if we don't tell them.”

“We tell them nothing,” Sam grabbed her by the shoulder and shook her until her teeth rattled. “Nothing, do you understand? If we tell them nothing then they know nothing. And if they know nothing then they can do nothing. If we just keep quiet it will all be alright.”

 Lucy began to sob, but through her sobs she nodded. She was frightened of their secret but she was even more frightened now of Sammy. And it didn't help to know that Sammy was terrified too.

“You silly kid,” Sam Barnet said.

He pulled her clumsily against him and pushed her unresisting head up. Then he gave her an immature kiss. That was the way the tough guys treated their women on the television. Unfortunately as he looked over her shoulder he saw the hated blue uniform appear at the far end of the Street.

“Bloody coppers,” he said in anguish.

They became children again and fled in the opposite direction.

CHAPTER TWELVE
It was dawn, a grey and sullen morning with the clouds hanging low and tattered over the dark green spikes of the fir trees. A single black-headed gull wheeled endlessly over the ploughed ten-acre field, driven inland by the bad weather at sea and searching hungrily for food in the turned earth. Dennis Hamilton watched from just inside the tree line on the edge of the field. With binoculars on a good day he would have stayed longer, following the graceful aerial display of white wings against a blue sky. Now there was no blue sky, life had taken a grim new twist and he had neither the time nor inclination for the simple pleasure of watching a bird in flight. He turned his gaze away. Black-headed gulls were not particularly edible.

Carefully he looked around the far perimeter of the field, searching for any sign of movement that would have betrayed another human presence.

There was nothing and so he began to move slowly along the edge of the field, keeping just inside the trees. He carried the double-barreled shotgun at the ready, the stock pulled into his right shoulder, the twin barrel ready to swing upward.

The birds were active. He heard the metallic twittering of a pair of green and yellow great tits, branch-hopping and hanging upside down as they hunted for tit bits. A mistlethrush dashed hastily through the tops of broken bracken with a harsh “churr” of alarm. Out on the field a flap of ragged black wings indicated the arrival of a pair of scavenging crows.

The gull emitted a raucous scream at the competition.

Hamilton both observed but ignored them all. With each slow stride he swung his right foot in a long sweeping motion that made the maximum amount of noise through the crackling grass and dead bracken. He flushed out a few smaller birds and then abruptly a pheasant broke cover with the familiar squawking clatter. .

Hamilton's gun came up but the game bird flew perversely into the trees with madly beating wings. Hamilton lowered the gun again and watched it out of sight.

The forest was briefly silent. Hamilton paused and glanced out over the field again, double-checking that all was empty and still. Then he stepped forward once more. His right foot made another crunching sweep through the bracken.

He moved fifty yards before the panic cry of a pheasant was repeated. The bird burst up out of the long grass almost at his feet, a plump and handsome cock bird with chestnut plumage dashed with cream and black. The red face was brilliant and the green and purple neck feathers shone as the bird made a half circle to fly out over the open field.

Hamilton took one quick stride to get clear of the trees and the shotgun came up in his bandaged hands. His trigger finger pulled as he banged off the first barrel. His grip was clumsy but his aim was true. The gun all but kicked out of his hands and made him curse with pain.

The widening spray of shot tumbled the fleeing pheasant in mid-air.

Hamilton crouched and watched. If the bird was a runner, a grounded bird that had merely suffered a broken wing, then he had decided in advance that he would let it go. The shot could have been heard clearly within a mile radius and he did not intend to move until he was certain that he would not be seen.

The pheasant hit the ground with a dead thump and lay still. Hamilton relaxed. He waited for five minutes. Once he had marked the spot where the bird had fallen he concentrated his attention on the perimeter of the field. Still nothing moved except the hungry gull and the two black crows. Finally Hamilton laid the shotgun on the grass. He ran quickly to retrieve the pheasant, crouching low and doubling back into the trees all within a matter of seconds. He collected the shotgun and backed well away from the field before he straightened up.

He was three miles from his camp and he headed back through the thickest part of the forest. Where he had to cross a fire break or a driveway he did so only after a careful visual and listening reconnaissance. When a grey wood pigeon few in violent haste through the upper branches of the fir trees he froze until he was sure that only his own presence could have startled the bird into flight. The pigeons made noisy and efficient sentries.

It took him two hours to reach his camp, which he had situated in the centre of a dense plantation of young Douglas firs that would soon require thinning out. The lower branches had been lopped leaving heaps of brushwood beneath the trees and one of these heaps Hamilton had cleared back. With his sheath knife he had dug a two foot deep, grave-like trench, and in this he had pitched his low one-man tent. A supporting roof of heavy branches covered the tent and then he had pulled the heap of smaller branches back into place. The excavated earth he had spread beneath another pile of branches and the signs of disturbance were all carefully concealed. An intruder would have to penetrate right into the centre of the thicket and then practically fall into the half-buried tent before he would realize that anything was there.

Hamilton opened up the tent and slid the shotgun inside his sleeping bag where it would remain dry. Then he spent an awkward hour plucking and preparing the pheasant. He impaled the bird crudely on his sheath knife and pulled at the feathers with finger and thumb. His grubby bandages were soon an even greater mess and for the thousandth time he cursed bitterly at his crippled and pain-filled hands. Finally the job was done and he butchered the bird as well as he was able.

He spent the next thirty minutes in collecting relatively dry sticks and leaves. Then he cleared a patch of earth of pine needles and boxed it in with large flints and stones. He lit his fire inside the box of stones and whisks of dark grey smoke curled upward. The sticks were too damp but they were the best he could find. He watched anxiously as the smoke reached the lower branches of the close-packed fir trees and felt relief when he saw that it was dispersing at that level. With luck no smoke would penetrate above the trees. He snapped off a green branch of pine needles and waved it gently over the struggling flames to help the smoke break up and spread more thinly.

When the fire had heat he spiked a butchered section of the pheasant on to another stick and grilled it slowly. The smell of roast meat wafted up into his nostrils and for the first time in three days he smiled. He was almost happy. Despite the handicap of his burned and bandaged hands he was winning. He could survive.

When he had eaten the charred meat he opened a tin of peaches and drank the juice. Then he sat with his back propped against the slender trunk of a fir tree and contemplated his act of survival. He still had a few food cans left, plus one gas cylinder for his primus, so shooting and cooking the pheasant at this stage had simply been a test of his abilities. Now he knew that he could survive when the gas and the food cans were gone. It was a satisfying thought, but it was not enough.

The mere act of survival was not enough. Staying free from the police was not enough. He could do both, he had proved that now, but he could not lurk in hiding for ever. He had to have some positive aim to end it all.

He turned the situation over in his mind. What action could he take to discover the identity of Sandra Bishop's murderer? If he had been writing all this as a book, then what would he make his leading character do? It was almost a comfort to let his mind slip back into a familiar maze of possibilities and the tangled skeins of plot and counter-plot. He could almost forget that this time the puzzle was real.

***
“Three days,” Harding said with disgust as he stared at the large wall map of Breckland in Barford Police Station. “And two days since we found that blue Austin Mini. We've had roadblocks up and policemen searching everywhere, and we've flashed his picture on to every television screen in East Anglia. How in hell is he eluding us?”

“He's in the forest,” Grant answered calmly.

“But where in the forest? We've had men searching up and down every track and pathway.”

 “He'll stay well hidden Grant said. “The only way to dig a man like that out of hiding is with a full scale manhunt -- dogs, troops, the lot. Other than that we have to wait for him to come out. Remember that he's a sick man. He needs medical attention.”

“So he could be dead. Exhaustion, collapse, exposure, death -- that's the sequence.”
“I think he'll have the sense to come out before it comes to that.”

“He's a murderer on the run, sir. They don't use good sense.”

Grant laid a report on his desk and leaned back in his chair. He had been working a seventeen hour day since the case had started and he was tired. They were all under a strain. The town, the country and most of the police force were now confident that Dennis Hamilton had to be guilty. To most people finding the wanted man had become the only problem. However, Grant still demanded positive proof. He couldn't accept the easy way out.

“So you are convinced that by running away from the hospital Hamilton has condemned himself?”

 Harding detected the note of censure. He faced the desk and said rationally, “Sir, it has to be Hamilton. We've ruled out all the others. Colin Jarvis has a sound alibi. We've found the fingerprints of Harry and Lenny Dunn on two of those empty fish and chip wrappers, so we're practically certain that they did sit innocently under the oak trees feeding their silly faces. That leaves Alf Rowland and we've leaned on him so hard that if he was guilty he'd have to break. The man's weaker than dishwater.”

“Barford has a population of just over nine thousand Grant reminded him. 
“Let's say that a third are juvenile or senile and that half of the remainder are women. From the male population we can discount three individuals. That still leaves us with two-thousand nine-hundred and ninety-seven possible suspects.”

“But they were not all in the bar of The Black Bull that night -- and they didn't all have a flaming row with Sandra Bishop.”
“The murderer doesn’t necessarily have to be a customer at The Black Bull. And a quarrel isn't necessarily a motive for murder.”

“Then why did Hamilton run away?”

“Only he can tell us that.”

 Harding swallowed his exasperation. “All right, sir -- let's assume for a moment that Hamilton is innocent. Consider his story and what he asks us to believe. First the real murderer is a person as yet unknown. Hamilton meets this person unknown by sheer coincidence at five o'clock in the morning when he's dumping the body of Sandra Bishop. The person unknown clubs Hamilton over the back of the head and Hamilton doesn't even get a glimpse of his face. Then the person unknown loads Hamilton into the Morris 1100 and aims him downhill into the path of an oncoming lorry with the body still in the boot. Both vehicles conveniently explode and burn, and the person unknown does a vanishing act. It's all too bloody lurid, sir! It's the kind of impossible yarn that Hamilton would cook up for one of his own crime plots.”

“Hamilton didn't cook it up, Ron -- you just did.”

“But it's what Hamilton's story implies. If we accept his innocence then nothing else fits the facts of the road accident. I think that Hamilton was clever enough to work this out and then take half of it away and just start us off with the implications. He hopes that if we puzzle out the final bits for ourselves then we'll be more likely to believe it.” Harding paused, he knew that they were going round in circles and finished wearily, “It's a pity that the lorry driver died, sir. He's the only man who could have told us whether Hamilton had any control over that Morris 1100.”
“And your person unknown,  if he exists.” Grant hesitated and then extracted a folder of photographs from the desk drawer and spread them over the desk. “Or perhaps these.”

 Harding moved round the desk to study the prints. They were the photographs taken at the scene of the accident and Grant singled out one shot that showed a Police Constable sitting slumped in the burnt-out shell of the Morris 1100.

“Does that tell you anything, Ron?”

 Harding stared for a minute then shook his head.

“According to that young lad Harris, this was Hamilton's position before he was dragged out of the car. You can see from the picture that the driver's door has burst open and the Constable occupying Hamilton's position appears to have been thrown to the right by the impact. 'The interesting thing is that according to the Doctor who examined

Hamilton in the Granchester Hospital, Hamilton was knocked out by a blow to the back of the left hand side of his skull.”

“He could have been thrown to and fro a dozen times before the car came to rest. We know it bounced off the lorry from one side of the road to the other.”

“True, but if he'd been thrown about it would have been the front of his head and his face that would have been smashed about. The car didn't roll and there's nothing behind him more solid that a leather-padded seat. If his head had whipped back he would have been more likely to suffer a broken neck. The simple fact is that the injury Hamilton suffered to that particular point at the back of his skull cannot be readily explained by the road crash.”

“So that's why you're still giving him the benefit of the doubt,” Harding said slowly.

Grant nodded but then frowned. “I'm reserving judgment on whether or not Hamilton murdered Sandra Bishop, because at the moment there's another question that's causing me more concern. However the blow was caused we know that he did receive a violent blow. He was badly concussed, his brain was shaken up and we have no way of knowing whether he suffered any lasting brain damage. The fact that he's run away indicates that he may not be thinking rationally. He may be a murderer, or he may be just a confused author acting out one of his own dramatic plot situations. We have no way of knowing whether he's living in the real world or in one of his fictional dream worlds. Either way he could be very dangerous.”

“So we don't ask how clever is Dennis Hamilton?” Harding clarified bluntly. “We ask is Dennis Hamilton sane?”

***
 It was fortunate that Carole Lindsay was in no position to overhear that remark, for she would not have been as cheerfully unconcerned as she prepared for bed later that night. Her parents were still away on holiday and so she was alone in the council house. The Green Rise Estate backed directly on to the Breckland forest but that was a thought that did not occur to her. It had never been important before.

She spent almost an hour in the bath, soaking luxuriously with a box of chocolates and a good romantic novel ready to hand was one of her main pleasures in life. It was eleven o'clock when she closed the book and climbed out of the bath, and if she had been of the morbid frame of mind she might have rejected that it was at this hour, five nights before, that Sandra had walked out of The Black Bull to her death. However, she had been trying to forget how Sandra had died, and the comfortable bath and the book had helped. She was able to hum a brief tune as she toweled herself dry, and then she put on a nightdress and a short housecoat.

She went down the stairs and into the kitchen to make the cup of Ovaltine she normally carried up to bed. Her finger clicked on the kitchen light and then she recoiled with sudden terror.

The wild, unshaven figure of Dennis Hamilton stood by the refrigerator, and the double-barreled shotgun in his hands was pointed straight at her belly.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

“Don't scream,” Hamilton croaked. “And don't do anything silly.”

Carole was incapable of doing either. She remembered that Sandra had been brutally murdered, possibly raped if the town gossip was to be believed, and that this desperate man before her was responsible. She was suddenly aware that beneath the short housecoat she was wearing nothing except the even shorter nightdress and she felt horribly vulnerable. She pressed her spine against the kitchen doorway and her hands made an instinctive, fumbling attempt to draw the belt of the housecoat even tighter around her waist. Then she realized how futile that was. The movement simply lifted the bottom of the housecoat higher to reveal more of her naked thighs, which wasn't what she had intended at all. She was petrified with fear.

Hamilton read the signs. He liked this normally cheerful girl with the zany froth of auburn curls and the bright hazel eyes and he tried to ease the fright he had given her. He had leveled the shotgun out of pure defensive instinct and now he lowered the barrels until they touched the tiled floor.

“Carole,' he said slowly, “I’ll say the truth just once, even if you won't believe it. No matter what the police may think or the town may be saying -- I didn't kill Sandra. And no matter what you're thinking now, I'm not going to hurt you.”
Carole didn't know whether to believe him or not. He was a hunted fugitive and he looked violent. His clothes and hair were untidy and the dark stubble on his hardened jaw gave him a mean and vicious appearance. The shotgun added to the general image and she had to look deep into his blue eyes for a trace of the man she had previously known. The eyes were hunted and desperate too, but somehow they did not look dangerous. A little of her courage filtered back and she found that she could speak.

“If you didn't kill Sandra then why did you run away?”

He shrugged. “I’m beginning to wish I knew. At the time it seemed a better idea than just lying in a hospital bed and leaving my fate in the hands of someone else, especially as that Superintendent Grant didn't seem to believe a single word I told him. I suppose you could call it just an impulse and it was another impulse to come here.”

He stopped but Carole didn't know what to say. They were silent and then he smiled bitterly.

“It's funny, but this is the kind of bizarre situation that I might have invented. In a book I could find the solution, because I create the solutions and control all the characters. It isn't so easy to solve things in real life. In a sense a writer is God in his own fictional world. He can decree life or death and if necessary call down flood, fire and earthquake. Now I'm not God any more. I can't simply create my own solution. Everything is out of my control and I need help.”

She was trying to listen to him, but her gaze dropped to the black barrels of the shotgun and then traveled up to the hands that held it. The fear spurted through her again.

“Dennis -- there's blood on your hands.”

Hamilton looked down at the stained and tattered bandages.

“Pheasant's blooded he explained. “I shot a pheasant this morning and it was a messy job cleaning it.”

“Those bandages are awful -- they'll poison you. You ought to go back to the hospital and get them changed.”

“They'll have to wait,” Hamilton said wearily. “I've got other problems.”

They stared at each other for a moment and then Hamilton took a tentative step forward.

“Let's move into the living room. I want to talk.”

Carole backed away from him. The familiar living room with its television set, sofa and comfortable chairs was suddenly a trap. She glanced round desperately and saw that the window curtains were wide open. She prayed that someone would walk past and see what was happening, but Hamilton read her mind and moved to close the curtains.

“Sit down and relax,” he advised her. “All that I'm asking is a few minutes of your time.”

Carole looked down at the sofa and was again conscious of her brief housecoat. If she sat down her hips would be lower than her knees. She didn't dare to sit down.


“Dennis,” his name faltered on her lips. “What do you want? Why did you come to me?”

“Because you were Sandra's friend,” he said simply. “You worked with her at the library -- you must have talked with her. You probably knew Sandra better than anyone else in Barford. Can't you see that, Carole? If anyone can help me then it must be you.”

Carole was still afraid. She didn't know whether to believe in his professed innocence or not but her fear begged her not to get involved. She swallowed hard.

“Dennis 1 can't help you. I think you'd better go.”
He stared at her and again he recognized her fear. The shotgun was a barrier between them and slowly he lifted the barrels. Her eyes distended but then he snapped the double barrel open with one quick movement. The breech was empty.

“No cartridges,” he said. “I wouldn't point a loaded gun at anyone -- except perhaps the bastard who killed Sandra if I can find him.”

Carole's face was still frozen. The reaction of relief was delayed. Hamilton sat down heavily in the nearest chair with the stock of the broken gun still under his arm.

“You can telephone the police if you think you must,” he offered. “I won't stop you. If you refuse to help me I'm lost anyway. I've racked my brains until my head aches and I can't think of anywhere else to start.”
Carole continued to stare at him. Her mouth was dry and her heart beat rapidly in her chest. After a minute she edged tentatively toward the door. Hamilton watched her but didn't move. From the doorway she could see the telephone in the hall. She made up her mind suddenly and ran the last three steps in a short rush. Her left hand snatched the receiver from its cradle and her right forefinger stabbed at the figure nine. She tensed then, fully expecting Hamilton to leap on to her shoulders and tear her away.

Nothing happened and the house was silent. She hesitated for a full minute and then took her finger from the dial. She replaced the telephone and returned slowly to the living room. Hamilton still had not moved. He was staring dully at the carpet.

Carole sat down carefully on edge of the sofa and pulled a cushion close to cover her bare thighs.

“Dennis,” she spoke with bewilderment. “How can I help you?” 
Hamilton looked up. “All that I really know about Sandra is that I didn't kill her,” he said slowly. “You must know more than that. She lived alone but you were her friend. If she had any boy friends she must have told you. If anyone was pestering her then she must have told you.”

“But she didn't. There was no one.”

“Someone she met recently.”

“I don't think so. She would have told me. You're right about that much.” She blushed faintly, “If we talked about men at all it was always dream talk, about the type of man that we would like to meet. There wasn't any real man in Sandra's life -- not here in Barford.”
“But someone did kill her.”

“Then it must have been someone that she met by chance -- some maniac who waited for her on her way home.”

“But she didn't go home. Superintendent Grant told me that no one saw her crossing the green, or walking down the Brackendale road.”

“Does that matter? If it was a maniac then he could have attacked her anywhere.” Carole shuddered. “And he could have attacked anyone. It didn't have to be Sandra. Perhaps she was just unlucky.”
The maniac theory was too easy and too much of a dead end. Hamilton had to reject it and hope for something better.

“She didn't go home,” he repeated his own words and looked slowly into Carole's eyes. “So where did she go? Where could she have been heading when she left the pub?”

“She was going home.”

“But she didn't.”

“Because she was murdered.”

 “But not right on the bloody doorstep of The Black Bull,” Hamilton said in exasperation. “She must have started to walk away from the pub and Grant is convinced that she didn't cross the green towards the Brackendale Road. So where did she go?”

Carole was silent, baffled.

“Could she have decided to visit somebody?”

“It’s not likely. She visited here sometimes, but she knew I was still in the pub.”

“So where?”

Carole thought hard. There's only one other place that she might have visited.” Her doubt was mirrored in her eyes but she named it, “The library.” 

Hamilton stared at her. “At that time of night, why on earth would she go back to the library?”

 Carole frowned but there was a thread of memory slowly snaking into the forefront of her brain. “That night we went into the pub Sandra had left some records behind at the library. We'd had some new stock in that afternoon and Sandra had sorted out a couple of L.Ps that she wanted to listen to herself. I remember that one was a new stereo recording of Wagner Overtures and there was something else. Anyway, she put them to one side, but just before we went into The Black Bull she realized that she had forgotten to pick them up. She was undecided then about going back for them, but then said she would leave them until the next day.”

 Hamilton felt hope kindling into its first faint flame.

“Do you think she could have changed her mind?”

“It’s possible.” The belief was crystallizing in Carole's mind and once prompted the memory threads were weaving together. “Sandra told me once that if she was angry or her brain was active she found it difficult to sleep. But she could relax with music. You did upset her, Dennis. She was angry and her brain was definitely active with all that argument still going on inside her head. She might have decided that she wouldn't sleep anyway and then made a trip back to the library to collect the records. It wasn't far and she had the keys.”

“It fits,” Hamilton said. “Grant told me that the car l saw in the woods, the one that was used to get Sandra's body out of Barford, was taken from the library car park.”

 They stared at each other. Hamilton was ready to grasp at any straw, no matter how flimsy.

“Carole, I want to take another look at the library. I want to go there now.”

“But there's nothing to see. You've been there a thousand times, you've probably used the library more than anyone else in Barford -- and nothing has changed. I've opened up the library every day since Sandra died. If there was anything there I would have noticed.”
“But you were not looking for anything. If anything had been amiss you would probably have tidied it up without giving it a second thought.” He was desperate and determined not to relinquish his straw. “We've started a new line of thought, Carole, and I want to keep it open. If Sandra did go back to the library that night then perhaps just being there will help to stimulate some idea of what might have happened.”

 “It's late,” Carole protested weakly. “It's almost midnight and the library is closed.”

“This is the only time that I could go there now. It's only a hundred yards away and you've got the keys.”

Carole hesitated. She felt that this was a hopeless impulse, but if she humored him then perhaps she could later persuade him to give himself up. She knew that would be his best course of action.

“I shall have to get dressed,” she said. “I’ve hardly got any clothes on.”

 Hamilton nodded and she got up awkwardly and moved to the door. She looked back ill at ease.

“Don't worry,” Hamilton said. “I trust you. I won't follow you up the stairs.”

Five minutes later they left by the back door and it took them less than a minute to hurry across to the library and the adjoining community hall. Ashtree Lane was deserted and the town and the surrounding trees were dead and still. The black night threatened rain. Hamilton glanced round warily as Carole unlocked the double glass doors to the library and then they passed inside.

“Do we risk a light?” Carole asked.

Hamilton hesitated, but they had no torch and even his matches he had left behind in his woodland refuge.

“We'll have to. Let me draw the curtains first.”
Carole waited while he moved from window to window. Finally she switched on the light and moved to join him by the counter where the books were stamped in and out. Hamilton leaned his shotgun against the wall and stared around the book-laden shelves.

“Where were those records?”

 Carole moved behind the counter and produced two long-playing records in glossy new sleeves from a lower shelf. They were Wagner Overtures and a Brahms Symphony.

“Here they are, exactly where Sandra left them. I haven't put them out for general loan yet. It's silly, I suppose, but once I let them go I have to admit that Sandra will never be coming back to play them.”

 Hamilton looked at her curiously. His voice softened.

“It's not silly, emotional perhaps, but mostly it's just being human.”

She smiled faintly. The moment passed and Hamilton began to wander aimlessly amongst the shelves. The book titles reeled round him in a confusing blur. He didn't know what he was looking for and now that he was here it began to seem like a waste of time. He frowned with concentration, hoping for something to inspire his productive mind, something that would at least spark his imagination.

Nothing sparked. He came back full circle to the counter and Carole's enquiring gaze. She looked dejected. He felt helpless again. Immediately beside the counter was the reference section and he stared blankly at the complete set of the Encyclopedia Britannica. He had solved a thousand problems by delving into the pages of those heavy dark red volumes but this time they offered no solution.

His gaze started to move on -- and then abruptly the forced spark ignited. He grabbed the first volume at random and hauled it out.

“Something heavy and flat,” he cried fiercely.

Carole's face was shocked as he raised the big red volume in both hands and brought it down with a savage crash upon the counter. She recoiled sharply and knocked over a tray of library tickets that scattered over the floor. The unthinking action had also caused Hamilton acute pain and he dropped the book and reeled to one side. He had to turn his face away and shook his agonized hands like stiff and tattered talons. It was a few moments before he could unclasp his teeth.

Carole was still standing back in alarm, fearing that he had suddenly gone mad.

“Superintendent Grant told me that Sandra died from a cracked skull,” he explained at last. “She was hit over the back of the head with something heavy and flat -- and smooth enough not to cause abrasions. If she did come back here then this must be the answer.”

“But why?” Carole was bewildered.

Hamilton didn't hear her. He stooped to retrieve the fallen book and excitement was pulsing through his veins as he placed it more carefully on the counter.

“Fingerprints,” he said suddenly and drew his hands away. Then he laughed almost hysterically. “Christ, no -- that's a dead loss. She could have been hit with any book. There must be a thousand here heavy enough to have cracked her skull, and all of them have been handled by half the bloody population of Barford.”
Carole was staring at him with a new kind of horror in her eyes. She was no longer afraid of him but of their surroundings.

“Think,' Hamilton implored her. “Think back to that first afternoon you opened up the library after Sandra was murdered. Was anything different from the previous night? Were the carpets kicked up or disturbed? Were there any books on the floor?” He looked down at the spilled tickets. “Were these things in the right order?”

“Yes,” Carole said. “And no and no. Don t ask so many questions at once. There was nothing out of place.”

 “Think! There must have been something. For Christ's sake, THINK.”

“How can I think when you keep shouting at me,” Carole was distraught and near to tears. “Just shut up for a minute.”

 Hamilton fell silent.

Carole stared around the library, trying to think the unthinkable. She was beginning to believe that Sandra might have been murdered here and if so there must have been a sign. She cast her mind back to opening up the library alone for the first time. She was sure that nothing had been out of place. The books, the carpets, the curtains, everything had been tidy. Her attention returned to the counter. The tray of tickets had been in order. The telephone had been on its cradle. The shelves beneath had been tidy. Her thoughts crashed to a stop as she gazed along the shelves beneath the counter and suddenly she felt like crying.

“Oh, my god,” she said wretchedly.

Hamilton moved to join her. His arm automatically encircled her shoulders and she pressed against his chest. She needed comfort.

“What is it?” Hamilton asked gently.

“The cash box,” She pointed to the black and red tin box on the shelf immediately below the counter. “It’s always kept on that shelf, but I remember now that the day after Sandra died I found it on the bottom shelf. I know I didn't put it there and I remember thinking it was unusual for Sandra because she always insisted on everything in its proper place. At the time it wasn't important. I just moved the box back to the right shelf and forgot about it.”

 Hamilton stared at the tin box but refrained from touching it. Again he was thinking of fingerprints.

“Why isn't it kept locked up?”

“We tried that once,” Carole said. “Some vandals broke in one night and broke all the drawers open, so now we leave all the drawers unlocked and the cash box in full view. It's only petty cash anyway, the fines from overdue books and that sort of thing. It's cheaper to lose a few pounds that way than to repair the damage.”
Hamilton's face was incredulous. “You mean that this has happened before?”
“Once or twice. About a year ago we had a break in at the community hall, a few bottles of spirits and some cigarettes were taken from the bar. Then six months ago we lost the old cash box. We're on the edge of the housing estate, but there's still too much open ground around here, too many trees and bushes. The library and community hall together make an easy target for vandalism.”

 “Do the police know?”

“Of course, we report everything that happens, broken windows and such. The two thefts caused a little bit of a stir, but there wasn't much that they could do.”

“Does Grant know?”

 Carole looked flustered. “How should I know? He's investigating a murder, not last year's petty crime.”

“Tell him,” Hamilton said grimly. “Do that for me, Carole. Go to Grant tomorrow and tell him everything we've discussed tonight.”

“Why don't you tell him, Dennis?” She looked up at him anxiously. “If you're right then you've cleared yourself. There's no need for you to go back into the woods.”

“No,” Hamilton said firmly. Less than an hour before he had been on the point of giving up, but now his hopes and his brain had come alive again. “I'm not in the clear until we know who did kill Sandra. You can put Grant on the right track. I intend to stay free until I've done some more thinking.”
“Dennis, you're in pain. You need hospital attention. If you don’t get those revolting bandages changed you’ll probably get gangrene in both hands. You can do your thinking in hospital.”

“But I won't be free to act,” Hamilton said bleakly.

They argued but Hamilton's will proved to be stronger. Carole was still in a state of shock and her persuasions weakened. Reason, pleading and even accusations of blunt stupidity were all to no avail. Hamilton had made up his mind and clung to his decision with stubborn determination.

“I’ll walk you home,” he said with finality. “There is a murderer loose somewhere in this damned town and I want to see you safe inside your house with the doors locked. Then I'm going back into the forest.

***
When they left the library Hamilton again glanced round warily before he moved into the open. The black night was wet with drizzle and he failed to notice the small, shivering figure watching from the center of a dense thicket of laurel bushes.

The library was the center of morbid fascination for Lucy Gilmore and she had noticed the lights burning from her bedroom window on the housing estate. She had been drawn like a helpless moth to a flame and now it seemed that her perpetual nightmare could never end.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
“Why didn't you come straight to the police station and tell all this last night?” Grant's face was grave as he asked the question.
Carole Lindsay faced him across a table that was littered with trays of reports and moved self-consciously in her chair. Harding sat on a third chair to one side of the desk. Like Grant he had listened carefully to every word she had to say and his eyes had not once left her face. Under that searching double scrutiny Carole was beginning to feel like a suspect species of insect under a powerful microscope. It was a far from comfortable experience.

“I didn't expect anyone to be here last night,” she answered at last. “It was midnight when Dennis left me at my door.”

“Someone would have been on duty,” Grant smiled briefly. “Ours isn't a nine-to-five job, Miss Lindsay, and a telephone call would have brought Inspector Harding and myself back from Granchester at full speed.”

“I’m sorry,” Carole said lamely.

Grant softened. “Perhaps it's not important. Dennis would have been back in the forest in a matter of minutes anyway and it would be impossible to find him at night. But if he should visit you again we would appreciate a telephone call at the earliest possible moment.”

 Carole nodded without enthusiasm.

“It's the best thing for Dennis.”

Carole looked up with a flash of spirit. “The best thing for Dennis would be for you to and out who did kill Sandra. Then he'd be free to come out of the forest.”
“We'll do our best,” Grant assured her. “Now we know it is possible that Sandra returned to the library we'll follow up that line of investigation. I will have that cash box examined for fingerprints, and if there are prints other than your own and Sandra’s then we may have a new lead. The point is that even if we're lucky we may have to fingerprint every adult male in Barford before we find any prints that match up. It will all take time and Dennis is a sick man. Every day he spends in the forest means that his health will deteriorate even more. If he stays in hiding until this case is solved he may need one or both hands amputated by the time he comes out. That's why you must persuade him to give himself up if you have another opportunity, or failing that, inform us immediately.”

“I'll do that,” Carole promised.

Grant smiled and straightened up from behind the table.

“That's good. Now if you'll excuse me for a moment I want to have a word with Sergeant Prescott. Then we'll take you back to the library and go over the whole thing again.”

Carole nodded and watched him go out. Then Harding leaned over and offered her a cigarette. She declined so he shrugged and smiled.

“Tell me some more about Dennis,” Harding encouraged. “How would you describe his condition last night?”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean was he calm or angry, excitable or rational?”

Carole frowned. “I think perhaps he was all of those things at different moments. He was trying to be calm and rational, but he was desperate.”

 Harding nodded thoughtfully and asked more questions. Carole gave hesitant answers.

***
Grant found Prescott talking to one of his Constables in the outer office and called him to one side. The Police Sergeant had greeted Carole Lindsay half an hour earlier and at her request had led her straight to the C.I.D. room. Now he was curious.

“Anything new, sir?”

“Yes, there is. It seems that Dennis Hamilton paid the Lindsay girl a visit last night. They put their heads together and came up with a theory that Sandra Bishop may have returned to the library on the night she died. Sandra left behind some stereo records which she may have decided to pick up on her way home. Also Carole Lindsay now remembers that the library cash box was not in its proper place on the morning after the murder.” Grant paused and gave the Sergeant a bleak look. “She also tells me that the cash box has been robbed on a previous occasion, and that there have been similar incidents at the community hall.”

“That's true, sir,” Prescott spoke slowly.

“Why wasn't I told?”

“Sir, there has been no suggestion until now that the library was in any way involved.” Prescott remained unruffled. He turned to the station desk book and began rapidly dipping back through the large pages. After a moment his forefinger rested on an entry.

“Here we are, sir. Saturday, April the seventh. We had a telephone call from Sandra Bishop and I visited the library with Constable Winton. We found that someone had made a forced entry into the library during the previous night. A pane of glass had been broken in a side window and the window had been opened. A desk drawer had also been broken open, we reckoned with a large screwdriver or a knife, and the cash box was missing. Sandra Bishop stated that there had been about eight pounds in copper and silver in the box. We did what we could -- searched all the waste ground and other likely places for the box, and questioned most of the local bad boys, but we never found out who was responsible.”

“Did you have any suspicions?”

“A few, sir, Friday night is always Disco Night at the community hall. It's the kind of dance that attracts all the teenagers. We've had trouble there a few times so we get to know the troublemakers.” Prescott paused and then offered an opinion. “I've always maintained that it was a mistake to build the library and the community hall together, especially so close to the edge of that housing estate. There are too many bored kids roaming around with nothing to do except make a nuisance of themselves. This new generation considers itself untouchable. They don't have much respect for people or property these days. In the past few years petty vandalism has increased -- windows get broken, fences get kicked down, flower gardens get torn up and walls get scribbled on -- all that kind of thing. Talk to any of today's kids and all you get is cheek. None of them have any sense of responsibility, but even the toddlers will tell you to piss off because they know their rights.”

“The night Sandra Bishop died – ” Grant brought Prescott firmly back to the real issue, “ -- Was that a Disco night?”

“No sir,”

“What about the second breaking and entering incident? Tell me about that.”

 Prescott looked down at the desk book and turned back more pages.

After another half minute he stopped again.

“There, sir. December the eighteenth, that was a Monday. The cleaner who does the whole building reported that the community hall had been entered. A dance had been held there on the Saturday night. They had a licensed bar and the firm that provided the drinks didn't return until the Monday to clear up what was left over. They found that several opened bottles of spirits had been stolen, together with two unopened bottles of Scotch whisky and approximately five hundred cigarettes. We couldn't find any signs of a forced entry for that particular job. My guess is that somebody either hid on the premises until the place had been locked up for the night -- or that they left a toilet window slightly open so that they could return later.”
“Any suspects for that?”

“No one definite, sir.”

Grant stared down at the desk book, carefully reading the two entries. Prescott waited and finally volunteered another opinion.

“Sir, if Sandra Bishop did go back to the library then it would solve one mystery. Her quickest route would be to take a short cut through that alley beside The Black Bull and then across the car park. It would explain why no one saw her after she left the pub.”

***

Ten minutes later Carole Lindsay unlocked the library doors and Grant and Harding followed her inside. Carole told her story yet again, tiring of all this repetition but answering all Grant's sharp, searching questions as honestly as she knew how.

Together they toured the whole building, the library, the community hall, and the toilets and cloakrooms that served both. Grant was particularly attentive to all doors and windows, his keen gaze probing for any marks that might indicate a forced entry. He found none and they returned to the library to wander among the bookshelves. Thoughtfully, like Hamilton before him, Grant took down one of the heavy volumes of the Encyclopedia Britannica. He tested the weight in his hands and then replaced the book. He tried two more of the bulky reference works in turn and decided that any of them would have been heavy enough to have cracked Sandra Bishop's skull.

Harding watched him but made no comment.

“We'll take the cash box,” Grant said. “And we'll take the two records. Everything else here has been fingered by too many people, but the records haven't been out on loan.”

Carole found them a cardboard carrying case for the records and a newspaper to wrap up the cash box. Grant thanked her and then added:
“I’ll send some more police officers round to dust all the windowsills and doors for any possible prints, and I’ll also have a word with the woman who does the cleaning to find out whether she found any windows open on the morning after the murder. In the meantime, if you think of anything else that might help you'll let us know.”

“Of course,” Carole nodded willingly.

Grant and Harding departed, but once they were seated inside Grant's black Rover the Superintendent paused behind the wheel. He sat back and looked across at his companion.

“Well, Ron, you've been silent long enough.”

“One question, sir,” Harding said promptly. “If Dennis Hamilton didn't kill Sandra Bishop -- and if he really thinks that he's put us on to the right track -- then why did he find it necessary to run back into the forest?”

“Perhaps he still doesn't trust us. Or perhaps in his own mind he's still playing out one of his own character roles. All his reactions indicate that he's lost the dividing line between reality and one of his own fictional plots.” 
“That's what worries me, sir. I had a long chat with Carole Lindsay while you were talking with Bill Prescott. She told me that Hamilton made a couple of peculiar remarks last night. For a start he told her that an author is God in his own world, and that he needed her help because he wasn't God any more. And he admitted to her that he's been suffering badly from headaches.”

“You think that he might be unbalanced?”

“You were the one who first doubted his sanity,” Harding reminded him. “Now we know that he thinks of himself as some kind of a fallen God and he has headaches. To me that sounds like a man who is more than half barmy. It sounds like a right nut case.”

“You could be partially right,” Grant said thoughtfully. “To some extent we must regard him as mentally unstable. He's been through a lot and he did take a savage knock to the back of the head. But remember that all this has happened to him since Sandra Bishop died. As far as we know he was sane enough on the night they quarreled.”
“Even so, whether he was sane then or not, this new development still doesn't let him off the hook. Perhaps Sandra Bishop did go back to the library, and perhaps it was there that she died, but Dennis Hamilton could still be the man who followed her and killed her.” Harding frowned with frustration. “Hamilton is a clever man, sir. He's spent his whole life dreaming up credible crime stories with complicated plots and tangled solutions. Now he's feeding us with pointers but he's clever enough to let us unravel all the final implications for ourselves. I'd be more inclined to believe this possibility that Sandra Bishop stumbled on to some petty thief pilfering the cash box if the idea hadn't been suggested by Hamilton.”
“What's your theory then, Ron? Did Hamilton get tired of being God in his own paper world and then stage all this just to prove in some crazy way that it would be credible in real life.”

“No, sir,” Harding was positive. “I think it all goes back to that quarrel in The Black Bull. Hamilton followed the girl out, possibly back to the library, and then killed her in a fit of temper. After that he sobered up and started getting clever, or perhaps it was after the road accident that he started getting clever. Now his cleverness is running into madness. He's trying to make fools of us by creating his own solutions.”

“But Hamilton's implied solution isn't so clever,” Grant mused. “If Sandra Bishop was killed by a sneak thief on the petty cash level, then that type of murderer wouldn't be smart enough to have framed Hamilton by staging that road accident. The cash box thief -- if there was one -- would have fled in a panic, and Sandra Bishop would have been found dead in the library.”

“So Hamilton isn't as clever as he thinks he is. The solution he's offered us has a gigantic flaw.”

“What we need is a few more hard facts.” Grant started the car. “Then we can discard some of the theories.”

***
 An hour later Grant was sipping coffee and slowly turning over the seemingly endless pile of typed reports that had accumulated on his desk. He heard the telephone ring in the outer once and the altered sound of Prescott's voice answering the call. Abruptly knuckles rapped on the door, but before Grant could even raise his head the door opened and Prescott came inside. The Sergeant's bluff face was tight and bleak.

“Sir - there's been another murder.”

Grant stared at him. A dark premonition crossed his mind.

“Sally Rawlings?”

“No, sir, it’s a young girl from the Green Rise Estate, fourteen years old. Her name is Lucy Gilmore.”
Prescott paused and then added: “A gang of boys have just found the body in a clump of bushes between the estate and the edge of the forest. I know the place, sir. If Dennis Hamilton took a direct line from Carole Lindsay's back door to the nearest trees, then last night he must have passed within a few yards of where the body has been found.”

***
 Lucy Gilmore was fully clothed in jeans, a dark sweater and a short leather jacket, and she had been strangled. In death her discarded body looked even younger than its bare fourteen years, and the lines of fear and terror were still engraved on her child’s face. Grant spent over two hours at the murder scene and then handed over temporary command to Harding.

“Take charge here, Ron. I'm driving over to Granchester to talk to the Chief constable.”

“Yes, sir,” Harding’s tone made the acknowledgment into a question.

Grant said grimly, Dennis Hamilton has had as much benefit of the doubt as we can afford to give him. I want approval and authority to launch a manhunt.”
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Barford was an angry town. The murder of a twenty-five year old librarian had caused a traumatic shock, but the murder of a schoolgirl resulted in a cold, tight-lipped fury. Grant had received full support from Breckland's Chief Constable and at dawn the following morning he watched his forces being marshaled on Barford Green. Fifty additional police officers had been moved in from all corners of the county and their ranks had been swelled by almost double that number of local volunteers. Four brawny Police Constables held Alsatian tracker dogs and it was only the dogs that showed any signs of patience.

Prescott and the two Detective Sergeants Paget and Kershaw, succeeded in establishing a semblance of order. Grant looked along the ranks and frowned as he noted the pickaxe handles and heavy sticks carried by a large proportion of the volunteers. He exchanged glances with Harding and they moved forward.

They approached Harry Dunn who stood with his feet apart and a double barreled shotgun gripped in his hands.

“You'll have to leave the gun behind, Harry,” Harding said calmly.

“Like hell I will. That bastard in the woods has got a shotgun, so I'm taking mine.”

“Either leave the gun behind or stand down,” Grant told him bluntly. He looked along the line of men and raised his voice. “The rest of you men who are carrying sticks and clubs – I’ll give you the same choice. You either leave them behind or stand down. A number of my senior police officers will be armed, although we sincerely hope that no firearms will be necessary. No one other than those authorized officers will be permitted to carry a weapon of any kind.”

There was a mutter of protest and then with varying degrees of reluctance the assorted bludgeons were thrown down on to the grass. Lenny Dunn pulled a sullen face and finally dropped his sawn-off broom handle at Grant's feet.

Harry Dunn still gripped the shotgun in a mood of defiance. Grant stared at him.

Slowly Harry gave way.

“Alright,” he said sourly, “I’ll put the gun in the van.”

While Harry Dunn walked off with the shotgun Grant walked slowly along the line of men. He stopped before a familiar face that was still drawn and creased with pain. Arnold Gilmore was a thin, normally inoffensive man who was balding and wore spectacles. The previous afternoon Grant had spent a strained hour talking to Gilmore and his wife and he knew that Gilmore was a distraught man full of nervous tension. This morning there were fresh patches of sticking plaster on Gilmore's cheek where he had cut himself while shaving.

“You shouldn't be here, Mister Gilmore,” Grant said gently. “This business is making you ill and you should be with your wife. We'll all understand if you want to stand down.”
The approach might have worked, except that Tom Barnet stood by Gilmore's shoulder.

“He's got every right to be here,” Barnet said harshly. “It was his girl who got murdered. We've all got a right to be here. It could be any of our kids next. We want this mad bastard caught before he kills anyone else.” 
Grant glared angrily at the tall Londoner, recognizing hostility. Barnet had been one of the last to throw down a make-shift club and although his hands were now stuck deep into his jacket pockets his fists were obviously clenched.

“Tom’s right,” Gilmore's voice was unexpectedly steady. “I've got more business here than anyone else.”

There were murmurs of approval. Grant hesitated for a moment and then decided that it might be a mistake to make a major issue out of the matter. He moved further along the line only to and another face that seemed strangely out of place.

“You too, Mister Rowland,” he said curiously. “I wouldn't have thought that you were the type.”

“I knew that little girl,” Alf Rowland said defensively. “She bought sweets in my shop.”

They were interrupted by the noisy arrival of an army jeep, followed by six heavy army trucks lumbering up the Brackendale Road. The jeep stopped and an officer stepped out. He was a short, smart Major with a moustache that bristled as briskly as the rest of his drawn-up frame. Grant and Harding walked to meet him.

“Superintendent Grant? I'm Major Murray.” The Major's hand swept up to touch the peak of his cap in a neat salute. “I’ve brought three platoons,” he continued. “And the helicopter is laid on. It'll take off from the Battle Ground Training Area as soon as I radio the word.”

 “Thank you, major,” Grant offered his hand. We're very grateful for the army's help. If your men could disembark here for a few moments I’ll give everybody a brief pep talk so that we all know what's happening.”

***

From the lounge window of the Black Bull Bert Cookson watched the troops climbing down from their trucks and forming up in ranks beside the mass of men already waiting on the green. Moira Cookson came to stand beside him and he moved one arm around her shoulders.

“If you ask me,” Cookson said impassively, “Young Dennis hasn't got a dog's chance.”

***
Dennis Hamilton awoke half an hour later. He was warm and comfortable in his sleeping bag and he felt no urgent hurry to get up. After a few minutes he stretched out one hand to push open the flaps of the half buried tent. It was still dark and gloomy in the heart of the plantation of young fir trees and the few shafts of sunlight that did penetrate were broken up yet again by the screen of cut branches that concealed the tent.

Hamilton listened but there was no sound of wind or rain and somewhere a goldcrest was trilling its tiny song like the tinkling of an elfin bell. Hamilton relaxed and decided that this would be a fine day.

He closed his eyes and contemplated on the day ahead. He was almost out of food so his first need was to bag another pheasant. When darkness fell he would raid a couple of back gardens for vegetables and he knew the locations of at least three back garden taps where he could fill his water bottle. Those were all minor problems and easily dismissed.

The festering and worsening pain of his burned hands he had determined to ignore. His real problem, the one that churned endlessly in his aching mind, was the basic problem of proving his innocence.

He guessed that by now Carole would have told Grant everything about his night visit. He could only hope that Grant would listen to her and act upon the possibility that Sandra had met her death at the library. However, there was no way of knowing whether Grant had acted, or whether there had been any new developments of any kind. Hamilton wondered whether it might be safe to approach Carole again after dark -- or would Grant have her watched? Perhaps a better plan would be to try and get hold of one of today's newspapers. If he could find one discarded in a dustbin or somewhere then he might at least learn as much as the press had been told.

He was still drowsy with his thoughts when he heard the sudden violent crashing of hooves through the bracken.

He jerked up on one elbow to bring his head above ground level and was, just in time to see a red deer stag go hurtling through the close-packed trees. The animal's head was down with the branched antlers bashing through the filtered sunlight just below the lower branches of the young fir trees. Behind the stag came four terrified does, heads also down and their pointed ears thrusting forward as they fled from some nameless danger. One deer came so close that it almost kicked into Hamilton's face in its blind panic.

For a moment Hamilton lay stunned, listening to the stag and his harem disappearing in full flight. Then he heard the harsh, strident call of a pheasant further back in the woods. A hundred yards away, in the branches of the taller larch trees beyond the low plantation of Douglas firs, he heard the frantic flapping of pigeons taking wing. The whole forest was alive with desperate and unmistakable alarm signals.

Hamilton scrambled rapidly out of his sleeping bag and tent. He pushed his shotgun ahead of him and crouched for a moment with the weapon in his hands. He faced back towards Barford, the direction from which the bolting deer and the alarm cries had come. Then he heard an even more spine-chilling sound, the barking of a large dog.

Hamilton knew what was happening. He had been on pheasant shoots before and he could picture the line of men spread out with the guns and dogs spaced out at intervals along the line. He also knew instinctively that this was no pheasant shoot, and that this time he was the hunted quarry. He reached back into the tent and pulled out his boots. He had slept fully dressed so now he had only to close up the tent and arrange the brushwood screen before he moved swiftly away into the forest. He followed the direction taken by the deer, but with less obvious panic.

He reached the edge of the plantation and paused before crossing the open driveway to the next block of trees. He felt the need to estimate the size and strength of the enemy and moved left until he could look back down a wide firebreak that led towards Barford. .

Four hundred yards away he could see two men walking slowly towards him, one on either side of the firebreak. Now he could faintly hear the crunch of heavy boots kicking through bracken and branches and the barking of more dogs. It sounded as though the line extended for at least a mile on either side of the two men who were visible. One of the approaching men was a Police Constable, while the other wore khaki trousers, gaiters and a combat jacket.

“Christ,” Hamilton hissed the word softly through his teeth. “They've turned out the bloody army.” He backed away from the firebreak and then turned to cross the driveway.

The sound of a car engine gave him a fleeting warning and he ducked back into the fir trees. A police panda car turned into the driveway behind him and drove past at a fast, bouncing pace. The driver of the panda car had one eye on the track ahead and one eye searching the trees on his right. Beside him sat John Kershaw searching the trees on their left. Kershaw was armed but Hamilton did not know that. Even if he had known Hamilton could not have pressed himself any closer to the dank earth behind the pile of lopped branches that gave him cover. The panda car passed by and raced out of sight.

Cursing, Hamilton got to his feet and ran across the driveway. Branches tugged and slapped at his face and shoulders as he forced his way through more of the young or trees and pine needles slithered uncomfortably down his neck and inside his clothing. The shotgun in his hands snagged a dozen times but he was determined not to leave it behind. He had cartridges in his pocket and if necessary he could use the gun to bluff his way out.

He reached the next driveway and dashed across quickly into a taller section of full grown beech trees mixed with oaks and Scots pine. He was only just in time for a police patrol car sped over the nearest intersection only seconds too late to catch a glimpse of his fleeing figure. Hamilton came to rest sprawled face down in the wet brown leaves behind the huge gnarled roots of one of the beeches. The butt of his shotgun had rammed painfully into his ribs as he fell on top of it and his heart was hammering wildly. That had been a near miss and he had to fight to control his disintegrating nerves.

He listened for a moment but was satisfied that the patrol car had not stopped. Then he almost had a heart attack when a red squirrel suddenly scuttled noisily up the trunk of a Scots pine and in the same moment another pigeon took flight and crashed away through the upper branches. Hamilton stopped and realized that unless he was careful the forest creatures that had warned him could also betray him. If Grant was wise he would have spaced out his less knowledgeable beaters with Forestry Commission officials and workers who would also know the woodland alarm signals.

Hamilton moved on slowly and silently and after another hundred yards crouched down behind the grey trunk of an ancient oak to think out his position. He had to think. Grant was trying to trap him and somehow he had to escape the trap.

He had to remember where he was. He was on the south side of the Granchester Road, caught in a tall triangle of heath and forest that had as its boundaries the roads linking Barford and Granchester and East Linden. The search had obviously started along the narrow base of the triangle, the five mile road between Barford and East Linden. Now the manhunt was driving him North West, into the narrowing triangle where the roads from Barford and East Linden converged on Granchester. To stay free he had to get out of that triangle while there was still room to maneuver.

He had a straight choice. He could veer south and try to cross the East Linden to Granchester Road into unfamiliar territory, or he could head north and attempt to cross the Barford to Granchester Road into woodlands he knew well. He wondered what Detective Chief Superintendent Charles Grant would expect him to do.

His logical move was to head for the ground he knew. Grant would expect that so it would be safer to head in the opposite direction. However, he had obviously failed to deceive Grant by abandoning the blue Austin Mini on the north side of the Granchester Road and then doubling back, so Grant expected him to double think. The only answer was to treble think. Hamilton groaned over the fact that he only had two choices anyway. He decided to head for the Barford to Granchester Road.

 
He started to move again, fast because he had to stay ahead of the line of searching men and at the same time move across the line to his right. He was careful now to move silently and at the same time to keep his own ears alert. He knew these woods and he knew enough about manhunts. He had hunted for Chinese terrorists in the Malayan jungles and his patrols had never found any. Tracking down a man who knew his own ground wasn't as easy as it might seem. He knew the odds and he could stay ahead of the pack. Grant had police cars racing up and down the driveways but the sound of their engines gave good warning. Hamilton began to feel confident that he could survive if only he kept his head. Crossing the Granchester Road would be the only real problem.

And the dogs, he realized suddenly that if the dogs once got his scent they would run him down.

He stopped. His confidence had evaporated as quickly as it had formed. By crossing along the front of the line he would have to cross the paths of those blasted dogs. He thought about that for a minute but then accepted that he had no choice. The only alternative was to allow himself to be bottled up in the narrowing triangle, which could only mean certain capture later in the afternoon.

He hesitated grimly, and then he broke open the double barrel of his shotgun. He inserted two cartridges and snapped the gun together again. If a dog picked up his scent then it would be hard luck on the dog. He wouldn't shoot a man but he wasn't going to allow himself to be savaged by any damned dog.

He moved on again, the shotgun held at the ready in his hands. He came to the edge of the widely spaced oaks and beeches and moved with utmost care. There was another firebreak to cross before he could melt into the next plantation of Douglas firs but he paused before crossing the open ground.

He listened for the approach of one of the patrolling police cars but instead he heard a sound that was far more ominous. It was a memory from his Malayan days and suddenly he knew that the dogs were not his greatest source of danger. The whirling beat of rotor blades roared closer and then the helicopter swept into view.

It was an Army Westland Scout buzzing low over the crests of the fir trees. Hamilton pressed his back against the trunk of a shielding beech tree and swore bitterly.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Hamilton guessed that the helicopter and the troops had come from the Battle Area, the part of Breckland reserved as a military training ground where the army could play out its peace-time maneuvers. No doubt the army had been only too happy to oblige Grant and let their men and machines play at a real game. It would all be good practice for another Malaya or a new Vietnam. “Sweep and Destroy” was the current American jargon, Hamilton reflected grimly, but they had a hell of a lot of work before them yet before he would allow himself to be simply swept up and destroyed.

The helicopter was still hovering and the sweat ran down his face as he waited for it to move. He didn't think that he had been spotted but if he was wrong then he would soon know. 'The pilot would even now be using his radio- telephone link to the hunting police cars and at any moment he could expect a panda or a patrol car to come rushing into view. The sound of a car engine would be his starting signal and when he heard that he would run. Until then he would stay put and pray.

His head ached. The sound of the thrashing rotor blades was close and he could hear the downward beat of disturbed air stirring up the tops of the Douglas firs. He didn't dare move his head and look round to see what was happening. He didn't dare move a muscle. He strained his ears for the sound of an approaching back-up vehicle at ground level, but there was nothing except the thundering roar of the helicopter and the frantic hammering of his own heart.

After an eternity the helicopter moved away. Hamilton turned his head and found that his neck was horribly stiff due to the tension in his neck muscles. He leaned to one side to look round the thick trunk of the beech tree and saw the long tail end of the Scout disappearing over the dark green pines. He found suddenly that his lungs were starved of air and he gulped down deep breaths of relief. The helicopter passed out of sight and he ran across the firebreak and dived into the thicker cover of the fir trees.

He ran three hundred yards before the trees came to an end. Before him stretched approximately twelve acres of practically open space, planted with young trees straight out of the nursery and less than three feet high. Without the threat of the helicopter he could have wriggled through them on his belly but now he had no choice except to circle round. He backed up into the trees again and moved to his left.

He was on the west side of the newly- planted trees when the line of searchers emerged from the tree line on the far side that was now behind him. He heard the barking of a dog and looked back, and then crouched low in the bracken for a moment to observe. He could see the peaked caps and police uniforms and the combat jackets of the soldiers. Scattered amongst the two types of uniform were men in civilian jackets, car coats and flapping raincoats, the local volunteers. He wondered bitterly how many of the men he had once counted as friends now swelled those ranks.

He was too far away to pick out any individual faces, but there was a purposeful air about the men as they forged ahead into the thigh-high sea of young trees. Hamilton started to turn away and then he noticed the tall man in the smart light brown suit who walked in the center of the line. Hamilton had yet to meet Inspector Ronald Harding, the only enemy he knew was Grant, but he marked Harding as dangerous. The assessment was reasonable because Harding was the only man in the line who carried a marksman's rifle.

The Scout helicopter came back, sweeping low over the line. Some of the men waved. Hamilton gritted his teeth, turned his back on his pursuers and plunged on into the depths of the forest.

For the next three hours Hamilton stayed ahead of the pack. He had sweating moments of fear and indecision at every open space, including two more narrow escapes from the panda and patrol cars that were zig-zagging ahead of the main search party. In addition he cowered a dozen times to hide from the relentless overhead sweeps of the Scout helicopter.

Once he aimed the double barrel of the shotgun at the whirling rotor blades and had to hold back the urge to squeeze the triggers in the vain hope of bringing the much-cursed machine to a flaming crash.

He moved in a ragged north-westerly line, running ahead of the manhunt and then veering right until he heard the dogs and men getting too close for comfort. Then he made another sprint straight ahead to get a safe distance away, and then another veer to the right. Where the newly planted blocks of trees were too small to give him cover he had to make more detours. Where the young trees had grown into dense thickets waiting to be thinned he had to force his way through. Where the trees grew taller the lower branches were lopped and he tripped and stumbled over the endless piles of wet and rotting branches. Where the trees were fully grown the spaces between them were tangled with bracken, blackberry bushes and clumps of nut wood. He passed through blocks of timber in every stage of growth, the patterns being repeated over and over again. The birds scattered and flew, he started up another family of red deer, and behind him was the constant sound of dogs and advancing men.

When at last he approached the main road he stopped. He was sobbing for breath and his head ached abominably. His calf, thigh and back muscles felt as though they were being torn apart by the constant strain of ducking and running, and the pain in his burned hands was enough to drive him crazy. The shotgun was tucked clumsily under his arm because he was no longer capable of holding it any other way, and he was almost ready to abandon it altogether. He sank down behind a tangle of wild laurel, gasping hoarsely for breath and trying desperately to think. The road would be dangerous so he had to think.

When he was capable of breathing silently he moved ahead with the utmost caution. The last hundred yards through the opening trees to the Barford to Granchester Road he covered on his belly, crawling on knees and elbows from one clump of bush or heather to the next. When he could see the wide tarmac strip of the road he watched and waited.

Almost immediately he saw the soldier walking slowly along the edge of the road. The man moved as though he was in no hurry but he was alert and his head moved from side to side as he searched up and down the tree line. Hamilton pressed his face to the earth and pine needles and allowed the soldier to pass. Then he lifted his head again. Before the first soldier was out of sight a second soldier appeared in view. The second man was about a hundred yards behind his companion and maintaining the same pace. Hamilton swore.

He watched a third soldier appear, the same measured distance behind the second man, and then he heard the muffed sounds of the approaching search line strung out through the forest. Hamilton backed up a safe distance and then sprinted ahead again on a parallel course to the road.

When he next felt safe enough to stop his heart and lungs were pumping fit to burst. 'The all obliterating pain in his head dropped a red veil before his eyes but still he struggled to think. Grant had calculated that he would have to break out of the triangle by crossing the road. So Grant had strung out soldiers at hundred yard intervals to move along the edge of the road ahead of the search. The question was how many soldiers? And how far ahead did the line continue? Hamilton decided that Grant would take no chances. To be sure of netting its prey the line would have to stretch at least a mile and more probably two along the roadside. It was a moving line and Hamilton was already exhausted, he knew that he could never get a two mile lead on the manhunt. Somehow he had to break through the line unseen. The beating of the helicopter making another close pass over the tree tops disrupted his thinking and he was almost ready to scream with rage.

He stumbled on after the noise of the helicopter had faded and the terrain ascended steeply beneath his feet. He was now climbing a hill slope that was a forest of medium-height larch trees, and the larches and the steepness of the slope gave him his position. There was only one point where the Barford to Granchester Road climbed a steep hill with a larch forest on its left and the memory gave him sudden cause for hope. He recalled that at the top of the hill the forest on either side grew close to the road and the road made a bend.

Hamilton continued to the top of the hill and then took another short rest to regulate his breathing. He listened and calculated that he was about a thousand yards ahead of the main search line with the dogs. He hoped that would give him enough time and hurried back towards the road. Before it came in sight he again dropped on to his belly and wormed his way forward on elbows and knees.

He watched another soldier walk slowly past along the edge of the road, and then another appeared the prescribed one hundred paces behind. Both soldiers were searching left and straight ahead. Neither of them looked back because the area they had covered was then covered again by the man behind. Theoretically it was a foolproof system -- except for when the road kinked around a blind bend. Hamilton watched the first soldier disappear round the bend towards Granchester and prayed that no one had thought to vary their orders with regard to bends.

He had to back up, make a circle and approach the road again on the Granchester side of the bend. He edged as close to the road as he dared and buried himself in dead bracken and heather. He watched a soldier disappear towards Granchester and not once did the man look back.

Hamilton's heart began to beat with excitement as he watched the next soldier appear around the bend from the direction of Barford. 'The man walked past slowly, his lips pursed in a tuneless whistle. His eyes searching ahead and to the left, but he did not look back.

Hope surged in Hamilton's breast. The road undoubtedly looked straight on the map, and so the officer who had given these men their instructions had not taken the hill top bend into account. The soldiers were all searching stolidly to the front, but here for a few vital seconds the road behind their backs was unguarded.

Hamilton allowed three soldiers to go past, ensuring that the pattern remained constant. By then he could faintly hear the dogs and the main pursuit. He watched a fourth soldier turn the bend and decided that after this man was past he would have to chance his luck. He couldn't afford to wait because if the main line caught up and forced him to move on there would be no more chances of this kind. He knew that there were no more bends in the road before Granchester.

The fourth soldier walked past. Hamilton raised his face from the wet grass and watched the man's back recede. He kept his eyes glued to the back of the soldier's neck but the beret-capped head did not turn. When the soldier was fifty yards down the road Hamilton stood up slowly from the bracken.

He was twenty yards from the bend, which meant that thirty yards around the corner was another approaching soldier.

Hamilton's instinct was to run but he killed it. If he panicked now the crashing of the bracken would give him away. He stepped carefully out on to the road. He was in full view but the soldiers who had gone by did not look back. The blue sky was mercifully clear of the helicopter and there was no sound of a car on the road.

Hamilton crossed the road almost on tip-toe, terrified of breaking the silence, and then melted into the trees on the far side.

There was no outcry. He crouched behind a tall clump of nettles and looked back. He had to wait almost a full minute before the next soldier came round the bend. The man was puffing on a hand-made cigarette and he began to hurry when he saw that he had lost ground. As the soldier ran past Hamilton relaxed and smiled.

“You beautiful, skiving bastard,” Hamilton murmured. “I wouldn't want you in my platoon in Malaya, but I'm glad you're here.” He watched five more soldiers turn the bend and then a slowly crawling jeep that carried a stiff little Major with a moustache. The jeep was keeping pace with the main search line moving through the trees. Hamilton tensed when he saw the black Alsatian straining at a short leash held by a solid young Police Constable. He had one last moment of muck-sweat panic, but the Alsatian failed to pick up his scent where he had crossed the road.

The manhunt passed him by.

Hamilton crawled deeper into the safe trees and collapsed on a carpet of moss. He made no resistance to the blackness that swept slowly over his battered body and mind.

***

Hamilton did not open his eyes again until the late afternoon. A pair of crossbills were twittering in the trees above him as they extracted the seeds from a fir cone and all was peaceful Hamilton sat up and his whole body creaked and groaned. He was stiff and cold and hungry. He watched the crossbills fly away, two colorful darts of red and brown amongst the green pine branches.

Wearily Hamilton got to his feet and picked up his shotgun. He deliberated on his next move and then began to head back towards Barford. He was slow and tired and it was dark before he got within a mile of the town. He re-crossed the Granchester Road that had so nearly become a trap and made his way cautiously back towards his old base camp. Nothing moved now except a few late-roosting pigeons and a tawny owl hunting for mice.

Hamilton felt a moment of acute fellow-feeling with the mice.

It was pitch black when he approached the block of Douglas firs that contained his camp. There were no stars visible behind the thick layers of cloud and he knew it would soon begin to rain. The wind was blowing keenly, but as soon as the wind died the rain would fall. The hidden tent spelled shelter and warmth and even comfort, but Hamilton did not make the mistake of a direct approach.

He circled the block of or trees, a maneuver that took him almost an hour. All seemed still and harmless, the wind was dropping and the first raindrops began to splash down. Hamilton moved into the trees. He penetrated for fifty yards and then again he killed the urge to push on directly to the tent. He made another wary circle, pausing and listening, moving a few yards and then pausing to listen again.

On the fifth pause he heard a faint movement in the darkness. He froze and waited. After a few minutes he heard the sound again, it was the sound of a man awkwardly stretching a cramped limb. Hamilton backed silently away. He knew without doubt that his camp had been discovered and that men were lying in wait for his return. The tent, the sleeping bag and everything else he had to abandon. He shivered and cursed as he withdrew.

The rain was now falling heavily.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 Harding placed his rifle and the two Smith & Wesson revolvers that had been issued to Paget and Kershaw in the stout cupboard that stood in a corner of the inner office at Barford police station. They would be secure enough overnight and they would be needed again tomorrow. He locked the cupboard door and placed the key on the desk in front of Grant. It was late and most of the weary police officers had been dismissed after a short debriefing session. Now the Superintendent was studying the reports that had arrived during their absence.

“Here's the fingerprint check on the cash box,” Grant offered the paper to Harding. “They found seven clear sets of prints, all recent, and all made by Carole Lindsay.”
“But we know both girls handled the box regularly.”
“Correct, so now we also know that the cash box has been wiped clean since it was last handled by Sandra Bishop.”

“Anything else, sir?”

 Grant passed him a second report. “Only this one has any real significance. It's from the surgeon who did the autopsy on Sandra Bishop. He agrees that a violent blow with a heavy book would be consistent with the head injury he examined.”

 Harding read both reports and then dropped them back on to the desk. His reaction was the equivalent to a shrug.

“So it's an odds on bet that she did die at the library, but Hamilton is still our best bet for the killer. We have to consider the second murder, sir, and the only explanation there is that Lucy Gilmore met up with Hamilton on his way back to the forest. My guess is that she recognized him and tried to raise an alarm, and so he had to silence her. He wouldn't have gone to the extent of strangling her unless the killer instinct was already within him. And he wouldn't have needed to go to that extent unless he was already guilty of the first murder.”

“It's a logical assumption, but we still have to catch up with Hamilton before we can prove it.”

“We’ll have him tomorrow, sir,” Harding was confident. “We found his camp today so we know we came close. With luck Sergeant Prescott will pick him up tonight. If he doesn't return to his campsite then I reckon we can sweep the same area and net him tomorrow. After today and a rough night he'll be at the end of his endurance.”

“You would sweep the same area a second time?” Grant queried.

Harding nodded. “He's clever, sir. Somehow he got out of that triangle today, but I think he'll go back. He may be smart enough to avoid his old camp, but he'll go back to that area. It's been searched once so he'll judge it to be safe.”

Grant frowned. “My guess is that he'll double think, Ron. Remember that I did read one of his novels. It was an espionage story, and full of the terms double think and treble think. Hamilton will work out his safest move and then credit us with the intelligence to do the same. So he'll do something different. Today we chased him from east to west, which means that he must have ducked either north or south to escape us.”

Grant left the desk and approached the large wall map of Barford and the surrounding Breckland.

“Hamilton will expect us to repeat today's search pattern,” he mused. “But the fact that he's still hanging around indicates that he doesn't want to move away from Barford.”

 Grant stabbed a finger at the map. “Tomorrow we'll search the north side of the Barford to Granchester road.”

***
Ten hours later the grey light of another dawn filtered slowly through the upper branches of the tall larch trees in the block of timber adjoining the fir plantation that concealed Hamilton's tent. As the individual tree trunks emerged from the gloom so the sharp lines of the waiting patrol car gradually took shape. There were three empty coffee flasks on the floor of the car and the two police officers in the front of the car were taking their turns at sleeping. In the back seat of the patrol car Bill Prescott was awake.

The heavy all-night rain that had forced them to seek refuge in the car had finally stopped but the trees still dripped incessantly. A few birds began a hesitant dawn chorus.

The Police Sergeant yawned and stretched his cramped limbs. He was too big to fit comfortably into the back of the car and he was glad that the long night was over. One of the Constables stirred and looked back, blinking beneath his peaked cap. Prescott reached out and pushed at the other man's shoulder.

“It's morning,” Prescott said. “Let's see if he came back.”

 All three of them left the car. 'They moved quietly out of the larch trees, glancing up and down the empty driveway, and then they entered the young fir trees. They approached the tent silently but there was no sound from within. Prescott knelt to pull aside the screening branches and opened up the flaps. Prescott had hoped that the rain would drive Hamilton back to the shelter of the tent but it was empty. He reached inside and felt the sleeping bag but it was cold.

“The poor bastard,” Prescott said. He was thinking of the wet and miserable half hour he and the two Constables had spent crouching close by the tent before withdrawing to their car.

There was no point in any further delay and they already had their orders. They collected up all the items of Hamilton's abandoned survival kit and carried them back to the patrol car. Then one of the Constables started the engine and they drove slowly down the rough forest trail towards Barford.

They found the preparations for the second day's manhunt already in process. The numbers of local volunteers had dwindled slightly but the police forces and the three platoons of soldiers were again assembling on the green. Prescott made a negative report to Grant and then he and his two companions made their way to their homes and beds.

***
Prescott slept for three hours and then he was wide awake again. Even after an all-night watch he found it difficult to sleep during daylight. He got up for a leisurely wash and shave and then his wife fried him a massive combination of late breakfast and early dinner. He lingered over three cups of coffee and then decided to return to the police station.

The station was deserted except for one glum-looking Constable on desk duty. He had nothing to report. Everyone had gone on the manhunt and no news had come back. Prescott decided to take a walk.

He strolled past the green, thinking and observing as a matter of habit. The town was quiet and the traffic now was light. Nobody was speeding and there were no parking offenders. The green itself was empty except for one boy sitting disconsolately on the wooden seat beneath one of the two oak trees at the eastern end. The boy wore jeans and a black zip-up jacket in imitation leather.

Prescott walked past and then a memory clicked into his mind. He didn't know the boy but he had seen him before, hanging around the street corners with Lucy Gilmore.

Prescott turned and crossed the road on to the green. The boy looked up and saw the Police Sergeant approaching. He got up and began to walk away. 
“Hey!' Prescott shouted. He didn't know the boy's name which was a disadvantage, “Hey, you!”

 Sam Barnet stopped reluctantly and looked back.

“What do you want?”

“I want to talk to you, that's all.”
“What about?”

“What does it matter, you're not afraid to talk to a policeman are you?”

 Prescott started to walk forward but Sam Barnet backed up.

“You leave me alone,” Sam shouted defiantly. “I ain't done anything.” 

“I didn't say that you have done anything,” Prescott returned peaceably. “All I said was that I want to talk to you -- just a few minutes chat, that's all.”
He continued to walk forward but Sam continued to back away.

“You leave me alone,” Sam repeated. “You can't touch me because I ain't done anything.”

“Stand still a moment. I only want to talk.”

“You ain't got any right to talk to me. You can't do anything to me. You bugger off.”

“Now look -- ' Prescott made a fast lunge forward but Sam Barnet scuttled rapidly backwards out of reach.

“You touch me and you'll get done for assault,” Sam blustered. “I don't have to talk to you and I'm not going to talk to you.”
“You're acting silly. Nobody is going to – “

“BUGGER OFF,” Sam screamed, and then he ran away.

Prescott let him go, but he was thoughtful. These days he was accustomed to a mixture of cheek and bravado from the younger generation, but he had sensed more than that. This boy had reacted with real fear.

Prescott watched the boy disappear down the East Linden Road and then noticed two young schoolgirls who had observed the exchange from the opposite side of the green. He called them over and reluctantly they gave him Sam Barnet's name.

***
On the north side of the Barford to Granchester Road the manhunt was in full swing. Again the long line of police, volunteers, soldiers and dogs combed the trees while the Scout helicopter swept back and forth overhead. The police patrol cars and panda cars again dashed up and down the firebreaks and driveways in the hope of catching a glimpse of their elusive quarry.

The jay fled in a blur of bright colors as the line of men pushed through the copse of oaks and silver birch. A few moments later the golden pheasants joined it in shrieking protest at this gross invasion of their home. The searchers trampled on through the bracken and then left the copse behind. The line moved downhill into the fir trees.

Three minutes later a dog suddenly jerked on its leash and pulled its handler to one side. The animal's nose began to rummage in the soft earth and then it barked.

“Easy, boy,” the handler pulled the big Alsatian back and it sat obediently on its haunches. The police officer knelt to examine the disturbed soil and then looked to the next man in the line. “He's found something. You'd better fetch Inspector Harding.”

 They waited until Harding arrived.

Carefully the disturbed earth was excavated by hand. A trench that was roughly two foot wide and eighteen inches deep began to take shape. Harding and one of the Constables worked slowly while other men formed an expectant circle and watched. Each time that he pushed his hand into the loose soil Harding expected to touch rotting flesh. His skin crawled with the thought. Suddenly his fingers dragged against something hard and smooth. He thought of a skull and stopped.

His hesitation had a freezing effect on them all. The watchers tensed and the Constable who had been helping with the excavation also stopped in mid-movement. Only the Alsatian looked unconcerned. It sat patiently with its red tongue lolling out, confident that its own task had been well performed. There was a movement on the fringe of the watching circle and Grant appeared. The circle opened reluctantly to let the Superintendent through.

Harding swallowed and went on with his job. He scraped back earth from the smooth surface and revealed a glimpse of dark brown leather. He stared, and then finished the job more rapidly. He pulled out a binocular case and opened the flap. The binoculars were still inside.

Harding was baffled, but Grant said calmly: 

“Hamilton claimed that he was carrying a pair of binoculars when he was attacked, and we're less than a hundred yards from the spot where he claimed that the attack took place.”

Harding looked down at the shallow trench which was now some three feet long.

“Then it's possible that this could have been intended as Sandra Bishop's grave.”
***
At nightfall the manhunt was again called off and Dennis Hamilton was still free.

***
Carole Lindsay watched the ITN news at ten o'clock and felt miserable. She sat through the film report on the Breckland manhunt even though she hated every minute of it, because it was the only way to know what was happening. When it was over she switched off the television.

She didn't want Dennis caught but she wished that he would give himself up.

She stared at the blank screen for long, helpless minutes.

She didn't feel sleepy and she didn't want to think so she tried playing records. She listened to Frank Sinatra and then the Bachelors but nothing matched her mood. She tried a Tchaikovsky symphony but that was worse. She wished that her parents were home. Finally she decided that she might as well go to bed.

Still she didn't really feel like sleeping. She stood for a while by the bedroom ' window and looked out towards the dark edge of the forest. That was where Lucy Gilmore had died, but she felt sure that Dennis couldn't have been responsible for that. She was equally sure now that Dennis hadn't killed Sandra. She believed in her own intuition.

She shivered as she stared into the darkness. Dennis was out there somewhere, which was why she couldn't sleep. Suddenly she knew that she was waiting for him to come to her again.
For half an hour she watched and waited, but there was no movement from the black wall of the forest. The wind moaned and it was cold. She finally turned away and for a moment she glanced towards the town, towards the library.

She saw a flicker of movement.

She stared but whatever had moved had passed from sight. There was a street light at the corner of the library building and a shadow had hovered for a second where the dim yellow glow failed into darkness. Her heart began to beat fast for she thought immediately of Dennis. Perhaps he had a new theory that he wanted to test, something to do with Sandra or the library. Perhaps this time he did not want to involve her but had gone straight to the scene of the crime. She stared hard, hoping to see the movement repeated, but there was nothing.

After two minutes had passed she decided to act. She hurried down to the hall and the telephone. She switched on the hall light, stared at the phone, and then bit her lip in an agony of indecision. On the television newsreel she had noticed that one of the police officers had carried a rifle. If the police surrounded Dennis in force then he might panic and there could be shooting. Dennis could be killed.

She thought about that for a moment and then ignored the telephone. Instead she put on her coat. Dennis had not harmed her before and she felt that she at least would be safe to approach him again. She could talk to him and persuade him to give himself up. He had spent two hunted days and a soaking wet night on the run since they had last talked. By now he must be exhausted and defeated to the point where he would have to listen to her voice of reason. She felt that she must be stronger than Dennis now, and she was more determined and less uncertain than she had been before. She was sure that given another chance she could persuade him.

She left the house by the back door and hurried over to the library. The wind chilled her and she was suddenly afraid of the darkness. She ran the last fifty yards.

She carried her keys in her hand but they were not needed. The double doors of the main entrance had been forced and splintered by a sharp tool and one door was still open by a few inches. She could just determine the white gashes that marked the damage in the gloom and she felt a moment of vexation. She pushed the door wide and went inside.

She was in the lobby. To her left was the community hall and to her right the library. She heard a movement in the library and turned towards it. The library door had again been forced and again she felt vexed. It was unnecessary. He could have asked her for the key.

There was a strong smell of petrol, but in that moment she didn't recognize it.

She switched on the light.

A man stood with his back to her beside the first row of bookshelves. He was tilting a can and splashing petrol over the carpet.

“Dennis,” Carole Lindsay spoke sharply with her finger still on the light switch. “What on earth are you doing?”

The man whirled to face her and terror choked the last word in her throat.

The intruder was not Dennis Hamilton.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
After turning his back on his old base camp Hamilton had sought shelter for the rest of the night in an unlocked store shed in the corner of Colin Jarvis's yard. The shed had leaked and it had been filthy with cement dust but it had been better than nothing. Hamilton had slept fitfully through the all-night downpour of rain and then left shortly before dawn, being careful to leave no trace behind him. He had circled Barford to the north east and then lay in hiding throughout the day in a dense tangle of gorse bushes on the upper slopes of a steep hill crowned by half a dozen large cedars and Scots pines and known locally as Pine Hill.

From this vantage point he could look down over Barford. Immediately below him was the cemetery, the graves bright with flowers between the white and grey headstones, and then the handsome little flint tower church. Beyond the church to his right lay the old town, the roof tops of the Post Office, The Black Bull and The Three Oaks Hotel clearly distinguishable on the three corners of the green.

Further beyond, rising to the skyline were the ranks of red council houses that formed the Green Rise Estate. Looking immediately to his right he could see over the encircling sea of dark green forest, while to his left he could look down on a curve of the Brackendale Road.

Throughout the day he watched the Scout helicopter twisting and turning above the forest on the north side of the Granchester Road. He had put the town between himself and the manhunt so he could relax. From here the helicopter was just a demented insect, a black spot doing crazy spirals on a grey horizon. From here he couldn't even hear the buzzing of the engine. All was quiet except for the occasional swoosh of traffic along the Brackendale Road. If danger threatened he would be able to see it coming in good time and snake rapidly back to the top of the hill. On the far side was the close refuge of the forest so he had no fears.

During the afternoon the skies brightened and the sun was warm. Hamilton slept.

When he awoke it was dusk the sun had set and the damp was rising. He was hungry and bitterly cold, but worst of all was the now continuous pain of his burned hands. It was as though each wrist ended in a rotten tooth that was a mashed pulp of raw nerve ends.

He held up his hands to the starlight, thinking that they were more like claws. The soiled bandages hung in shreds and were stained with pus. The palm of his left hand was suppurating where the third degree burns had destroyed the flesh, and the fingers of his right hand were swollen where the blisters had burst and turned septic. He knew that he had to have some kind of attention to his hands.

He needed help but still he was not yet ready to give himself up. He no longer thought about proving his innocence and the question of who killed Sandra Bishop had become irrelevant. Every other issue had been squeezed out of focus by the battle of wilts between himself and Superintendent Grant. The only satisfaction that was left to him was to outwit the police and stay free. Giving himself up, conceding victory to Grant and then facing trial and prison for a murder he had not committed were all thoughts too repugnant for him to accept.

But he had to accept that he needed help.

He thought of Carole Lindsay. Over the past forty-eight hours he had thought a great deal about Carole Lindsay. She was nice, she was cheerful, and she was sweet. He wondered what it would be like to make love to her. He felt that if she fell in love then she would love with warmth and delight, and he felt a sudden ache for something irretrievably lost. That was foolish, for how could he lose what had never been his own.

He tried to straighten his thoughts on to the right track. Carole had helped him before and he felt that she would help him again. The snag was that if Carole had gone to Grant as he had asked, then Grant would now have her watched. To approach Carole again would be to put his head in a noose.

He thought of Colin Jarvis. Colin was a reliable mate. They had sweated in Malaya together and they had shared the same patrols. He had taken the chance of hiding in the old shed in Colin’s yard because he was sure he could talk his way out if Colin had found him. Colin would help him for the sake of old times, but Colin now had a wife and family. Betty was a good sort but she would naturally worry about the kids. Hamilton knew that it wouldn't be fair to deliberately involve Colin.

His thoughts came full circle back to Carole Lindsay. 'There was no one else.

Hours passed before Hamilton finally made his move from the gorse thicket on Pine Hill, and then hunger, the cold, and his pain drove him down towards the faint lights of Barford. The double-barreled shotgun he left behind, for it had at last become a useless burden. The poisoned index finger on his right hand was too sore and swollen to pull the triggers.

He had decided that his only hope was to leave the vicinity of Barford, to make for Scotland or Cornwall or anywhere that was far enough away from Breckland. However, first he needed to clean up, he needed money, he needed a hot meal inside his belly, and most of all he had to have someone change his bandages and dress his hands. Carole would help him if only he could get through to her and so he had no choice but to try. If she was being watched then he would have to avoid the men on guard. A cunning mouse could occasionally reach the bait without springing the trap. That was his only hope.

He made a wide return circle through the forest to the north. His movements were slow and several times he tripped or stumbled into the trees in the darkness. He had rested all day and he was disappointed that his strength had not returned. He realized that it was hunger that had weakened him. His hands were in such a mess that even if he had returned to robbing gardens he doubted if he would have the grip to pull up a vegetable.

He approached the Granchester Road and hesitated within a hundred yards of the builder's yard where he had spent the previous night. Again he thought of Colin Jarvis, his old army mate, and then again he dismissed the builder from his mind. If he had to take a risk then he chose the risk of trying to reach Carole. There was a need that was even greater than the need for relief from pain and cold and hunger that was urging him towards Carole. As yet he didn't recognize it, but he could not deny it.

He moved further west and crossed the Granchester Road where it passed through the avenue of beech trees. He was now close to White Heather Cottage and he remembered that he had left money there. He hesitated only for a second and then continued on his predetermined way. There would be no one at the cottage to tend his painkiller hands and he knew that was of paramount importance. His resolve was fixed on one immediate destination.

He turned back towards Barford, circling wide behind the back of White Heather Cottage. He moved warily now, knowing that he was fair prey to any hunter. All his senses of woodcraft came back, the dangers of a snapping twig or a carelessly displaced branch. If Grant had men posted in waiting along the edge of the forest then he was determined that they would neither see nor hear him. He became a black ghost moving silently in pitch darkness.

The trees ended. From here he was in grave danger. He looked towards the council houses beyond the patch of waste ground where the children played but saw nothing to alarm him. There were no lights at the windows. The estate was sleeping. Carole Lindsay's house was in darkness and indistinguishable from the rest. Hamilton searched for the feared policemen lying in wait.

It was then that he saw the flames leaping up inside the library.

Hamilton crouched on the dark rim of the forest and stared. The flames were weaving bright yellow and red patterns behind the windows. The library was definitely on fire.

Emotions raced through him, shock, surprise and fear. With the emotions came a flood of questions. How had the fire started? Could it have been deliberate? Could it have any connection with Sandra's murder? He was convinced that the library must have been the scene of the crime and that fact produced a torrent of possible implications. Perhaps someone was making a desperate bid to destroy any possible evidence.

Hamilton suddenly realized that he was running across the waste ground. He had totally forgotten the possibility of the whole area being filled with lurking policemen. He came to a dead stop less than fifty yards from the library building and looked round in panic. There was no outcry and no alarm. He was alone in the black night. He realized that if there had been a trap he would have sprung it and raced on.

He stopped again beside the library building. The interior was filled with fire and he could see the curtains shriveling up and disintegrating into the flames. There was a light inside but black smoke blotted out the bookshelves. Hamilton drew back from the heat and tasted the dryness of his own fear. He had never before been particularly afraid of fire, but the burning car crash had subconsciously affected his mind and now he felt acute terror. He wanted to turn and run but then he saw the two figures struggling frantically inside the blazing building.

Hamilton knew instinctively that the smaller figure was Carole. For a moment he was paralyzed, but then something that was even greater than mortal terror drove him forward. He ran to the double doors and found them open. He burst inside and then into the raging inferno that was the library. Flames roared around his ears and smoke and blistering air choked in his lungs. A window exploded and shattered in the heat. Then he saw Carole struggling with a tall, savage-eyed man who was beating her down to the floor.

Carole fell sprawling as Hamilton leaped forward. The tall man staggered back under the impact of Hamilton's furious charge and his shoulders hit the wall beside a window. A shroud of flaming curtain wrapped around his neck. The tall man roared with pain and rage and thrust forward again. He swung a clenched fist that split open the side of Hamilton's lip. Hamilton couldn't clench his own fists but he returned a back-handed smash at the tall man's face. The blow connected but caused more pain to Hamilton than to his opponent. His right hand became an explosion of molten agony.

Hamilton almost fainted, but Carole's life depended on him retaining his pain- drowned senses. He stumbled and the tall man attacked him with desperate fists. Blows thudded into Hamilton's face and stomach. The blows weakened because the tall man had swallowed too much smoke and poisonous carbon monoxide into his lungs. Hamilton pulled back and kicked his opponent hard in the crotch. The man gasped and doubled forward. Hamilton used his right elbow in a downward smash that sent the man sprawling.

Hamilton was also choking for lack of air. His lungs were on fire and there was fire all around him. The heat was intense. He saw the tall man struggling to get up and desperately crashed his shoulder against a rack of books. The rack of shelves swayed and Hamilton shoulder-charged them again. The rack toppled over backwards, still with the weight of books in place, and pinned the tall man to the poor.

The tall man began screaming and clawing at the carpet.

Hamilton ignored him and stumbled over to Carole who sprawled unconscious and face down on the floor. He knelt beside her, forcing his agonized hands under her outstretched arms. He hooked the inside of his elbows under her arms and attempted to lurch forward. Her slight frame was unbelievably heavy and his lungs were empty of air. He choked and struggled and made one superhuman effort to get her half way to the door.

His mouth opened and his throat worked to suck down poison. His face was scorched and his clothing smoldered. Black thunder filled his brain and he collapsed.

Another window burst and shattered and flames joined the thick black smoke that was pouring out into the night.

CHAPTER NINETEEN
The small red light on the charging unit standing on the low table at Archie Maitland's bedside glowed dimly in the darkness. Maitland slept deeply beside his wife and the only sounds were the ticking of the clock and the relaxed sighs of their breathing. Then the multitone pocket alerter standing upright in the charging unit began its urgent continuous bleeping.

The Fire Brigade Sub-officer was awake instantly.

He kicked off the bedclothes, pulled on his socks and trousers, and shoved his feet into waiting slippers with long-practiced rapidity. His wife sat up and switched on the bedside light and by then Maitland was hauling on a thick sweater over his pajamas. He grabbed up his car keys and the pocket alerter and ran out of the house.

The garage and the garden gates were already open, only the car was kept locked. Maitland unlocked the door, swung inside and deftly started the engine. His headlights flashed and the car leaped out on to the main road. The pocket alerter was still bleeping frantically as he sped towards the fire station.

The fire station was on the Brackendale Road and Maitland reached it in his average time of ninety seconds. He screeched to a stop on the forecourt and there were flashing headlights behind him as two more cars hurtled up. He ran through the already open doors. He was the third man to arrive. The first man was already in the watchroom taking down the radio-telephone message from Breckland Control. The second man was already in the driving seat and had started the big red fire appliance. Maitland grabbed his kit and caught the essential part of the message over the radio.

“Barford community hall . . . building on fire . . . ” Maitland pulled on his thigh boots, jammed his helmet on to his head and scrambled into the radio seat beside the driver. Four men jumped swiftly into the cab behind him, all of them still struggling into tunics and helmets. The fourth man to climb aboard shoved the printed copy of the radio message into Maitland's hand. The fire appliance roared forward. Maitland reached for the radio-telephone beside him and gave the vehicle's call sign: 
“Bravo, bravo, one – over.”

“Bravo, bravo, one - go ahead.”

“Bravo, bravo, one -- Mobile to Barford community hall. Sub-officer Maitland in charge. Crew of six.”

 They heard the acknowledgement as they raced through Barford and in less than two minutes Maitland was speaking again: 
“Bravo, bravo, one -- In attendance Barford community hall.” He put the phone down as the appliance heaved to a stop. Smoke and flames were shooting out of the library side of the dual purpose building and Maitland saw immediately that he had a major job on his hands. He snapped orders and his men left the cab at a run. One man dived for a control branch which he tucked under one arm as he coupled up and ran out a hose line. Two more of the crew grabbed for the hose reels. The driver sprinted round to the back of the machine to his valve wheels and pump controls.

A heavy figure in a blue uniform ran up to Maitland through the smoke. Bill Prescott was gasping although he had only been on the scene for less than a minute. He said hoarsely, “Archie, there's people inside. Two, I think. I saw them sprawled on the floor of the library but I couldn't get in.” He coughed helplessly for a minute. “There's too much smoke. I couldn't breathe.”

“Jim! Alan!” Maitland shouted to the nearest of his crew. “The B.A. sets, quick -- there's someone inside.”

Leading Fireman Jim Barnes threw the hose he was unreeling to another of his team-mates and ran back to the cab. Fireman Alan Stevens followed at his heels. They each grabbed one of the compressed air breathing apparatus sets from the back of the cab. Their crew-mates moved to help them struggle into the harnesses and they buckled up the chest and waist straps.

“One man and a woman as far as I could make out,” Prescott was saying. “They're just inside the library door.”

Jim Barnes nodded his understanding and at the same time turned on the main valve at the base of the air cylinder now fitting snugly in its frame between his shoulders. He checked his pressure gauge and gave the reading to the waiting fireman with the yellow control board. The reading and his name were noted down while Barnes adjusted the rubber face mask and tightened the straps.

He breathed to check that his demand and exhalation valves were working correctly and then switched the main valve off. He continued breathing until the face mask collapsed around his face and then he knew that he had a safe seal from the outside atmosphere. He turned on the main valve again. He checked his by-pass valve and then handed over his yellow tally with the key to his emergency distress signal unit to the control board Operator.

Alan Stevens had followed the same procedure. The time that both men had started breathing from their cylinders was noted on the board. Maitland handed his Leading Fireman a charged hose. Stevens carried a powerful torch.

“Get them out if you can, Jim,” Maitland said.

Barnes nodded, his face invisible except for his eyes behind his mask. Stevens's right hand gripped the Leading Fireman's left shoulder.

They moved forward into the blazing building.

Maitland knew that he didn't have enough men and so he turned back to the radio.
“Bravo, bravo, one,” he said tersely.

“Bravo, bravo, one -- go ahead.”

“Bravo, bravo, one -- From Sub- Officer Maitland at Barford community hall. Ground floor library of building well alight. Two persons reported trapped. B.A. one jet and two hose-reels in use. Ambulance required. Make pumps four.”

 A machine from Granchester was already on its way. In Granchester fire station the bells jangled and a stand-by crew rushed to board their second appliance. In the silent village of East Linden ten more multitone pocket alerters began their high-pitched bleeping at the bedsides of sleeping firemen.
***
Jim Barnes pushed open the double doors and led the way into the smoke- logged lobby. He turned to his right, his left foot sweeping a half circle before him and then taking his weight while his right foot drew up. His left hand carried the charged hose, while the back of his right hand moved continually up and down the wall. The palm of the hand was never used, because a live electrical wire inadvertently gripped would kill, whereas a live wire touched by the back of a hand would throw the hand away. With their self-contained breathing sets the two men were safe from the poisonous smoke, but nothing protected them from the murderous heat. Within seconds they were streaming sweat inside their uniforms.

The torch that Alan Stevens carried was practically useless in the black smoke, but the inner doors to the library were clearly marked by the flames leaping around the wooden framework. Barnes paused and turned on the lever of his hand-controlled branch. The powerful water jet fired forward and smashed at the flames. When he had cooled the doorway he switched off the jet and used his right hand again to grope his way along the wall.

“Careful, Jim.” The beam of the torch had shown a glimpse of the tiled floor through the rolling smoke clouds, and Stevens stopped his own sweeping foot movement and tightened his hand in a warning grip on the Leading Fireman's shoulder. “There's broken glass on the floor.”
Barnes realized that the glass door panels had shattered in the heat, littering the doorway with splinters. The two men trod more warily as they moved through the second set of doors and ahead of them the interior of the library was a furnace of raging flame. Barnes crouched, flinching back and switching on his jet. While the Leading Fireman fought the flames Stevens searched with the torch. They couldn't get any further into the building and the hiss of steam from the striking jet joined the crackling and roaring of the fire. The heat was too much and Barnes realized that they would have to withdraw, and then Stevens shouted hoarsely through his face mask.

“There, Jim!” He pointed with his torch. Barnes dimly saw the two slumped figures sprawled face down only eight feet away with the flames already eating up the carpet around them. He pushed forward with the jet and knocked the flames back, and then switched off the jet and dropped the branch. He grabbed the unconscious body of Dennis Hamilton under the armpits and heaved him over on to his back.

Stevens was beside him, dragging at the body of Carole Lindsay.

The two firemen struggled backwards with their burdens through the smoke. Without the jet to keep them at bay the flames roared forward again like hungry monsters. Further back part of the ceiling collapsed with a fearsome rumbling. Barnes and Stevens poured with sweat and their hearts pumped desperately. They were gulping down air and working at this rate it wasn't coming fast enough. Barnes reached back to the base of his cylinder and cracked open his by-pass valve. Air now rushed in a continuous stream into his face mask. Beside him Stevens followed his example.

They came out with a rush, following the guiding life line of the hose. As they emerged from the doomed building their crew-mates ran up to relieve them of the dead weight of the two bodies they had unceremoniously hauled clear.

***
It was three hours later before the combined are crews of the four appliances were again able to penetrate into the gutted remains of the burned out library and community hall. It was then that they found a third body.

By that time Grant and Harding had arrived on the scene and it was Harding who recognized the blackened features of the corpse.

“It's Tom Barnet,” he said, trying to keep his voice steady.

Bill Prescott stood beside them. The burly Police Sergeant looked suddenly conscience-stricken.

“I called round at his place earlier this evening,” Prescott said slowly and bitterly. “I wanted to talk to young Sam, and I thought that he might talk more readily if I saw him and his dad together. No one answered the door so I left it. I was going to try again tomorrow.”

***
Four days passed before Dennis Hamilton was well enough to receive visitors. Emergency operations had saved his hands which were now padded and swathed with thick white gloves of clean bandages. He was weak but comfortable and capable of sitting up in his hospital bed when Grant and Harding called. The Superintendent introduced his Inspector and then they both found chairs.

“We felt that someone owed you an explanation, Dennis,” Grant said quietly. “The man who died in the fire was Tom Barnet, and it was his young son Sam who killed Sandra.”

 Hamilton said nothing because it still pained him to talk. He waited expectantly and Grant filled in the details.

“Sam Barnet and his girl friend Lucy Gilmore broke into the library because they were bored. It was their idea of an adventure, a bit of excitement that was better than just hanging about the street corners. Lucy left a window open in the ladies toilet earlier in the evening. Later that night they came back together and climbed in through the window. They got into the library and Sam took the cash box because it was too easy to miss. Taking something, even if it was only a few pounds of petty cash, was a bonus to their adventure. Then the adventure went wrong. Sandra Bishop came back to the library.”
 Grant paused but he didn't know what expression to use, sadness or anger, bitterness or frustration, none of it was enough. He shrugged helplessly. 
“Sandra came back to the library,” he repeated. “We can only assume that you were right in thinking that she wanted to pick up those stereo records that she had put to one side. Anyway she switched on the light and caught young Sam with the cash box in his hands. Sam dropped the box and tried to run. Sandra stopped him. No doubt she was already angry after that argument with you. She struggled with the boy until he got a grip on her throat and half strangled her. Then she collapsed on to her knees. Sam was in a blind panic. He grabbed a heavy book from the nearest shelf and hit her across the back of the head. Sandra fell to the floor and then Sam grabbed Lucy's hand and they ran away. The boy had just enough thought to switch out the light as they left.”

“They were just a pair of frightened kids,” Harding said heavily. “The boy was fifteen years old. The girl was fourteen. They wanted an adventure, God help them.” He paused. “God help us all!' 
Grant nodded slowly and then continued the story.

“They separated and went to their own homes. Sam couldn't sleep. In the early hours of the morning Tom Barnet woke up and heard his son sobbing. He wanted to know why. Sam broke down and told him the whole story.

“It was Tom Barnet who tried to cover up for his son. He had already lost his wife to another man and he was in an emotional mess. He was under stress and he couldn't hold down a job. Sam was the one stabilizing focus of his life and he felt that he had to protect Sam. He went back to the library to and find out exactly what had happened and found Sandra Bishop dead on the floor.

“Barnet did his best to cover up. He went into the ladies and closed the window. He wore gloves and he wiped the cash box clean in case it bore Sam's fingerprints. Unfortunately for him he returned the box to the wrong shelf. He straightened up the carpets and generally saw that everything was neat and tidy. He carried Sandra outside and carefully locked the door behind him with her key. The green Morris 1100 was conveniently parked in the car park beside the library so he pushed Sandra into the boot. Then he broke into the car, crossed the ignition wires and drove out to the forest. He was digging Sandra's grave when you disturbed him.”

“You were unlucky,” Harding told Hamilton.

Grant agreed. “Barnet was in The Black Bull when you had that argument with Sandra, so when you stumbled on to him in the forest he saw the opportunity to implicate you in Sandra's death. He had to do something about you anyway. He knocked you cold, loaded you into the Morris 1100, and then drove the car back to the main road. Then he put you behind the wheel, got the car going and jumped out. Either by luck or judgment the car ran headlong into that oncoming lorry. Barnet went back to fill in the grave he had started to dig for Sandra and he dropped your binoculars into the hole. We found them during the manhunt.”

 Hamilton had read the latest newspapers so he knew that there was more. “What about the Gilmore girl?” he croaked.

“That was a complication Barnet didn't know about until later,” Grant said. “Sam had allowed his father to believe that he had been alone at the library. Later Lucy saw you and Carole in the library on the night that you came out of the woods. She was frightened. She ran to tell Sam and Tom Barnet caught them together. Lucy wanted to go to the police. Then it was Barnet who found himself in a position where the whole tangled mess had got out of his control. He agreed to take Lucy to the police station, but once he had separated her from Sam he strangled her. He hoped that by dumping her on the edge of the forest he could again shift the blame on to you.

“We were already following your advice to take an interest in the library, and later Sergeant Prescott made a chance attempt to talk to Sam. At that stage Barnet completely lost his head, he was terrified that he might have missed some evidence that would incriminate Sam and consequently himself, and so he set out to destroy the whole library by fire. Carole Lindsay saw him go inside, but at that hour of night she thought it was you.”
“How is Carole,” Hamilton wanted to know.

“She’s recovering,” Grant smiled. “She’s sitting up and asking for you.”

 Grant pushed a folded newspaper across the bed and added cheerfully: “Here's some more good news for you. There's a report in there about a government scheme that's being set up to pay authors for the use of their books in libraries without a direct charge to the borrower. It looks as though you and Sandra may yet get what you both wanted.”

 Hamilton wasn't interested in the paper, not now. “When will they let me see Carole?” was all that he asked.

***
As they walked away from the hospital towards the black Rover Grant remarked that they should have known that Hamilton would prove to be innocent.

“How, sir?” Harding was puzzled.

“It's common-sense, Ron,” Grant smiled wryly. “Hamilton is a writer and writers live only to write. That's why they're so easily exploited by a society which insists that books must be free. A man with a book in his mind is a man with a fever in his brain -- there's no peace for him until he has sweated it all out. That's why writers will go on writing no matter how little they are paid. That's why Hamilton will go on writing even now. And that's why we should have known that he didn't kill Sandra Bishop.

“My guess is that any writer who really felt like strangling a librarian would be more likely to go home and write a book about it.”

