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The first Sunday of half term, October 2020.  

The Matthews/Bright/Campbell-the-Newfoundland residence 

 

“Does rule of six include dogs?” Adam Matthews scrutinized his Christmas lunch list, one of 

many lists he and Robin Bright produced at this time of year. Who got a real card, who got an 

e-card, who they bought presents for, whose presents had to go into the post, what food they 

had to order and what they had to buy fresh. Even for a Christmas like 2020, you needed to 

be organised and organised well in advance. Perhaps even more so, with the frenzy of online 

buying that was bound to occur. So the start of October half-term wasn’t too early to be 

putting his lists together.  

He also had a mental list of things he didn’t want to happen, top of which was Robin getting 

called in over the Christmas break to deal with a murder. 

Adam looked up from his seat, to where his partner was lying on the sofa, eyes shut. “Eh, I’m 

talking to you, Detective Chief Inspector Bright. Are you having a sly kip?”  

“No, I’m just resting my eyes.” Robin shot him a smile. “Rule of six. Despite the fact that 

he’d eat enough for six if we let him, Campbell doesn’t count as a human.” 

The Newfoundland, who’d definitely been having a kip, although there was nothing sly about 

it, raised his head at the mention of his name. Or maybe at the magic word “eat”.  

“Even though he gets a stocking?” 

“You could give a stocking to that hedgehog who used to come sniffing around the back door 

but that wouldn’t make him count as one of the six.” Robin patted the dog’s head. “Used to 

drive you mad, didn’t it, boy? No nasty hedgehogs here.” 

“There’ll probably in hibernation. Don’t count your chickens until next spring.” 

The first spring they’d have in their new home, following on from the first Christmas they’d 

spend there. The change of location was the main reason Adam and Robin were so adamant 

with their families that they’d be hosting this year and it was one of the positive things that 

had come out of 2020. A stamp duty holiday to take advantage of had kick-started the local 

housing market, so perhaps it had turned out just as well that they’d not taken the plunge 

earlier, despite having said—almost from the time they’d first moved in together—that they 

should be looking for a place that was theirs from the start. Rather than the cottage that Adam 

had inherited from his grandparents. 

Campbell had been part of that inheritance too, then barely more than a puppy. Back when 

they were first going out, Robin had asked, in his subtle policeman way, why the old couple 

had taken on such a large and active dog at an advanced stage of life and got more of an 

answer than he would have expected. The Newfoundland had been bought to replace Hamish, 

a black Labrador who’d been their faithful companion for twelve years before passing on to 

the great Bonio shop in the sky. They wanted to keep active and a dog was perfect for that.  

So he’d proved, initially, but then fate struck. A diagnosis of an inoperable brain tumour had 

meant Mrs Matthews didn’t get to see Campbell grow to maturity and her husband’s death 



had followed hard on her heels. A broken heart, people said, conveniently ignoring the fact 

that forty cigarettes a day for most a of a lifetime made a man susceptible to coronary disease. 

While the shock of his wife’s death had contributed, it was nicotine rather than grief that had 

caused the fatal heart attack. 

Adam had never smoked and vowed he never would, having seen both his father and 

grandfather succumb to the effects of the noxious weed. The effects on the house he’d 

inherited had been notable, too. Even though his grandparents had kept it sparklingly clean 

and regular decorated it, you could never disguise where a smoker lived—the clue was 

always in the paintwork. It had taken Adam a whole summer, a ton of sugar soap and the 

services of a professional decorator to get to the point where the white looked white and 

stayed that way.  

Their new property hadn’t needed quite so much intensive care, having been left in pristine 

condition, which is perhaps what you should expect from an ex-army type, which the 

previous owner had been. The neighbours seemed a nice bunch, accepting of having a gay 

couple in the vicinity, although Adam and Robin’s professions no doubt helped on that score. 

The older couple across the road thought it very reassuring to have a policeman almost on 

their doorstep. Adam had made a joke about Robin not being out patrolling the streets and 

hadn’t had the heart to say that one of the reasons their previous neighbours had surely 

heaved a sigh of relief at their departure was the nasty characters who—albeit infrequently—

had a habit of turning up on their doorstep. Or, on one occasion, confronting Robin in the 

kitchen with a gun.  

The first day in their new home Robin had remarked, as they’d symbolically carried 

Campbell over the threshold of their new home, about how long it might be before they had 

to move again. 

“How did you get to six, anyway?” Robin asked, jogging Adam out of his thoughts. “You, 

me, my mum, Aunt Clare, your mum. That’s five, so you can include Campbell and be fine. 

Local lockdowns and whatever willing.” 

“What about Jeff?” 

“Jeff?” 

“Your aunt Clare’s gentleman friend, Jeff.” 

“Oh, yes. I’d sort of assumed he’d be history by now. She does have a tendency to pick them 

up and lay them down again pretty sharpish. High standards, Mum says.” Robin’s eye roll 

showed what he thought of that opinion.  

“Whereas you vacillate between thinking she’s a commitment-phobe or a just footloose and 

fancy free?” Adam chuckled.  

“Something like that. I never did get to meet him, though. What’s he like?” 

“Alright.” Adam scratched his head with his pen. “Bit of a silver fox. Widower the last five 

years. Plays indoor bowls and quite useful at it, apparently.” 

“I already got all of that from Mum, apart from the silver fox bit. She said he had classic 

looks, whatever that means.”  

“Yeah. I guess he wouldn’t have appeared out of place in a nineteen-forties black and white 

film, playing second fiddle to John Mills. Although he didn’t strike me as the sort who knows 

he’s fit and uses it.” 

“I look forward to meeting him. If he’s still on the radar come Christmas,” Robin added, with 

a snort. 



A shame he hadn’t been present to weigh Jeff up for himself, but work had intervened, a 

nasty child abduction case—was there ever a case involving a child that wasn’t nasty? — 

having cropped up. Thank God the little boy had soon turned up safe and sound, at his aunt’s 

place, in what seemed to be an inside job, an attempt to get sympathy, and maybe make a 

financial profit, from the family’s supposed situation. Robin had said it was one of the worst 

cases he’d had to deal with, putting the average murder into the shade.  

“What’s Jeff’s surname?” Robin asked, fishing his phone out of his pocket. 

“Waits, I think. Although I’m not sure whether it’s spelled like being at a bus stop or has an e 

or a y in there. Pourquoi?”  

“I’m going to google him. Don’t want him to turn out to be another Frank, do we, boy?” The 

last bit was addressed to Campbell, who had evidently decided that he needed to take an 

active part in whatever was going on, so had his wet nose poised just above Robin’s phone. 

“Oh, yes. I remember you telling me about Frank.”  

Frank, who’d apparently broken Clare’s heart a couple of years before Adam and Robin had 

met. Frank who nearly had his arm broken by her when she discovered he wasn’t the 

widower he’d purported to be. If it turned out Jeff was hiding the same sort of lies and his 

treachery got revealed at the Christmas dinner table, Adam could imagine what sort of 

damage she could do to the bloke with a flaming plum pudding. Best to find out now and 

head off any trouble.   

“How did Aunt Clare find out about Frank’s other wife, anyway? You and google?” Adam 

asked. 

“Not me, that time, although I did check him out. He was too clever to leave much of an 

online footprint, which might raise my suspicions if he had been nineteen but at sixty-two it’s 

not unusual. It was your pal Anderson,” Robin told the dog, while stroking its ear. 

Campbell’s look of disdain showed his opinion of Robin’s one-time sergeant and their 

temporary—and not missed one iota—lodger.  

“How did Stuart end up involved?” 

“One of those fortuitous coincidences. He and I were on the way to interview a suspect when 

we happened to bump into Clare and Frank. Lover boy seemed more than a bit put out at the 

encounter, which was no wonder when Stuart subsequently told me that he reckoned he’d 

seen him in his local curry house with another woman. He did a bit of digging and it all came 

out.” Robin took Campbell’s face between his hands. “Which is a lesson to you, boy, that you 

shouldn’t cheat.” 

“And if you have to cheat, don’t be dumb enough to do it almost on your own doorstep.” 

Adam left Robin to his investigations, amused that his partner couldn’t quite put investigating 

to one side, even on a day off. 

“Nothing of note on the social media side,” Robin said after a few minutes. “Jeff has 

Facebook but doesn’t seem to use it much. Not locked, so his posts are accessible and most of 

those are sharing stuff. British Legion poppy appeal and the like. There’s a slightly mawkish 

one about how his wife had been dead three years this August and how he would never forget 

her, even if life moved on. That must be from just after he met Clare.” 

“Probably. Can we mark him down for mushiness or is that setting the bar too high? Eh? 

Robin, are you asleep again?” 

“No. I’m looking at his photos. One of the bloke when he had a beard that rings a bell. I’ve 

met him, I’m sure, but I can’t think where.” 



“Most likely in an interview room.” The laughter died on Adam’s lips as he clocked his 

partner’s changed expression. “Oh, shit. It really was an interview room, wasn’t it?” 

“Can’t say for certain but I think you’re right. I can’t remember what he was being 

interviewed about.” Robin eyed his phone. “I could ring in and get the duty officer to access 

the database, I guess. Not the done thing, though.” 

“Abuse of your position?” 

“Yeah.” Robin was a stickler for the rules, demanding the same high standards of himself as 

he did of his team. “Unless I say I’m checking whether he’s got any relevant convictions with 

children. As your potential uncle-in-law he’s close enough that you’d want to know about 

him on the safeguarding front.” 

“I guess so.” Adam would have to declare to the school if he had any close connections to 

someone with a relevant history. “Safeguarding does override everything else, only don’t go 

getting yourself into trouble. Hopefully, when you interviewed him, you were just 

eliminating the bloke from enquiries.” 

Robin’s face suggested that wasn’t the case. “I’ll sleep on it. I might have remembered by 

tomorrow.” 

“Okay. In the meantime, I’ve a list of things we need to order online and you’re just the man 

to be getting on and doing it.” 

“You’re a hard taskmaster.” Robin eased himself off the sofa. “I suppose booting up the 

laptop is preferable to fighting the throngs at Kinechester retail village.” 

“Probably. Although, think about it. Queuing and keeping our distance. The average Brit was 

made for 2020.” 

 

*** 

 

Monday morning, having slept on it, Robin still couldn’t remember the context in which he’d 

interviewed Jeff. He had come up with a strategy, however. When he got into the police 

station, he’d tell his trusty and highly efficient sergeant, Pru Davis, who’d surely have some 

wisdom to share. As it turned out, her response wasn’t quite what he’d expected. 

“Reminds me of a Disney film I used to love when I was little. Robin Hood. Jokes about 

having an outlaw for an in-law.” Pru chuckled. “I’ll look him up for you. Quite legitimate. 

You’re reporting a concern about a vulnerable member of your family and want to make sure 

they’re not at risk from their new partner.” 

“That’s a slight exaggeration, but it works for me.” Robin turned his attention to paperwork 

and last-minute preparations for a talk he had to give online to a group of sixth-form students 

interested in criminology.  

He’d not been back in his office five minutes when Pru’s head appeared around his door. 

“Got a moment, sir? About that things we discussed earlier.” 

“Of course.” 

Pru came in, shutting the door behind her. How bad was this going to turn out to be?  

“Jeff Waits. Has a clear record, apart from a driver awareness course he took a few years ago 

after being caught on a speed camera. He was interviewed, ten years back, along with half a 

dozen other blokes. No charges laid against any of them. The case is still open.” Pru raised an 

eyebrow. “Want to hear more or leave it at that?” 

“What do you think?” 



“This is a bit of a bizarre coincidence, what with my favourite film and the outlaw for an in-

law joke. Do you remember the Robin Hood Santa case?” 

Robin slapped the desk. “Yes. That’s it. How could I have forgotten?” 

He’d still been a detective constable, about to be made up to sergeant. There’d been a spate of 

robberies at large houses, in the run-up to Christmas. Never anything taken that would 

probably be of sentimental value, always items that could simply be replaced. The police 

might have hauled in the usual local suspects—or suspected a gang driving down from 

London—had it not been for two things.  

Firstly, two days after each of the robberies, a box of brand new, high quality presents had 

been left across the county on the doorstep of various locations. A children’s home, a 

women’s refuge, a special school—all places where they’d be very welcome. In each case 

there’d been a note saying they were from Robin Hood Santa. These incidents wouldn’t 

necessarily have been linked to the burglaries, were it not for the second significant fact, 

which was that the value of presents was very similar to the value of the items stolen. On the 

occasion the burglar appeared to have been interrupted, possibly by barking of the dog in the 

neighbouring garden, and therefore taken a smaller haul, a smaller deposition of presents had 

followed. 

In two of the burglary cases, somebody dressed as Father Christmas had been seen close by, 

with his sack full of what appeared to be presents, which would have made a useful means of 

carrying any swag he’d obtained. Nobody had taken much notice at the time of the first 

burglary, because the local park had been full of Sain Nicks, it being one of the earliest Santa 

fun runs to raise money for charity. Even if the police had connected the Father Christmas 

impersonator with the burglary, they’d have had little chance of pinning him down, among 

the two hundred people dressed in the same fashion. 

No Santas had been spotted at the time of the second incident—the one with the barking 

dog—although the property concerned was out in the sticks and not overlooked by any other 

houses. When the third burglary took place, a Father Christmas had been spotted close at 

hand once again, which is when the police made the connection and got what should have 

been a lucky break. A group of friends from an over-35s football club had been having a pre-

Christmas lunch at a local pub, all six of them dressed as Father Christmas, and when the pub 

manager heard about the police’s theory, he’d reported the lunch. The place was only two 

miles from the house which had been robbed and, as it turned out when they checked the 

names of those attending, one had form for handling stolen goods. 

Each of the footballers had been interviewed, although it soon became apparent they could 

eliminate the one who’d been a fence, as he’d been in his dentist’s chair enduring the final 

stages of a check-up at the time the burglary had occurred. An identification parade proved 

inconclusive and nothing turned up via the forensics. Two days after the third burglary, a 

batch of presents appeared at the women’s refuge—including ones for the mums as well as 

the children—and that was it. No further burglaries, no more present drops, no Santas 

misbehaving themselves other than the usual pre-Christmas dressed up and boozed up types. 

The local press had got hold of the story early on, loving the Robin Hood Santa bit and 

getting as close as they could to saying they hoped the culprit wouldn’t be caught. The 

householders affected could surely claim on their insurance policies and the children who’d 

benefited surely deserved a decent Christmas.  

“Did they ever prove the bloke who did the burglaries was behind the deliveries?” 



“No. If there’d been any forensic evidence to link the two it might have helped us find him.” 

Robin chuckled. “I recognise the expression on your face, Sergeant Davis. You clearly don’t 

believe there’s any connection at all.” 

“I didn’t say that and neither did my face.” Pru grinned. “I was simply thinking that there 

isn’t a large enough gap between each burglary and the presents being dropped off for the 

stolen goods to be sold and the profits used at Argos or wherever.” 

Robin spread his hands. “We believed it was a case of the culprit having enough funds to call 

on that he was able to fund the gifts upfront and then pay himself back.” 

“Himself? It had to be a man?” Pru asked. “Surely it could have been a woman beneath the 

costume?” 

“If it was, she’d have been a tall, well-built one, but I take the point. Have you read the letter 

to the local rag, by the way? It should be in the evidence file.” 

“I must have missed it.”  

That wasn’t like Pru, overlooking something. “It was supposedly from the culprit but 

anonymous, obviously. Claiming responsibility and quoting the whole rob from the rich and 

give to the poor bit. There was a quote from some mawkish Christmas song, as well.” 

“Did you think it was genuine?” 

“Possibly, although my boss said it wasn’t worth wasting time on, because there was nothing 

in it to help the enquiry and the editor said it had been typewritten on an ordinary piece of 

A4. It was signed Father Christmas 2010, rather than Mother Christmas, but that doesn’t 

mean anything.” Robin sat back in his chair. “Jeff was one of the blokes at the dinner, so he 

got interviewed. That’s why I remember the face.” 

“He wasn’t wearing his Santa whiskers, then?” Pru grinned then consulted her notes again. 

“No further action taken against him, or indeed any of them. Does that help the potential 

awkwardness over Christmas dinner or hinder it?” 

“I have no bloody idea.” 

 

*** 

 

Adam had clear plans for his half-term break. Part of it would be spent planning for a run-up 

to Christmas that would resemble no other he’d experienced in a school and part of it was 

dedicated to a touch of decorating on their new home. It had been maintained well by the 

previous owners, so much of what he needed to do was cosmetic, apart from getting rid of the 

plum colour on one feature wall. He’d given it one coat that Monday morning and then had 

got his head down over his planning, only coming up for lunch and to take Campbell on a 

walk.  

A simple dinner of pies from Waitrose and vegetables on the side would need the minimum 

of effort, then he and Robin could concentrate on the mystery of Jeff. Robin had sent a 

message earlier, giving a bare outline of the case, Google had supplied Adam with more 

information and now he had several questions he wanted to pose. He’d let Robin get changed, 

relax, get dinner inside him and have his usual few meaningful minutes with Campbell before 

grilling him, though. 

Actually, it was Robin who raised the subject, before his knife had even gone into his steak 

and kidney pie. “So, what did you make of the Jeff story? Robin Hood Santa and all that. I’m 

not sure I’d have believed it if I’d not been involved.” 



“Yeah, it is a bit bizarre. I remember the case because the kids in my class couldn’t stop 

talking about it. Great teaching aid.” 

“Really? Enlighten me.” 

“For a start, I got them doing research on whether Robin Hood had ever existed and they had 

to write up their conclusions with sources. Then we did some work on the morality of 

robbing from the rich to give to the poor. That debate got a bit heated.” Adam chuckled. “Can 

we discuss Jeff after dinner? I don’t want my food to get cold.” 

“That sounds ominous, but yes, of course. I like what you’ve done to the hideous wall, by the 

way.” 

The conversation stuck to decorating and how some people’s taste in it was questionable, 

until they’d finished their food and were relaxed. They stretched out, one on each sofa in the 

lounge, ignoring the lingering smell of paint and enjoying a well-deserved beer.  

“I think I can face the full story of Jeff, if you can face my follow-up questions.” 

“I knew it was ominous.” Robin took a swig of beer, then went into an account of all he’d 

found out via Pru, concluding with, “So it’s just as well somebody looked him up. Innocent 

until proven guilty and all that, but at least I’m pre-warned. I’d have hated to remember all 

that half-way through the turkey.” 

“Well—as the kids in my class would put it—I’m shook. That bit about the fence. Could he 

and the burglar have been in cahoots?  One steals it, one sells it, maybe a third person buys 

the presents and a fourth drops them off. All of them have an alibi for parts of the crime.” 

“Sounds like something out of one of those naff Christmas films they’re starting to show.” 

“God preserve us from those.” Adam had a drink, then said, “The letter that’s missing from 

the files. Any significance in that? If this was Midsomer Murders it would be the most 

important clue.” 

Robin snorted. “If this was Midsomer Murders, the burglaries would have been committed by 

the local Master of Foxhounds, to get revenge on an insider trading syndicate operating out of 

the local craft shop. In real life, I doubt there’s anything suspicious in the letter not being 

there. I’ve remembered who was in charge of evidence at the time. Hamish MacGrath. Nice 

old bloke, coming to the end of his career. Supposed to have been as sharp as a knife in his 

prime, able to lay his hands on anything you wanted, but I guess he was starting to lose it and 

simply misfiled the thing. Next question?” 

“Did anyone have a clue about why the burglaries stopped?” 

“I did. I reckon one of the six Santas at that lunch was responsible, realised we were getting 

too close and decided not to push his luck too far. Went back to being a model citizen. Or 

being so clever a crook we’d not yet caught them up to anything,” Robin added, ruefully.  

“Okay, so last thing for the moment. One of the places that got presents was a women’s 

refuge, right? So how did the culprit know where it was? I don’t know much about these 

places but I get the impression they keep the addresses of them secret.” 

Robin sat up. “You’re bloody right. I know they do now, and I guess it was no different ten 

years ago. One up for the schoolteacher over the poor thick rozzers.” 

“The deputy headteacher, thank you.”  

“Pardon me. I forget your exalted rank sometimes, as you look far too young to hold it.” 

Adam made a face, then—addressing Campbell—said, “Can you get your other dad to 

behave himself?” 

Campbell, who’d made himself comfy on the rug, lifted one eyelid then shut it again. 



“He’s got more sense than to try it. So, who would be in the know about the refuge’s 

location? A neighbour, maybe?” Robin raised his fingers in turn, counting off the options. 

“The local doctor, social workers, police…” 

“If the children there were school age and had been relocated to the local school, the 

headteacher would have an idea, as would whoever handled pupil admissions. Do we know if 

Jeff had links to any of them?” 

“I’ll have a look through the case files again, but the only personal things I remember are that 

he’s an accountant and played in that football team. Neither of those would give a 

connection. You met the bloke. With the benefit of your hindsight, can you recall him 

mentioning anything that’s relevant?” 

“Not off the top of my head, but I wouldn’t necessarily have taken much notice if he did. He 

didn’t talk much about his work—reckoned it was too boring—although he did talk about 

football. He played goalie.” Adam wracked his brains. Conversation had been on everyday 

topics: sport, politics, the telly, house moves, the crime Robin was investigating. “I don’t 

remember him reacting much at any mention of your name but then he’d presumably already 

have come across it given that your Aunt Clare is so proud of you. If he made a connection to 

his interview, he’d have prepared himself to face you again. He didn’t know you’d have to 

pull out at the last moment.”  

“Yeah, well I’ve thought about that and I’m not sure it means much. It would have been more 

suspicious if he’d cried off than if he’d met me and bluffed it out. There were no charges 

brought, no evidence to link him to the crime apart from the Santa suit.” 

“He did strike me as the bluff-it-out type. I suspect he’d have been completely upfront about 

having met you before.” Adam puffed out his cheeks. “What do we do next? I can’t un-know 

that he was linked to an unsolved crime, so how can we avoid the awkwardness over 

Christmas dinner?” 

“Maybe we’ll have to hope we’re back in lockdown by then, so it’s taken out of our hands.” 

“That’s not funny, even if it’s an attractive option. Should I have a word with your mum? I 

can be subtle when I want to.” 

“It’s all that practice with awkward parents.” Robin wrinkled his brow in thought, then 

nodded. “I think you should talk to her, but don’t be too subtle. She needs to know exactly 

why we’re bothered and she’ll be able to tell us more about Jeff than I can find out from re-

reading the files.” 

“I’ll offer to take her out for lunch, Wednesday. Dog friendly pub so you can come, too.” 

Adam addressed the last bit to the Newfoundland, whose head had shot up at the mention of a 

meal.  

“You teachers—sorry, deputy headteachers—get too much holiday,” Robin sniggered. 

“I’ll think of that tomorrow, when I’m in school reviewing our Covid procedures. You can 

swop with me if you want and I’ll go and tackle your monthly returns or whatever you’ve got 

in the in-tray.” 

“No, thank you. I know when I’m well off.”  

 

*** 

 

Wednesday’s weather had clearly not got the memo about it being half-term and hard-

working pupils and teachers needing a bit of sunshine. Adam managed to time his and 

Campbell’s run from car to pub door so they didn’t end up too wet and they soon found Mrs 



Bright waiting for them. She’d been caught in the worst of the downpour, only saved by 

trusty walking boots and umbrella.  

She’d listened patiently about Jeff and said she was equally determined to get the mystery 

tidied up if they could. She liked the bloke and didn’t want doubt about him nagging every 

time they met up, nor did she think it was fair for him to have to carry other people’s 

suspicions. 

Adam settled himself and Campbell at the table, the dog accepting lots of fuss from his 

almost-grandmother, then looked up to see Aunt Clare come through the door and head in 

their direction. 

“Sorry I didn’t tell you beforehand that I was going to invite her along,” Mrs Bright said, 

with a sheepish grin. “It’s for the best, honest.” 

“It is,” Clare said, taking off her mask as she sat down. “Thank goodness that’s off, although 

it does keep my nose warm.” 

“I suppose that’s one advantage.” Adam nodded distractedly. He’d carefully planned how he 

was going to tackle this but those plans would need revision. The arrival of a waitress to take 

their order allowed him that breathing space, although it turned out he needn’t have bothered. 

“I know all about Robin Hood Santa,” Clare said, once the waitress had gone. “Jeff told me 

everything that time we were due to meet you and Robin over lunch. He remembered the 

name of the young officer who’d interviewed him and didn’t want there to be any 

awkwardness.” 

“He also wanted to ask Robin about it, but he didn’t get the chance,” Mrs Bright said. “Jeff 

wants his name to be cleared, although he knows that’s a long shot after all these years.” 

“You know what people are like.” Clare rolled her eyes. “No smoke without fire and all that. 

A wicked saying, isn’t it, Campbell?” 

The dog looked up, eyes full of canine sympathy, then presented his wet nose as a 

consolatory gift. 

“I’m going to sound like Robin, but I have to ask. Are you sure he’s innocent?” Adam asked, 

pleased that the women’s eyes were currently focussed on the dog, not him. 

“Absolutely. Why would he want the case looked at again if he was guilty?” Clare glanced up 

from where she continued to fuss over Campbell. “It makes no sense.” 

“Lots of guilty people do things that make no sense, in Robin’s experience, but I’ll trust your 

character judgement,” he added hastily. “I’ll tell you where we are. Robin’s review of the 

case files hasn’t shown up anything much and the only suspicious thing is that the letter the 

culprit supposedly wrote to the local paper is missing, possibly mis-filed. There’s one strand 

that struck me, though. Some of the presents were delivered to a women’s refuge. How did 

Robin Hood Santa know where that was?” 

Mrs Bright glanced at Clare then back to Adam. “Sorry, I must be being a bit dim.” 

“They keep the locations of them quiet so the ex-partners can’t come round causing trouble,” 

Clare said. “I saw a documentary about it. Only a handful of people know which houses are 

used.” 

Oh.” The light on the road to Kinechester had hit Mrs Bright and given illumination. “Like 

those safe houses you get in the spy dramas?” 

“Exactly. So whoever did this was in a position that they had that information or was close 

enough to somebody else who was and who told him about it.” Adam paused as their drinks 

arrived, including a bowl of water for Campbell, whose tail beat a tattoo of gratitude. “I don’t 



believe that Robin Hood Santa was fundamentally bad, because nobody got hurt, although 

it’s a hell of an unsettling thing to be burgled, irrespective of whether you’re insured.” 

“Yes, the feeling that your safe space has been violated.” Clare stirred some sugar into her 

coffee. “That’s why Jeff moved to another football team not long after. He suspected that one 

of the people at that lunch was the burglar.” 

“One of them in particular?” 

“He won’t give me a name but he says he narrowed it down to two. I’m sure he’d explain his 

reasoning to Robin.”  

Adam bent down to give Campbell a pat, giving himself an extra few seconds of thinking 

time. Days off were usually sacred. No work, all play. Robin had got the upcoming Friday off 

so they could have a long weekend staycation, so what would be the effect on the domestic 

happiness front if Adam committed part of it to getting to the bottom of the puzzle?  

Deciding that they’d be discussing it anyway, he said, “Is Jeff free on Friday? We could meet 

him for coffee and see if we can make any headway. I think we all want this put to bed.” 

“Yes.” Clare certainly looked as though she’d been gnawing over the issue. Unusual to see 

her brow quite so furrowed. “I’ll text him right now.” 

“Before you do that—and I hope you don’t take this the wrong way—can we see him alone, 

just me and Robin? There might be things he needs to tell us that he wouldn’t want you to 

hear.”  

“I’m sure there won’t be. He’s not the sort of man to keep secrets.” 

“That’s not what I meant.” Adam glanced at Mrs Bright, desperately seeking support.  

“Adam’s right, Clare. Let the lads chat about it together. What if Jeff knows something about 

one of the other footballers that he wouldn’t want you to know? You just said how awful ‘no 

smoke without fire’ is. Adam and Robin are used to dealing with information without making 

judgements.” 

That wasn’t quite the argument Adam would have used, but it appeared to work. “I guess 

you’re right. I’ll give you his phone number, Adam. Only, you will be kind, won’t you? He’s 

still a bit shaken by the whole thing. To have that hanging over you all the time.” 

“I do understand and I promise we’ll be kind. They don’t interrogate any more. It’s about 

gaining people’s trust in order to get to the truth.” Knowing the women’s interest in TV crime 

shows, Adam added, “and it isn’t simply forensics that lead to convictions, despite what you 

see on the telly. Most of the evidence comes from statements.” 

“You learn something new every day,” remarked Mrs Bright, as intrigued as Adam had 

hoped she’d be. He could steer the conversation onto modern policing in general, how the 

crime shows kept getting it wrong, and that would lead them away from Jeff in particular. If 

either of them knew about evidence that would clear the bloke’s name, they’d no doubt have 

outlined it already, probably long before this lunch took place. 

On the face of it, Jeff was an innocent man who’d been in the wrong place at the wrong time 

and, as a consequence, been left with a cloud of suspicion hanging over him. Trouble was, 

Adam knew by now that what appeared to be true on the face of things sometimes turned out 

to be a load of crap. And, in what he and Robin referred to as the Lance Armstrong defence—

named after the disgraced cyclist—the person who shouted loudest and longest about their 

innocence could be as guilty as sin. 

 

 

*** 



 

Friday of half term and the heavens had opened again. Robin and Adam had managed a lie-

in, followed by a lazy morning, but their intention of taking some fresh air before they met 

Jeff for coffee had been stymied. The forecast promised brighter weather later, so they took 

Campbell with them and could exercise him once they’d tackled the less pleasant part of the 

day. 

They’d chosen a dog-friendly café on the outskirts of Abbotston, arriving first so they could 

find a table within view of the entrance. It was unlikely two other blokes their age with a 

Newfoundland in tow would also be present, so Jeff shouldn’t have any trouble finding them. 

They’d probably recognise him straight away, not simply because Robin had a good memory 

for faces. Aunt Clare had said he resembled the golfer Bernard Langer, and so it proved. 

“Robin? Adam?” Jeff approached their table, thrust his hand out to shake, said, “ah, no, keep 

forgetting,” then sat down. As they made initial small talk and gave the waitress their order, 

Campbell gave the man a once over, then appeared to decide he was all right, deigning to 

shuffle in his direction and put his nose on Jeff’s leg. “Hello, boy. I’ve heard all about you.” 

Campbell allowed himself to be stroked, which surely had to be a sign in Jeff’s favour. That 

dog was an excellent judge of character. 

“You’ve made a friend,” Adam said.  

“I hope I’ve made three.” Jeff shot Robin a rueful glance. “I remember our last meeting. Did 

you think I’d done it?” 

“We didn’t know who’d done it. My old boss taught me to keep my mind open, which wasn’t 

always the way with his generation of copper. I’ve still got an open mind about the case.” 

Even more so now that Jeff had been so open about seeing them. Robin’s nose for 

investigation was telling him that the bloke might have some useful information to share, 

information that—for whatever reason—hadn’t emerged last time. 

“I don’t begrudge being interviewed. You had a job to do and you did it. I remember you 

being professional and polite. Your mother’s son.” The compliment appeared to be genuine. 

“I left that football team a couple of weeks later, even though it was mid-season. I was a 

useful goalie in those days so found another team easily enough.” 

“Did anybody find the timing of that suspicious?” Robin asked, slipping naturally into 

interview mode.  

“If they did, I wasn’t bothered. I suspected the burglar had to be one of the blokes who were 

at the lunch and I didn’t want to associate with them. I’ve enough faith in the police to 

believe you wouldn’t have focussed on us if there wasn’t good reason to. Terry’s dodgy 

record for a start.” 

“Terry was the guy with the history of handling stolen goods,” Robin reminded Adam. 

Adam nodded. “The one who had the unbreakable dental alibi? Any chance you can break 

that for us, Jeff?” 

“Nothing doing, I’m afraid. It would take Dorothy L Sayers to manage that. Unless the 

dentist was in league with him, which I doubt. She was our dentist, too and not the sort you’d 

mess with.” 

“Shame. That would have been a neat solution all round.” Robin knew they’d already been 

down that line, ten years previously, exploring whether the dentist, her nurse and the 

receptionist could all have been coerced into lying for him.  

Their coffees arrived, Campbell a picture of disappointment that there wasn’t water for him 

on this occasion. The waitress told them there was a bowl by the front door if the dog was 



thirsty and she’d fetch him some dog biscuits if that was okay. The enthusiastic thumping of 

Campbell’s tail on the floor showed it would be more than acceptable. 

Once she’d brought the biscuits and gone again, Robin said, “We never found any proof that 

anyone at your dinner was linked to the burglaries, although it seemed a reasonable theorem 

at the time.” 

“It still is. I’m certain one of them did it, I just don’t know which.” Jeff picked up his 

cappuccino “I’d buy a month’s worth of this for the person who works it out.” 

“It’d be money well invested.” Robin had spotted the key word in what Jeff had said. “We 

don’t know for certain it was one of the people at your dinner.” 

“You may not, but I do. So did my ex-coach, Ronnie Ramsey, who was the person who told 

me.”  

“What?” Adam almost spilled his americano in surprise. “Why didn’t either of you inform 

the police?” 

“Ronnie couldn’t, because he was at death’s door and neither could I. That was around the 

time my wife died, so I had my mind on other things. I’ve thought about contacting the police 

several times since but all I had to offer was hearsay and, so long after the event, I was 

worried it would sound a bit dubious. That’s why it was a godsend meeting Clare. I fell on 

my feet, meeting such a great woman at my age and then to find out her nephew was a 

copper…” Jeff’s expression of relief seemed genuine. 

“What did your coach tell you?” Robin asked. 

“That one of the players—not dodgy Terry, he made that plain—had asked him if he knew 

exactly where the local women’s refuge was over Tythebarn way. He didn’t and said he 

wasn’t willing to get the information. This player argued that it was in aid of a good cause, 

but Ronnie wasn’t having any of it, so the bloke said he’d find out another way. A few days 

later the first burglary happened although he still didn’t connect the two until he read about 

the donation of toys and gifts at the refuge.” 

Adam frowned. “How would Ronnie have been able to provide an address? Did he work in 

social services?” 

“No,” Jeff shook his head. “Ronnie’s wife was the admin officer at the local primary school 

so the chances were she’d know, having to handle the admissions. My grandson’s going up to 

school next September and the woman my daughter’s having to deal with is a right dragon. 

You’ll know the sort, Adam.” 

“I do. Scare the pants of me, some of them. But if the burglar didn’t get the information from 

her how did he find out where the refuge was? And did dodgy Terry fence the goods for 

him?” 

“He’d make a good copper, wouldn’t he?” Jeff grinned at Robin. “Must be all that practice 

interrogating children about why they haven’t done their homework. I can’t answer the first 

bit, but if I were a Ladbrokes man, I’d have twenty quid on the second bit. He wouldn’t have 

done it at the time, though. He’d have held on to the stuff until the heat had died down a bit, 

which is what he used to do in his dodgy days. Ronnie told me that as well.” 

“Did Ronnie have any proof?” If Robin could pin down Terry for handling stolen goods, then 

he might have a trail back to the burglar. 

“Nope and you can’t ask Terry because he got rear-ended on the M4 a year ago, hit the 

central reservation and didn’t survive the impact. I’d been trying to locate him, but he’d gone 

to ground abroad and it was only when I saw the story in the paper that I realised I was too 



late. It’s so bloody frustrating. And yes, I should have come to the police much earlier, I 

know.” Jeff took a mouthful of coffee.  

“Are the other four still alive?” 

“As far as I know, yes, although I’ve not gone looking for them. You’ll have all their details, 

but for the benefit of Adam…” Jeff counted them off on his fingers, “Ray, Bobby, Alan, 

Jack.” 

“Terry’s the odd one out, then.” Adam chuckled. “All the rest of you have 1966 World Cup 

Winners names.” 

“You’re not the first to notice that. We used to call dodgy Terry ‘Venables’ because he didn’t 

make the final twenty two back then. Anyway, I’d discard Ray from your calculations, as he 

was a vicar and the last person to get involved in anything that would cause somebody else 

distress. Unless you were an opposition forward in which case it was every man for himself.” 

“No Christian charity on the pitch?” Robin said. Still, he wouldn’t be so swift to remove 

anybody from the reckoning. He knew who had a solid alibi for the time of that third burglary 

and that list only consisted of Terry at the dentist and Alan, who’d been topping up with 

petrol miles away.  

“None asked for and none given. Discount Jack, as well, as he was the tightest tight wad I’ve 

ever known. Sort of bloke who splits the bill down to the exact penny. If it had been up to 

me, I’d not have invited him to the lunch, but he was Terry’s best buddy. Youngest of all of 

us, so the older blokes took him under their wings.” 

Robin put his fingers to his chin. “So, if you didn’t do it, both Terry and Alan have alibis, 

Ray and Jack wouldn’t, that leaves Bobby. I’m surprised you haven’t reached that conclusion 

already. Or have you?” he added, noting Jeff’s sheepish expression. 

“Well, maybe, although from another direction. Back when you first interviewed us, despite 

the fact we shouldn’t have been discussing things between us, we were. Bobby wanted Ray to 

say that they’d been chatting on the phone that morning. He said he was trying to help Ray 

out with an alibi because the bloke had been at home on his own, making a start on his 

Christmas sermon, although we all reckoned it had to be the other way round.” Jeff patted 

Campbell, who must have decided the man would benefit from an ear in his hand. “Ray may 

have been happy to hack the legs from under an opposition forward, but there was no way he 

was going to lie to the police. Why would an innocent man need an alibi?” 

That was the key question, one that Robin and Adam would need to discuss later.  

Jeff had nothing else new to add, so they launched into family talk, then concluded the chat 

with an uneasy promise on both sides to be back in touch if anything further turned up. 

“What did you make of that?” Robin asked, as they trotted Campbell up to another café, 

where they could get a spot of lunch.  

“If this was a TV show, we’d be a quarter in, you’d spend the next hour trying to find Bobby 

and whether there was any evidence against him, and then it would turn out he was the red 

herring and it was dodgy Terry all along, because he was having a fling with the dentist and 

she’d do anything for him, false alibi included.” 

“I was thinking much the same, only the plot twist would be Alan having the false alibi. Got 

his twin brother to get the petrol with his card.” Robin snorted. “Or the vicar would be the 

burglar. It sounds as though he has his own rules around what constitutes loving his 

neighbour so it’s possible he might interpret a bit of wealth redistribution as acceptable. I’ll 

have to have a word with Bobby, though, for my own peace of mind. Jeff seems a decent 

enough bloke.” 



“I can imagine him and Clare making a nice couple. Funny, isn’t it, that in any other 

circumstances we’d be delighted she’s hauled in such a catch, without a second thought.” 

Adam shrugged. “All the secrets that people bear that don’t get aired unless the fates conspire 

against them.” 

“Yeah. Goes in his favour that he told Clare about this before we had to. Right, no more work 

chat for the rest of the weekend. Where do you fancy taking your mum for lunch next 

Sunday?” 

 

*** 

 

By the time Monday came, plans to take anyone’s mother anywhere the following weekend 

had been consigned to the dustbin. The country was back in lockdown, although Adam was 

still working, as he had through the first one, when he’d been in charge of those children who 

were still in school. Robin’s work would go on much as before, with an expectation that the 

types of crime committed would skew for a while.  

He and Pru split between them the four men who’d attended the Santa lunch, with the aim of 

getting up to date contact details and also to see if they’d got any recent form. If one of the 

three had been done for a theft related crime over the last ten years, it should have counted as 

new evidence to link back to that previous investigation, although both Robin and Pru knew 

from experience that should have happened didn’t always mean had happened.  

Robin soon discovered that Bobby lived the other side of Kinechester and had been fined for 

breaking the first lockdown, holding a birthday party for his wife. Not exactly stealing the 

crown jewels, but enough to suggest he wasn’t above breaking the law if it suited him. The 

fortuitous note on his file by the local patrol—that they were keeping an eye on him and his 

mates from the golf club because they’d been regularly bending the rules to breaking point 

and the locals didn’t like it—gave Robin the excuse he needed to drop in on the bloke. He 

vaguely remembered Bobby from the original enquiry, although the memory was barely more 

than knowing he hadn’t liked him. 

Bobby’s first reaction when Robin rang him, a sneering, “Haven’t you got more important 

crimes to investigate?” led to him getting a stiff lecture and Robin arranging to see him that 

afternoon at the estate agent office he ran in Abbotston. He stated it wasn’t simply 2020 he 

wanted to discuss although he didn’t give Bobby any details of the older case he was re-

investigating. If the interview didn’t solve the issue of Robin Hood Santa, it might jolt the 

man into reconsidering his level of compliance. 

When he arrived, Robin made sure as many people knew who he was and whom he was there 

to see. Not his usual discreet self, but Bobby was the sort who rubbed him up the wrong way 

and, while Robin wouldn’t ever contemplate fitting him up for those burglaries, it would be a 

pleasure to make the man’s life uncomfortable for a while.  

He started with a reminder to Bobby that the rules were there to protect people and not to be 

broken because some entitled wazzock felt they had to exercise their rights to freedom.  

“But that’s not why I wanted to see you. As I said, it’s about an old case. Robin Hood Santa. I 

interviewed you back then, too.” 

Bobby, turning pale, got up and went to pull the office door to. “Still can’t let that sleeping 

dog lie?” 



“Why should we? Have you ever been burgled? It leaves you feeling unsafe in your own 

home and that’s reason enough to bring the culprit to justice, irrespective of what they did 

with the loot afterwards. The link to the toy donations was never proven.” 

“What about the letter to the papers? Didn’t that prove it?” 

“Anybody can write a letter claiming whatever they want. Our burden of proof has to be 

higher. Alibis, for example,” Robin said, intently observing Bobby’s face, although the man’s 

face covering didn’t make that easy. Just as well Robin’s years in the force had taught him to 

concentrate on the eyes when trying to gauge a witness’s emotions. “Some people have them 

but they’re false. Because they’ve asked somebody else to provide them with one.” 

That remark had hit home, Bobby’s gaze flickering desk-wards, to avoid Robin’s. “Tell me 

about how you tried to get an alibi for the morning of the football lunch. The morning the 

final burglary happened.” 

“I…I…” Bobby ran his hand over his bald pate. 

Robin resisted making an aye-aye joke. “Yes?” 

“I asked Ray the vicar to say he’d been talking to me. I wanted to protect him. I know the 

police, always suspecting the wrong person and making a beeline for the clergy. Filthy 

minds, you have." 

Ignoring the jibe, Robin said, “And I know that people rarely want to set up a false alibi 

unless they have something big to hide. So why did you do it?” 

“I didn’t commit those robberies!” Bobby flicked a glance at the door, then lowered his 

voice. “I swear.” 

“So what were you trying to cover up?” 

Bobby sat back in his chair, defeated. “Kirsty Livermore. Don’t tell my wife, because she’d 

have my guts for garters, even after all this time. Kirsty used to work here and we had a bit of 

a fling. We were at it the morning before the football Christmas lunch.” 

At it. This bloke sounded a right charmer. “Where did your wife think you were?” 

“Going to see a new development on the Kinechester road. She’d not have suspected a thing, 

if it hadn’t been for the burglary. You’d have known I wasn’t there because you’d have 

checked up.” 

“And she didn’t?” 

“No. I told her that I told you I was at the building site and she believed it. I was sweating 

buckets the next few days worrying that she’d get wind that I had no alibi, which is why I 

contacted Ray. Even when I confessed what I’d done he wouldn’t cover for me, which I 

should have expected. I’m a bloody idiot, I know.” 

“You are. If people just told us the truth right from the start everyone’s job would be easier.” 

Robin fished out his phone. “I’d like to ring Kirsty right now, before you have the chance to 

ask her to back you up.” Assuming Bobby hadn’t already done that. “Do you have a contact 

number?” 

He did: not her personal one any longer, but a work number, as they had until recently still 

come across each other in their lines of business. Robin rang it immediately, explained to 

Kirsty why he was calling and asked her what she was doing the morning of the burglary. She 

confirmed she and Bobby had been having a not-very-satisfactory fumble in the back of his 

car. She also issued a stream of invective against the bloke, adding that if she saw him this 

side of hell freezing over, it would be too soon.  

“So if it wasn’t you, who was it?” Robin asked, once the call was over. 



“I’d have put it down to one of those louts off the council estate behind the chicken factory, if 

it wasn’t for the fact that the proceeds of the burglaries were put to good use.” 

“Isn’t that making the sort of broad assumption that the police get it in the neck for? I’ve 

always understood you were better off going carol singing on council estates because you got 

given more money for good causes than if you went round private houses.” Robin waited to 

see if Bobby made any response, but he didn’t, despite the impression he gave of something 

he wanted to share. “I’ll leave you to your work. You know where I am if you’ve further 

information.” 

Robin had only got as far as the office door when Bobby said, “I used to think it might have 

been Ray, because he was the sort of big-hearted daft sod who might have done that sort of 

thing. Or Jeff, because he quit the football club pretty damn quick afterwards.” 

Why did people do this, keeping the important stuff for when your mind was out of the door? 

“Was your thinking based on anything concrete?” 

Bobby shrugged. “For Jeff, it was just that he legged it, with hardly a word to anyone. 

Ray…well, he didn’t have an alibi that anyone else could confirm, being a bachelor and 

living on his own. I don’t think he’d have been getting his leg over with some bird and hiding 

the fact.” 

And with those useless opinions aired, the interview was concluded.  

 

*** 

 

Robin didn’t get the chance to talk to Ray until the next afternoon. The priest had moved to a 

large parish in Surrey, where he’d been made a canon, according to the local newspaper 

article that Pru found. He was probably on his way to a bishopric, although that was possibly 

the reporter’s wishful thinking. 

They began the phone call with Robin checking Bobby’s story about the false alibi, which 

Ray confirmed. “I knew he was playing away from home and I wasn’t going to cover for 

him.” 

That led into discussing Jeff and his abruptly leaving the club. 

“I felt sorry for him,” Ray said. “A genuinely nice, honest bloke caught up in things he felt 

revolted by. He was so distressed I advised him the best thing might be to find another club. 

Rather than looking along the back four every Saturday and wondering, ‘Was it him?’” 

“But you stayed at the club, even though you must have had the same suspicions and 

concerns.” 

Ray guffawed. “It comes with the job, Chief Inspector. Surrounded by sinners, that’s me. I 

can cope with people’s feet of clay.” 

The vicar was the only one of the six suspects Robin hadn’t been involved with interviewing, 

having been—like dodgy Terry on the morning of the burglary—in the dentist’s chair, having 

a molar root filled. He suspected he’d have taken a shine to the bloke, which wasn’t helpful 

during an enquiry. It had been bad enough when he’d first met Adam and had been forced to 

balance “I fancy the pants off him” with “Is he a murderer?”. Ray reminded Robin of Neil, 

who’d been their local vicar in their previous parish. Big, bluff and feet firmly on the ground. 

“Did you have any specific concerns about one of the back four? Or the midfield? A big 

centre forward you thought had done it?” 



“Terry would be the one everybody would naturally point to, but he had an alibi, didn’t he? 

As did Alan. Unless this turns out to be like a cosy mystery book and you’ve managed to find 

how they could apparently be in two places at once?” 

“That only happens in fiction, in my experience. If it’s a convoluted explanation, anyway, 

rather than somebody lying on the guilty person’s behalf. One of the loose ends we’ve got is 

how somebody might have got the address of the women’s refuge so they could deliver toys 

there. One of you six—although we don’t know which—asked Ronnie Ramsey about it, as 

his wife might have known.” 

“Did they?” Ray sounded genuinely surprised. “Whoever it was didn’t ask me, and I knew 

the address. I used to take a small, trusted group of people carolling there every Christmas.” 

Robin’s ears pricked. “Any chance you could give me the names of those people?” 

“Certainly, although they didn’t include any of the football team. Generally tone deaf, 

especially Jeff, who had a voice like cats being murdered.. Jack had a reasonable voice but 

always got the words wrong, even if it was just a football chant. Something like a musical 

version of dyslexia. Terry had a good voice, although I wasn’t going to invite him along.” 

“Too much of a risk he’d nick stuff?” 

“No. Too much of a risk he’d scare the occupants. He looked every inch a thug, yet he 

wouldn’t have harmed a fly. Not physically, anyway. You wouldn’t want him near your 

silver teaspoons.” 

Ray provided Robin with a list of ten people he’d taken carol singing at the refuge, none of 

whose names seemed to connect to any of the suspects. 

“You’ve been very helpful,” Robin said, unsure if that would turn out to be true in the long 

run. “One last thing—that makes me sound very TV cop—Jack didn’t have an alibi, either. 

Would you put him in the frame for the burglaries?” 

“Not unless he’d seen a dubious version of the light on the road to Damascus.” 

“Eh? That’s a theological touch too far for me, vicar.” 

Ray chuckled. “I simply meant that he’d have had to reform his character. Tight as a gnat’s 

wotsit, you might say. Although…” 

Robin always liked an “although”. Fifty percent of the time it heralded a piece of useful 

information. “Yes?” 

“This has probably got nothing to do with anything, but Jack Davis wasn’t his birth name. 

His mother remarried when he was a teenager and he took the stepdad’s surname. No idea 

what he was called before but there was some cloud over his real father.” 

“Thank you.” 

Unfortunately, it sounded like that “although” fell into the fifty percent that led nowhere.  

 

*** 

 

Tuesday evening, Robin would be first home, for once, Adam leading a twilight training 

session for several local schools. When Adam got through the front door—having very nearly 

gone to the wrong house—he was assaulted first by the smell of food preparation and 

secondly by a slobbery Newfoundland, who had clearly believed his dad was never to be seen 

again. Once he’d fended off Campbell, he got assailed by a slightly less slobbery, apron-clad 

Robin. 

“Smells good.” 

“Me or the food?” 



“Both. Omelette?” Adam eagerly eyed the ingredients. Not often that Robin whipped up a 

Spanish omelette, but when he did, it was a corker.  

“Yep. I’ll get it going now.” 

Once washed, changed and sat at the table—they were determined to eat in the dining room 

of the new place as often as possible—they could exchange the day’s news. It wasn’t long 

before they came round to Jeff. 

“So,” Adam said, when he’d listened to Robin’s account of the interviews with Bobby and 

Ray, “I guess we’re no further forward.” 

“No, unless we get a lucky break and some inside info.” Frustration was writ large on 

Robin’s handsome face. “None of these blokes have grandchildren at your school, by any 

chance?” 

“Not that I’m aware. I had a thought on the way home, though.” Adam laid down his cutlery, 

aware he was likely to gesture with it and flick egg everywhere. “If I suddenly turned to 

burglary, I’d have no idea where to start. I know I’d have to wear gloves and I’ve seen break-

ins on crime dramas, but how to avoid CCTV or disable an alarm system would flummox me. 

I could just about drop stuff off at a children’s home, I suppose, especially in a Santa suit, 

because afterwards I’d nip round the corner, whip it off and stick it in my bag, so all that bit’s 

less of a mystery. Ray the vicar whipping out a hammer and nail to break a French window 

and stripping a house of jewellery seems a bit far-fetched.” 

“Yeah. Even dodgy Terry didn’t have any previous for burglary. This could be a case of 

wrong trees and barking up them. Wrong forest, maybe.” Robin put his chin in his hands. “I 

just want to know. I hate unsolved crimes.” 

Later that evening, they’d got ten minutes into the second half of Liverpool’s Champions 

League match when Adam had one of those strange, sudden recollections that leave you 

wondering why you hadn’t thought of them before. “This bloke Jack. What was his surname 

again?” 

“Davis. No relation of Pru, though. Her family can all sing.” Robin, whom Campbell had 

clearly decided was in need of a blanket—namely him—rubbed the dog’s ear. “Only that was 

his step-dad’s name. Pru’s on the track of his original monicker, although I’m not sure where 

it gets us. Why?” 

“I’ve just remembered something Neil told me when I moved to Lindenshaw and he was 

tapping me up for joining the choir. I was talking down my singing skills, having been 

shopped by a little old lady who’d heard me launching into Jerusalem, and Neil said that I 

couldn’t be as bad as a chap he’d known in his last parish who always got his words mixed 

up. Enthusiasm ten, ability minus seven.” 

Robin shot him a pleading glance. “I know it’s a long shot, but could you give Neil a ring and 

just see if it’s the same bloke?” 

“For you, anything.” Adam went to find his phone. “Don’t let Liverpool score while I’m 

away.” 

When Adam returned, the football score hadn’t changed, but the state of play regarding 

Robin Hood Santa had.  

“You’re not going to believe this.” 

Both Robin and Campbell looked up expectantly. “The way this case has gone I’ll believe 

anything. Don’t tell me, it was the actual Father Christmas doing it all?”  

“Not quite. The bloke Neil told me about was Jack Davis. Has to be the same one as he was 

notoriously stingy. Sad life story, though, because his father died when Jack was only nine 



and Neil reckons that’s why he was so tight with money. His mum was pretty well living 

hand to mouth until she remarried.” 

“Gordon Bennett.” 

“I’d save your astonishment, because it gets better—or worse, depending on your point of 

view.” Howls of anguish from the telly and mutterings about a disputed penalty and VAR 

caused a hiatus. A nice lead up to the big revelation. “Jack’s dad was killed when he fell off a 

roof. He was a cat burglar.” 

“You’re joking. Oh, sorry, boy.” Robin patted an affronted Campbell, who almost been 

thrown on the floor as a result of his master’s shock.  

“No joke, unless Neil’s pulling my leg. Looks like you’ve got a possible link to the ‘how to 

do it’ bit. Maybe Jack’s dad taught him some of the tricks of the trade.” 

“That’s a story that would be easy to pin down if it had happened recently, because it would 

be all over the local media sites. Given it’s got to be, what, forty years ago, that might be 

more difficult. I’ll get Pru to chat up some of the old hands. I bet they’ll remember it.” 

Robin’s brow crinkled, suggesting he was going deep into thought. 

“You’ve got your I’m near a breakthrough face on.” 

“Have I? I thought it was my there’s something I’ve missed and I’ve no idea what it can be 

face. It’s a connection I haven’t made. Yet.” 

“You will. We have every confidence in your other dad, don’t we, Campbell? More 

confidence than we have in that referee on the telly.” 

Robin chuckled. “That’s barely a compliment. His judgement’s so criminal, I’d be sticking 

him in the cells.”  

 

*** 

 

Wednesday, nothing significant happened regarding Robin Hood Santa, except for Pru 

promising she’d get on the trail of Jack and his dad. Robin contacted the local paper to see if 

they had a copy of the original letter the culprit had supposedly sent them. After setting those 

two hares running, all he could do was wait. 

Thursday morning, Robin was in court, giving evidence in a nasty child abuse case—but 

then, when wasn’t child abuse nasty. Left feeling depressed, although confident that the jury 

would do the right thing and convict the accused on all charges, he barely managed his lunch 

before throwing himself into some paperwork. That would at least take his mind off some of 

the answers he’d had to give that morning.  

Pru had been out with one of the constables, interviewing the victim of a road rage attack, but 

returned mid-afternoon to stick her head round Robin’s door and say that she thought she had 

some news for him. Over lunch she’d chatted to a retired officer who’d taken her under his 

wing when she’d still been a constable and who had a hard-drive of a brain, remembering all 

sorts of local cases from over the years.  

“Jack’s dad was a bloke called William Heath. Quite handy at his trade, if you can call it that, 

although a bit unlucky. He’d done a couple of short stretches over the years, before gravity 

caught up with him. George—that’s the guy who gave me the gen—was a constable back 

then and reckoned the M O Heath used wasn’t a million miles away from the Santa 

burglaries. He remembered thinking it when he heard about the burglaries ten years ago, but 

he didn’t think there was any point in saying anything, given that the bloke was dead.” 



“Thank you. Tenuous link, but it’s something. Terry took Jack under his wing, as well, so I 

can imagine one of them nicking stuff and the other fencing it off.” 

“Can you imagine a notorious skinflint donating the proceeds to other people, though?” 

Typical Pru, to cut straight to the stumbling block. “This got handed in for you.” She passed 

over an envelope, which Robin opened to find a copy of the confession letter, with a cover 

note from the newspaper reporter he’d spoken to. 

“Cheers. Come and see what Robin Hood Santa said.” 

They read through the letter together, finding it a predictable mixture of pride and schmaltz. 

At the final two lines, a quote from a pop song, Robin winced. “I’ll probably get shouted at 

for saying this, but I couldn’t stand Band Aid. Terrible dirge.” 

“Whoever wrote this couldn’t tell their Band Aid from their elbow. The words should be, 

‘We should spread a smile of joy,’ not, ‘spread a lot of joy.’” 

“Really?” Robin read the letter again. “Pru, I think you’ve cracked it. I’ll never sneer at that 

song again.” 

 

*** 

 

That evening, Robin refused—as nicely as he could—to update Adam on the day’s 

developments. They’d be tempting fate, he said. He had two phone calls to make, with any 

luck both of them on Thursday, and if nothing in them spoiled his theory, he’d share it once 

he was home. Suffice to say they might just have cracked the cold case. Adam, good bloke 

that he was, hadn’t pressed.  

Friday morning, as soon as he got the chance, Robin got on the blower, but not to Jack Davis. 

The business with the letter going missing from the files had been nagging at him and he 

didn’t want to jump to conclusions. Best talk to Hamish MacGrath, the man who’d been in 

charge of evidence ten years previously, especially as Robin had a theory formulating. 

MacGrath remembered Robin, so was delighted to chat about what mutual colleagues were 

up to now and how much the job had changed. He also remembered the unsuccessful 

investigation into the Robin Hood Santa case, although he didn’t give the impression he was 

keen to discuss it. He said he had no idea where the letter had gone. “Misfiled by the young 

copper who took over from me, I guess. Not a generation used to working with paper.” 

That explanation didn’t ring true. Robin recalled the officer concerned and how much effort 

she’d had to put into tidying up the mess that Hamish had left. If the letter had been there and 

she’d found it, it would have gone into the correct file. “Hamish, there’s nothing you want to 

confess to me, is there? I’ll understand if you mislaid the thing.” 

After a long pause, Hamish said, “My Lizzie always reckoned my sins would catch up with 

me. I know I was getting a bit forgetful towards the end, not as efficient as I had been, but if I 

said I lost track of that letter, I’d be lying.” 

“You know where it is?” 

“Not exactly, because it went up in smoke. Nobody seemed to think it proved anything, so I 

took it out of the files and burned it. Wrong, I know and I promise I never tampered with any 

other evidence.” 

“There was no other definitive evidence to tamper with. You guessed that letter linked to Jack 

Davis?” 

“Yes. Lizzie knew his mother through the local church. She’d helped her out a couple of 

times when Jack was smaller and they were short of everything. You know about his dad?” 



“I do. And about how Jack got the lyrics of songs mixed up. Was that how you knew he’d 

written the letter, or was there more?” 

“To be honest, Robin, that letter just confirmed my suspicions. See, Lizzie used to go carol 

singing at the women’s refuge every year, because our niece had to use the place and we 

wanted to support it.” Of course. There’d been an Elizabeth MacGrath on the list Ray had 

given him, but Robin hadn’t been looking for connections to the police. “That’s why I didn’t 

shop Jack back then. I told him I didn’t want to know if he was guilty or not, but if he was, he 

had to stop doing it. That if any rock solid evidence emerged I wasn’t willing to cover it up. I 

guess that sort of proves it was him, because there were no more burglaries.” 

Persuasive evidence, if circumstantial. Robin hadn’t missed the non-sequitur, though. “I’m 

not following you, Hamish. What made you suspect Jack in the first place? And how did he 

know where the refuge was?” 

“I’d have thought you’d have already guessed the second part. Lizzie told his mum where it 

was, one day when she was at the end of her tether with his dad and wanted to get out. He got 

killed that very night, so she didn’t need to go there, but I guess Jack heard the address. 

Always was a bright kid. After Heath died he told Lizzie all the details of how his dad used to 

work. She warned him not to go telling anyone else.” 

“So that’s the answer to the second part of my question. What about the first?” 

Another pause. “You’ll think I’ve gone senile. Or I’d already lost my marbles back then. In 

between the second and third burglaries, we happened to see him and his mum having a lunch 

together, just as we were leaving the pub. Lizzie was nattering away to Helen—Mrs Davis—

while I caught up with Jack. One thing he said was…well, a bit odd. He told me he’d seen the 

error of his ways and was doing something about it. Like Charles Dickens come true. That 

got me thinking and when there was the football dinner and then the letter, everything fell 

into place. What are you going to do now? Charge him?” 

“I honestly don’t know. I clearly need to talk to him, although short of a confession there’s 

not a lot we can do. As you said, Hamish, there’s no solid evidence.” 

 

*** 

 

Adam was first home Friday evening but wasn’t feeling up to producing anything as 

spectacular as an omelette. There was home-made curry in the fridge, freshly defrosted that 

morning, so all he needed to produce was some rice. Robin was partial to a touch of chicken 

and vegetable madras, so it might loosen his tongue.  

The sound of the front door opening and a cheery, “Hiya!” announced his arrival home. 

Campbell bounded off to do the, “You’ve been gone a whole year!” bit, then Adam got his 

turn for a kiss. 

“How did today go? Do you believe in Robin Hood Santa?” 

“Believe in him? I spoke to him. Or maybe I spoke to Ebenezer Scrooge. Or Hamlet.” 

“Nope. Not following a word of that. Go and get changed and you can debrief me over 

dinner.” He could de-brief him later, as well.  

Once they were settled over food, Robin began by talking about the letter and the mistake 

they’d spotted in it, which led to an account of his revelatory conversation with Hamish 

MacGrath. 



“All these years he’s kept quiet,” Adam said. “I get the fact he’s trying to protect his old 

friends, particularly if Mrs Davis is still alive, but it’s meant all these years of worry for Jeff 

and the other suspects.” 

“Yeah. I’ve been asking myself if I could have done the same. I don’t think so.” Robin didn’t 

sound sure. “Anyway, that led to me to talk to Jack himself. Now I understand why Hamish 

said it was all a bit odd. A month before the first burglary, Jack saw the ghost of his father. It 

was in a dream, but it felt so real that he woke in a right state. He’d been aled up the previous 

evening, so he thought it was a beer-induced nightmare, but the same dream came back 

another three times. Each occasion, his dad was telling him to stop being such a tightwad and 

to do something to help other people.” 

“Ah. I get the Hamlet and Scrooge references, now.” Adam could also understand why 

Hamish was reluctant to share the story. “More Hamlet than Scrooge, though, seeing as he 

took to a life of crime.” 

“Trouble is, that was what he thought his old man was asking him to do. Robin Hood was a 

big hero of Heath’s.” 

“Hold on, are you winding me up?” 

“No, I swear. You know I can’t lie to you.” Robin gave him a sheepish grin.  

“Okay, but doesn’t it strike you that this is getting like one of those random pantomimes, 

where everyone turns up? We’ve even had a Widow Twankey, or should that be Jack’s mum? 

There’s not a beanstalk coming up, is there?” 

“Nope. But there’s one more dream and another panto-like twist. William Heath coming back 

to tell his son he’d got the wrong end of the stick. That’s why the burglaries stopped. Nothing 

to do with us having narrowed the field or him being worried that his luck would run out.” 

Robin scooped up the final piece of food. “That was brilliant, thank you.” 

“One of my better efforts. So, what’s this final twist?” 

“Ever seen Puss in Boots? There’s a bit at the end where the fairy of the bells waves her 

wand over King Rat so he turns good. I saw John Nettles in the role once and he was 

fantastic.” 

“What, old Barnaby?” Now they could add Midsomer Murders into the mix. “The fairy of the 

bells magicked Jack, did she?” 

“Not quite. After the dream, he decided he’d go to church for the first time in years and the 

sermon struck home. So much so, he trained for ordination and is now a hospital chaplain.” 

“You really are winding me up.” 

Robin raised his hand, as though taking an oath in court. “God’s honest truth.” 

“What next, then? Does his boss know he’s a criminal?” 

“If you mean God, then yes. Not sure about the earthly authorities, but Jack says he wrote to 

all the people he burgled, made a full apology and offered a donation to their favourite 

charities. They seem to have forgiven him, as well. We could pursue the case and he’d 

probably make a full confession if we asked, but I’m not sure whether it’s worth the effort. 

He’s been sitting with dying Covid patients since March, so I guess he’s served his term one 

way or another.” 

That was a sobering thought. “At least we can assure Jeff—and Aunt Clare—that he’s in the 

clear, even if it’s probably not prudent to tell him who the culprit was. Christmas dinner for 

everyone’s back on, lockdowns and tiers and whatever allowing.” 

“It could turn out to be just you, me and Campbell if the new restrictions don’t work.” 



“Would that turn out so bad? A simple few days with only the three of us and no obligation to 

anyone else. Campbell would help us finish the leftovers.” Adam reached across the table, to 

take his husband’s hand. “I could think of worse Christmases.”  

“So could I.” Robin’s smile shone brighter than any star on the top of the tree. “As long as I 

get to unwrap you at some point over the holiday, I’ll be happy.” 
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