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			 ONE

			“I didn’t know you were allowed to shoot them. So much the better. When’s it all happening?”

			“Tonight—that’s why the announcement was made this morning, to make sure nobody would worry if they heard the shots.”

			“A wise precaution. Any unexpected disturbance like that here could create havoc.” Gladys Lancashire crunched the sides of the paper she was reading, pushed it down into her lap and adjusted her glasses. “Mind you, of course, even if they get rid of the first lot, others will come in to replace them.”

			Her friend, Cynthia Tilling, who was sitting next to her, looked crestfallen. She had made it her business to be in the hall to hear a tall red-faced man dressed in tweeds announce that the recent influx of foxes into the grounds was about to be dealt with and was recounting it all to Gladys, who hadn’t got there in time. And that had been the punchline, that foxes once entrenched are devilishly hard to shift.

			Gladys gave her a comforting pat on the knee. “I heard that somewhere, dear. It’s good the powers-that-be are taking some action though. That screeching during the night was just too much.” She grabbed at an errant page which was about to slide on to the floor and stuffed it back in with the rest. “These big papers are so difficult to control,” she complained. She folded the paper in half and flattened it down on the table in front of her.

			“Have you found something interesting?” Cynthia shifted a little closer as she made the enquiry on the premise that there might be a story to share. This was part of their normal morning routine—meet at around eleven in the main hall next to the restaurant, so there was time beforehand to get the chores done. Then they sat down to relax with coffee and papers for an hour or so. Today the timing had been put out by the fox announcement, but it was elastic anyway depending on what they found of interest in the papers to read. Nothing in their lives was precise anymore, apart of course from lunch and dinner when the hours were one o’clock in the case of the former and seven for the latter.

			Cynthia and Gladys had been friends for as long as they could remember. When Cynthia had been widowed and lost David after forty years, Gladys, who had never been married, was there for her every day. They had bought their bungalows in the Village on the same day almost exactly a year ago with trepidation on their part at the change in their lives but with solid encouragement from their close relatives. Thus far the move had been an unqualified success. They didn’t miss all the responsibilities their houses had carried with them before. In the Village there was instant help on site with any problems and the bills came in monthly slugs which they knew they could afford thanks largely to the return from money realised from the sale of their houses. Their nest eggs were managed by a private bank located by Cynthia after careful research examining returns and stability. There was no shortage of activities provided with regular excursions, a bridge club and even a pool but there was also the space to do things themselves if they wanted that. The mid-morning coffee meetings with the papers had become a treasured part of their day where they read and talked, often at the same time.

			“I certainly have,” Gladys replied to her friend’s query with her head bowed and glasses firmly perched on the bridge of her nose. “Rather juicy this one—it’s a murder.”

			Cynthia instantly forgot about the foxes. “Where?” she enquired.

			“Here.”

			“Here?” Cynthia, who was by far the smaller of the two, moved her head round in small, bird-like movements staring at each corner of the big room. She pushed back a strand of silver hair into the tightly bunched bun on the back of her head. Her kindly eyes looked troubled.

			“Not here in the Village, silly.” Gladys put heavy emphasis on the word ‘Village’ as though it were their country estate. “On the common out there.” She pointed to the tall windows following each other in a regular sequence along the wall of the main hall through which the tops of the trees marking the edge of the nearby common were visible.

			“That’s still rather close by, isn’t it?”

			Gladys shifted her large frame in the chair she was occupying and shook her head. “This all happened thirty years ago. There’s no need to worry.”

			“Why are they reporting on it now?”

			“It’s part of an occasional series they do, dear. But this one is of special interest to us, it’s the Richard Pennington case—you must remember it.”

			Cynthia nodded her head vigorously. “Oh yes, I do. Wasn’t he the man on the bike?”

			“That’s right.” Gladys used the palm of her right hand to smooth out creases in the paper and then her forefinger followed the printed lines. “It was on Christmas Day 1979 when it all started—a winter wonderland it says here, frost on the ground, light snow.”

			“He knocked over the little girl and she hit her head on the path.”

			Gladys looked up. “You’re getting a little ahead of me, dear.”

			Her friend’s face turned a shade of pink. “Oh, sorry, I didn’t mean…”

			“That’s all right.” Gladys’s eyes moved back to the paper. “He came up behind a family who were out walking, tried to get past them and the little girl went over. The father became threatening so Pennington took off. He handed himself into the police afterwards. There was a court case and the magistrate found in favour of the family but he acknowledged that Pennington did all he could to warn them he was coming by ringing his bell and so on. The family was awarded one pound in token damages. They were seriously upset.”

			Cynthia built up her courage to intervene again, despite her previous admonishment. “The little girl died soon after, didn’t she?”

			“She did—from a brain haemorrhage three days after the end of the court case. There was another trial with Pennington being accused of manslaughter. The medical evidence for the prosecution was that there was almost certainly a causal link between the incident on the path and the death but the defence came up with another doctor who cast doubt on that. Eventually the judge stopped the trial, saying the prosecution case was too weak for any realistic chance of a guilty verdict and he denied any possibility of appeal.”

			“I remember that bit very well—the father threatened Pennington in court.”

			“Yes.” Gladys put her finger back on the page. “Hassan Iqbal was his name. The judge told him to watch it—well, that was the gist of what he said in legalese, if you know what I mean. And three weeks after that…”

			“Pennington’s body was found…”

			“Laid out on exactly the same spot where the original incident with the bike took place. He’d been stabbed many times in a frenzied attack.” Gladys’s tone contained relish. “Well, obviously the police went straight for the Iqbal family. He was a taxi driver and the firm he worked for had a sheet of fares for the whole period when the police estimated the time of death. All the fares checked out. Iqbal’s wife was a hospital cleaner and she was at work, a fact testified by her colleagues. His children were at school and his sister also had a watertight alibi. Iqbal had been seen hanging around the Pennington house but he explained to the police that he had wanted to confront Pennington in the hope of getting him to admit he was responsible. He just couldn’t bring himself to knock on the front door. The police couldn’t find anyone else with a motive and the crime has never been solved.” She pushed the paper to one side. “You know, it all happened on the last trail.”

			The puzzlement on Cynthia’s face caused the criss-cross lines on her forehead to deepen. “What’s that?”

			Gladys smiled. “That comes from my golfing days. I’ve played that nine-hole course on the common a few times. You have to go round twice to make eighteen and that path is called the last trail because it follows the fairway up to the ninth green. If you get your shot right to the green you can avoid the trail. If you don’t, you’re on the trail trying to find your ball. And it was along there where the body was found. I tell you what…” She turned to face Cynthia. “What if instead of having coffee tomorrow we take a turn out there and have a look?”

			“Well—all right.”

			“The professional at the golf club has been there for donkeys’ years. He probably knows the exact place on the trail. I’ll pop out and see him this afternoon so we know.”

			“What if it’s raining?”

			“If it’s raining, we’ll go on the next day. All the days are the same here. It’ll be different, won’t it? Something we’ve decided for ourselves. We’re becoming very institutionalised here, you know.” She touched her friend on the arm. “The coffee and the papers will still be here when we come back.”

			Cynthia just about stopped herself pointing out that the coffee got cleared away at midday. She forced a smile. “Sounds good,” she said.

				
	
		
			TWO

			They agreed to meet at eleven outside Cynthia’s bungalow, all kitted out and ready for the trek round to the common. Their bungalows were three doors apart alongside one of the three roads which made up the map of the Village. They hadn’t managed to get two together due to previous reservations but, as Gladys put it, “that was maybe just as well as we’ll be seeing a lot of each other anyway.”

			Cynthia was already waiting when Gladys emerged, slamming her front door behind her. She always was first. Gladys had discovered that she had to appear at least ten minutes before the stated time to beat Cynthia to the punch and after a while she gave up trying. Perhaps Cynthia took a shorter time over breakfast or was more efficient in dealing with the housework—who knew? One thing, however, Gladys did know about her friend was that she was neat and tidy in her appearance as well as everything else. She was perfectly turned out now in a shiny black hat which fitted snugly round her head, a zipped-up quilted jacket and trousers tucked into black wellies without a fold to be seen. The wellies looked new even though Gladys knew they weren’t. Perhaps it all had to do with Cynthia’s background, she mused as she approached her. Cynthia had worked as a civil servant, one of those roles which you weren’t allowed to discuss, even after retirement. Gladys had been a teacher and still carried with her that veneer of indomitable self-assurance and unsurpassable knowledge which she’d tried to maintain in the classroom. Untidiness was also an ongoing hallmark. Bunches of hair poked out at angles from within the scarf she’d tied round it, and her scarf tugged at her neck in the fresh breeze. She’d long since lost the fight in dealing with the absurdly complicated zip on her coat and resorted to buttoning it up, which meant it had a tendency to pull around her mid-section.

			“Good morning, dear,” Cynthia greeted her as she drew close. “Not too bad the weather—I checked three forecasts.” She pointed up at a line of grey clouds scudding across the sky above them like mini battleships against an overall background of white. “Dull but no rain.”

			“Oh well,” boomed Gladys, “forecasts are usually wrong but I’m sure we’ll survive whatever happens. The pro gave me a plan of the golf course when I saw him yesterday.” She pulled a rather scruffily folded piece of paper from one of her pockets. “I know exactly where to go—we’ll study this when we get there.” She stuffed the paper back whence it had come and went striding off with Cynthia struggling to keep up with her.

			It was a short walk to the main entrance to the Village where the gate required a code to get back in. Then they followed the main road for a spell before they came to the entrance to the car park which served the common. Here the surface was rough and sharply undulating, pockmarked with large brown muddy puddles. “This should have been resurfaced long ago,” moaned Gladys in a loud voice as they picked their way cautiously across it. “I really don’t know what the council spends its money on.”

			Cynthia was well aware from past experience that there was no point in trying to counter Gladys in this mood by detailing the numerous calls the council had to try to satisfy from its limited treasure-chest, so she stayed quiet until they reached the welcome refuge of the thick grassy bank which announced the border of the common. A clearly delineated curving track between the trees stretched out in front of them and they forged along it until suddenly they reached a wide-open green space. Here the stiff breeze developed into quite a violent wind blowing directly in their faces and the two women huddled together as they fought against it. “Have to be a bit careful here,” Gladys called out. “This is the first fairway and there are people on the tee, but we’re OK because they can’t go.” She pointed in the other direction at the Lowry-like figures of two women marching away from them tugging trolleys supporting well-stocked golf bags behind them. “Let’s cross while we can.”

			They made their way across back inside the tree line. “We need to go round this corner here,” Gladys went on, indicating a stony pathway in front of them, “and it’s after that.” The wind had died down again and they made short work of the pathway back on to the grass when Gladys stopped. “This is the start of the last trail,” she announced, “and you can see the ninth fairway going along beside us. The green’s over there.” Cynthia peered between the trees and bushes as they set off again. She could just about make out the fairway but the green must be too far distant. She was struggling to catch up when Gladys stopped again.

			“This is the spot.” Her voice rang out with excitement. “The pro said it was right by this oak with the split branches.” The tree was there beside them with its two limbs dangling off at crazy angles, swinging as the wind took them. She produced the map and unfolded it. “This is where it happened. The map’s quite old but you can see it quite clearly. The path was narrower then but about five years ago the club and the council finally saw sense and widened it so that golfers with trolleys could easily get past walkers.”

			“As could cyclists,” Cynthia observed as she squinted at the thin black lines drawn on the map. She started as a golf ball came hurtling on to the path and bounced twice before striking her on the foot, causing her to jump and hop about before it described a gentle arc and buried itself in a particularly congealed clump of undergrowth and nettles beyond the trunk of the oak. The burly figure of a man with a round red face emerged from the side following the path of the ball. His head was topped with auburn-coloured curls and he was dressed in a bulky red top and bright yellow trousers adorned with black squares. He held a golf club in his right hand. “Oh look,” said Gladys in a loud aside. “Rupert Bear with a five iron.”

			“I know,” responded the newly named Rupert. “My wife told me I looked a bit of a prat this morning but at that stage the forecast was pretty good and it was too late to change. I hope neither of you ladies was hit by my ball.”

			“It got me on the foot,” Cynthia told him. She’d stopped hopping about but was still looking ruefully downwards.

			“I’m so sorry. I did a terrible hook back there.” He uttered the words as though they provided an adequate excuse of any injury she might have suffered.

			“I can’t imagine how you did it,” Gladys commented, as if she found straying from the fairway quite incomprehensible.

			“It’s one of the worst shots I ever hit. Er… did you by any chance see where the ball went?”

			Gladys pointed at the dense spot where the ball had come to rest. “In there,” she answered. Her eyes moved down to Rupert’s pristine brown and white golf shoes. “Here—give me the club. I’m better equipped than you and I saw where it went.” She grabbed the club out of his hands and strode forward off the track. While her feet clad in wellies stamped down on all the plant life beneath them, she swung the club from side to side like a machete, parting at a stroke brambles which had probably grown up tangled together for years undisturbed. She rounded the trunk of the oak tree and entered an even denser jungle than the one she had just left, and then came to a halt, parting the branches and fronds more carefully than before and using the club to dig down. All of a sudden she held her free hand aloft. “I’ve found a ball,” she announced.

			“Is it a Titleist 1?” Rupert asked.

			“I can’t see. It’s completely unplayable anyway.”

			“That’s a nuisance. I’m three down already and there’s a tenner on the match.”

			By way of answer Gladys scooped up the ball, inspected it briefly and tossed it out in Rupert’s direction. He sprang forward to catch it, almost tumbling over in the process. “That’s the one,” he panted. “Thank you.” The club followed the ball and he picked it up as it landed in front of him

			“There’s another ball down here if you want that.” She picked up a mud-covered object and displayed it. “It’s been here for quite a while by the look of it but at least you know someone else once played the same shot as you, although I can’t imagine how.”

			Rupert peered at her. “I don’t think I want that one,” he responded, “although I have lost two already and we’re only halfway round. It hasn’t been a good day.” He turned to go and was well on his way into the trees before he turned back to Cynthia. “I’m sorry about your foot.” And with that, in a flash of sweaty resignation and yellow trousers he was gone.

			Cynthia transferred her attention back to Gladys, who was now crouching down in the place where she had found the two balls. She was probing away in the soil with her hands. Then she straightened up and came back rather more gingerly, this time without the golf club to protect her. She greeted Cynthia with a triumphant smile on her face. “I found something,” she said. She opened her hand. “It looks like a credit card.”

			Her friend picked the card out of her hand with her thumb and forefinger, holding the edge of it while she scraped it with one of her fingernails. She soon gave up. “It’s definitely a credit card,” she said as she handed it back, “but it’s been hiding in there for a very long time. We’d need to take it home and give it a thorough clean to get all the muck off it.”

			Gladys rubbed the card roughly on her coat and took another look. “Agreed but I’ll tell you something.” Her voice was tinged with excitement. “The expiry date of this card was twenty-nine years ago.”

				
	
		
			THREE

			“That’s a pretty common name. There must be hundreds of them.”

			Lunch had intervened by the time they’d walked back from the common with the wind now gusting on and off in their faces and wild sprinkles of rain assaulting them from all angles. There had only just been enough time to haul off the outerwear and almost run to the lunch table to be there for the start. So it was well past two before they were seated at the kitchen table in Cynthia’s bungalow, hers being the closest to the main hall and the restaurant. Cynthia had fetched a small soft brush from her make-up bag and painstakingly cleaned all the bits and pieces the common had brought to bear on the credit card so that the totality of the information it had to reveal was there in front of them. The signature on the back had completely worn away and some of the numbers had only become clear after they employed the magnifying glass which Cynthia kept in a small case in one of the kitchen drawers.

			“Charles Willis,” Gladys read out for what must have been the third time. “But how do we find him? There’s a phone number for the credit card company on the back. We could try calling it.”

			Cynthia shook her head firmly. “That won’t get us anywhere. Data protection, you know—they wouldn’t give away any information.”

			Gladys picked up the card and tapped it on the tabletop. “In that case, what about getting George involved?”

			Her friend sat back and considered. “George” was George Skelton, a rotund, larger than life character with a luxuriant greying beard who had moved into the Village at about the same time as the two of them but into one of the larger bungalows—there were two models on offer—because at that stage he had his wife Miriam with him. She had sadly died soon after and George had been struck down very hard, although his children had managed to persuade him to stay on in the Village. Both Gladys and Cynthia had been among those who had done their best to care for him from day to day.

			“He’s still mourning,” Cynthia objected.

			“Yes, but this would give him another interest, wouldn’t it? And with his background…”

			Cynthia looked uncertain. She knew exactly what Gladys was referring to—George Skelton had been a senior police officer, rising to detective chief superintendent, no less. “I doubt if he could help now.”

			“Why not? He must still have plenty of contacts. You remember, it wasn’t that long ago when he told us he’d been to a reunion with some of his old mates—cheered him up no end that did. At least he might be able to make some suggestions as to what we could do. We should add him to our taskforce.”

			“Taskforce? Taskforce to do what exactly?”

			“Why, to get together enough evidence to convince the police to take the case out of cold storage and find the murderer, of course.” Gladys made the statement as though it was the most self-evident fact in Christendom.

			Cynthia shook her head. She feared that they might be heading down some rip-roaring path to a great objective, which in reality was much more likely to be a boiling burst of activity which would rapidly crumple down to nothingness. Also, she was very concerned that their quiet, predictable way of life might be threatened. She valued her freedom apart from the rigid mealtimes to determine how she spent her days. She had looked forward to sitting out on her porch going through her book collection with a glass of wine at her side whiling away sunlit afternoons whenever they presented themselves. Occasional breaks from the routine to please her friend could be tolerated but any more than that would have to be resisted. The trouble was that trying to restrain Gladys once she had the scent of battle in her nostrils wasn’t a job for the fainthearted.

			“The police worked on that case for weeks, if not months, dear, and they couldn’t solve it. It’s one thing to view the scene of the crime and get tied up with some caricature posing as a golfer. It’s quite another to get too involved.” She laid stress on the word “involved”, making it sound like a communicable disease. “And anyway, what can old fogies like us do which the police couldn’t?”

			Gladys picked up the credit card and shook it in her face. “Come on, dear, we have a clue here. A clue which the police didn’t find.”

			Cynthia didn’t flinch. “That card might not even have been there then. There’s no evidence to suggest it has any connection with the murder.”

			“Apart from the date on it.” Gladys put the card down. She couldn’t prevent her voice being clouded by uncertainty. “I suppose the police did fingertip searches then.”

			“I’m sure they did. You see plenty of pictures of them on the telly on their hands and knees getting down and dirty.” They had a little giggle, which lightened the atmosphere. A momentary picture jumped into Cynthia’s mind of a row of young policemen with their bums in the air, trawling their way through the undergrowth. She dismissed the image just as quickly as it had appeared. Then she paused for thought. “Of course, the trail was a lot narrower then, as you found out…”

			“…so the fingertip search might not have been quite so intensive when they moved away from the immediate location of the body…”

			“…especially when they started encountering the really vicious nests of nettles and brambles. Unlike you, they wouldn’t have had a golf club to swat them away. I don’t think Rupert was too impressed with the way you were swishing his prized five iron around.”

			Gladys laughed out loud. “He should think himself lucky I didn’t rip those ridiculous trousers off and give him a swish with it.”

			“If it weren’t for him of course, we wouldn’t have found the card.”

			“Well, one has to give him that I suppose—it was stuck in the ground as if it had been thrown like a dart. When it dropped it must have missed all the obstacles and gone straight down. It formed a barrier to stop the balls rolling any further. I could only just see the tip of it poking out.”

			Cynthia considered again. “As you say, there’s nothing to be lost from having a chat with George. We’ll need to choose our moment though.”

			**

			That moment came in the bar over a brandy after dinner. The bar only opened at set times before and after mealtimes and brandy was a twice-a-week luxury on Saturdays and Wednesdays. That day being a Wednesday, dinner was consumed a little more briskly than usual in the hope of getting one of the more prized spots in the bar near the windows overlooking the common. George had managed to insert himself there first and consequently secured the most coveted seat right in one corner. The round table in front of him was small, allowing comfortable seating for only two more members of the Village community. It was strictly residents only in the bar.

			When Gladys and Cynthia took the chance to join him, George summoned up a sad smile of welcome. He raised his brandy glass and, as he had a clear sight of the barman waved for two more. “Might as well make the most of the hand-outs,” he said. “After all, they charge enough for us to be here. I still wonder whether I shouldn’t have moved out after, well, you know…” His voice tailed off and he stared morosely into his half-empty glass.

			“There’s all kind of support for you here, George.” Gladys slipped into her best schoolteacher mode. “Not only the two of us. And your children thought it was the best plan too, remember?”

			“That’s true, and they do come round regularly. My grandson appears occasionally as well.” George drained his glass and handed it over for a refill just as the two fresh ones he’d ordered made their appearance. “I enjoy the activities here and the trips out so there’s no problem filling up the time. There’s some good in it, I suppose. What about you ladies—you keeping busy?”

			This was the ideal prompt for Gladys to relate how she had come across the review of the Pennington cold case in the paper. George perked up as he listened to her. “I remember that case—well, who around here doesn’t? I wasn’t directly involved, mind you. I was working in London by then, but it’s strange that it’s remained unsolved when there were obvious suspects with a motive.”

			“And with unshakeable alibis apparently.”

			“Hm, well in my experience alibis aren’t sometimes all they seem.” He took a glance around the bar, which was rapidly filling up. “Good thing we got in here early. They slow the service down of course to make sure they don’t have to give us too much. It’s two glasses max—I’m sure that’s what they’re told.” He tried to lock eyes with the barman who was dealing with new arrivals. “The first one’s fast enough—the second’s a different matter.” He waved his hand above his head and managed to achieve an answering signal. “That might do it. Now, let’s see, where were we?”

			“Talking about the Pennington case,” Gladys persisted. “Cynthia and I took a stroll on the common to the exact spot where the body was found.”

			“Which was also the place where Pennington made his original contact with the family, as I recall. On Christmas Day, wasn’t it?”

			“That’s right.” Gladys went on to tell him about Rupert the golfer, which elicited a lengthy snort from George.

			“Some of these people shouldn’t be allowed anywhere near a golf course, even one on a common.”

			“Well, I went in search of the ball—and I found this.” With a dramatic flourish she laid the credit card down on the table. George glanced at it and his shrewd eyes fastened on the expiry date. He picked it up and carefully examined both sides.

			“Where exactly was this?” He listened as Gladys described her trip into the undergrowth. After she concluded, he sat back, still holding the card in both hands. “So, either the police missed this at the time or it wasn’t there. Seems quite a stretch though, considering the card expired, what, around six months after the crime. Hm, Charles Willis, Charlie Willis, that rings a bell somewhere. I’ve had to deal with plenty of villains in my time and they’re all stored away in here.” He tapped the side of his head where the hair had been reduced to a semi-circular, untidy fringe leaving a white cone decorated with a mass of freckles forming a shape remarkably like a lighthouse.

			“We were wondering if you might be able to help us find him,” Cynthia piped up.

			The shrewd eyes transferred over to her. “I might be able to make a few calls. If it’s the Charlie Willis I’m thinking of, he was certainly active at that time. Small-scale though. He was the sort who would usually get caught while the bigger fish swam away into the channel. Of course, he might be dead or it might be someone else entirely. I wouldn’t get your hopes up too much.”

			“We thought you might join our taskforce.” Having originally pooh-poohed the taskforce idea Cynthia was now starting to warm to it.

			“Taskforce—to mount a further investigation, you mean?” George gave a laugh which came right up from the bottom of his throat, the kind of sound which might be produced by someone who hadn’t laughed for a long time. His mood was further enhanced as his second glass of brandy was slid in front of him. “Well, why not? It’ll give us something to think about, won’t it? May I take the card? I’ll let you know what I find out tomorrow. No promises, mind, but we’ll see.”

			He lifted his glass. “Now, cheers—good brandy this, even if they do ration it out!”

				
	
		
			FOUR

			Coffee time had already begun the next day when George entered the main hall and approached the table where the two ladies were sitting. True to form they had secured several of the morning papers and were deep into them. “May I join you?” he asked with his hands already on the back of a vacant chair. The papers were lowered in unison. “I have news,” he added.

			“That was quick,” Gladys responded, as George sat down and put his arms on the table leaning towards them so that they formed a tight bubble.

			“I had a look in the boxes of case notes which I brought here with me and found some material in there. Then I had a go at the official channels.” George’s air of self-importance was a complete contrast to the downcast demeanour he’d displayed for so long. He paused to allow the moment to gather dramatic significance before continuing. “That Charles Willis was indeed the one I remembered. The card belonged to him.” He picked the card out of his pocket and placed it on the table equidistant from all of them. “At the time when the body was found he was out of jail. He was picked up for a series of minor offences after that and served some more time but for the last fifteen years he’s been off the radar. That doesn’t mean to say he hasn’t been up to stuff. It may be the police just haven’t caught up with him, but it looks as though he’s retired.” He produced a piece of paper from the same pocket where the card had been. “I have an address for him. It’s about an hour away from here by car.”

			Gladys clapped her hands together. “This is real progress.”

			“We’ll have to write to him then,” Cynthia put in. “No other means of contacting him and we can’t just show up on the doorstep.”

			“No, that’s true.”

			“I’ve thought about that,” George came back in. “My suggestion would be to keep it short, tell him enough to raise his curiosity but not too much.”

			“Maybe mention that we’re in a retirement complex,” said Cynthia. “It might put his mind at rest if he thinks he’s dealing with old farts.”

			“That’s the ticket. We need him to agree to see you.”

			“See us?”

			“That’s right—can’t have my name involved. He might well recognise it, which would blow the whole thing. I don’t mind helping with the letter, though, and suggesting the way you conduct the meeting. If we get going with the letter, we should be able to make today’s post.”

			The two ladies exchanged glances. “All right,” Gladys offered, “I’ll do a draft we can all look at. Should be able to do that by lunchtime.”

			“Fine,” returned Cynthia, “division of labour—once we’ve agreed it, I’ll take it in to the post office in town to make sure it goes today.”

			They all bumped fists together—the taskforce was at work!

			**

			The next gathering was in Cynthia’s kitchen after lunch when they sat around the table scrutinising the draft. Gladys had produced three copies, which read as follows:

			Dear Mr Willis,

			I am writing to notify you of something to your advantage.

			My friend and I were out walking near the retirement complex where we live when we found something which belongs to you and we would like to return it.

			Could you please give me a time and date when it would be convenient for us to call at your house.

			With best regards

			George fiddled with his beard as he rocked back in his chair reading through his copy for the second time. “What do you plan to put at the top of this?” he asked finally.

			“Why—our address of course?” Gladys replied. Her tone was probably the one she would have used to some unruly pupil asking a question to which the answer was so self-evident that the mere act of asking it would have been enough to have a few precious marks docked. The self-same pupil would also have been scolded for tipping his chair back.

			As if to halt the rebuke in its tracks, George brought the chair back to its rightful position with a thump. “Not a good idea.”

			“Why?”

			“I think George is probably thinking that we have Mr Willis at a disadvantage, dear,” Cynthia put in. “We know where he lives but he doesn’t have the same knowledge about us.”

			“Absolutely,” George confirmed. At that moment Cynthia could well imagine him back in the interview room at the police station throwing the book at some wrongdoer who up to that moment had thought he might have got away with whatever misdemeanour he had committed.

			“What do you suggest I put there instead?” Gladys asked. Her voice had abruptly lost the schoolmistress edge and become a little tart.

			“Your email address would do—much harder to track down. I would take out the reference to the retirement complex as well, and don’t tell him where you were walking.”

			“But I thought we agreed that should go in.” Gladys’s hackles were rising at this criticism of what she had thought was her perfect letter. “To show we aren’t a threat.”

			“Well, that’s the benefit of a taskforce, isn’t it? Gives us the opportunity for reflection.”

			Gladys was about to object at how her idea of the taskforce was now being hijacked after she felt it had been subjected to ridicule when she first proposed it. However, she thought better of it. “So how do we change it?” she asked sulkily.

			“Just take those words out—My friend and I were out walking will do. Don’t give him any clues as to where you were. He’s a villain, remember, maybe an ex-villain but, believe me, once a villain, always a villain.” George rolled the word “villain” around in his mouth like a juicy piece of fruit which he was delaying the pleasure of swallowing for as long as possible.

			“Perhaps we should also take out the first sentence,” proposed Cynthia. “It sounds like something which a solicitor would write.”

			“Not sure about that,” George rocked his chair back again. “We want to stir his curiosity. Perhaps which may be to your advantage would be better. We don’t him to think you’re coming bearing bars of gold. And what about just regards at the end? We don’t want to be too chummy.”

			Gladys dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief. “I don’t know why I bothered with this—you’re both tearing it apart.”

			Cynthia instantly moved towards her and put her arm round her shoulder. “That’s why we put our team together, isn’t it? Three brains are better than one.”

			“That’s right.” George’s beard draped briefly on to the table as he got up. “Without you we wouldn’t have had the draft—have to start somewhere.”

			They both looked at Gladys, who eventually raised her eyes towards them and nodded in the act of stowing her handkerchief away.

			“That’s more like it,” said Cynthia cheerfully. “Now, if you get the final version done and stick it in an envelope, I have first-class stamps and I’ll deal with it. You can put my name on the bottom of it if you like and my email at the top. That would be a really fair division of labour.”

			“All right—I’ll give you the finished version to sign.”

			“Fine—let me know when you’re done.”

			“You know, you could just put the letter in the main hall box for pick-up tomorrow,” George suggested as they stood on Cynthia’s doorstep watching Gladys scurry away. “It would save you having to go out.” He took a glance up at the gradually darkening skies above them. “And we might still have a reply before the next brandy night.”

			Cynthia squared herself. “No,” she answered. “Having put the effort in, I want to send it off today.”

			It wasn’t long before Gladys tapped on the door with the envelope in her hand. “Do you want me to come with you dear—to the post office, I mean?”

			Cynthia shook her head. “This was my part of the deal. I’ll do it.”

			It was about a fifteen-minute journey by car to the post office. Cynthia parked carefully between the white lines in the nearby carpark, remembering to take a ticket from the machine, which she positioned in the centre of the dashboard. As she slipped the letter equally carefully into the box after noting that she had made the last collection for the day, she wondered when they might receive a reply. Would it really be in time for the next brandy session as George hoped? Probably there’ll never be a reply, she said to herself. She could think of at least ten reasons why that might be the case. However, she thought on the way back to the car, at least it gave us an objective for a couple of days.

			It was always a relief to drive back into the Village and see the gates close behind her. Cynthia smiled. She would have good news to impart over dinner—the letter was on its way.

				
	
		
			FIVE

			In the event the reply came sooner than any of them could have forecast—by email just before coffee time the next day. Cynthia grabbed her phone and met Gladys out in the road on her way to the main hall. Her eyes lit up when she heard the news. “We’ll need to get together with George,” was her first reaction.

			There was already a sprinkling of people in the hall when they arrived but of George there was no sign. “I’ll give him a call,” Cynthia offered.

			Gladys grabbed her by the arm. “No, let me do it. We mustn’t do anything to lose that message. You know what these phones are like. They’ve a mind of their own!” She was about to make the call when Cynthia spied George in the doorway and beckoned him over to their table. They formed a conspiratorial huddle around it with the lighted screen of Cynthia’s phone in their midst.

			Following your letter, George read out, could you come at eleven am tomorrow (Friday)—please confirm regards Maria Willis. They all sat round in silence as they absorbed the words. “Hm,” George said finally. “Short and to the point, isn’t it?”

			“But he’s going to see us,” Gladys put in.

			“Is he? It sounds like you’ll see Maria, whoever she is.”

			“His wife probably.”

			“Presumably, although from what I remember of Charlie he found relationships with women as difficult as giving up crime. It’s interesting he’s remained in the background. But it’s a big step forward whichever way you look at it.”

			“Why do you think they replied so quickly?” Cynthia asked.

			“Concern.” George’s answer was prompt. “Concern—they don’t know what treasure you’ve found. Considering Charlie’s CV they would be worried that if they didn’t come back, your next step might be to contact the police. They’re running the risk that you haven’t done that already.”

			“So we’re going then, are we?” Cynthia’s voice was suddenly tremulous.

			“Of course we are.” Gladys looked askance at her. “You’re not getting cold feet, are you?”

			“I don’t know—it seemed like a game until we had that reply. Now, well, it’s a bit more real.”

			George patted her on the arm. “You can just hand over the card when you arrive there. If they’re threatening at all, you back off and leave. We’ll have an arrangement that you call me by, say, twelve thirty latest. If you don’t, I’ll take action.”

			Cynthia nodded slowly. “I suppose we need to reply.”

			“Yes—keep it short like them. What about—thank you; I’ll be there.”

			“I…?”

			“That’s right. We don’t want them to think it’s a posse. One elderly lady won’t seem too challenging.”

			“How do they know I’m getting on?”

			“Young women are less likely to have time to go for walks together. They’re too busy with babies, work, that kind of thing. And, if they found something like this, they’d be likely to toss it in the rubbish.” He didn’t add that Cynthia wasn’t the most new-fangled first name he could think of. “Now, time to send the message—they’ll be waiting.”

			With fingers which were slightly trembling Cynthia typed out the message and showed it to them. When George and Gladys both nodded, her finger hovered over the send button and then pressed it.

			“Good,” Gladys said. “Job done—for now.”

			“Will you do the driving tomorrow?” Cynthia asked.

			“Of course, dear. I always do, don’t I? When we’re going off on adventures, I mean.”

			Cynthia had to admit that was true. Her car was a rather elderly and unremarkable grey hatchback which she kept regularly serviced on the button and was happy to drive to the supermarket and all the familiar places. Gladys by contrast had bought herself a gleaming red hybrid shortly before they had moved to the Village and she was always keen to take it out. Cynthia had mastered the navigation system so their roles were clear cut—Gladys did the driving and Cynthia the navigating. There had been no need to ask the question really. “You just get us there, dear,” Gladys went on as though drilling down into her thought process. “I’ll do the rest.”

			They all took a break and dug into the papers. Cynthia nursed her coffee. Did Gladys mean she would deal with the driving and take the lead in the subsequent meeting as well? Cynthia decided to leave that question in abeyance for the time being. It was at moments like these when she most missed David. They’d been married for forty years when he had suddenly died without warning a little over ten years ago, shortly after retiring. Their original meeting had been through work. His role in the Civil Service had been in a confidential area like her own and it wasn’t unusual for issues to arise which they could only discuss together outside the office walls. Even then sometimes they were supposed to keep them secret from each other. This had generated a closeness which left an unfillable void once he was gone. Worse still, there hadn’t been any children, although they had both wanted them. All the medical examinations they had gone through yielded no valid reason that could be identified and they’d ruled out adoption.

			David’s memorial stone where his ashes had been buried was in a garden of remembrance across the road from the Village. Along with proximity to Gladys, that had been another very big reason why Cynthia had made the move there. Now she’d agreed to be part of the taskforce there was no going back, but she knew a chat with David about how to handle it would help greatly. She resolved to pop across during the afternoon.

				
	
		
			SIX

			Their computer research suggested that the journey, which would in large part be by major road and motorway, would take somewhere between fifty minutes and one hour. So it was shortly before ten when Gladys slowly backed her car out of the garage which was linked to her bungalow and then down the slightly sloping driveway on to the road under the watchful gaze of George and Cynthia. This was all done with what might have seemed to any outsider to have been an excessive amount of caution as traffic on the Village roads was mainly limited to residents’ cars and their visitors. There was negligible risk of meeting anyone outside this group, or indeed anything larger, as all deliveries were made to the main hall and bins were placed outside the gates on appropriate days. However, with the bright red car, especially at the start of an ‘adventure’, Gladys was keen to make no mistakes. She brought the car to rest alongside the pavement and wound down the window. The others gathered around.

			“Right—first off, have you got the card safely put away?” George asked.

			By way of answer Cynthia unzipped her handbag and produced an envelope which she opened to reveal the card inside enveloped in a folded piece of plastic.

			“And you’ve made a note of all the details?”

			“Yes—and I’ve even taken a copy.”

			“Only one?”

			“Here’s a spare for you.” She passed across a sheet of A4. “This is worse than dealing with Gladys and she was a teacher. You don’t have the same excuse.” After her session with David the previous day she was feeling more buoyant and ready for the day ahead.

			He smiled. “I’m used to asking questions too, remember? Just important to make sure we get the basics done.” His tone became more serious. “Now when you get there you’ll have to play it by ear because we have no means of knowing what kind of reception there’ll be, but in general be reticent. Don’t ask them stuff—wait and see what they’re ready to tell you. Try and get in touch by midday. I won’t be worried if there’s a little slippage but by twelve-thirty I will be. Now you’d better be off.”

			Cynthia slipped round to the passenger side of the car and climbed in. She’d programmed the satnav the evening before so now she pressed the button and the routing flashed up. With a wave to George, Gladys eased the car away. He stood in the pavement watching them go. When the gates to the Village closed behind them and Gladys had negotiated her way out on to the main road, the adventure had truly begun.

			The journey passed without incident in bright weather and after they’d made the last important turn Cynthia’s eyes were fastened on the screen. “Five minutes to go,” she announced, “and it’s coming up to eleven so that’s ideal. Now their road is off to the left and it looks like a narrow one—Old Cottage Lane it’s called. There are three turnings before it.” She counted them off as they passed, the first two accessing into what looked like a crescent of ex-council houses and the third a muddy track leading off towards a church in the distance. “Just round this bend—it’s a sharp turn.”

			They came on it suddenly, and although Gladys was obediently following the speed limit, she still had to wrest the steering wheel round sharply. Old Cottage Lane led sharply uphill over a messy surface which caused the car to lurch from side to side. High hedges obscured any view and the branches of spreading trees folded overhead so that even with a shafting winter sun flickering through, the place seemed dark and uninviting. It was only when they reached the top that the change happened.

			The old cottage was right there in front of them located on a plateau with view of undulating countryside stretching out to the right and left. The sunlight, now unrestricted, streamed across grassy fields and woodland, heightening colours of green, brown and yellow and glistening on the vegetation. In the distance a herd of black and white cows grazed lazily against the horizon. It all reminded Cynthia of a David Hockney painting. Gladys brought the car to a halt in front of the cottage itself.

			It was a low-slung building with cheerfully painted white walls interspersed with small square windows and black down struts. The roof was of black slates. All around it the tops of bushes and shrubs poked above the walled garden and Cynthia could just make out a pale archway of wood ready for a summer harvest of runner beans. On the other side of a little gate a gravelled pathway led up to a brown, weathered front door. “Come on,” said Gladys. “This is it.”

			They walked forward and Cynthia pulled on a handle next to the door which produced an instant ring. The door opened a fraction and a pair of eyes fastened on Cynthia. “Are you Miss or Mrs Tilling?” It was a deep voice but unquestionably female.

			“Mrs—and this is my friend Gladys, who’s come with me.”

			The eyes transferred to Gladys and then the door was thrust fully open to reveal a short woman, probably not much over five foot with stringy dangling red hair dressed in a light waxed jacket, black trousers and well-worn brown shoes. She was hanging on the collar of a large dog with matted hair not unlike the colour of the shoes. As soon as the dog caught sight of the visitors it started to bark raucously. Gladys and Cynthia took a step back in unison. “Oh, belt up, Julius,” said the woman and the dog relapsed into a prolonged guttural growl. “I’m Maria Willis. You have something for us?”

			“Er… we were hoping to see Mr Willis,” Cynthia answered. “You see, what we found belongs to him.”

			“Oh, right.” The dog started another barking session to which its owner’s response was to apply a well-aimed kick to its rear. It disappeared through an open doorway and she went to shut the door. “He likes to sound fierce.” She hesitated. “With my brother, well he wants to meet you even though I told him he didn’t have to bother. You see, he’s not well, in fact not at all well. He’s in a wheelchair permanently now—he needs a lot of care. It’s motor neurone disease and I don’t think he’s going to live much longer, so please don’t give him any stress.”

			“We won’t, I promise.”

			Maria stared at each of them in turn. “You’d better come this way.” She led them out of the small stone-flagged hallway into a neatly furnished living room dominated by a high black fireplace. Logs were crackling in the grate, producing a cloying warm atmosphere. “Please sit down.” She indicated two heavy armchairs covered in material with a green floral pattern. “I’ll fetch him. Would you like coffee or something?” The something wasn’t specified but in any event the two friends had agreed that they would refuse any such offer, even though they would probably have been on their second cup by now at the Village. The woman took the lack of an instant reply as a negative and went off. Gladys and Cynthia only just had time to sit down before she reappeared, followed by a smoothly moving wheelchair.

			Cynthia was barely able to stifle a gasp when she set eyes on the man occupying it. They had a number of residents at the Village who required regular medical attention, but this man looked in far worse shape than any of them. He was sunk down in the seat with his legs dangling down loosely in front of him and his arms flopping on to the armrests, one of them pushed forward to operate the chair. His face was a creamy pallor with dark, deep-set shadows under his eyes and sunken cheeks. Yet when he spoke, his voice was firm and clear. He didn’t bother with a greeting. “You say you have something which belongs to me.”

			“We do.” Cynthia delved into her handbag, produced the envelope and set the credit card on a table within his reach. He picked it up and examined it. A look of concern appeared in his eyes. “I looked everywhere for this all those years ago. Where did you find it?”

			“On Corrington Common while we were out walking.”

			The look of concern became more pronounced. “Where on Corrington Common?”

			Gladys cleared her throat. “In the undergrowth near the last trail on the golf course.”

			“Why did you look there?” The questions came at them like stabs with a knife.

			Gladys gave him a succinct account of the errant golfer and how she had helped find his ball. When she’d finished, he gave a short laugh which held no humour. “Funny how fate intervenes. Do you know what happened there?”

			“Yes—everyone does. It was where the body was found in the Pennington murder case.”

			“And my credit card has been lying there in the bushes and mud for thirty years until someone goes nosing around and finds it. I dropped my wallet when I was there. I thought I’d picked up everything, but it was dark and I obviously missed that card.” He paused. “Well, go on, aren’t you going to ask me what I was doing there all those years ago?”

			“We’re only here to return your property,” said Gladys, “not ask questions.”

			He laughed again. “Shall I tell you what I think you are? You’re a couple of inquisitive old bats who have nothing else to do except poke their noses into stuff which should be of no concern to them and play at being amateur detectives.” Maria put up her hand but he waved her away. “Don’t worry—if it hadn’t have been them, it would have been someone else. It’s all right. Have you told the police about your find?”

			Cynthia shook her head. She wasn’t sure how long George had been retired except she knew he definitely was.

			“So how did you get our address? The credit card company wouldn’t have told you.” There was an edge of sharpness in his voice.

			“Oh, we have a friend who’s a real dab hand at social media, exploring search engines, all that stuff. He did it for us.” She held her breath. It was the answer they’d agreed on as the best they could do. She just hoped that now it was being tested, it would pass muster.

			“Probably someone else with nothing better to do.” He sighed a deep sigh and shifted around in his seat with his limbs constantly trembling. “Well, I don’t have long to go, maybe days, maybe weeks, the doctors don’t have a clue really. Perhaps it’s time I told someone. I put the body there. That’s how I came to drop the wallet; it was while I was shifting the body around to put it down. I remember it like it was yesterday. It had to be just beyond that big oak tree.” He paused and licked his lips. Maria rushed to bring him the glass of water she had beside her and helped him slurp noisily from it. Gladys’s hand fluttered against Cynthia’s. Before she’d gone into teaching, she’d spent some time as a cub reporter on a magazine. One of the best pieces of advice she received from the editor was to know when to ask questions and that the best question is the one which doesn’t get asked. She’d taken that advice into her teaching career. She sensed this was definitely one of those occasions when the question didn’t need to be put. George had said the same. Often when the dam breaks, the water keeps on coming.

			“I didn’t kill anyone though,” Charlie Willis went on. “I’ve done a lot of things which I’m not very proud of but killing isn’t one of them. I dealt with the body to satisfy a debt. You see, I owed money to someone who didn’t take it kindly when a debtor couldn’t pay up. When I was jumped by two guys in a car park, I thought I was going to be in for a seriously bad time. Instead, they offered me a way out. If I did a job for them exactly as I was told, the debt would be wiped out. If I didn’t, well that option would be very painful for me and my family. So I agreed—I had no other choice. They opened the trunk of their car and inside was a body bag. It was transferred over to my car and I was told where it was to be put. I had no idea who was in it and I didn’t ask. The next day I had a message confirming that the debt was wiped out. By that time the story was all over the news.”
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