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May 1980

      He gasps for every breath, bobbing to the surface of the salty water like a cork then sinking again, towed under by an unseen force. Death is close. He can almost hear it whispering: ‘I want you. You can’t escape me now.’

      This is the end. His head is on some violent fairground ride and he tastes vomit in his mouth, vomit and salt. He tries to cry out. He tries to pray. He tries to save himself by paddling his weakening limbs in a semblance of swimming but every effort makes it worse. He shouldn’t have gone into the sea after drinking in the bar but he’s always been one to follow stronger and more determined natures.

      He closes his eyes, tempted to yield to the inevitable. Now he’s losing the fight he feels strangely peaceful. He wants it to be over. Drifting towards oblivion, he feels a sudden pain. Somebody is grabbing him roughly, bruising his flesh, yanking his neck. Another body is beneath him, moving strongly and rhythmically. He gasps for breath as a bright light dazzles his eyes and he realises his head is now above the water, supported by something or someone unseen.

      He feels himself being hauled onto the hot, gritty sand and he’s half aware of people crowding round him. Like a large fish landed by some boastful fisherman, he is the centre of attention.

      He groans, closing his eyes tightly against the brilliant sun, and when he opens them again he is cocooned in a towel. Then he hears a voice, familiar yet unfamiliar.

      ‘Are you OK now?’

      It is a voice he recognises. An English voice. It belongs to the boy he was drinking with earlier, sharing a beer in the taverna beside the beach.

      ‘What happened?’ Chris hears himself asking in a voice that doesn’t seem to be his own.

      ‘You got into trouble. Probably too much beer. I had to pull you out.’

      Chris hauls himself into a sitting position and puts his head in his hands. He still feels sick but better… so much better.

      ‘You could do with a drink. Hair of the dog.’

      ‘I’ll get it.’ Chris tries to struggle to his feet but sinks back again. On the third attempt he succeeds and the other boy supports him as he staggers to the bar. They look like a pair of cartoon drunks but Chris senses that his companion is completely sober.

      Chris’s hands shake as he finds his waterproof wallet and gives his rescuer the money to buy the drinks.

      ‘Did you know that if someone saves you from drowning you belong to them from then on?’

      Chris looks at the boy and realises that he is deadly serious. From now on his life will no longer be his own.
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19th July 1913

      Cold. Whatever the season it is always cold in the little attic room I share with Daisy here at Sandton House. Even in this glorious summer weather the place has a chill about it, and whenever the wind blows it howls around the house like a creature in torment. 

      Daisy says a maid once hanged herself in here; tied a twisted sheet to the exposed beam, stood on the old wooden chair in the corner, and jumped. Daisy says that on a windy night you can still hear her body swinging to and fro but I know that it’s only the creaking of the big oak tree outside the window. Daisy is a liar and I tell her so but she still wears that smug smirk on her face as if she has a secret known only to herself. 

      Only I am the one with a secret, a secret so momentous, so precious, that I have nursed it to myself. There have been times when I’ve longed to share it with somebody – even with Daisy; pinch-faced, spiteful little Daisy with her sharp, angular limbs and her chest flat as a boy’s – but I know I must stay silent until the time is right. From now on, I must be careful not to undress in front of Daisy and I must always keep to my side of the bed we share. I do not want her to see my growing belly, not until all is settled and Alfred keeps his promise to me. Then I will lord it over her. How I long to see her face when she realises that I am going to be her mistress; that she will have to serve me and call me madam. 

      Until then I do not want any whisper of my secret to reach the ears of Mrs Stevens. I would not have the fat housekeeper with her pig face and her watchful eyes know of my condition before Alfred does. 

      Alfred is away at present visiting his aunt at Paradise Court, her fine estate near the town of Neston. The first time I missed that which curses womankind each month, I did not tell him because I was unsure. But now I am certain and I know I must break the news on his return. When we lay together in the great oak bed in his chamber he swore to make me his wife if I was good to him. I must not doubt his sincerity. I must not doubt that he loves me in spite of the difference in our stations. He has been raised as a gentleman. A man of his word. 

      And so I keep my secret, cling to it as many cling to faith. What grows within me shall raise me high. Alfred has sworn it. 

       

      
October 2014

      Paulette closed the lid of the old chest freezer in the outhouse and stood back to examine it. There was rust on the base where it met the damp concrete floor and sometimes, when she lay awake at night listening to the sounds of the countryside, she worried that the seals were showing signs of black mould. If the freezer stopped working at some point she’d have to make other plans.

      She heard a tap on the window and jumped. But when she turned she could see it was only a branch of the apple tree, laden with mummified fruit, brushing the filthy glass like a skeletal hand. Tap, tap-tap. For a moment she’d thought they’d found out and come for her. But how could they? She’d done nothing to make anybody suspicious.

      She switched off the light – a single, cobwebbed bulb drooping forlornly from the bare rafters – and flicked on the torch. It was time to return to the cottage for a well-earned malt whisky, something she’d developed a taste for ever since she’d helped herself to some at one of the houses where she’d worked. The first time was out of curiosity – just to see what the fuss was about – then it became a habit. Of course she’d topped up the bottles with water to avoid detection. She’d always been careful about things like that.

      After locking the outhouse door she made her way back to the cottage, hugging her long black cardigan around her body as she picked her way through the fallen apples that had rotted to pulp on the ground. The wind was getting up now, each gust seizing the half-bare branches of the surrounding trees and shaking them like a petulant child. But she hardly noticed because she had other things on her mind.

      There was the freezer, of course: her own private dilemma; her box of secrets. And she had another secret: one so precious, so potentially lucrative, that it would soon solve all her problems.

      She’d bided her time for a while and now she was collecting her payment. However, she had one big regret. She’d kept in contact with Merlin since their chance meeting and, eager to regain his attention, she’d yielded to the temptation to show off and shared her secret. Look what I can do. Look what I’ve become. How was she to know he’d come to claim a share?

       

      Chief Superintendent Noreen Fitton was a determined woman. Tall and angular with fine brown hair cut severely short, she exuded an air of capability. DI Wesley Peterson suspected that his boss DCI Gerry Heffernan was scared of her, even though in private he called her ‘Aunty Noreen’ as if that homely title would render her harmless. It was the first time he’d known Gerry to be frightened of anybody who wasn’t carrying a gun.

      When she’d summoned Gerry to her well-appointed lair first thing that Thursday morning, he’d left the CID office with the reluctance of a schoolboy summoned to the headmaster’s study for smoking behind the bike sheds. Things hadn’t been easy for Gerry since he’d been shot during the arrest of a killer back in May and Wesley knew he was frustrated with his own frailty. Gerry Heffernan wasn’t the type of man who took reminders of mortality well.

      Wesley gazed out of the window at the view across the river. Tradmouth’s tourist season was more or less over, leaving only a few hardy retired souls still bent on conquering the South West Coastal Path. But today the rain fell in horizontal sheets and the wind raged outside, setting the grey river churning and the brown palm fronds rustling on the waterfront. It wasn’t a good day for walking – or much else for that matter – and Wesley was glad he was indoors.

      Things had been unusually quiet for the past few weeks. Only a spate of break-ins at isolated dwellings had shattered Wesley’s cherished illusion that all the local criminals had declared a strike or, better still, seen the error of their ways and decided to go straight. The burglar had so far targeted five empty second homes, leaving no clue to his identity. Gerry, the eternal optimist, reckoned his luck was bound to run out soon.

      Wesley glanced at DS Rachel Tracey who was sitting, deep in paperwork, at her desk. Rachel’s recent loss of weight had sharpened her features and her fine blond hair was now cut in a short bob. A few months ago she’d worn it long and Wesley had preferred it that way. But he knew it was none of his business. Because of the extra duties she’d taken on in Gerry’s absence, her wedding had been postponed until the following spring but she hadn’t spoken of it in his hearing recently and he hadn’t dared to inquire. When he’d mentioned it tentatively to her house-mate, DC Trish Walton, she’d said that she knew as much as he did, raising her eyebrows as she spoke, as though there was something she wasn’t telling him. Then she’d changed the subject.

      Gerry’s return interrupted his ruminations. There was a preoccupied look on the DCI’s face as he walked in carrying an armful of files, as if he was contemplating some insurmountable problem. He too was looking thinner these days, although some might have said that was a good thing.

      Wesley followed him into his glass-fronted office and as Gerry dumped the files on his desk Wesley saw him wince with pain. His face, once plump and round, topped by a thatch of grizzled hair, now looked drawn.

      ‘How did you get on?’

      Gerry harrumphed and slumped back in his seat. ‘When she called me into her office like a naughty housemaid who’d been caught supping the master’s best claret, I was convinced she wanted to put me out to grass using this shooting business as an excuse.’

      Wesley opened his mouth to protest but Gerry carried on before he could get a word in.

      ‘I know I haven’t been pulling my weight recently.’

      ‘Come on, Gerry, you’ve been doing as much as you can. It’s no big deal being put on light duties after what you’ve been through.’

      Gerry was a good copper who had a natural rapport with people, the law-abiding and the not-so-law-abiding. Besides, if he wasn’t there, Wesley would miss his company and his wisdom. When he’d arrived in Tradmouth, the first black detective in the area freshly transferred from the Metropolitan Police’s Art and Antiques Unit, Gerry had accepted and valued him right away. And although the two men came from very different backgrounds – Gerry from Liverpool and the Merchant Navy and Wesley from public school and university – they’d become good friends over the years.

      ‘What exactly did CS Fitton say?’

      Gerry gave a sad smile, showing the gap between his front teeth. He’d once told Wesley it was a sign of good luck; certainly he had been lucky to survive the shooting.

      ‘Well, she didn’t mention the words “early retirement”, which came as a relief. In fact, as things are fairly quiet at the moment, she asked me to have a look at a few cold cases for her before she gives them to the team over at Neston. She said she’d value my opinion.’

      ‘Paul says there’s a new lead on these break-ins so if we clear that up, I might be able to give you a hand.’

      Gerry raised his head, suddenly hopeful. ‘What’s the new lead?’

      ‘A dark van was spotted at the scene of the last one.’

      Gerry rolled his eyes. ‘A dark van? Couldn’t he do better than that? Like a registration number?’

      ‘You can’t have everything.’

      Gerry stared at the files on his desk and frowned. ‘I once heard someone say that when you’re given a cold case it means you aren’t up to handling a hot one.’

      Wesley knew the boss liked to overdramatise at times and this was one of them. ‘That’s nonsense and you know it.’

      Gerry began to open the files, one after another, giving the contents a perfunctory examination before pushing it to one side. ‘There’s all sorts here. Unsolved murders. Armed robberies. I don’t know where to start. Aunty Noreen said I was to go through them and choose a couple that interest me – see what I mean about her giving me something to keep me quiet?’ He sighed. ‘They’re doing DNA reviews on them and all.’

      ‘Well, that might produce something useful.’

      ‘Mmm. Why don’t you get on with searching for your dark van?’

      Wesley left him to it, wishing there was something he could say that would cheer him up.

       

      Magdalena parked the trolley and knocked on the door of room 352.

      ‘Housekeeping.’

      She stood quite still for a while and listened. Sometimes she would hear sounds of frantic activity and a breathless ‘Just a minute,’ but all she heard here was a heavy silence. She knocked again, just to be sure, and when there was no reply she took her pass key from her overall pocket and opened the door.

      Magdalena had been brought up in her native Poland to remember her manners and her instinctive reaction was to apologise to the man in the chair by the window and tell him she’d come back later. But something about his absolute stillness wasn’t right. She hovered by the door for a few moments and said a tentative, ‘Excuse me.’ When there was still no reaction she crept slowly towards the window where the man was sitting upright in a leather tub chair next to a low round table bearing an empty plate scattered with crumbs, probably the remains of a room-service sandwich. Next to the plate was a half-empty bottle of whisky and a tumbler stained with crusted amber liquid.

      Magdalena forced herself to look at the man. He was probably in his sixties with thick, well-cut, steel-grey hair, suntanned flesh and slightly sagging jowls. A good-looking man for his age. A man who’d taken care of himself.

      His striped shirt was open at the neck and there was a large dark patch on his pale chinos where his bladder had emptied. He wore no shoes and Magdalena noticed that one of his toes peeped out through a small hole in his left sock. She thought he looked slightly unreal, like a waxwork.

      She stared at him for a while, willing him to wake up, watching anxiously for any movement of his chest that would tell her he was still breathing, even though she knew that life had left his body and he would never wake again.

      She backed away nervously as if she half expected him to open his eyes, stand up and come after her. Then she went over to the bed, still made up neatly and obviously unslept in, and fumbled for the bedside telephone with trembling hands, unwilling to take her eyes off the dead man. Her heart was pounding as she connected with Reception and when a female voice answered she managed to gasp the words: ‘The man in three five two. He’s dead.’

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              2
            
          

          

        

      

       

      
1st September 1913

      Mrs Stevens has found me out. She has been watching me for days now and this morning, after I’d finished mopping the tiled floor in the front hall, she caught me vomiting into the sluice. She called me to her parlour and sat watching like a great bombazine-clad spider while I stood captive in her web. I did not bow my head. I am not ashamed. There is no shame in love. 

      She asked me to name the father but I would not. Alfred is still with his aunt at Paradise Court, aiding her on some legal matter. His aunt has a daughter, his cousin; a girl around my own age, I understand. But I must not entertain envious thoughts. I am his and he is mine. And yet when I serve Alfred’s mother at table and she treats me as a barely human automaton whose purpose is only to serve her needs, small doubts buzz into my heart like flies loose in a pantry. He has been absent three full weeks now but when I recall his sweet and loving words to me, I know that he will never betray me. 

      Mrs Stevens addresses me as Rose but I tell her I wish to be called by my real name of Martha. Mrs Toncliffe likes to give her maidservants the names of flowers but from now on I shall insist on Martha. I am no wilting flower. I am the mother of her grandchild. 

       

      The wind had died down overnight and the October sun was attempting to appear from behind the low white clouds.

      ‘The weather forecast’s good for today so I’d like to make a start,’ said the director, a shaven-headed man in his forties whose slightly bulging eyes made him look permanently startled. He wore a Berghaus fleece and skin-tight jeans and he held a clipboard which he used to shield his eyes as he gazed up at the sky like someone expecting divine guidance.

      Dr Neil Watson of the County Archaeological Unit stood a little way off with his colleagues. Ever since the filming of Ultra Dig had begun the previous day, there had been a lot of waiting around and very little digging. When he’d been asked to take part in the series as a visiting expert, he’d questioned the wisdom of choosing the lost village of Sandrock as the subject for the first programme. As politely as he could, he had pointed out to the producer that the site was downright dangerous, especially with the season of autumn gales approaching. In February 1918 many of the houses in the small fishing village perched on a cliff five miles along the coast from Tradmouth had toppled into the sea during a violent storm, leaving only a handful of structures still standing, including the remains of the small and ancient church that had once been the focus of the abandoned community.

      The director had been undaunted by warnings that archaeologists and volunteers might be risking their lives clambering over precarious ruins barred from public access by prominent warning signs. He wanted jeopardy and seemed to use the word as a mantra. Jeopardy kept the viewers watching and that’s why he’d chosen to film in October when the weather was unpredictable. Neil never thought he’d ever utter the words ‘health and safety’ but there was a first time for everything.

      Eventually a compromise had been reached. The excavation would concentrate on the church, the building furthest away from the cliff edge. Everybody, apart from the director, had been relieved. ‘Let’s get going,’ he said.

      Neil looked at the archaeological team who’d started to drift off towards the church. There were fifteen in all, half of whom he’d worked with on past excavations, and several experienced volunteers, members of a local amateur archaeological society drafted in to provide extra manpower. He was scheduled to lead a dig at a Heritage Trust property near Neston in a couple of days’ time so he hoped everything would run smoothly at Sandrock. The deal was that he would only be needed for filming once a day to dispense his wisdom and analyse the previous day’s discoveries. He wouldn’t even have to get his hands dirty if he didn’t want to and the TV company was paying him more than he usually earned in a year. The director might be a pain who knew little or nothing about archaeology, but it was a temptation Neil hadn’t been able to resist. And besides, the ruined church looked interesting.

      The site had already been surveyed and the geophysics results had been examined. The actual dig was being led by a woman who’d done a great deal of work up in the Orkneys. Her name was Lucy Zinara and, although he’d never met her before, he knew her by reputation and wondered what had lured her down to Devon, away from Orkney’s brochs, cairns and prehistoric monuments. No doubt he’d find out in due course.

      Now the weather had improved it was time to get started and Neil hoped that the demands of filming wouldn’t interfere too much with the serious business of digging. He nodded to the director and began to make for the church, pushing open the gate that bore dire warnings of danger and was usually kept locked. The others had gone on ahead carrying their equipment – black buckets, kneeling pads, trowels, shovels and mattocks – with the camera crew bringing up the rear.

      Neil was about to follow when the director grabbed his arm. ‘I need you and Lucy to do a piece to camera to explain what’s going on. We’ll start as soon as she arrives.’

      ‘Where is she?’

      ‘She’s been delayed.’ The man sounded peeved but as soon as the words had left his lips, Neil heard a female voice, slightly breathless and genuinely apologetic.

      ‘I’m so sorry. I got stuck behind a herd of cows.’

      He looked round to see a woman hurrying towards him. She was in her early thirties, slightly built with short brown hair and a pleasant face devoid of make-up. She wore an old anorak and sturdy digging boots: appropriate clothing.

      ‘Lucy. So glad you’re here.’ There was a hint of sarcasm in the director’s voice and Neil saw Lucy’s cheeks redden. ‘I don’t think you’ve met Dr Neil Watson from the County Archaeological Unit. He’s acting as our archaeological consultant for the series.’

      Lucy Zinara thrust out her hand. ‘Pleased to meet you at last. I’ve heard of you, of course.’ She smiled as though she was genuinely pleased to meet him.

      ‘I’ve heard of you too. Interesting work you’ve been doing up in Orkney, I believe.’

      He was pleased that he’d taken some trouble with his appearance that morning. He’d washed his shoulder-length mousy hair specially and scrubbed the soil from his finger nails. He was wearing the new combat jacket he’d bought to replace its disreputable predecessor and even his many-pocketed cargo pants were freshly laundered. He’d felt compelled to make an effort for the TV, and now Lucy was there he was glad he had.

      ‘Where are you planning to put in the trenches?’ he asked.

      ‘I thought we’d have four initially. The geophys results have shown some interesting anomalies. Let’s go and have a look.’ She smiled again.

      As they walked towards the shoulder-height remains of the small porch that was once the entrance to the church, she began to chat. ‘I’ve been told that you’ll only be here part of the time.’

      ‘That’s right. I’m supervising another dig for the Heritage Trust near Neston and I’ll be flitting between the two sites.’

      ‘It’s Paradise Court, isn’t it?’

      He was surprised and rather gratified that she’d done her homework. ‘That’s right. Know it?’

      ‘Actually I’ve got family links with the place.’

      ‘So you’re from round here?’

      ‘Originally.’

      He waited for her to say more but she didn’t so Neil continued, filling the silence. ‘According to records, there was an earlier house on the site of Paradise Court and it looks as though part of its foundations might be in the walled garden. We’re also looking for an ice house we think is lost in the undergrowth. If you don’t find much here at Sandrock, you’re always welcome to give us a hand.’

      ‘You’re tempting me,’ she said with a gleam in her eye.

      ‘So what’s brought you back to Devon?’

      ‘My great-grandmother’s ill and my mother needs support. Her parents died when she was young and Clara brought her up so they’re close. Clara’s in a nursing home about a mile and a half away.’ She smiled. ‘She’s a tough old girl. She was a hundred in July.’

      ‘It’s a good age.’

      She was about to answer when he heard the director’s voice calling her name.

      ‘Duty calls,’ she said, as she turned to go.

       

      The constable from Morbay police station who’d been summoned to the Morbay Palace Hotel expected it to be a routine visit. The police have to be called to every sudden death, and only rarely do they discover anything other than a natural death. Or occasionally a suicide.

      According to the hotel, the deceased was called Alan Buchanan and he had given a London address. The constable thought the man looked quite peaceful sitting there in the tub chair, almost as though he was taking a nap and would wake up any moment. But the doctor had been called and would be arriving any moment to pronounce life extinct.

      The constable anticipated that his duties would be confined to identifying the deceased and arranging for his next of kin to be informed, but the motions had to be gone through so he began to search the room. The bedside drawers contained nothing apart from a Bible and a guide to the hotel’s facilities, and the wardrobe didn’t reveal much inside, only a linen jacket hanging limply on a wooden hanger, a couple of pairs of trousers, three newish shirts and a selection of clean socks and underwear on a side shelf. The dead man had travelled light.

      In the pockets of the jacket he came across a leather wallet. He had just discovered sixty-five pounds in cash and two credit cards, one in the name of Alan Buchanan and another in the name of Andrew Stedley, when he heard a knock on the door. The doctor had arrived.

       

      Dr Susan Cramer had been shown up to room 352 by the manager, who was doing his best imitation of an undertaker on duty. The man hovered by the door as though he intended to hang around during her examination of the dead man, but luckily the young PC in attendance ushered him out, making reassuring noises: They’d take the body away as soon as possible. There’d be no disruption to the life of the hotel. The other guests would be blissfully unaware that anything as unpleasant as a sudden death had taken place on the premises.

      Once the manager had left Dr Cramer knelt by the body, feeling for a pulse on the neck, just in case. But the flesh was marble-cold. The man had been dead some time, probably since the previous night.

      Her hand brushed the thick grey hair and, unexpectedly, her fingers came into contact with something that felt harder and rougher than a human scalp. It was a couple of seconds before she realised that it was webbing.

      ‘He’s wearing a wig,’ she said, lifting the hair then replacing it again quickly, reluctant to rob the dead man of his dignity.

      ‘I noticed something a bit funny, Doctor,’ the PC said nervously. He had a shock of fair hair and he reminded Dr Cramer of her younger son.

      She stopped her examination and looked round. ‘Funny ha-ha or funny peculiar?’

      The PC gave a sheepish grin. ‘Definitely peculiar. That drink on the table appears to have some sort of deposit in the bottom. And he had two credit cards on him, both in different names.’

      ‘Sounds suspicious. You should tell the police.’

      She didn’t wait for him to think up an answer to her witticism before turning her attention to the glass. The lad was right: there was something peculiar.

      She was wearing latex gloves so she had no hesitation in picking it up and sniffing it. All she could smell was whisky but there was certainly a crusted deposit at the bottom. There was no way she could dismiss this as a heart attack and send the body to the mortuary without further investigation.

      After telling the PC to put a call in to CID, she looked up the number for the pathologist, Dr Colin Bowman. She wasn’t happy with this one at all.
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10th September 1913

      Alfred is Mrs Toncliffe’s only son, sole heir to his late father, Colonel Toncliffe, who passed from this life a year ago, shortly before I came to Sandton House, and now lies in the family vault of the parish church with his forebears. I never met the colonel but all the servants speak well of him. They do not, however, speak well of Alfred but that is because they do not know him as I do. 

      His mother, the lady I shall soon address as mother-in-law, is a tall, stately woman who reminds me of our gracious Queen Mary with her straight bearing and severe glances. Perhaps I shall be like that when I am mistress, all dignity and condescension. How my fortunes will rise when Alfred learns of our little joy, for I trust him to keep his word and marry me. He is a gentleman like his father before him. 

      I am not so big yet that I cannot conceal my condition with my apron. Mrs Stevens says that the moment my shame – for that is what she calls it – is obvious to all, I must leave the house and never return. That day will not be long in coming and I wait each day for news of my Alfred. 

      I have heard that his aunt will have need of him at Paradise Court for a while longer for there is some legal matter regarding her estate to untangle and Alfred is so wise in these matters in spite of his tender years. He is but twenty-two, some four years my senior. I think that is the perfect difference in age between man and wife. Meanwhile his mother rules here in her mourning black and her shiny jet jewels, and I think she has forgotten how to smile since the colonel’s death. I wonder if her grandchild will make her smile again, for surely any child of Alfred’s will be beautiful and will make her forget the lowly station of its mother once we are married. 

      Alfred has not sent word to me but I expect his aunt’s affairs take all his attention. I had a letter from my mother in the morning post. How I long to tell her my secret, that I am to be married to a gentleman and that she will be the mother of a lady. I shall set her up in a house on Alfred’s land and she will not be forced to endure the hardships of life in Sandrock much longer. 

       

      The excavation was going well so far and the watching cameras were so unobtrusive that Neil had almost forgotten they were there.

      The director spent much of the time talking on the phone, ignoring the diggers, which suited Neil fine. Neil’s piece to camera consisted of a conversation with Lucy about what they hoped to find in the trenches they were opening up. Lucy was a TV natural, he thought: warm and at her ease. He found himself responding to her relaxed manner, chatting unselfconsciously about the dig as if they weren’t on public view. It looked as if this thing was going to work.

      When his part of the filming was over he helped out in Lucy’s trench for a while. As long as he was at Paradise Court by three thirty to catch up with what was going on, it would be fine. He had an experienced team there so didn’t have to worry too much, as long as he showed his face every so often. It surprised him that he’d starting thinking like this – he’d expected to be anxious to escape from the interference and pretensions of the TV crew at every opportunity. But since he’d met Lucy Zinara, he found he really didn’t mind hanging around at Sandrock at all.

      Although the village had been destroyed in 1918 by the elements, its fate had been sealed years earlier when, in the late nineteenth century, the powers that be had dredged the sea shore to provide building materials for the dockyards in Plymouth. Over the years the waves eroded the foundations of the little fishing community until, on a fateful February night, the village collapsed into the sea with the loss of twenty souls. The wind and the weather had done the rest, leaving Sandrock as a collection of picturesque ruins. It had been chosen for the first programme in the series because of the drama of its destruction.

      Most of the houses in the village that hadn’t tumbled into the sea had been left as fragile shells, too hazardous to enter. However the little church dedicated to St Enroc, a sixth-century Celtic hermit, had been furthest away from the cliff edge and, although the storms and neglect of a century had reduced it to a roofless ruin, its walls still stood firm. It dated from the Middle Ages but possibly there had been an earlier structure on the site – the cell of St Enroc himself. Lucy said she hoped they’d find evidence of the elusive saint. So, he knew, did the TV company.

      From the early nineteenth century to the abandonment of the village, St Enroc’s had been used as a ‘chapel of ease’ so that the residents of Sandrock wouldn’t have to walk the two miles to the nearest parish church each Sunday. There were no recorded burials there as the dead of Sandrock had been taken on a cart to the parish church for interment, which meant that the dig wouldn’t be complicated by the discovery of human remains. Unless something earlier turned up; maybe even something from the days of St Enroc. Now that would be interesting, Neil thought.

      Four trenches were now open within the walls of the church and the diggers had already uncovered a tiled floor a few inches below the surface. The tiles looked nineteenth-century, probably put down by some overenthusiastic Victorian restorers whose idea of caring for an ancient building was to destroy most of its original features and replace them with some new and shiny reproduction, their own romantic vision of medieval life.

      In the car park three hundred yards inland, put there by the council years ago for the sightseers who came to gaze at the ruins of Sandrock from the nearby viewing platform, a small catering van was parked, providing bacon sandwiches and endless mugs of tea and coffee for the TV crew and diggers throughout the day. Neil was unaccustomed to such luxury and he said as much to Lucy as they walked up the hill to the van in search of refreshment.

      ‘You said you had family links with Paradise Court,’ he said, making conversation.

      ‘Yes. I told you about my great-grandmother, didn’t I?’

      ‘Clara,’ he said, pleased that he’d remembered the name.

      ‘She grew up at Paradise Court and lived there until it was given to the Heritage Trust after World War Two. It had been used by the Army for something hush-hush and when she got it back she found she couldn’t afford the upkeep.’ She hesitated. ‘Since she… since she started getting confused, she’s been mentioning Sandrock a lot and talking about houses crashing down around her. But as far as I know she’s never been here. It’s odd.’

      ‘It might be something she’s read, or she probably heard people talking about it when she was younger. Paradise Court’s not that far away, is it.’ He stopped and looked back. They had climbed the hill towards the car park and he could see the ruins of the village below him, the walls blending with the cliff and the calm sea beyond. It looked peaceful now with the sun-diamonds glinting on the waves and a pair of yachts skimming over the water with their white sails hoisted, but the sea could change from purring cat to angry tiger in an instant. It had been Sandrock’s livelihood. Then one night it had turned on the village and become its destroyer.

      Neil began to walk again. He suddenly felt hungry.

       

      Dr Colin Bowman had been in the middle of a postmortem when he received the call summoning him to the Morbay Palace Hotel to examine a dead man by the name of Alan Buchanan. It looked suspicious, he was told. The coroner and CID had been informed.

      When he’d finished dealing with the corpse on the table, an unfortunate victim of a multiple collision on the Morbay bypass, Colin cleaned himself up and put on the tweed jacket he favoured on such occasions, casting a regretful glance at the kettle. He normally made himself a cup of Earl Grey after a postmortem – essential refreshment – but today there was no time.

      The hotel was a rambling Edwardian edifice on the seafront, a mile from Morbay Hospital, so he took the car. Once he’d parked next to a pair of police patrol vehicles, he made for Reception where a young woman directed him to room 352 in a hushed voice, trying her best not to let any listening guests know that anything was amiss.

      The case he was carrying contained all the equipment he needed and, because of its weight, he decided on the unhealthy option and took the lift. When he reached his destination the door was opened by a young constable. As he stepped into the room he saw a man in his thirties with dark brown skin, intelligent warm brown eyes and even, delicate features; he was wiry but not particularly tall. When he turned round he gave Colin a welcoming smile.

      ‘Colin. Pleased to see you.’ Wesley Peterson’s words sounded sincere. ‘How are you?’

      ‘Not so bad, Wesley. Yourself? The family?’

      Once Wesley replied that both he and his nearest and dearest were fine, Colin inquired about Wesley’s sister, Maritia, who was a GP near Neston, married to the vicar of nearby Belsham. It was a routine they went through every time they met. Colin was a man who never forgot the social niceties, however grim the situation.

      ‘Well, what have we got here, Wesley? Dr Cramer said it looks suspicious.’

      ‘That’s right.’ He pointed to the table by the dead man’s chair. ‘She didn’t like the look of the deposit in the glass he’d been drinking from. At first she thought it might have been suicide.’

      Colin raised his eyebrows. ‘Do I sense a “but”?’

      ‘First of all he was in possession of two credit cards in different names and when I had a look round the room I noticed that the other glass on the refreshment tray had been rinsed but not dried. The man might have used the separate glass to have a drink of water but it’s also possible that someone was in here with him and he cleaned up after himself.’ He paused, as though saving the best until last. ‘The dead man’s wearing a wig and when Dr Cramer lifted it off she saw an unusual mark on the back of his neck. She thought it might be a neat incision of some kind.’

      Wesley approached the dead man, who was still sitting in the tub chair like a host receiving guests, and gently, almost apologetically, placed a hand on the thick head of grey hair and lifted it carefully. It came off to reveal a scalp sparsely covered with wisps of white hair and immediately the man looked older, less distinguished.

      ‘We all have our little vanities, I suppose,’ said Colin, feeling a pang of pity for the stranger who was being robbed of all remnants of dignity in death. He stepped over and peered at the spot where Wesley was pointing. Sure enough there was a neat mark about a centimetre long on the nape of the man’s neck, surrounded by a small amount of crusted blood.

      ‘What do you think?’ Wesley sounded eager for the verdict.

      ‘I can’t say anything definite until I’ve got him on the slab but you did right to bring it to my attention. I’ll do a full postmortem in the morning and then, hopefully, we’ll know exactly what we’re dealing with.’

      ‘Thanks, Colin. In the meantime I want this room treated as a crime scene until we know otherwise. A CSI team should be here soon and I’ve asked someone to have a look at the hotel’s CCTV.’

      ‘Is Gerry on his way over?’

      Wesley shook his head. ‘He’s still not back at work full time.’

      Colin looked surprised. ‘I thought he was on the mend. Last time I saw him he was looking much better, told me I wasn’t going to see him professionally for a good few years yet.’

      ‘It seems to be a slow business, Colin. He finds it frustrating but he’s keeping himself busy looking into some of our unsolved cases.’ He turned to look at the dead man. ‘Although if this does turn out to be murder, I predict he’ll find some way of getting involved. He’s not a man who can be persuaded to take it easy.’

      Colin guessed that Wesley was more worried about Gerry than he was saying. He touched his sleeve in a gesture of reassurance before struggling into his crime-scene suit and gloves to begin his examination of the corpse.

       

      Clara was a hundred years old and therefore a star resident of the Sandton House Nursing Home, a mile and a half from Sandrock. On her birthday in July she had received a card from the Queen and a visit from the mayor and mayoress of Tradmouth who had shared her birthday cake and posed with her for the photographs that made the front page of the Tradmouth Echo. By virtue of her longevity, Clara had become a celebrity.

      Brenda was on duty that evening. The shift fitted in with her family commitments and she quite liked the work, although she couldn’t say she’d ever taken to Clara, who was too fond of ordering the carers about as though they were her servants. From what she’d gleaned from the other staff, Clara came from a wealthy family and nowadays her mind kept sliding back to the distant past. But Brenda still found herself resenting the way the old woman spoke to her, even though she had no choice but to smile and go along with it all if she was to keep her job. Since the last official inspection of the home, the manager came down heavily on anybody who put a foot wrong.

      Clara, having been prepared for bed, was in her room and it was up to Brenda to take in her customary cup of hot chocolate. Clara was fond of chocolate. She’d received a lot of it for her birthday and it had played havoc with her bowels for days.

      Brenda gave a token knock on the door and pushed it open. The old woman was lying in bed and her eyes were shut tight. She was already asleep so Brenda crept out of the room, switching off the light as the manager had instructed. Electricity was too expensive to waste.

      She was on her way back to the kitchen when she heard a scream from Clara’s room, a cry of desperation which almost made her drop the cup and its contents onto the new cord carpet. Clara was having another of her nightmares.

      Brenda deposited the cup in the kitchen before hurrying back to the old woman’s room. She didn’t want her waking the other residents. Sometimes if one was restless it could set the others off and if that happened they were in for a hell of a night.

      The screaming was louder now and, as Brenda burst into the room and flicked on the light, she saw that Clara was lying on her back with her watery blue eyes wide open, a look of sheer terror on her shrunken face as if she was seeing a vision of hell itself. Brenda hurried to the bed, grasped her claw-like hand and began to stroke it, forgetting for a moment her resentment of Clara’s imperious manner.

      ‘It’s all right, Clara. You’re just having a bad dream. Everything’s OK. You’re safe,’ she crooned, her voice low and soothing.

      But Clara was still trapped in her own terrifying world. ‘Mummy. It’s falling.’

      As Brenda watched she curled her body into a foetal ball and covered her balding head with her skeletal arms. Brenda knelt by the bed. ‘You’re OK, Clara. I’m here.’

      The old woman started to whimper. ‘She won’t move. Make her move.’

      The sobs began to subside. For now, the nightmare was over.

       

      As far as Jayden Ross was concerned they got what they deserved – the rich idiots who could afford to buy perfectly good houses just to use them for a few weeks a year. According to Jayden’s code of morality, if he broke in while they were empty and helped himself to a few goodies, he was hardly doing anything wrong.. It was redistribution of wealth – and what was wrong with a bit of that?

      He’d even made it into the papers: ANOTHER COTTAGE BREAK-IN – POLICE APPEAL FOR INFORMATION. Fame at last. His one regret was that it was usually cleaners who discovered his handiwork. He wished it could have been the owners. But there’s collateral damage in every war.

      He’d often passed the track leading to Woodside Cottage and a year ago he’d noticed a FOR SALE sign by the gate. The sign had soon vanished and recently he hadn’t seen much sign of occupation there so he assumed it had been bought as a second home again. There were plenty around who didn’t even have a first – his brother, his partner and the new baby included. They lived at his mum’s. It was bloody crowded and the baby kept him awake at night with its continuous squawking.

      Jayden’s only transport was an ancient moped which served him well day to day. But when he needed to do a job he had to borrow the van from his mate Lee. He’d known Lee since primary school and he didn’t ask questions. The two of them had a lot in common, living on the Winterham Estate on the hinterland of Morbay with their respective mums, their dads having buggered off years ago. However Lee had a job working nights in a petrol station and Jayden had nothing apart from his benefits and what he’d gleaned from a spot of shoplifting before an overzealous store detective put a stop to that particular source of income. Now with his new enterprise he had stepped up a league. And he had the thrill of staying one step ahead of the baffled plods.

      Because of Lee’s working hours, Jayden could only borrow the van during the day, which didn’t really matter because the places he chose were isolated. But before he acted he liked to see the lie of the land, so at ten thirty that evening he started the moped and left the Winterham Estate. Woodside Cottage lay down a network of tight, twisting lanes that branched off the main road to Tradmouth. If you didn’t know it was there, you’d never find it.

      When he was driving Lee’s van he hated the narrow lanes, dreaded meeting a car, or worse still some agricultural vehicle, and having to manoeuvre backwards into a passing place. Things were easier on the moped and, besides, tonight the roads were virtually empty, probably because most of the tourists had gone home. Eventually he saw the painted sign in the beam of his headlight: WOODSIDE COTTAGE. When he’d passed it in the daylight he’d seen the house from the lane – small, whitewashed, thatched and surrounded by trees. Somebody’s rural dream. But not for much longer.

      He liked to watch the houses from the darkness before he struck. It gave him a feeling of power, the thrilling realisation that he could see them but they couldn’t see him. When he’d come here a couple of nights ago he’d watched her through the open curtains – a woman alone, probably down here while her fat banker husband was up in London. They thought the countryside was peaceful, safe. He was about to shatter her smug, cosy world.

      He stood near the trees, his eyes fixed on the downstairs window. It was lit up again and he wished he could get closer so that he could see inside but it wasn’t worth the risk of discovery. She was there all right. He saw her leave the room and a few moments later she emerged from the side entrance and made for the outhouse that stood to the left of the house, her torch pointed at the door. It was the first time he’d had a good look at her. She was older than he’d imagined with a double chin and dyed blond hair scraped back into a ponytail. The long black cardigan she wore over her short skirt fell open to reveal a tight top which emphasised the rolls of fat around her middle. He’d expected a woman who had that sort of money to have looked after herself better.

      He stayed hidden because the last thing he wanted was confrontation. He preferred to do his work by stealth when they were out during the day. She emerged from the outhouse and scurried back to the cottage like a frightened spider. The thought of her terror when she discovered that her home had been violated gave him a thrill of excitement.

      In the meantime he’d wait. And watch. He liked watching them.
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20th September 1913

      Alfred returned earlier today and when I ask to meet him in private my request is granted at once, although his manner is serious and he does not kiss me. We avoid the drawing room where his mother spends the day and meet in the summerhouse. 

      The summer is gone now and the wind is cold. I wrap my threadbare shawl around my shoulders and hurry outside. Mrs Stevens is upstairs so I do not have to explain myself. Daisy passes me in the servants’ passage and catches my arm. She asks where I am going and I do not tell her. She looks as if she longs to slap my face. When I am mistress I will dismiss her without a character. 

      Alfred is waiting. I see him before he sees me and I think that he is so handsome in his country tweeds, every inch a gentleman. The moustache he has grown whilst at his aunt’s suits him and gives him more authority, I think. There is certainly a new gravity about him, as though the responsibility he has assumed for his aunt’s affairs has turned him suddenly from youth to man. 

      I let the shawl slip from my shoulders as it is not a garment fitting for a lady, and go towards him. I smile and my eyes are filled with longing. He has been away less than a month but it feels like an age. 

      As I approach to kiss his cheek he does not move. I wait for a smile, a sign of his affection, and after a few seconds he takes my hand. 

      ‘I cannot stay long,’ he says. ‘Mama wishes me to take tea with her.’ 

      ‘Then we should both take tea with your mama,’ I say. ‘She will need to be told of our wedding.’ 

      He frowns as if my words are outrageous and takes a step back, his mouth gaping. ‘Wedding?’ The word emerges in a gasp and I see that he does not understand. 

      I tell him my news. Our news. Ever since I realised for sure that I was carrying his child within me, I have anticipated this moment. I have lain in my bed imagining his delight that our love, our precious love, has borne fruit. But instead he stares at me, his eyes so cold that the blue I thought resembled the cornflowers in the fields is now the colour of ice. 

       

      Wesley’s brain was too active for sleep. He propped himself up on his elbow and watched his wife Pam who was sleeping beside him, curled up on her side. In the moonlight seeping through the curtains he could see that a wisp of brown hair had fallen across her face and he felt an urge to push it back. But she was a light sleeper and he knew it would disturb her.

      The glowing red numbers on the alarm clock told him it was one o’clock. If he didn’t stop thinking about the dead man at the Morbay Palace Hotel soon, he’d be in no fit state tomorrow to co-ordinate the investigation into his death. He closed his eyes and tried to empty his mind but he kept seeing the man’s lifeless face and the pathetic wig like a small dead animal in his hands, and when he finally fell asleep he dreamed about it.

      When he next opened his eyes he saw that Pam had gone and that it was already quarter to eight. He’d intended to be in the office early to see what had come in overnight because he was supposed to be in charge now that Gerry was taking a back seat. He was annoyed with himself and annoyed with Pam for not waking him when she’d risen at seven to dress for work and get the children ready for school.

      He arrived downstairs to find the children were eating their breakfast. Michael looked up from his cornflakes and grinned while Amelia leaped up from the table and gave him a hug. Pam was busy making coffee and when she heard him enter the room she turned, her face serious. ‘You looked shattered so I didn’t like waking you.’

      ‘You should have done.’

      Pam returned to what she was doing as Wesley dropped a couple of slices of bread into the toaster, almost tripping over Moriarty the cat who was licking her paws elegantly in a post-breakfast wash and brush-up.

      When the toast was ready Pam sat down beside him. ‘Make sure you’re free on Saturday night. Yolanda’s organised a social evening and charity auction to raise money for new playground equipment and all staff are expected to attend. No excuses for absence.’

      Yolanda was the headmistress of the school where Pam taught, and so her boss. Wesley had met her just the once and he knew he’d rather spend the evening with a pack of hardened villains, but he said nothing.

      ‘I’ve arranged for Michael and Amelia to stay the night with your sister so babysitters aren’t a problem.’

      Wesley saw Michael frown. ‘I’m too old for babysitters,’ he said.

      ‘But you don’t mind staying with Aunty Maritia and Uncle Mark, do you?’

      Michael looked sheepish and shook his head.

      ‘What time will you be back tonight?’ Pam asked. The question sounded innocent, without reproach, but Wesley couldn’t help feeling defensive as he told her that, thanks to the dead man at the hotel, he wasn’t sure.

      On leaving the house, he kissed her cheek and said he’d try and make it home as soon as he could. He thought she gave him a rueful look, as though he had let her down in some way. But it might have been his imagination – or his conscience.

      He dashed out, deciding to take the car instead of walking down the steep hill into the town as he usually did. As soon as the fresh air hit him he shivered with the cold and from his front drive he could see that the town below was veiled in sea mist. He switched on his headlights before starting out and drove slowly down the steep main road into Tradmouth.

      When he reached the police station he found the DCI’s office empty. Gerry had often been late in the past, citing anything from a malfunctioning alarm clock to an attack by killer seagulls as an excuse. When Gerry said these things, everyone laughed but Wesley, the straight man of the duo, didn’t have his boss’s reputation for flippancy or his comic timing. Looking at Gerry’s vacant chair, he knew he’d miss not working closely with him on this investigation. The thought was almost painful.

      Wesley was about to sit down at his desk to find out whether anything useful had come in overnight when Rachel hurried towards him. Her face looked strained and behind her make-up he could see the puffiness and the spider’s web of fine lines around her eyes. He longed to ask her if something was wrong, but said nothing.

      ‘When you’ve given your briefing we’d better get to Morbay for hotel-man’s postmortem,’ she said.

      Wesley looked at his watch. ‘Anything new come in?’

      ‘Not yet. Nick Tarnaby’s called in sick. Claims he has a bad back. He chooses his moments.’

      Wesley sighed. Until yesterday they’d only had the break-ins to worry about. Now with this murder in Morbay, they’d be working at full stretch again and Gerry wouldn’t be there to take charge. As well as that they were an officer short in Nick Tarnaby’s absence, which meant he’d have to draft in more help. The first person who sprang to mind was the young constable who’d been called to the Morbay Palace Hotel. Rob Carter had shown initiative and he had ambitions to join CID so maybe, if he lived up to his promise, Wesley could accelerate matters for him. When he made the call to Morbay police station, asking for back-up and mentioning Rob’s name, he felt as if he’d done his good deed for the day.

      After giving his morning briefing he assigned three more officers to check on the man in the hotel. There had been two credit cards in his wallet, both in different names, so if he was involved in some sort of fraud then it was highly possible he had a criminal record. If they were to get anywhere with the investigation, they needed to discover everything they could about the victim’s life.

      By the time Wesley and Rachel set off for Morbay, Gerry still hadn’t arrived and Wesley felt disappointed as he’d hoped to go over the case with him. However, it seemed that the DCI was obeying doctor’s orders for a change and pacing himself.

      As Wesley drove out of the station car park he felt momentarily overwhelmed, inundated by a wave of crime he felt unable to tackle. But he told himself that once the back-up arrived, everything would be fine and he began to feel excited about the challenge of being in charge. Then he remembered that Pam would return from work to an empty house that evening and many evenings to come, trying to deal with the children’s demands while she wrote her reports and lesson plans. She needed him at the moment, but the team needed him too. He felt a nagging, restless frustration that he couldn’t be in two places at once.
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