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Preface

This book was written by our father and is the culmination of many years of researching ideas for characters, settings and story lines and evolving his writing voice. Dad had an extensive collection of books and an encyclopaedic knowledge, which, combined with his professional background in art, proved to be the perfect foundation for developing a novel.

Sadly, Dad passed away in 2023 before this book was published, but he worked on the final edit (with Vanessa and the help of friends from the City Lit) right up until the end. He was able to see the publisher’s proof of his book and left us with detailed instructions as to how to finish the process. This includes the artwork on the book cover which is from one of his original prints from over 50 years ago and adapted by his grandsons Luke & Oliver.

The book is one of a series of four adult thrillers under the cover title Chasing Alpha featuring Bethany Davies, a child prodigy. She arrives at Corpus Christie College Oxford in her teens and becomes involved in a series of dramatic cases over the years. This is the fourth book and is set in 2007 when she is 23 and a Fellow in the History and Philosophy of Mathematics.

We are delighted to have this book as a legacy of his love of literature and writing.

Vanessa Forman & Sarah Day
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Chapter 1

2007 -Finders Keepers

March and rain raged in the streets and gargled in the gutters.  Dr Bethany Davies, Fellow in the History and Philosophy of Mathematics, sat in the calm of the seventeenth-century baroque Queens College Library. Bethany had grown up in a cottage in Cumbria and by the age of nine was already showing an extraordinary aptitude for numbers and languages and a child psychologist had declared her to be on the Asperger’s spectrum, or High-Functioning Autism. She had arrived at Oxford aged fourteen and had never left. It was an environment that suited her temperament, with its passion for intellectual challenges and love of tradition and routine, something this library embodied.

Bethany was examining nineteenth-century French texts on the brief life and dazzling theorems of Evariste Galois. A fiery political activist, who fought the monarchists in Paris, he was equally passionate about mathematics. He completed one of his major theorems in prison, after being arrested with a loaded rifle, several pistols, and a dagger. Soon after his release he was fatally wounded in a duel over a young woman at just twenty years old. On the night before the duel, anticipating his death, he had hastily summarized his life’s work in a letter to his friend Auguste Chevalier. The contents of this letter were the focus of Bethany’s current research. The letter contained deep insights into the solution of polynomial algebraic equations and an introduction to the so called ‘Galois theory,’ that was a cornerstone of modern algebra.

This long-dead French revolutionary was more vivid to her than people she passed on the streets of Oxford. She communed with Evariste mind to mind in the pure, abstract, timeless language of mathematics.

But she was distracted. Having lived in college rooms up until now, she was waiting to move into her very own first floor flat on Kingston Road and was concerned with what the decorators were doing and she had yet to meet the downstairs tenant. The down payment on the flat had come from a bonus earned from a project for a private investment bank and the monthly mortgage payments were stretching her budget.

* * *

Harry Ashby, a structural engineer in his mid-fifties, had two passions in life, motorbikes and period houses. He was a thin, wiry character with a lined, sour face and short bristly grey hair, that made him look rather ferocious. His most treasured possession was a Norton Commando 850, which he had lovingly restored to its former glory. He used the bike to travel to work as project manager for an architect who specialised in restoring historic properties in the Cotswolds. His latest project was an ivy-clad, Victorian mock Palladian villa, Clifford House.

While the façade was listed, with a pilaster porch, the interior had suffered alterations over the centuries. Any planned refurbishment to the sixteen rooms required building consent, but the exterior work was subject to far more stringent procedures. Fortunately, the architect was a genius at navigating planning restrictions with council conservation officers.

Harry enjoyed researching the history of each property and, from house deeds and other papers, he had discovered that the house was erected in the nineteenth century for a local Liberal MP on the foundations of a thirteenth-century gatehouse to a nearby nunnery, now in ruins.

By March, planning approval had been granted and the building was covered in scaffolding. Whenever there was a break in the deluge, roofing and masonry specialists clambered over the leaking roof, toppling chimneys, and crumbling fluted ionic columns. Harry’s concerns, at this stage, lay inside supervising the self-styled ‘wrecking crew’ employed to gut the interior. This included knocking down dividing walls on the first floor to provide six generous-sized spaces.

He had learnt that a famous Hollywood actress from the 1950s had in her later years become a recluse and died in the house, leaving no will or obvious heir. The house had been unoccupied for six years before a distant relative was located in Nova Scotia who had put it up for sale.

Before the building team commenced work, Harry surveyed the house to assess its current structural state and determine which aspects should be retained. It became clear that the ageing actress had only lived on the ground floor with the upper floors neglected. The ground-floor was exactly as she left it, with an abundance of cream leather furniture hidden under rough linen dustcovers.

‘What do you want done with this lot, Harry?’ a workman asked.

‘I’m not sure that the new owners have decided,’ Harry replied. ‘So, you and Eric can shift it all into that enormous garage for now and be careful not to damage anything.’

On the walls was a collection of antique samplers. Harry commandeered one along with a small jewel like leaded-glass table lamp that he believed might be by Tiffany.

Moving to the top of the house, he found the attic, originally servant rooms, untouched for decades. There was a workshop complete with a sturdy bench fitted with a vice and vertical drill, and a storeroom stuffed with tea chests and old furniture. Among the clutter, he found a silver snuff box and inside a trunk came across an old box file with the word BURN scrawled across it.  He placed these, along with the sampler and lamp, in the pannier on his bike. ‘Finders keepers,’ he murmured to himself.

Late afternoon, during a lull in the storm, he travelled home, irritated to find workmen still hard at work upstairs in what had been Professor Cauthorne’s flat. Harry’s own flat resembled an antique emporium, as he had acquired items from each of the houses he had worked on over the years. He assured himself that he had never stolen anything, but rather rescued things the clients had considered surplus to requirements. Taking pride of place among his acquisitions was a Sheraton writing desk with slender legs, on which sat his computer.

Over the desk, he hung the sampler and studied the primitive needlework. It depicted a family in front of a stylised house and below was a simple verse.

For now, be fresh and fair

Thy morning beauty shows

Tis all cut down and withered quite

Before the evening close.

Then underneath was stitched.

Rebecca Walton Made this

Newport Rhode Island

January 20 in 1773

He placed the silver snuff box on a Georgian bookcase, having discovered from the markings it was assayed in London in the late 1700s, and positioned the lamp on a small wine table next to a Spanish woodcarving of a Madonna and child, painted in gesso and gilt, possibly fourteenth century.

Not in any manner an accomplished cook he phoned for a pizza, as he did several times a week. An hour later, having devoured his margherita and poured himself a craft beer, Harry settled back to examine the contents of the box file labelled BURN.


The papers were from the 1980s and seemed to concern purchasing a fishing boat for the transportation of an unspecified cargo from Boston to Ireland. There was a single photograph showing a group posed in the garden at Clifford House. A commanding figure occupied the centre, with the others ranged about him. There was a young man in fishing gear that Harry thought he recognised as someone he had known in St Gregory’s sixth form. If it was him, he was now a businessman, very much in the public eye. Turning the photo over, he saw the group were noted by their initials, all except the man in the middle who was named as ‘Whitey’ Bulger.  His name had cropped up on several of the documents in the BURN box sent from a Freddie Scappaticci. A cursory search on the internet revealed Bulger was the head of an organised crime syndicate in America, while Scappaticci sounded like an Italian mobster. Harry chuckled and pondered, what were American gangsters doing in Oxford and what was their relationship to the man he had identified?

As March turned into April, Manningtree, the architect, was eager to transform the interior, but last-minute changes requested by the new owner resulted in prolonged renegotiation with the conservation officer. Eager not to lose momentum, he decided to commence remodelling the grounds. A contractor began digging up the old flower garden with a JCB mini excavator. At eleven o’clock he unearthed something disturbing.

Meanwhile Harry scanned the contents of the BURN box into his computer, and for extra measure transferred a copy to a USB flash drive. He had just finished when there was a tap at the door. Cautiously he opened it a chink.

‘Hi, my name is Bethany, Bethany Davies, I will be your new upstairs neighbour.’

			
		

Chapter 2

The Bone Garden

DCI Charles Aestal had finished giving evidence in a building society robbery case at the Crown Court. Ms Justice Blanding was delivering her summing-up as Aestal escaped into the court precincts. Some of the public, and the local crime reporter, were waiting in the foyer when a call came through for the detective.

‘We are getting reports of a body found in the grounds of a property in Godstow, north Oxfordshire,’ the desk sergeant said.

He was relieved to drive out of the city and as he turned into a long beech-lined drive, Charles realised he had been to Clifford House before. Some six years previous, an elderly American woman had cut her wrists in the pedestal bath with gold taps, an exquisite Boucheron bracelet on her bleeding arm.

It was raining heavily as his car drew up beside the mansion. He was met by a local constable, the original responding officer. ‘This way, sir,’ he said nervously.

Opening his umbrella, Aestal followed him, tramping over wobbly duckboards into a side garden. The call had said a body had been found, but this did not convey the full situation. Staring into a scooped-out pit, Aestal was confronted with a skeleton, the skull resting on a square of hessian. It could have been five or six hundred years old. What was obvious to his practiced eye was that the death had not occurred any time recently. He took out his mobile and called Dr Fiona Birch, forensic anthropologist at LGC forensic laboratories.

‘Dr Birch, I have an intriguing arrangement of bones requiring your expert attention. Oh, and bring your wellingtons, the site is rapidly becoming a quagmire.’

Turning to the constable, he said, ’Get this hole covered in tarpaulin, before all the evidence is washed away, and then clear the area.’

Detective Chief Inspector Aestal was an athletic, black man in his mid-thirties. Always immaculately dressed, in the few minutes he had been at the mansion the bottom of his trousers had become saturated, and his highly polished shoes were caked in mud. He retreated to the porch, making a series of calls to assemble a crime scene team.  PC Claire Ince was the first to arrive and he directed her to assemble all the site workers inside the ground floor sitting room.

The room had been stripped of furniture, but old dining chairs had been brought down from the attic. An aristocratic-looking gentleman in country tweeds introduced himself. ‘My name is Giles Manningtree, the architect in charge of this renovation. Let me say on behalf of all my colleagues, we are most upset by this discovery and will cooperate fully in the police investigation. I hope you won’t take it amiss, but in this business, time is money, so I would be grateful if you could indicate how long the inquiry will last.’

Aestal smiled, ‘Until we know what we have here, it is impossible to make any prediction.’

DI Ralph Bowler, who was in his early forties and Aestal’s Senior Investigator, had brought with him a set of waterproofs and boots for his boss to change into. Aestal thanked him enthusiastically. ‘Could you organise some of the workmen to lay a scaffold board walk around the pit, and then sort out a rota for interviewing all the site staff?’

By now a convoy of police crime scene vans was churning up the drive. DCI Aestal instructed them to photograph the scene before the rain obliterated the site. The small specialist forensic team, all in white, erected a robust tent over the pit and Dr Birch stepped into the muddy tomb.

Aestal took Manningtree to one side. ‘Once we have interviewed your men, I suggest you all vacate the site for the rest of the day and let the crime-scene specialists go about their work. Is there another project they could be assigned to?’

Giles Manningtree rubbed a hand over his careworn face. ‘Unfortunately, this is our only project right now. The renovation is scheduled for six months. Some of the men are sub-contracted, so I can lay them off for a few days. As for my core staff, we will be twiddling our thumbs till you give the all-clear.’

By late afternoon, having carried out a thorough record in situ, Dr Birch supervised the lifting and transferring of the bones to a stretcher in a forensic van. As she made to get into the van, Aestal asked if there were any initial findings that might guide the investigation.

‘May I say, Charles, you look quite fetching in oilskins,’ she said. ‘The subject was a male and had been in the ground for about twenty years or perhaps a little more. There are indications that he did not die of natural causes, but I need to verify that in a more detailed examination.’

‘Can you hazard a guess as to how he might have died?’ Aestal asked.

‘Speculation is indeed a hazard, and I try to avoid hazards my dear Charles,’ she grinned. ‘Come around in the morning, by which time I will be able to give a more considered assessment.’

‘So, we are definitely talking of murder?’ he said.

‘Definitely, maybe.’ She smiled.

He watched the forensic pathologist drive away in the relentless rain, weaving between the convoy of cars and reflected that if the burial had taken place at least twenty years ago, it was imperative he discovered who had been living in Clifford House back then.

As he turned back toward the murder scene, he was accosted by local journalist, Ken Bushel, his hair plastered down by the rain. ‘So, what’s going on here?’


‘Nothing for you, Kenny,’ Aestal replied. ‘An archaeological dig has uncovered some old bones.’

‘Dead nuns? Chance of a photo is there?’ Ken asked.

‘Not just yet. We need to clear the site,’ Aestal said and beckoned one of the constables to escort the journalist off the land.

Half an hour later, as Aestal sheltered in the house, he received a call from headquarters reporting a road accident on the Southern By-pass with a request for personnel to assist emergency services. As it was late in the day and little more could be done at the mansion, he sent all his team to help, except Bowler, who was concluding the interviews in the lounge.

* * *

Next morning the Thames burst its banks, and streets in Botley were underwater. At just after nine o’clock, Aestal received a phone call from Godfrey, the Head of the forensic laboratory.

‘Charles, I have some unfortunate news. Dr Birch was involved in the multiple vehicle pile-up on the Southern By-pass by Brisley as she was returning from Clifford House.’

‘Good Lord, was Fiona injured?’ Aestal asked anxiously.

‘She has mild concussion and a broken arm and a couple of cracked ribs.’

‘Is she in hospital?’

‘No. You know Fiona, won’t let a few fractures and some pain stop her from working.’

‘Do we know what happened?’

‘There was torrential rain. An articulated lorry jack-knifed, spilling its load, and about six other vehicles shunted into it. What I am not so sure of is the state of the skeletal remains her van was carrying. The collision investigators have impounded the vehicle. It may be another day before they release it. Our initial inspection indicates many of the bones have been damaged on impact and the whole van may be contaminated with industrial waste. You are going to have to be patient on this, Charles.’


‘I understand, Godfrey. Given that the body has lain in the ground for many years, I am sure we can wait a few more days. Give Fiona my best regards and keep me informed of her progress.’

* * *

Returning to the station after a sushi lunch, Aestal was met by DI Bowler who presented his boss with a photocopy of the deeds obtained from the present owner. It appeared that twenty-odd years ago, the mansion was owned by Vince Raeburn, a wealthy record producer, but he’d resided most of the time in the Bahamas and had frequently rented out the house. ‘The problem is this guy Raeburn died of lung cancer a few years back. So far, I haven’t been able to trace any tenants.’

Addressing the team Aestal said, ‘As of now, we don’t know who the victim is, or how and when they met their death. Accepting it is likely to be some years since their burial, we need to search the site for any residual evidence. The actual burial site is still marshy from the storm and though they have pumps attempting to keep the pit dry, I fear it is a losing battle. So, we need to look elsewhere, starting with the house. Claire, can you get a plan of all the rooms in the house from the architects and then assign a constable to be responsible for searching each one. We need to photograph each space before disturbing it and make a list of contents as well as bagging up anything remotely significant. We will meet back here tomorrow at four to collate and evaluate our findings.’

			
		

Chapter 3

Death at the Dig

The worst of flooding in Oxford had subsided when Bethany Davies returned to Queens College Library. Having laid out her Moleskin notebook, books, and red and blue pens in a simple yet precise geometric matrix, she was once again bringing laser-like intensity to commune with the mathematical mind of the flamboyant Evariste Galois when she was interrupted by the placing of a bright yellow Post-it on the desk beside her. In the assistant librarian’s perfect copperplate handwriting it stated,

Ms Petra Ragly (Von Kleist)

Is in the foyer and

Wishes to see you.

Bethany and Petra had been undergraduates together at Corpus Christie College, when Bethany’s mother had discovered the body of Vernon Rees, Petra’s boyfriend, bludgeoned to death in Merton Street. Since the funeral, the two young women had not kept in touch.

Tidying away her notes and books, she made her way past an orrery and large globe to the front of the building. The foyer was crowded with delegates from an astrogeology conference taking place at the college. Bethany was approached by two women and  a man. Though dressed in subdued colours, long charcoal grey cardigan, deep olive-green wool dress, Bethany was easily recognisable because of her mane of russet auburn hair, that seemed to glow from the inside.

‘Bethany!’ one of the women called exuberantly. At first, Bethany hesitated. Could this be the glamorous young woman she had known nearly ten years ago? The Petra she remembered had long shimmering blonde hair and dressed in smart designer clothes and was given to theatrical shows of emotion. This woman had short mousy hair, rimless glasses and was soberly dressed in a navy raincoat and faded denim jeans.

‘Is it really you, Petra?’ exclaimed Bethany.

‘The one and only,’ grinned Petra.

‘We wondered if we might talk to you?’ said the young man wearing a brown trench-coat.

‘And you are...?’ asked Bethany.

‘Sorry, let me introduce you,’ Petra said. ‘This is Detective Laurence Crane from the City of London Police, and someone you already know, Claire Ince from the Oxford police force.’

‘Claire -of course,’ said Bethany, suddenly aware of the woman’s uniform.

‘Wow, quite a place to work in,’ Claire said, surveying the ornate plaster ceiling and richly carved bookshelves.

‘It is, as you say, quite a place. I take it for granted now,’ Bethany confessed. ‘I can remember when I arrived as a 14-year-old, I was also in awe of such grand surroundings.’

‘Beats my dowdy open plan office down the road,’ Claire  said.

‘Bethany was a child prodigy. Put us all to shame,’ Petra said.

‘However, this is not the most convenient place to hold a discussion,’ Bethany declared. ‘I was intending to lunch at the Quod in the High.’

She led her visitors along the antique street; the pavement glossed with rain as bells near and far tolled one o’clock from spires and domes. ‘Petra, you have changed,’ said Bethany.


‘My old world was shattered by Vernon’s death,’ Petra said, her voice quavering with emotion. ‘I was in therapy for several years. It made me reassess how I had been living. You remember Vernon’s friend Dominic? He was my rock, he helped me through the darkest hours. Now I work for a charity supporting refugees in the Calais camps.’

‘I understand. It was a terrible way to die’ Bethany said. ‘I assume from your surname you must be married?’

‘No, not yet. Part of my therapy was acknowledging my father was a complete shite, so I have adopted my mother’s maiden name. Dominic and I are getting married next year, so my name will change again.

‘You are one to talk of changes, back then you were this gawky frightened schoolgirl, like a rabbit caught in the headlights. Look at you now, a radiant self-assured woman, the quintessential Oxford don.’

‘It is true that I am not the person you knew then. I was a child going through a profound transformation. Flat-chested and inexperienced, I felt ugly and inadequate, not helped by the fact that some people were often surprisingly cruel to me. My brain was on fire, trying to make sense of a thousand new sensations during puberty.

‘I am a little older and wiser, but I am still evolving, and day to day my brain is in flux trying to better understand the world around me. Ultimately, it is our ability to change that makes us human.’

They had arrived at Quod, housed in a former bank just across the road from St Mary’s church and once they were seated, they ordered coffees and sandwiches. Behind them a tall undergraduate was loudly remonstrating with a waiter about a lost mobile.

‘My whole life is on there, my whole life!’

Inspector Crane removed his coat to reveal a conservative blue-black suit worn over a paler blue shirt with a thin white stripe and a purple tie.

Bethany asked Crane what they wanted to discuss with her.


‘Perhaps, Ms Ragly, you could describe the incident that brings us here,’ Crane said.

‘Dominic got a first in Roman History and is now part of MOLA, the Museum of London archaeology unit. They are currently excavating on the site of a new bank in the City of London. Just over a week ago, they unearthed a mosaic floor depicting Aeternitas. It is exceptionally rare to find mosaics of the goddess of eternity, holding the head of Sol in one hand and the head of Lunar in the other. Dominic was very excited about it, but before he could show it to me the storms came. They covered the site with massive blue plastic sheets to preserve the find.’

‘Could you get to the point,’ urged Crane.

‘We’ve had an absolute deluge, rather like you had here in Oxford. It was not until two days ago that they were able to remove the covers. I was at the site, eager to see the mosaic.’

‘Sounds fascinating,’ Bethany said.

‘When they pulled off the waterproof sheets there was a body spread-eagled in the centre of the mosaic.’

‘That’s terrible, how shocking,’ gasped Bethany.

Detective Crane cleared his throat. ‘The middle-aged man had been murdered, but there was no indication who he was. Yesterday Forensics recovered a scrap of paper from inside one of his pockets.’

Petra, butted in, ‘Because Dominic and I were at the police station being interviewed about finding the body, he was asked if the writing meant anything to him. On one side in block capitals, it said Bethany Davies and on the back was part of an algebraic equation, and I recognised your scrawl. You have a unique way of writing the numbers 3 and 7.’

Bethany put down her cup, ‘My writing?’

‘I realise this is a bit of a longshot, but can you recall giving such a piece of paper to anyone recently?’ Crane asked.

‘I am not sure,’ Bethany said. ‘What did he look like?’

‘We are unable to provide facial recognition, but he had grey hair and was wearing black chinos and a leather biker’s jacket,’ Crane said.


‘Would the jacket have a Norton emblem on the front pocket and the word Commando emblazoned across the back?’ Bethany asked.

‘Yes, it does,’ Crane sat up, his interest suddenly aroused.

‘Harry!’ Bethany exclaimed. ‘I am in the process of moving into a new flat. Harry Ashby is my downstairs neighbour and rides a vintage motorbike. With tradesmen delivering furniture etc.  I gave him my name and mobile number in case I wasn’t around.’

‘Harry Ashby? I interviewed him a few days ago,’ declared Claire, ‘about a body we uncovered out at Godstow. I have his number.’ She punched it into her mobile, but there was no reply.

‘Look before we finally decide it is Harry, shouldn’t you visit his flat?’ Bethany said.

They piled into PC Ince’s Vauxhall Astra. Detective Crane sat in the front, while Petra and Bethany squeezed in the back.

Crane was clearly not happy, ‘I really feel Ms Ragly and  Dr Davies should leave this to the police now, ladies,’ he protested.

‘Oh, don’t be so pompous Laurence, it’s most unattractive in a man. I led you to Bethany from a scrap of paper, and she is leading us to identify mosaic man,’ Petra insisted. ‘You should be exceedingly grateful, besides which I want to see my good friend’s new flat.’

‘Okay you can visit Ms Davies’s flat, but you must stay out of this investigation,’ a sulky Crane said.

As they turned into St Giles Claire asked the man from London, ‘What can you tell us about how your victim died?’

‘He was badly beaten, before being shot in the head,’ Crane said. ‘Forensic evidence indicates he was killed elsewhere, and his body dumped at the archaeological site during the night.’

‘The city is fairly empty at night, so have you any CCTV evidence as to who it might be?’ Claire asked.

‘They were either clever or just lucky,’ Crane said. ‘There are no cameras in the immediate area of the dig. We are ploughing through images from the surrounding area, but no obvious candidates have come to light.’

Entering Walton Street, Petra asked Bethany, ‘Are you seeing anyone at the moment?’


Not one to confide personal matters, Bethany replied, ‘I never developed the social skills to attract a partner.’ She called to the detective, ‘Harry went everywhere on his motorbike. Maybe you can find witnesses who saw the bike.’

‘Sure,’ Crane shrugged.

Walton Street gave way to Kingston Road and the car drew up outside an imposing Victorian house.

As they got out, Bethany said, ‘Harry keeps his Norton 850 in that lean-to over there.’

Peering through a gap at the top of the padlocked door, they could see the motorbike was clearly missing.

Bethany unlocked the wide front door, and they entered the tiled hallway.

‘I am going to be living up those stairs, Harry’s flat is through the doorway to the left,’ she said.

‘We’ll look rather foolish if he’s in there all the time,’ Petra said dryly.

Detective Crane rapped loudly on the door and called, ‘Police! Mr. Ashby, may we have a word?’ As his fist thumped the door it swung open. Cautiously they peered inside. The apartment had been trashed.

‘We should stay outside until forensic arrive,’ PC Ince declared, phoning the police station to report a break-in.

‘I was burgled a year back,’ gushed Petra nervously. ‘Why do they always make such a mess?’

‘This was no ordinary burglary,’ Bethany said, ‘There are expensive antiques everywhere and look, there is a silver box on the floor.’

‘And that toppled lamp looks very like a Tiffany,’ Petra added.

‘If it was an opportunist break-in they wouldn’t bother with antiques,’ Crane said. ‘They are only interested in watches, cash, iPads and computers that are easy to sell on.’

‘But you think they came looking for something particular?’ Claire asked.


‘Given you interviewed him about the body at Clifford House, it might imply they were after something Harry found there,’ Bethany said.

‘Let me get this straight,’ Claire said,. ‘You are suggesting that a murder which happened years ago in an Oxford country mansion is connected to the death a few days ago of Harry Ashby in the City of London?’

‘He is clearly linked to Clifford House, so there must be a distinct possibility that the unearthing of that body may be the catalyst for the second murder,’ Bethany declared.

‘Or, as Faulkner put it, the past is never dead. It is not even past,’ Petra said.

‘I will phone DCI Aestal and let him know our current thinking,’ PC Ince announced.

‘Could you ladies that are not part of the investigation please leave the scene before you contaminate any evidence. Constable, could you arrange for me to visit this mansion?’ Detective Crane asked.

The white forensic clan drew up outside. ‘May I request  that you all vacate the crime scene and let the scientists do their work,’

While Crane went off to phone his City of London colleagues, Ince called Aestal.  Intrigued that Crane was investigating Harry Ashby’s death, who featured in their own enquiries, he suggested Petra and Bethany should also come to Clifford House, so that he could hear their testimony first hand.

Crane was clearly unhappy when Petra and Bethany joined them: ‘What the hell do you think you are doing. This is a murder investigation, not a jaunt in the countryside.’

‘DCI Aestal requested they come with us,’ PC Ince explained.

Crane snorted.

‘Do you have a problem with my orders Detective Crane?’ Ince asked.

‘Not for me to say, is it? But it’s damn irregular,’ he scowled.


Claire Ince took the country roads to Godstow. Though it was barely a week since the storm, the fields and trees were fast recovering, offering a symphony of green in the late afternoon  sun, but several deep puddles had turned into fords. Water glugged under the car threatening to stall the engine, but Claire kept the car moving forward. The lane up to Clifford House was overhung with sagging branches, so it was not until they were almost there that the house came into view clad in scaffolding. DCI Aestal and DI Bowler were waiting on the mansion steps as a welcoming party.

The site was a sea of churned mud so Petra fished in her large shoulder bag, emptying a series of plastic bags so that she and Bethany could fasten them over their shoes. Crane, not wishing to resort to such DIY, got his Church’s Chelsea Boots smeared with sludge. Bethany was startled by the chorus of birds, punctuated by the harsh notes of crows massing in a dead oak tree.

Over the past few years, Bethany had met Charles Aestal several times during his police investigations and always found him intelligent and caring. Seeing him now, he appeared particularly handsome in his light grey suit and green wellington boots. She looked away, disturbed by his effect on her. Attraction inevitably led to intimacy, and in her experience, ended in disappointment.  She wasn’t sure if this was bad luck or poor social skills. ‘We are who we are,’ she mused.

Aestal came forward to shake Detective Crane’s hand. He stayed gripping the hand while sizing him up.

‘Pleasure to meet you Detective Chief Inspector,’ Crane murmured in a fawning manner.

After introductions and offers of coffee and tea, Aestal issued everyone with a bright yellow hard hat before asking Bowler to take Crane to see the burial pit in the old flower garden. Once they had moved away, Aestal drew Ince to one side, close enough for Bethany to overhear.

‘At this stage, we treat Crane’s visit as a courtesy call.’


Ince examined her boss’s face ‘You’re up to something aren’t you, sir?’ she asked.

Aestal smiled. ‘Nothing gets past you, does it Claire? The City have a reputation for muscling in and taking over enquiries, to the exclusion of local forces. I suggest we share essentials, but don’t give away the crown jewels till we know their intentions.’

He then spent time with Petra and Bethany finding out all they knew of Harry Ashby’s murder. By the time Bowler and Crane returned, daylight was fading.

‘Apart from floodlights on the ground-floor, there is no electricity in the building,’ Aestal said.

‘I would still like to look over the house,’ Crane urged.

Aestal stroked his chin for a minute. ‘Okay, we have some flashlights, so we can enjoy a son et lumière,’ Aestal declared.

Approaching the front entrance, Petra, bruised her ankle on a pile of broken tiles and, with the house cloaked in shadows, decided to remain seated on the ground floor with Claire Ince, but Bethany joined Aestal and Crane to explore the house.

The first floor comprised empty, dust-filled rooms, with walls half demolished. Coils of cable snaked across bare floorboards and bags of cement and plaster boards were stacked against outer walls stripped back to naked brick.

They stumbled up creaking stairs with gothic balustrades to the attic. The walls were now a sour yellow, tattooed in mould and cobwebs, the floors splattered with bird droppings. Most of the rooms were empty but one was stuffed with furniture. Freezing air came from a broken skylight in the sloping ceiling, with water dripping onto a sagging sofa that smelt like rotting vegetables. Turning to the left they entered a workshop space. Crane was clearly interested in this room. When Aestal was pointing out tools hung on the wall, Crane palmed an object into his pocket. Though Aestal was not aware of the act, Bethany was.

On returning to the ground floor, Aestal said, ‘Laurence, I have reserved a table at the seventeenth-century Trout Inn, so you can sample Oxford’s fine dining.’


‘I am truly grateful for your offer,’ Crane smiled, ‘but I should get back to London.’

Aestal nodded acceptance, ‘PC Ince, will you drive our guest back to catch his train?’

Crane buttoned his coat and made for the door. Aestal asked Claire to join them at the Trout Inn afterwards.

With the departure of Detective Crane, Aestal ushered the rest of them into his car. The chorus of birds had now subsided, though the rasping calls of crows remained, with several dozen agitating on branches of the gaunt oak tree. Aestal drove down the dark, twisted lanes until they emerged by the Thames. An old Cotswold-stone building stood back from the river, close to a hump-back bridge. A jolly crowd was seated outside under large white umbrellas, but Aestal steered them inside to the bar area, where they sipped glasses of wine while waiting for Claire Ince to join them.

Bethany told Aestal about Crane taking an object from the workshop.

‘Hmm,’ he frowned. ‘Luckily we have detailed photographs of each room, so we should be able to identify anything missing.’

Bethany played the scene over in her mind. ‘I got the impression he was locating something he expected to be there.’

When Claire joined them, they moved to a window table. After ordering and settling back, Charles Aestal confessed, ‘I am not sure how I am going to explain this meal as necessary expenses now that our London guest has departed.’

Bethany stared outside where a black and white springer spaniel was bouncing up and down, its paws caked in mud. Though the inn had survived flooding the land sloping down to the river was boggy, and among the tufty grass, she recognised clumps of yellow marsh marigolds familiar from her family home in the Lake District.

As they tucked into their starters, Aestal and Bowler recapped what they knew about the previous occupants of Clifford House.

‘You need to track down the estate agent who handled the lettings,’ Petra said.


Bethany noticed a waitress had been hovering by their table. When Bethany looked straight at her, the woman blushed but came over.

‘Excuse me, but I couldn’t help but hear you discussing Clifford House,’ she said.

‘We were indeed. We are police officers,’ Aestal replied.

‘I’ve known people at the big house for thirty years,’ she  said.

Aestal pulled out a chair, ’Would you care to join us?’

‘Oh, I don’t think I can, we are rather rushed off our feet at present.’

‘Of course, I do apologise,’ Aestal said. ‘Maybe you could come back when things quieten down?’

The group gave themselves up to enjoying the delicious food. Bethany began with Panko-Breaded Brie and for her main course chose Smoked Haddock Florentine Fish Cakes and was even tempted to have an Apple & Damson Crumble desert. Around ten, the waitress returned to sit at their table.

‘Tell us of your association with Clifford House,’ Aestal said.

‘My name is Poppy Mansard, and I first came to Clifford House in 1980 as a teenager, with my parents who’d joined the Bright Morning sect there. Mum and Dad were scholars who never felt at home in the modern world.’

‘What was it like at the mansion back then?’ Aestal asked.

‘The windows were draped with saffron tie-dye silk. Everyone dressed in batik sarongs. It was very laid back.’

‘What attracted people to Bright Morning?’ Bowler asked.

They came to drop out of urban bustle, seeking spiritual enlightenment, free love, and pot. Most people came for a week or a month, but some, like my parents, stayed to help run the place. They all paid generously.’

‘What was it like for you as a teenager?’ Bethany asked.

‘I loved it at first. There were about half a dozen kids at any one time, and we were left to run wild.’

‘Who was in charge of Bright Morning?’ Aestal asked.


‘Lionel Jenkins, known as the Appointed One. He was a friend of the owner having been an accountant in the music industry.’

‘Was there a workshop in the house,’ Bowler asked.

‘Workshop? No, not in the house. There was an old wooden barn in the grounds that they used for crafts.’

‘Was there ever any violence?’ Aestal said.

‘There was one incident. Trafford, then a fading rock star assumed the free love extended to us kids and was found in bed with a twelve-year-old girl. The father beat him to a pulp.’

‘Is that why the centre closed?’ Aestal said.

‘No. Trafford left, and I don’t know if they reported the assault. Bright Morning closed after a tragedy in 1983. One night a group, high on drugs, went skinny-dipping in the river. Ankha, an Asian ‘princess’, drowned. The police came and found drugs as well. Lionel was very lucky to get away without a conviction and decided to cut his losses and closed the place. My parents went to live on a Greek island. I chose to stay here. By then I was sixteen and got this job.’

Do you know what became of the Appointed One?’ Aestal asked.

‘Last I heard he was running a meditation centre in Cheltenham.’

‘You say you came to work here in 1983, did you keep an eye on goings on up at the mansion?’ Bowler asked.

‘Yes, I have always felt an attachment to the place. Bright Morning left the house in a mess. Mr Raeburn, the owner, had it cleared and redecorated. Fortunately, he was able to let it short term for a generous amount to recover his costs.’

‘Who were these generous tenants?’

‘Some kind of shipping company. I never knew the name or the men’s names. There were around a dozen lads, none of whom cooked, so they came here for meals.’

‘Did you never hear a name?’

‘Well, the man in charge was an American, but he was only here occasionally. They called him Whitey, but one night when I gave him the bill and said Mr White, they all laughed at me.’


‘Can you tell us anything about the other men and what they were doing up at the house?’

‘They were mostly Irish.’

‘Did you ever go inside the house while they were there?’

‘Just the once. They wanted the Trout to provide a special dinner in the mansion dining hall. Me and several of the other staff waited on table. The guest of honour was an Arab gentleman.’

‘When did they leave?’

‘Just before Christmas the following year.’

‘Who came after they left?’

‘Some young cartoon filmmakers, they were great fun.’

‘Can you remember their name?’

‘Digital New Animation. They were fresh out of art college and set up to make commercials. One project was a Keep Britain Tidy campaign. They produced this cartoon character based on Elton John. Harvey Wright, the boy in charge, gave me one of the drawings and I still have it framed on my bedroom wall.’

‘Were you aware of any violence while they were there?’

‘No. They were always arguing, what Harvey called creative debates, but they were a bunch of softies.’

‘Why did they leave?’

‘Turned out their fancy electronic gear was on hire purchase. They couldn’t keep up the payments, so bailiffs took away everything. Harvey went to work for Disney, and a little later Glenda Hathaway moved in.’

‘Did you meet the legendary Glenda?’ Petra asked.

‘Oh yes. She was still very glamorous even in her sixties. In the first few months she seemed very happy. There was a young Italian companion, Lorenzo. They dined here often, but then he disappeared, and she became sad. Her health suffered and Sarah Clarke from Wolvercote became her daytime carer. It was Sarah who discovered her dead in the bath.’

‘Well thank you Poppy, you have been enormously helpful,’ Aestal said. ‘We may need to get back to you, if you don’t mind leaving us your contact details.’


‘Suddenly we have a shed load of possible suspects,’ Ralph said.

‘Gosh! Is that the time?’ gasped Petra. ‘I’ll miss the last train back.’

‘I am still at Kiln Lodge until my new flat is ready. Stay with me tonight,’ Bethany offered. ‘I have a spare bedroom since my mother moved out.’

‘That is generous of you,’ Petra said. ‘I must phone Dominic, let him know.’ She turned to Aestal. ‘I’ve had an extraordinary day, so let me pay for our meal, then you won’t have troubles with your expenses.’

Petra and Bethany went with Claire Ince in the Vauxhall Astra; the two men remained in the Trout discussing how they would follow up on the new information.

The night was pitch black, the car’s headlights sweeping the bristling hawthorn hedges startling birds as the vehicle snaked around frequent bends in the road and splashed through the deep puddles.

A Range Rover with a heavy steel crash-bar suddenly appeared and came hurtling toward them with its lights turned off. A collision seemed inevitable. Petra and Bethany screamed, but Claire managed to steer the Astra onto the narrow verge coming to rest an inch from a high stone wall. The Range Rover meanwhile careered into a bollard, badly scraping one side, before accelerating away.

Petra and Claire clambered out, shaken but unharmed. ‘What a raving lunatic!’ exclaimed Petra angrily.

Claire was on her mobile to Aestal, ‘A car deliberately forced us off the road, boss.’

Bethany remained in the car completely zoned out, eyes closed rocking slowly back and forth.

‘Are you okay?’ Claire called with concern.

‘She’s meditating,’ Petra said, ‘it’s her way of coping with shocks.’


Bethany was experiencing an autistic shutdown. She felt anything but calm inside. It was as if her mind was in a meat grinder. As a child she had experienced meltdowns when she would scream and rage. Over the years she had found ways of channelling her panic attacks into shutdowns. Once she had a shutdown in the common room as an undergraduate and someone had declared, ‘Oh, it’s only meditation,’ and she had adopted the label. Slowly her rational mind overcame the confusion and turmoil. The danger had passed. Cold night air cooled her overheated head, and her pulse ceased galloping.

By the time Aestal and Bowler arrived she had recovered, though still pale and breathing irregularly. After re-assuring himself that no one was injured, Aestal instructed Bowler to drive Petra and Bethany back to Kiln Lodge, while he would drive Ince back to the station in her car.

‘I will follow up on this reckless driver in the morning,’ Aestal said.

They were about to get into the cars when Petra shouted, ‘Look!’

An orange glow lit up the sky behind them.

‘It looks like Clifford House is on fire,’ Ince exclaimed.

‘Ralph -contact fire and rescue services and request urgent police back-up,’ Aestal called. ‘Claire and I will go see what is happening.’

After making the emergency calls, Bowler pulled away and as they turned on to the Woodstock Road a fleet of quick response vehicles rushed by, lights and sirens blazing.

Back at Kiln Lodge, the two women decluttered the spare room and made up a bed. They were both still disturbed from recent events. Sitting in the kitchen cradling mugs of hot chocolate, they discussed the near crash and speculated about the fire before inevitably going on to discuss their student days.

‘You’ve come a long way from the gawky little country kid  I first saw back then,’ Petra said.

‘Well, a lot has happened over the last decade. I was just a strange child destined to grow up in this strange place.’


‘It certainly is a weird place. You only realise how weird when you get out into the real world.’

‘Maybe I am not made for your real world. Over time I’ve come to understand the routine and rationale of Oxford, but I still have problems with small talk, I like to cut to the substance of things.’

It was nearly three o’clock when they finally went to bed, only to be woken at eight thirty by Aestal knocking on the door.

‘I thought you would like to know what happened after you left. Also, I would like to hear your account of the encounter with the Range Rover.’

‘Come in. Would you like a cup of coffee?’ Bethany said.

‘Thank you, black for me,’ he said entering the flat.

They sat in the lounge on chairs usually occupied by Bethany’s tutorial group. While Bethany put on the coffee percolator, Petra asked, ‘So, was it the mansion on fire?’

‘Yes, it was, and despite the early response of the fire brigade the house is a burnt-out wreck.’

They contemplated the glum news, then Petra said, ‘I’m returning to London later, would it be possible to see the damage before I go?’

Aestal sipped his coffee and pondered for a few minutes and then nodded, ‘Okay, but let me warn you that it won’t be possible to get really close, the whole place is full of fire and search officers. I am only agreeing because on the way you can indicate where the Range Rover nearly hit your car and describe exactly what you saw.’

It was a dazzling spring day, the fields a lush green, the sky an unbroken blue. The women sat back soaking up the balmy fresh air until as they drew nearer to Godstow, Bethany called out, ‘It was just round the next bend we encountered the mad driver.’

Aestal slowed down to walking pace.

‘There,’ Bethany pointed to a concrete bollard, that was cracked and listing over.

‘Forensics should be able to get tyre tracks from the verge  and a paint sample from where he crashed into the bollard,’  Aestal said.


Pulling off the road by a farm gate onto a marshy meadow full of wildflowers where cows munched lazily, he phoned through instructions for forensics. While they waited, Aestal asked, ‘Did either of you get a look at the driver?’

‘He wore a smiley mask,’ Bethany said.

‘One of those Guy Fawkes masks with a moustache and pointy chin,’ Petra added.

‘What about the number plate, do you remember any of it?’

‘No. I can’t remember any,’ Petra said.

‘It had been obscured with parcel tape,’ Bethany said.

‘Clearly this guy had not wanted to be traced,’ Aestal declared. ‘What about the vehicle itself.’

‘It was a Land Rover Defender, circa 1996, with a seriously heavy-duty crash bar,’ Bethany said.

A police car arrived, and the officers began taping off the area. ‘Let’s get on to the mansion,’ Petra said.

Their approach to Clifford House was in dramatic contrast to the countryside they had just driven through. A dark scar on the verdant landscape with the charred carcass of Clifford House, still belching black smoke, at its centre. When they clambered out of the car, their noses were assailed by pungent acrid fumes.

‘Wear these masks,’ Aestal said. ‘They will filter out the most lethal particles.’

Like an army of ants, in hardhats and high-visibility jackets, specialist fire investigation officers and firefighters swarmed over the site, securing the building, and assessing the seat and cause of the fire. Cables and pipes crisscrossed the blackened earth and trailed in soot black puddles. Birdsong was replaced by the throb of generators and pumps. The ivy on the outside was singed and blackened reminiscent of a funeral wreath.  Foul vapours spiralled upward to pool into mock storm clouds until the wind dispersed them. Shards of stained-glass from the shattered lunette above the door, lay in the porch like scattered jewels among the mud. Bethany looked into the next field where vibrant yellow rapeseed was home to a family of wild rabbits.


Aestal led them over freshly laid duckboards to the garage which had been set up as the incident room. Petra remarked that the sifting of debris and placing remnants in marked trays was very similar to how MOLA analysed an archaeological site. There was a shiny tea urn and trays of croissant, courtesy of the Trout Inn. They were about fifteen yards from the house and could feel the heat radiating from the brickwork. A small bald man came to greet them, his face and body grimed with ash.

‘This is Aiden Fowles, lead officer for the specialist team,’ Aestal explained. ‘Aiden can you give us an initial report on your findings?’

‘We are at an early stage of the investigation. It will be a week at least till I can write a FDR1 report, but it looks as if the fire was started by a series of Molotov cocktails being lobbed through the downstairs windows. We found one lodged in the flower bed outside that didn’t explode. Wine bottles filled with a highly flammable contents and a fuel-soaked cloth fuse, all very professionally prepared.’

‘How much of the house has been destroyed?’ Bethany asked.

‘The whole of the ground floor and a substantial part of the first floor are gutted. Most of the floors and ceilings are unsafe. Half the attic is also badly damaged, along with the roof collapsing on one side. The good news is the structural engineers reckon the external fabric of the building remains sound.’

‘This will substantially compromise your investigation into the body in garden,’ Bethany remarked.

‘Yes. I don’t think we will be able to glean anything more from the mansion and the rain has washed away most of the burial site,’ Aestal conceded. ‘Fortunately, Poppy has provided us with a few leads to follow up and now the rain has stopped I am toying with having more of the garden excavated for clues, but that would be a long and costly operation.’

‘You could use GPR, ground penetrating radar,’ Petra said. ‘MOLA use it to map a potential site, it is amazing what it reveals underground.’


‘That is an excellent idea,’ Aestal said, his solemn face transformed with a smile.

Petra and Bethany returned to Oxford, enjoying a modest lunch in the basement café in the Ashmolean. After the meal, Petra went to the gift shop in search of a present for Dominic. She purchased a faux-jade dragon based on an ancient Chinese work in the collection.

‘Now we have met again, you must come and see us, we have an apartment in the Barbican.’

‘My furniture is being transported to my new flat over the next few days, but once I have settled in, I would love to come and see the mosaic at the Roman dig,’ Bethany said. ‘My mother is in Estonia at present, so I have no plans to go back home for at least a month.’

‘Come for Dominic’s birthday in a week’s time,’ Petra said, ‘we are having a small party. You can see me give him the jade dragon.’

‘Will Dominic think you have bought him an old Asian masterpiece?’

‘Not for a moment. He has a very fine eye.’

			
		

Chapter 4

Twilight of a Screen Goddess

Monday morning and while he was not inclined to believe in fate, circumstances were conspiring to make DCI Aestal’s investigation frustrating. Still without a forensic report on the victim and Clifford House a burnt-out shell, he turned his attention to considering previous tenants of the mansion. The mystery surrounding the disappearance of a young man, named as Lorenzo by Poppy at the time Glenda Hathaway was in residence persuaded Aestal to begin his inquiries close at hand with Sarah Clarke, the elderly star’s carer.

After an initial phone call, the detective set out with PC Ince for Wolvercote. In his mind he pictured a kindly old lady in a picture postcard cottage, but the woman who opened the door was very different.

OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
COLIN GRIGG






OEBPS/nav.xhtml

				
Contents


		

		Cover


		Title


		Dedication


		Contents


		Preface


		Acknowledgements


		Chapter 1 - 2007 - Finders Keepers


		Chapter 2 - The Bone Garden


		Chapter 3 - Death at the Dig


		Chapter 4 - Twilight of a Screen Goddess


		Chapter 5 - Bright Morning


		Chapter 6 - Looking for Harvey Wright


		Chapter 7- Return of Guy Fawkes


		Chapter 8 - The Bone Reader


		Chapter 9 - Convalescence


		Chapter 10 - Letting Go


		Chapter 11 - Private Views


		Chapter 12 - Time Out


		Chapter 13 - Man in a High Tower


		Chapter 14 - The Mystery of Sir Alec Barra


		Chapter 15 - Last Confession


		Chapter 16 - Dark Matter


		Chapter 17 - Can’t Bring me Down


		Chapter 18 - The Burden of Proof


		Chapter 19 - Passionate Encounters


		Chapter 20 - Measure of Man


		Chapter 21 - Turn to Face the Strange


		Chapter 22 - This Stage of Fools


		Chapter 23 - Past Tense


		Chapter 24 - Breakthrough


		Chapter 25 - Misdirection


		Chapter 26 - High Table


		Chapter 27 - Unravelling


		Chapter 28 - The Final Reckoning


		Copyright






		

OEBPS/image/titlepage.jpg
Time’s Scars

By

Colin Grigg

@p

1

Grosvenor House
Publishing Limited






