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 CHAPTER ONE

‘Sorry to be a bit on the late side,’ said George Biddock. ‘I had to go and visit my old auntie. She’s over ninety, you know. Bit deaf and legs not too good, but wonderful bright.’

‘I understand,’ said Meredith Mitchell, glancing obviously at her wristwatch. ‘Yes, a marvellous age. I did tell you, Mr Biddock, I had to catch a train this morning.’

‘Well, off you go then, my duck,’ returned George amiably, ‘and get your train.’ He made catching trains sound like an eccentric hobby. ‘I got your little drawing here and all my measurements.’ To prove it, he took it from his pocket, much crumpled and with curious marks in blue pencil all over it.

They were standing by the front door of Meredith’s end-of-terrace cottage. George sucked his teeth and gazed appraisingly at the frontage in a professional manner as he tucked the plan back in his pocket. Meredith suspected there it would remain until the job was finished. She gazed speculatively at George and wondered whether engaging Mr Biddock to build a small porch had been the right decision.

The builder was a local man. Bamford people, when they heard someone wanted a small job done, invariably advised, ‘You need George Biddock for that.’

The idea that someone might not ask George was seen as an affront to local pride. When Meredith had mentioned to her neighbour, Mrs Crouch, that she was thinking of having a small porch added to her modest house, she was, predictably, recommended to get hold of George.

‘He’ll fix that up for you in no time.’ What was more, Mrs Crouch had George’s phone number written in wax crayon on a laminated cardboard owl in her kitchen. After that the die was cast. George Biddock it had to be.

So it had come about that Meredith had arranged to arrive late at her Foreign Office desk today in order to wait for George. There were last-minute details to settle before she went off to catch the London train and George set about constructing the porch. He had delivered the wood and some bags of cement the evening before on an elderly rattling truck. The wood lay in unsawn lengths at the side of the path. The cement bags were decently shrouded in a plastic sheet.

The porch had seemed like a very good idea. The hall was draughty. A porch would, Meredith hoped, lead to lower heating bills. Moreover, anyone standing at the front door in inclement weather got wet through. Meredith, after getting soaked while hunting for her key throughout the winter, had decided that enough was enough and come spring, something would have to be done.

George had received the commission with the words, ‘Ah, Doris Crouch said you was wanting a rustic porch.’ So it was a good job I asked him, thought Meredith, realising bush telegraph had got there before her.

To be fair, he had seemed to know what she was talking about and his price was reasonable. At the same time, she was fully aware it was necessary to get things quite clear at the outset or George would build what he thought was suitable, not what she wanted. But now, for the first time, a real niggle of doubt as to his overall reliability assailed her. It was kind of George to visit an aged aunt. George was on the wrong side of sixty himself and Meredith wasn’t surprised to learn Auntie was a nonagenarian. On the other hand, she hoped Auntie wasn’t going to prove the standard excuse for late arrival or outright nonappearance. Still, he was here now, a tall gangling figure wearing an ancient suit over a ragged knitted sweater. The jacket sleeves stopped well short of his wrists and his huge gnarled hands dangled in a sinister fashion by his sides. A greasy flat cap crowned his balding head. A stub of pencil protruded from behind one ear, an unlit crushed cigarette from behind the other.

‘I’ll leave you to it, then,’ she said.

‘Ah,’ said George absently. As far as he was concerned she was dismissed. To hang around now would be to get under his feet was the unspoken hint.

Meredith backed her car out of the garage and prepared to drive to the station. On a last impulse, she lowered the window and called out, ‘I gave you my office number, didn’t I? You will ring up if there’s a problem?’

‘Little job like that?’ returned George. ‘Be a doddle. Off you go. Doris Crouch will have seen me get here and got the kettle on.’

Oh dear. Meredith let the window up again, shutting out George and whatever work practices he observed. She’d hired him and couldn’t unhire him. Anyway, she hadn’t time to argue.

As it was, being late set an immediate problem. The station car park was full. She had to drive on to a bumpy grass verge at the far end of it and leave the car there. Technically the verge was within the precincts of the car park and covered by her parking permit, but it didn’t improve her mood to swing her legs out of the front seat and feel her high heels sink into the mud.

Perhaps getting George along to build a porch really had little to do with wet weather, but a lot to do with Meredith’s general feeling of late. Life wasn’t going the way she wanted and she told herself she ought to get a grip on things. It all had to do with Alan, of course. Alan and his proposal of marriage. The proposal she’d turned down. A refusal he, in turn, had accepted with a kind of obstinate calm, as if he were sure, in time, she’d change her mind.

Which she was not going to do, she had told herself countless times, whilst travelling, showering, washing up, cleaning her teeth, ostensibly dealing with official business. In fact, in the course of every activity you could name off the top of your head. Such resolve should have left her at peace. It had left her instead in a state of high dissatisfaction. She blamed his attitude for making her feel a worm and belligerent at one and the same time. Hence the decision to brush up her lifestyle.

The porch wasn’t the only thing decided on to this end. She’d got far too careless about clothes and general appearance. She’d never been a fashion plate and never would, although she was tall enough to be a professional model. But she was a plain Jane, as she’d been told often during her childhood. ‘Lucky Meredith has got a good brain!’ some kindly aunt had once said in her hearing. ‘Because she’s never going to set the world on fire with her face.’

Reflecting on this in adulthood, Meredith thought that it would be very difficult to set anything on fire with your face. The remark hadn’t particularly hurt her feelings at the time, and hadn’t worried her later. On the other hand, she’d told her reflection in the bedroom mirror only yesterday, there’s no excuse for going about looking, as the same aunt would have put it, as if you’d been dragged through a hedge backwards.

Having had a little more time this morning to get ready, therefore, she’d spent it on her appearance. She wore a new rust-coloured business suit and had styled her bobbed brown hair with care. The shoes were fairly new, too, but now both heels were ringed with a mud collar. No time to wipe it off. The train was approaching. Meredith locked the car, hitched up the tight skirt and, briefcase in hand, sprinted at admirable speed in the heels across the car park. She made it through the station entrance and arrived on the platform as the doors of the train hissed open. She jumped on and fell into the nearest seat.

One advantage of travelling later in the day was lack of fellow passengers. Instead of being jammed in a sweating ill-tempered crowd, she had a choice of seats in a carriage only dotted with other travellers. On the opposite side of the aisle a man sat reading his paper, although he took time off from that to have a good stare at her legs. Meredith wriggled the skirt back down as far as it would go, which wasn’t very far. Two women conversed further along. A teenager with headphones clamped to his ears twitched and bobbed his head in a world of his own at the far end. She put her briefcase on the seat and searched her bag for a tissue to clean up the shoes. The train doors hissed shut and they moved out of the station. Before it had progressed very far down the line, however, and before picking up any real speed, it slowed again and came to a stop. Meredith, shoe in one hand and tissue in the other, peered out of the window.

They were just short of a disused Victorian viaduct of modest proportions, surrounded by woodland. The embankment rose steeply to either side of the tracks, overgrown with nettles, mostly blackened from the winter frosts but with a few bright green shoots pushing through. There were brambles, and young elderberry seedlings mingled with last year’s straggling bare branches of buddleia, that plant that loves to insert itself into unlikely nooks and crannies and has an affinity with railways, often choosing to sprout up in the narrow space between parallel tracks. That was just coming into leaf. Amongst and beyond these, assorted spindly trees and bushes crawled in a tangled mass to the top of the embankment. But right in front . . .

Meredith’s heart gave a startled hop. Right opposite, staring her malevolently in the eye, was a large green frog.

Bright emerald in colour, with bulging black eyes and made of some kind of soft furry pile cloth, it dangled from the lowest branch of a nearby birch, apparently caught by an attached strap. Meredith realised it was one of the popular kind of backpack shaped in comic animal form. She couldn’t think what it was doing here. It looked clean, dry, undamaged. Brand-new, in fact. Sadly, people did dump their rubbish in the countryside. Supermarket trolleys, old bedsteads and sundry black plastic bags turned up in the unlikeliest spots. But this grotesque creature, with its expression which was both amusing and just a little threatening, didn’t qualify as junk. Meredith frowned.

The man across the aisle put down his newspaper and seeing that his travelling companion was staring intently through the window, observed, ‘They’ll be working on the new track. We were held up yesterday at the same time. They’ll let us through in a minute.’

‘Yes,’ said Meredith absently. At another time she might have fretted at the delay to a day already beginning behind schedule. At this rate, she wouldn’t appear at her desk until lunchtime. But distracted by the frog’s pop-eyed gaze, she gave the man’s words little attention. He shrugged and taking out his mobile phone, began to communicate news of his predicament to anyone who might be interested and probably to several who weren’t.

‘Hullo, Roger? I’ll be in a little late . . .’

She was now able to distinguish the chaotic jungle of growth in better detail as her eyes became accustomed to the shady bank. Further up, there looked to be a kind of path beaten through the vegetation, though who would want to climb down here she couldn’t imagine. Unless, of course, intrepid blackberry gatherers had been attracted last autumn to the brambles, undeterred by trains roaring past.

Suddenly, in a movement which gave her quite a jolt, a large black shape lifted from the ground and burst out of the trees to flap away over the viaduct. She stilled her nerves. Just a crow which had been foraging about on the ground. There must be pickings down there for carrion eaters. Dead birds, mice, the remains of a fox’s kill, perhaps. Meredith felt a stir of unease nevertheless. It was that frog, those lifeless shiny protuberant eyes, the bizarre nature of the thing. And what the dickens was it doing there at all? She pressed her nose against the window and squinted furiously.

‘Hullo, James, I’m stuck in a train . . .’

That man was going to work through his address book. Meredith wrenched her gaze from the frog and finished cleaning up her shoes. She got up and made her way to a rubbish receptacle and got rid of the muddy tissues. When she returned to her seat, the man opposite was disturbing the morning routine of someone called Cathy.

Meredith returned to her study of the frog. Just then, the train lurched into movement and the frog, caught by the movement of air, swayed, giving the impression it waved farewell with its token green plush arms (or front legs, if one wanted to be pedantic).

‘Goodbye to you, too,’ murmured Meredith unwarily. The man opposite tucked away the phone and glanced across at her. He picked up his paper and retired behind it again. If you travel by train in Britain, he was probably thinking, you’re going to meet the occasional potty one. The young woman across the aisle didn’t fit the usual pattern of travelling nutter, but you never knew.

Slowly they rocked down the track, beneath the looming arch of the old viaduct, into shadow, out into the sunshine again. The workmen in their fluorescent orange jackets were standing back from the track, leaning on their shovels. They watched the train pass with little interest. It picked up speed and soon they were rattling along, swaying, as the driver tried to make up some of the lost time. The green frog slipped down into the recesses of Meredith’s memory and lodged there, temporarily forgotten.

 



‘Sorry to be so late,’ Meredith apologised to Gerald with whom she was obliged to share a roomy office. ‘Has anyone wanted me?’

‘No,’ said Gerald cheerfully. ‘But since you’re here, I’m taking an early lunch. Coming along?’

Meredith thought of the canteen and shook her head. ‘I had a late breakfast and I’ve got an apple and a bag of peanuts in my case.’

‘Planning a trip to the zoo? That’s the sort of food they feed the chimps.’

‘You say the nicest things, Gerald.’

‘I need a proper lunch,’ he retorted. ‘I like a cooked meal in the middle of the day.’

‘What’s the matter? Doesn’t your mother feed you?’

That was an unkind crack and in revenge for the one he’d made about her lunch. Gerald, at the age of thirty-nine, lived with a doting and possessive mother who, it was obvious to all beholders, fed him very well.

‘If I don’t eat properly,’ said Gerald, ‘I can’t concentrate. I think they’ve got macaroni cheese down there today!’ He trotted away happily.

Meredith opened her case, took out the apple and set it neatly on her desk. Then she sat staring at the telephone. She hadn’t seen Alan since the previous weekend and neither had rung the other. That could mean no more than he was busy. She could lift the phone. Lift it now and ring him at Regional HQ. Just a couple of words. Just to say hullo. But a strange reluctance stayed her hand. There had been a subtle change in the nature of her relationship with Alan. An invisible line drawn somewhere in both their minds had been crossed. It could be expressed more simply and brutally: he was a rejected suitor, behaving decently in the circumstances. She was eaten up with guilt because she’d made him unhappy.

Of course, both had declared they could go on as before, until such time as they might discuss the topic again – A chance would be a fine thing, chum! said a disagreeable little voice in Meredith’s head at this juncture. Who says he’ll ask you again? Why should he? Anyway you don’t want him to, do you? – but it wasn’t as simple as that. How could it be?

Meredith moved her gaze to contemplate the apple instead, and wondered what would have become of the human race if Eve had turned down Adam. No, the other way round, if Adam had turned down Eve. Because it was Eve who picked the apple, wasn’t it, and tempted poor old weak-willed Adam. Heh! I bet Adam needed no urging. Why was it always the woman’s fault? Why should she feel it was her fault? Because her refusal had hurt Alan, she told herself. That was something she wouldn’t have wanted and had known she couldn’t avoid. Obstinate in this as she was in other things, she’d still clung to a decision worked out with much heart-searching and what at the time she’d liked to think was honesty, even courage. As time passed, she was less sure about either of the last two.

‘I just don’t know if I did the right thing,’ she told the apple.

Good job Gerald wasn’t here. The merest hint was always enough to set Gerald asking questions. Perhaps Gerald ought to have been a policeman, like Alan. Gerald, once on the scent, wasn’t easily shaken off. For that reason, she’d remained doggedly bright and cheery here at work over the last few weeks. Well, she might fool Gerald, but she didn’t fool herself. Meredith sighed. She had been a fool, she supposed, to imagine that things could just go on as they were. That they, she and Alan, could just go on. Superficially, they had, of course. But there was no denying there was a certain underlying awkwardness between them now.

Meredith pushed aside the apple and with it the vexed topic. She had spent enough time worrying at it like a terrier with some toy. She turned her attention resolutely to her in-tray.

 



Long before Meredith made her decision to leave calling Alan until later, gypsy Danny Smith had begun a cautious descent through the wooded cover of the railway embankment to visit his rabbit snares.

Danny was in his early forties, though he looked older. He had travelled the stretch of road running parallel to the railway line for years. All his life, in fact. His parents had travelled this part of the country before him and now he, his wife and children appeared at six-monthly intervals and parked the trailer in the same field on Hazelwood Farm for five or six weeks at a time.

That arrangement also dated back untold years. His parents had camped there with the agreement of old man Franklin and now Danny and his family camped there with the tacit say-so of the old man’s son, Hugh. Danny’s elder sons, both married with families of their own, travelled other roads and no longer came to the farm. Normally travelling people weren’t welcome on private land, but the farmer’s family made an exception of the Smiths who, in any case, were not wandering hippies, but true Romanies. Danny carried a traveller’s pass to prove it. The pass would have allowed the Smiths on to established gypsy sites, but Danny had little use for those. Even the idea of being organised to that extent filled him with horror and incomprehension.

His married sons, on the other hand, largely at the urging of their wives, seemed to head from one approved site to the next. Danny saw this as a kind of betrayal of their upbringing. The next step would be a house. They would end up rejecting not only their freedom but a way of life which the gypsies had led in Europe since the Middle Ages, when they’d arrived on their long migration from India, preceded, legend had it, by their king on a white horse and with a band playing.

Apart from the freedom, another advantage to pitching camp at Hazelwood was that the farm offered casual labour and a chance to earn a bit of money. Danny did a fair day’s work for his reward, cash only, of course, paid daily.

The warren on the bank here dated back centuries, Danny reckoned. Perhaps it had been here nearly as long as the gypsies had. Rabbits, too, had arrived in England only in the early Middle Ages. He knew this because Simon Franklin, who was a scholar, had told him. Then they were a gentleman’s meat. Later they became a poor man’s dish. Now, few ate them at all, excepting Danny and his kind and older country folk, despite the fact that they were a clean meat and good eating.

Some of the old workings had been abandoned, others were still in use both by rabbits and other creatures taking advantage of the excavations. The indefatigable rabbits tunnelled out fresh passages and added to the subterranean maze. The whole bank was riddled with holes like a Swiss cheese. The tree roots held the earth together. Without them, given a few winter storms, the whole lot would’ve subsided into a spongy mess.

Rabbits had their ways and Danny knew most of them. Once an animal left its burrow it didn’t just run anywhere. It was a territorial little creature and made for its habitual foraging areas travelling by familiar paths. Once you’d worked out where the rabbits ran, you stood a fair chance of catching one or two overnight. Rabbits liked to feed in the early dawn and at twilight. Then, at a hint of danger, they would scamper away, the light-coloured fur on the underside of their tails a warning in the gloom to fellow browsers.

He scrambled and slid down the bank, following the faint track between the clumps of trees and bushes. As he neared the bottom, he could see the bright glitter of the railway line. He’d watched the stationary train from above and waited until it rattled away before making his own move. He was aware that in the eyes of authority he was breaking the law in several ways by being here, but that was not the only reason for his discretion. Like the wild creatures whose ways he knew so well, Danny had an innate dislike of being observed. Sitting up there on a tree stump, he’d wondered what it must be like to be carried around at speed, hurtling towards distant destinations, the passing landscape just a blur. He’d never been on a train. Wouldn’t have fancied the idea, sealed up in a tin can and borne along without control. Danny frowned, not at the glitter of track, but at an alien smudge of garish emerald among the natural shades of brown, grey and spring green around him.

He stopped. Now his senses picked up a faint nuance of some recent disturbance. Something out of place. Something wrong. He turned his head from side to side, peering into the undergrowth with his quick dark eyes. He sniffed at the air. All was quiet. But now his skin prickled. Unease had become a physical thing, almost tangible as if he could indeed have stretched out his hand and felt it. Go away. Leave this place, said all these indications taken together.

He almost turned, but it wasn’t the first time he’d been here, and the previous evening, when he’d set the snares, there’d been nothing wrong. Perhaps it was the train which had disturbed things, that clanking metal monster from an outside world. Anyway, he was curious about that green object down there.

Danny carried on down the path and approached it. He saw it was some kind of bag swinging from a branch. Right daft-looking thing it was, made out like a frog. He glanced round, still alert for the slightest movement, ears sharpened, seeking the owner of the bag. But there was no one.

He lifted it down. It was heavy, filled with what proved to be books. Danny lifted one out and stared at it puzzled. He wasn’t illiterate, but his schooling had been patchy, and he hadn’t progressed much beyond the first reading primer. Pretty well any word with more than one syllable floored him. Zilpah, his wife, was a dab hand at the reading so it didn’t matter. She was even teaching the kids. He had sent his children to local schools during the longer stays around the area, but the kids hadn’t taken to schooling and he didn’t blame them. If Zilpah could teach them reading and writing, he didn’t see what more a school could do. The reckoning, now – what they called arithmetic – that came natural. If you couldn’t add up, you were done for when bargaining. Danny might be slow to make out his letters but when it came to working out the value of a pile of scrap, he had a mind like a calculator.

He opened the book with care and reverence because it was a rare thing in his hands and probably worth money. It had a picture in it of a fellow in a tin suit sat up on a horse. A ruddy strong horse it’ve needed to be to carry that load. History, that’s what it was. As he made to close it up, the front cover fell open and he saw that someone had printed a name inside. Danny’s lips moved as he worked it out. Tam-my Frank-lin. Tammy Franklin, Hugh Franklin’s little girl. Danny gave a low whistle. He didn’t know what the bag was doing here, but it ought to be returned to the farm and he’d take it up there later on that day. He slung it over his shoulder meantime, to join the grimy canvas sack already there, and turned back to the path. He began to pick his way towards the location of the snares.

He had heard the clatter of wings earlier as the crow flew up but now he became aware of another sound, the frantic buzzing of flies in a feeding frenzy. In the countryside, it was the sound of death.

Danny paused, wariness replaced by alarm. Possibly flies had found a rabbit taken in one of his snares. But that wouldn’t attract them in such number. Only one thing did that. Blood. Some creature lay dead among the bushes and he didn’t for one moment suppose it was a rabbit.

He sidled forward along the faint track between brambles until his eye caught a patch of blue. By now he was fearful and had to fight the overwhelming urge to retreat. Curiosity pressed him on. He moved a little closer, hooked aside a trailing bramble with the stick he carried, and saw at last a sprawled shape lying on a patch of crushed undergrowth and knew then what had attracted the flies.

No ordinary carrion this. It was a body and it was human.

A woman lay there, a woman with long fair hair escaping from some kind of big clasp. She lay on her back with her knees twisted to one side, and wore blue jeans, a green shirt, a pair of low-heeled walking shoes. The front of the green shirt below the breastbone was a seething mass of flies. Danny, revolted, threw his stick at them. They rose in a protesting mass from the blood on which they’d been feasting. He felt nauseous. The desire to flee became overpowering, but reason made him stand where he was while he worked out what would be the best thing to do. This kill was man’s work and other men would soon take interest in it.

He must have left footprints as he made his way down the track, so soft after recent rain. When the police came, as they would in due course, they would find those prints and seek out who had made them. Danny’s brown eyes flickered over the terrain around and beyond the huddled shape. There was much trampled earth, broken brambles, crushed ground-level plants not only around the body, but leading back in a trail to the road above. That told its own story and Danny frowned. The body had been dragged here.

At this point, Danny felt a brief spurt of relief followed by puzzlement. Having found Tammy’s schoolbag, he’d feared for a moment it would prove to be young Tammy lying there. But since this clearly was an adult, what was the bag doing here? He knew he would have to go and report his grisly find. But not the bag. It would be as well not to report the bag but to return it to the child quietly, saying nothing to anyone else. Danny didn’t like having anything to do with authority in any form and was reluctant to admit the necessity of doing so now. He would do what he must, but he saw no reason to involve Tammy or Hazelwood Farm.

The coppers, when he told them, might be inclined to disbelieve him. They’d certainly ask a load of questions. Danny steeled himself to approach close enough to look at her face. It was distorted in death but, with sinking heart, he recognised her even so.

He swore softly to himself and wiped the back of his hand nervously across his mouth. This made things doubly difficult. He knew now the farm couldn’t be left out of it. The added weight of the bag of books on his shoulders was another complication. His heart felt heavier than the combined bags. He could report the body to the police – or go up to the farm and tell Hugh Franklin the dreadful news. Danny didn’t relish that task. But he owed the Franklin family. He owed it to them to tell them himself and not leave something like this to uncaring strangers in uniform.

Heavy-hearted, he turned and set off up the leaf-strewn path.




 CHAPTER TWO

Jane Brady tucked a stray strand of long ash-blonde hair behind one ear and hoped the action hadn’t betrayed her inner frustration. She stared at the twelve-year-old before her in a way she intended to be firm without being unkind. The girl stared back unblinkingly. Stand-off! thought Jane, and then: Oh, bother it all. What now?

As a teacher she’d always been careful neither to favour nor discriminate against any one pupil. But it was impossible not to take more interest in some children than others. Especially when, as in this case, there was clearly some problem in the background. The trouble was that dealing with Tammy Franklin was like banging your head against a mental brick wall. Tammy wasn’t difficult in the usual sense, not an outright rebel. She had never turned up at school with nail varnish, green hair or a line of studs festooning her earlobes. Perhaps, thought Jane now, it would be easier to tackle her if she had. It would at least have provided a focus of objection. But Tammy showed no sign of taking any interest in fashion or other teenage occupations. She was never seen poring over teen magazines. Her school folders bore no pop star stickers. Instead, she was a bright child, if sullen, and a loner. Her mother, Jane knew, had died some twenty months before and her father had remarried within a year of his bereavement. This, Jane was sure, was where the problem was located. She would like to help, but wishing to help didn’t extend to letting Tammy get away with things. Nor had good will on Jane’s part prevented the two of them becoming locked into this ridiculous tussle as to which of them would look away first.

Jane cut the duel short with, ‘Why is it you can’t hand in your homework?’

‘I haven’t got it with me.’ Not rude, not truculent, just a bald statement of fact.

‘You forgot it? Left it at home?’

‘I haven’t got it with me.’

Jane gritted her teeth and chanted mentally, I will not lose my temper. It was still too cold for the school summer uniform of gingham dress. Tammy wore the winter version of grey skirt, white cotton shirt and red pullover. The shirt hadn’t been ironed. Her feet were shod in sensible lace-up shoes which were scuffed and uncleaned. The girls who attended St Clare’s were forbidden fashionable trainers as bad for the feet. Luckily, the sort of leather footwear once known as beetle-crushers had also become fashionable and the girls didn’t mind clumping round in them. Tammy’s appearance, Jane had noticed on more than one occasion, showed signs of indifference or lack of awareness on the part of someone. To call it neglect would be far too strong. Someone, for example, had plaited the girl’s long chestnut hair into the single braid which hung down the back of her neck and done it rather well.

Jane considered Tammy’s reply. Hadn’t got it with her. ‘Tammy,’ she asked, ‘have you done your homework? The truth now.’

‘No.’

Well, that was the truth all right but Jane felt both baffled and increasingly annoyed.

‘Why not?’ Jane knew she sounded tetchy. ‘Tammy, you know that at St Clare’s pupils are expected to do homework. You know your father is paying for you to attend this school and you owe it to him to work hard and—’ Jane faltered. The child’s face was a pale little mask. ‘Why didn’t you do it?’ she asked more gently.

Now the grey eyes that had been fixed so steadily on her looked away. ‘I’ll do it tonight.’

That wasn’t an answer to Jane’s question any more than the earlier response had been. It was another evasion and that meant Jane had touched on something Tammy didn’t mean to tell her. If Tammy didn’t want to tell you something, you could ask until you were blue in the face.

‘Bring it in tomorrow, then, Tammy. Without fail, right?’ Jane knew that she was chucking in the towel. Tammy had won today’s battle. As the child turned to go, she added, ‘Is everything all right at home, Tammy?’

‘Yes, thank you, Miss Brady.’

No sooner were the words spoken than Tammy had whisked out of sight.

Had that been, Jane wondered, because Tammy had sensed Jane’s next question would have been, is everything all right at school?

St Clare’s paid a lot of attention to the matter of personal responsibility. Each year, a senior girl would be assigned a newly arrived first-year pupil. The older girl was meant to keep an eye on her protégée and sniff out any problems which had got by the teachers. The staff, particularly Mrs Davenport, the headmistress, liked to think they didn’t have bullying at St Clare’s. But there was a pack instinct in children and they were quick to pick out a vulnerable one in their number. Tammy, for all her outward self-possession, was vulnerable. Jane knew it. What was more, this morning there had been a mood in a certain section of the class. An exchanging of glances and giggling – some of it shamefaced. It had centred round the Hayward twins and their little gang. When they weren’t glancing at each other, this little group had glanced at Tammy’s back. Jane interpreted the signs as meaning they had played some trick. Whether Tammy knew it yet or not was another matter.

The bell rang signalling the end of break. To her annoyance, Jane realised that by keeping back Tammy for a heart-to-heart – entirely unproductive – she had herself missed her mug of coffee. Drat the kid, she thought. Gathering up her armful of files, she hastened off to instruct the third years on the ravages of the Black Death, a subject, she had always found, they relished. Not the stuff about the resulting shortage of labour and rising wages. Just the bits about the boils and the rats.

 



Danny stood on the edge of the yard at Hazelwood Farm, partly concealed by a parked tractor. He could see Hugh Franklin just a short distance away, tinkering with the engine of his aged Land Rover. Though the two men were much of an age, Hugh had always looked the younger, though not today. Even at this distance, Danny could see his face was lined, his eyes ringed. He’d aged, thought Danny to himself, in the months since his second marriage. A man carrying a burden he didn’t know how to ease or set down.

Just beyond the farmer, through the open door of a barn, Danny glimpsed the nose of the smart Volvo which Mrs Franklin had always driven herself round in and would do so no longer. She and Hugh had had their differences, Danny knew. Hugh was an easy-going chap but Sonia was of a type Danny privately termed ‘a tartar’. Even Hugh had been driven to lose his temper and Danny had heard them yelling at one another more than once. Though, to be fair, Sonia had always been pleasant to Danny and his family. He’d felt a bit sorry for her, to be honest. Fish out of water, she’d been, here at Hazelwood. She’d felt trapped, he’d sensed it. He could imagine being trapped in one place must be torment, which was why he’d always avoided it. Perhaps that’s why he’d recognised a kindred spirit in Sonia.

Danny stepped out from his hiding place and cleared his throat. At the Land Rover, Hugh’s head shot up and he swung round, hope and anxiety in his face.

‘Oh, Danny,’ he said. ‘It’s you.’ The disappointment in his voice was unmissable. He came towards the visitor, wiping his dirty hands on a rag. ‘The old engine’s rattling again. Reckon I’ll have to invest in a new one. Or a good second-hand one. Know of anyone with one to sell?’

Danny, on his travels, gathered such bits of useful information. Now he shook his head. Hugh had put the question in a forced casual tone. His eyes were searching the roadway beyond Danny. Whatever was on his mind, it wasn’t the old vehicle.

Danny felt sick to his stomach. He didn’t know what to say, how to say it. Didn’t know how to begin. He thought, suppose someone were to come to my trailer and tell me something had happened to Zilpah or one of the kids? Reckon this will be the end of us pitching camp here. Hugh and me, we’ll never be able to set eyes on each other ever again without remembering this moment. He felt a welling up of great sadness in his heart, because, after all, the two of them had grown up together. As youngsters, he’d taken Hugh along with him, showing him how to set snares and hunting hares with the gypsy family’s pair of lurcher dogs.

‘Your missus—’ he blurted.

Hugh twitched and flushed. ‘Not here just at the moment, I’m afraid. She – she went to see a friend yesterday and has stayed overnight. She’ll be back later. I don’t know when.’

Danny shook his mop of greying black curls. ‘I seen her.’

Hugh stepped forward eagerly. ‘Where?’ Then, seeing the agony on the gypsy’s face, added, ‘Oh God, Danny – what’s happened? Has Sonia had an accident?’

Danny’s eyes were fixed on the ground. He couldn’t look into the other man’s face.

‘I don’t rightly know what happened to her,’ he said as firmly as he could, but his voice was husky. ‘But I found her – down near the railway line, lying in the bushes. I went there after my snares.’

There was a long painful silence. Then Hugh said bleakly, ‘Show me.’

Danny nodded and turned to lead the way.

 



When Meredith got home that night there was no sign of George Biddock. There was, however, a paper notice pinned to the front gate. It bore the legend, familiar to hotel visitors the world over, ‘Do Not Disturb’.

It wasn’t possible, was it, that George was having forty winks somewhere? No, it was too late in the day and he must have gone home. Meredith’s eye caught the gleam of wet cement. George had laid the foundation of the porch and it was still soft. This meant she couldn’t reach her front door. She had a back door key, but there was a problem in reaching the back door, too.

Being at the end of the terrace, she would have been able to get down one side of the house had the tiny added garage not prevented it. The garage was windowless and had no door into the yard beyond. However, alongside the property ran an alley which turned into another running along the back of the terrace. Meredith set off, briefcase in hand, down the alley and reached the rear wall of her yard. There was a solid gate in that, but it was securely bolted on the other side. There was nothing for it. She had to climb over.

Further down the alley someone had not taken in their wheelie bin from garbage collection day. That was a bit of luck and she was beginning to feel she needed it. Meredith dragged the bin to her wall. She slipped off her shoes and contrived to squeeze them in the briefcase. Somehow, still holding the case, she managed to clamber on to the top of the bin. The short straight skirt again proved a problem. Short enough to attract the wandering eye of the man on the train, but not short enough to allow athletic activity. Meredith had had to hitch it up to her hips and pray no one was watching. She dropped the briefcase over the wall where it landed on paving below, incurably scratching the leather. She then followed it, hauling herself over and dropping down. That didn’t do the suit any good. Two large holes had appeared in the knees of her tights. She retrieved her shoes and, as she was slipping them on again, was hailed.

‘What on earth are you doing there, Meredith?’

It was Doris Crouch, her next-door neighbour. Her head had appeared looking uncannily as if it rested, disembodied, on the wall between the two back yards. Doris was on the short side, and must be standing on something to be able to look over at all. Her round, snub-nosed face, with its helmet of rigidly permed grey waves and curls, watched Meredith with surprise and disapproval.

Meredith explained the predicament which had led to her mountaineering attempts.

‘Does a neat job, George,’ said Doris automatically, following this up with, ‘If you needed help, why didn’t you come round and knock on my door? Barney would’ve climbed over this wall and unbolted your back gate.’

‘Didn’t think of it,’ confessed Meredith.

‘You haven’t done those stockings of yours any good,’ said Mrs Crouch.

Meredith gave her a conciliatory grimace before going to unbolt the back gate and return the bin to its original location. She was then at last able to reach her own back door and let herself into the kitchen.

‘It’s your own fault,’ she muttered. ‘You should have thought of this.’ No, it wasn’t. It was George Biddock’s, who might have mentioned that he’d be blocking off access from the front.

Meredith plugged in the electric kettle and went upstairs to change out of the now not-so-smart suit and into jeans and a sweater. When she came down, she thought again about ringing Alan but at the last moment chickened out and settled with her feet up on the sofa and a mug of hot tea cupped in her hands. Alan, had she but known it, wouldn’t have been at home to take her call. He’d set off for the railway embankment.

 



Alan Markby drew over to the side of the road and parked behind one of the police vehicles. Just ahead of him the road was spanned by an arch of the disused viaduct. On the railway side it emerged from the trees and on the far side it was anchored to the hillside. In the dusk the massive shape loomed threateningly, like a giant disturbed in his slumber by the antlike scurryings of the men at his feet.

SOCO and others had been busy here all day. Emergency lighting had been set up on the bank and gleamed between the branches and bushes so that each twist of a twig or outline of a leaf was a clear-cut silhouette. It transformed the scene into an accomplished piece of artwork and made it look beautiful.

But what was down there wasn’t beautiful. Markby sighed. He’d been called out to just such a scene more times than he cared to remember in his professional career and had never got used to it. Many police officers developed a deliberate flippancy. They cracked macabre jokes as they worked around the body. Morgue attendants, Markby knew, were apt to do the same. And who could blame them? They had to cope with daily horror somehow.

He, on the other hand, had kept his instinctive respect for the departed. Perhaps it came from an old-fashioned, Anglican upbringing, to say nothing of an uncle who’d been a priest. Perhaps he was just squeamish. After all these years? he asked himself wryly. Come off it. Then he thought that perhaps, after all, he was just tired of it all. That thought surprised him because he’d never regretted his choice of job and still found something about each new case which caught his attention and made him want to know more. Admittedly it’d been better in the old days, before rise to senior rank had put him behind a desk for most of the time.

How contradictory can anyone get? he mused. One minute I’m regretting being here, the next that I don’t get called out as I did once, at all hours of the day and night, in all weathers, regardless of my personal commitments. Make up your mind! he admonished himself. Well, he was here and had better do the necessary. He walked round to the boot of his car with the intention of getting out his gumboots and making a descent on the bank. Before he could do so, however, he was hailed.

‘Sir?’ Someone was scrabbling up the bank, climbing over the police tape secured around the site. The dark figure which loomed up, blanking out the silhouetted trees, was familiar.

‘Hullo, Dave,’ Markby said. ‘I’ve just come out to see how you’re getting on.’

‘Body’s been removed,’ said Inspector Pearce, ineffectually brushing off his jacket. ‘Didn’t know you’d—’

‘No,’ said Markby, abandoning his intent to get out the gumboots. ‘I had no desire to see it.’ With a touch of humour, he added, ‘Your privilege, Dave.’

‘Thanks,’ said Pearce.

Markby reached into the capacious poacher’s pocket inside his waxed jacket and took out a Thermos flask. ‘Brought you some coffee.’

Pearce thanked him again, this time with more enthusiasm. Markby waited until he’d drunk a plastic cup of the hot brew before asking, ‘Well? What have you got?’

‘Female in her thirties. Rigor was beginning to set in when the squad car got to her. By the time the doc had been and the photographers finished, she was stiffening up well. The doc puts time of death provisionally at between nine and ten yesterday evening. We have an identity. Sonia Franklin, wife of Hugh Franklin up at Hazelwood Farm. She’d been stabbed. Post mortem may tell us more. So far there is no sign of a weapon. Searching down there is a nightmare. We’ll have to wait for daylight to finish it off properly. In fact, we were just about to pack up here.’

Markby hid a smile at the longing in Pearce’s voice. Dave wanted to be off home to his wife, Tessa, and his supper. Lucky Dave. Single men like Markby himself had time on their hands, but it wasn’t really a bonus. He asked, ‘Who found her?’

‘Gippo—’ Pearce amended this hastily to, ‘A traveller, Danny Smith. He’s quite a well-known figure in these parts. We’ve nothing recorded against him, though he’s reckoned a bit of a poacher by some. He turns up with his family twice a year and camps on a field at Hazelwood Farm with permission. Lends a hand around the farm. I don’t suppose,’ said Pearce with a grin, ‘that he’s paid a penny in taxes in his life, but that’s not our problem, is it?’

‘No, thank God. What’s his story?’ Whatever it was, Markby knew it would have to be carefully checked and that the luckless Smith would automatically be placed on a list of suspects.

‘He was walking along here back to his campsite, he says. Just that,’ said Pearce.

‘Bet you a pound to a penny he was rabbiting,’ growled Markby.

Pearce permitted himself a grin. ‘Reckon so. But he won’t admit it. He may have to, of course, if he can’t think of a more convincing innocent explanation. The point is, he recognised her, having seen her often enough and spoken to her at the farm. He went there straight away and told Hugh Franklin. Hugh came down here to see for himself and then called the police. From Smith finding her to Franklin calling in was slightly under an hour, during which time Smith probably removed his snares and traps and generally walked all over the scene,’ concluded Pearce gloomily.

‘Does Smith say whether he contemplated calling us directly when he found the body? It wasn’t on Hazelwood land.’ Markby asked the question though he thought he knew the answer. In his experience, relations between the travelling community and the police were often based on mutual distrust. Danny had preferred to pass the job to Hugh Franklin.

‘He says, and I’m inclined to believe him, that he thought he should tell her husband first. He’s known Hugh and his family all his life and it seemed the right thing to do. He thought Hugh should hear it from a friend rather than from the police. It makes sense to me,’ conceded Pearce. ‘Travelling folk have their own strict codes of behaviour. Oh, had it not been Sonia – or rather, had Danny not recognised the corpse – he says he would have called us direct, not contacted the farm.’

Markby accepted that. ‘Though Smith would’ve had to contact the farm anyway, I dare say, to get to a telephone. Unless he’s got a mobile in that caravan, which I doubt. Hazelwood Farm must be the nearest habitation.’

‘I had a look at the map,’ Pearce paused mid-speech to slurp the rest of the coffee, ‘and it isn’t. The neighbouring farm, Cherry Tree, is marginally closer, but I expect Smith wouldn’t be as welcome there.’

‘The question,’ Markby mused, ‘is what the dickens the woman was doing out here at that time of night.’

‘If she was,’ said Pearce, and was forced to explain. ‘I know it’s early for theories, but I fancy she was killed somewhere else and the body dumped here. There’s a newly beaten track from the road edge through the undergrowth to where she was found. Smith showed us the way he climbed down there, or claims he did, and that’s further along. Possibly the body was brought by car and carried or dragged down there by the recent track.’

‘Tyre tracks?’

Pearce shook his head. ‘Chummie could’ve parked on the road.’

‘So, in that case, what about the husband?’ It was in any case always the first question, Markby thought resignedly.

‘At the moment it’s difficult to get any sense out of him. He’s acting pretty cut up, as you would expect. He says his wife went out yesterday evening and didn’t come back. He doesn’t appear to have reported her missing, that’s the odd thing, and on the face of it pretty suspicious. I’ll have to talk to him again tomorrow when, with luck, he’ll be more coherent.’

‘Fair enough, wrap it up for tonight, Dave. Do more harm than good rummaging about down there now.’ Markby glanced at the illuminated dial of his wristwatch.

Pearce screwed the top back on the Thermos and returned it to its owner. ‘Thanks, I needed that. I got called out just as we were sitting down to a nice bit of steak. Tessa wasn’t too pleased.’

Tessa, Markby thought grimly, would have to get used to that sort of thing. She was married to a copper. A number of police marriages bit the dust. His had. He hoped Pearce’s didn’t. He wondered if this clash of interests was one of the things to influence Meredith when she’d turned him down.

He slid into his car and shut the door. In darkness, he sat for a few moments, digesting what he’d been told so far. The significant point appeared to be the rigor mortis and the indication it gave of time of death. Had she not been dead long when found earlier that day, a number of possibilities would have suggested themselves. But if she’d died the previous evening, then it began to look like the usual sort of domestic tragedy.

No, leave it now, he told himself. Leave it till tomorrow.

Markby switched on the ignition. He supposed it was too late now to go back and call round to Meredith’s and see if she wanted to go out for a drink. Tomorrow was Friday. He’d call her tomorrow at her office and fix up something for the evening.

Provided, of course, she wanted to go and he hadn’t messed up everything with his heartfelt but, it seemed, mistimed or misworded proposal of marriage.

Aloud he said wearily, ‘Oh hell.’




 CHAPTER THREE

‘It’s not your fault, Hugh, come on!’ Simon Franklin shook the shoulder of the man hunched on the kitchen chair. The other, refusing to be comforted, continued rocking himself back and forth, arms clasped around his body, head lowered. At each movement, the chair legs scraped on the tiled floor.

‘It is, it is! It’s all my fault, all of it!’ The words emerged as a mumble but filled with despair.

Simon straightened up and looked down at the huddled form in a mixture of alarm and exasperation. This wasn’t like old Hugh at all. Who’d have thought he’d crack up like this? Had he really cared for Sonia that much?

He went on, in the carefully reasonable tone people adopt when trying to calm others, ‘It’s natural for you to feel this way, you know. Just as it’s natural, even good, to grieve.’

He paused, regretting the inadequacy of the clichés and telling himself he sounded like a blasted agony aunt. But he’d been caught out, not expecting anything like this, not prepared to deal with it. He’d expected Hugh to be distressed, but he hadn’t expected him to go so over the top emotionally. He’d never seen him like it, not even when Penny died. In fact, even having known him all his life, he wouldn’t have imagined Hugh could break up like this. Even as a kid he’d been a phlegmatic, keep-it-to-himself child, rather as young Tammy was now. Yet here was stolid old Hugh, this sunny Friday morning, coming apart at the seams. It made a difficult situation even more difficult. Simon found himself resentful. When he spoke again his tone was brisker.
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