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			Superintendent Alan Markby and his wife Meredith have retired for the night when they are disturbed by a visitor. It’s not the first time someone has called at the Old Vicarage in search of a priest, but in this case, having just found a dead body in the churchyard, Callum Henderson needs the police. Accompanying Callum to the graveyard, Alan declares that this has all the hallmarks of a murder scene.

			News of the incident travels fast in the market town of Bamford, but no one seems willing to admit to knowing the dead man or how he ended up in the cemetery. As Alan and his team search for clues, Meredith becomes convinced that something must have been overlooked. Meanwhile, despite Alan’s warnings, Callum appears to be in cahoots with the team’s latest recruit, DS Beth Santos. While every lead points to yet more foul play, nothing can prepare Meredith and Markby for the shocking truth behind this mystery . . .

		

	
		
			There are so many to whom I would like to dedicate this book. Firstly, to all those who have supported me through the recent unusual, and difficult, days of lockdown and other restrictions. So, to family, friends and neighbours, for your many kindnesses, my appreciation and thanks.

			To my readers. Many of you have followed the books over the thirty-plus years of their creation. I feel I have so many well-wishers and friends out there, watching on and encouraging me. Now, to join all the various characters who have tumbled out of my brain on to the page, here come another set. They have emerged from the keyboard on to the computer screen, and picked themselves up to ask, ‘Well, what are you going to make all of us do?’ So, here we go . . .

		

	
		
			Deadly Company was written during the height of the pandemic in 2020–21. COVID restrictions on travel and contact with other people made it too difficult to set the story during a period of lockdown. So I have taken a step back in time, and the action takes place in February 2005.

			Several years ago, I wrote a series of fifteen crime novels featuring Alan Markby and Meredith Mitchell. They appeared also in cameo roles in a couple of my later books featuring Campbell and Carter. 

			I have often been asked for another ‘Mitchell and Markby’ story. This book is the result and it narrates what is effectively Markby’s last case before retirement. He and Meredith are married, settling into a new house together, and what on earth can go wrong? Well, the house they’ve chosen to make their first home together is the town’s former vicarage. Some of the town’s older residents are not aware of the vicarage’s change of use. The property is surrounded by the Victorian churchyard; but not every visitor to that has come to place flowers . . .

			I hope readers who remember and enjoyed the original stories are pleased to see Alan and Meredith again. 

			I would also like to take this opportunity of thanking Radmila May for her generosity in giving her time looking up points of law for me. My thanks, too, to my editor Clare Foss and my agent Isobel Dixon. And also thank you to my son, Chris, who patiently sorts out my computer glitches, time and time again.

		

	
		
			
Chapter One


			

			February 2005


			Alan Markby had long realised that strangers, even the most honest of citizens, seemed to sense he was a police officer of some sort. It usually took them about five minutes of innocuous chat; and then their demeanour changed, very slightly. Crooks of any sort twigged it from afar and kept away from him. You’d expect that. But the strange thing was that even the most innocent started to look a bit shifty after a while. It put a real damper on cheery chats at drinks parties. Perhaps people thought he was mentally reckoning up how much wine they’d knocked back. All the same, it was a bit of a shock to be taken for a clergyman.

			It was late on a Saturday evening; the front doorbell jangled and he’d opened it to see a slightly built woman in a quilted showerproof coat and crocheted beanie hat. She was peering anxiously at him out of the early gloom of a February evening.

			‘Are you the vicar?’ she asked hopefully.

			‘No,’ said Markby. ‘Sorry, but the vicar doesn’t live here any longer.’

			Her features crumpled in dismay. ‘But I need to talk to him. Where’s he gone? If Father Holland has left, then you must be his replacement.’

			‘No, as far as I know, the Reverend Holland is still the priest of this parish. But the church authorities have moved him out to a new house. I can give you a phone number, if it’s urgent.’

			She took a moment or two to process this information before rejecting it. ‘But this is the vicarage.’ Her tone was a mix of obstinacy and bewilderment.

			‘Well, it was the vicarage. The church decided to sell it. They thought the vicar would be better off in a newer area of the town, more residents. It’s mostly commercial premises around here now and people don’t live over the shop, as they used to.’

			Why on earth was he explaining all this? A chill breeze was sweeping into the house displacing warmer air at an alarming rate. Behind his visitor, in the gloom of a winter evening, the trees rustled their branches in the old churchyard. It was no longer used for modern burials. Those took place in the so-called new cemetery. The creak and rustle of the trees seemed to Markby to be voices of those long departed, calling out plaintively to know why they were ignored by the modern world. But for some people the world did not move on, or moved at a slower rate. The visitor’s attitude suggested she clung to a cherished belief; and wouldn’t move from his doorstep until he produced a clergyman. Her next words bore this out.

			‘You must be something to do with the church.’ She was showing signs of distress now. ‘Or you wouldn’t be living in a vicarage, even if the parish priest has moved out.’

			‘Sorry, no. I’m not even a lay preacher. I’m a police officer.’

			She clearly didn’t believe that. ‘I don’t want a policeman. Anyway, you don’t look like a policeman. You’re too old,’ she finished unkindly.

			‘It’s the stress of the job,’ said Markby. ‘It’s put years on me. But I am Superintendent Markby in charge of the local CID. I am due for retirement in a year’s time but, in the meantime, here I stand. Like Martin Luther.’

			‘Martin Luther!’ she exclaimed. ‘What’s he got to do with it?’

			‘Nothing, really,’ he confessed.

			‘Then why—?’

			Fortunately, at that moment, his wife Meredith arrived to see what was taking him so long; and to ask him if he was aware the cold air was filling the house to displace the cherished heat.

			‘This lady wants the vicar,’ said Markby.

			‘Have you given her one of James’s cards?’

			‘Not yet,’ he confessed sheepishly.

			‘Why ever not? Here!’ Meredith fished a small white card from a bowl on the hall table. She handed it to Alan who handed it to the caller. The woman peered at it suspiciously before taking it and squinting at it in the poor light.

			‘I haven’t got my glasses,’ she muttered resentfully. ‘It’s no good giving me anything to read. Not in this light, anyway.’

			‘It’s the new address and phone number of the vicar. He left us a supply of cards when he moved out, in case anyone came asking for him.’

			The caller used the card to point at the wooden plate fixed to the wall beside the front door. ‘It still says there it’s the vicarage.’

			‘No,’ said Meredith. ‘That’s a new plate. It reads “The Old Vicarage”. The new vicarage is where it says, on that card I’ve just given you.’

			Their visitor was not placated. ‘It shouldn’t say it’s the vicarage at all, if it’s not.’ For a moment, she appeared about to burst into tears. Then she turned and, without further ado, scurried away into the night.

			‘Don’t call again!’ muttered Markby as he closed the front door.

			‘Perhaps we shouldn’t have bought a former vicarage.’ Meredith was standing in the hall gazing at the door. ‘At least, not one that’s only just been decommissioned; and sold off. A lot of people probably still think it’s the vicarage.’

			‘That’s why James left those cards.’

			Meredith still looked worried. ‘Perhaps we should take down that nameplate if it’s going to confuse people. Call the house something else. I hope she’s all right,’ she added.

			‘That woman? Why shouldn’t she be? We don’t have to rename the house because someone doesn’t bother to read the plate properly.’

			‘Oh, come on! She was clearly upset about something. She’s a respectable sort, and it’s got to be nearly bedtime in her world.’

			‘Whatever it is,’ said her husband, ‘she’s seeking spiritual advice. I am not equipped to give it. It’s not police business.’ He drew a deep breath and finished with, ‘Nor is it ours.’

			But in that he was wrong, and on both counts.

			Callum Henderson would not have thought of himself as a superstitious man. He didn’t worry about black cats in his path or crossed table knives or any such nonsense. His old granny had done, mind you. Full of such things, she’d been. For example, as a child he’d several times seen her toss a pinch of salt over her shoulder, after she’d spilled a tiny amount of the stuff.

			He had questioned that, because it didn’t fit in at all with her repeated instruction to avoid waste. So, just to get it right, he’d asked, ‘Why’d you do that?’

			Back came the reply: ‘To blind the devil. He’s standing behind me.’

			‘Why is he standing behind you?’ had been his next question. Logical enough, but small children are generally pretty direct. So was Grandma, who’d never lost the ability to cut to the quick. Her thinking followed a straight line and never wavered.

			‘He stands behind every one of us. He’s at my shoulder, your shoulder, everyone’s shoulder.’

			Callum already realised that adults liked to lay down the law and didn’t want any opposition, but this seemed to him so impossible that he had to argue it out. ‘There’s only one of him, so he can’t be behind everybody. He’d have to keeping running from one person to the next.’

			‘Everybody!’ said his grandmother firmly. ‘The devil is everywhere!’ In a hushed voice, she added, ‘And he’s able to appear in any form.’

			His mother had entered the kitchen at that point and become indignant. ‘For goodness’ sake, Mum! You’ll frighten the child out of his wits. He won’t want to go to bed tonight.’

			His mother and grandmother argued a lot and young Callum hadn’t wanted another row to begin. So he piped up with, ‘I’ll be all right. There’s a picture of Mary and Baby Jesus over my bed, so the devil will stay away!’

			It was at that point his grandmother hugged him, burst into tears, and declared the child destined for the priesthood.

			‘Rubbish!’ said his mother robustly. Guiltily, she’d added to her son, ‘That’s right, Callum. You won’t come to any harm in your bed. Quite safe, there!’

			‘Callum not in trouble for once?’ asked his father, who had arrived in time to catch her words. He ruffled his son’s hair.

			‘Your mother says Callum will be a priest one day!’ declared his wife.

			Callum’s father had thought this very funny and burst into laughter; at which his grandmother hit his father with the soup ladle she had in her hand at the moment. Callum had enjoyed that part of the exchange the most.

			He still thought it unlikely the devil was hanging around in the kitchen in the hope of leading Grandma astray. She’d have chased him out brandishing the same ladle, as she had his father.

			He had not, as it had turned out, ever considered the priesthood as a career. He’d become a landscape gardener. He wasn’t even religious in any way his grandmother would have recognised. As an adult, he’d come to believe, if in anything, in Nature. ‘Nearer God’s heart in a garden . . .’ That sort of thing. He found any kind of gardening a calming business. It put things in perspective. Therefore, on his way home from the pub that night, he didn’t give it a second thought before deciding to make a short cut through the churchyard.

			The pub was called the Black Dog and stood on the very edge of the town on a narrow road still called Black Dog Lane; and Black Dog Lane ran along the back of the old churchyard. Although no one wondered about the name now, Callum, thanks to his grandmother, knew about black dogs. Like black cats, they’d once had supernatural links. But that was nonsense, in Callum’s view, on a par with the salt and the devil at your shoulder.

			The churchyard gates were locked at night, so Callum scrambled over the wall, and dropped down into the frozen grass on the other side. It was a moonlit night and visibility uncannily good. The surrounding walls protected the area from the worst of the wind. Last week had seen several hard frosts, and traces remained in sheltered spots, such as against the drystone wall or under the churchyard yews. In some places the frost lingered as small clumps of ice, like the coconut pyramids his grandmother used to bake. But if the temperature rose a degree or so, dispelling the frosts, they might see a little snow. Other parts of the country, further north, had seen some heavy snowfalls. Callum doubted they’d see snow tonight but before the winter months were out, some snow was certainly on the cards.

			The moon’s silver light threw a pale blanket across the ground, against which tombs and gravestones stood in sharp relief. Their black shadows patterned the ground like a spilled box of dominoes. There were trees, too, dotted around among the graves, singly and in clumps. Many were of venerable age and had seen several generations come and go. The wind did no more than cause a faint rustle in their branches. Beneath them, the shadows trembled and shifted when the breeze blew, but the gravestones stood as unmoving as the sentries outside Buckingham Palace.

			Callum trod his way carefully between them, his footsteps crunching on the icy ground. It was disrespectful to walk on graves (thank you, Grandma!). Besides, as he’d had a few pints, he wasn’t as steady on his feet as he would normally be, so was wary of hummocks and unexpected dips in the ground. Some of the very old graves had sunk. Callum was familiar with the varying odours of composting vegetation; but what was composting down there wasn’t vegetable. Several plots had stone edging to trip you up. What a lot of money people used to spend on burials, thought Callum. Urns, carved angels and, dotted about the place, some proper tombs constructed as stone boxes. Must’ve cost a fortune. But those who’d footed the bill at the time had taken pride in such things. They’d been important people in life, local gentry, and their heirs had thought it natural that their departed relatives, or their remains, should dwell in death as grandly as they had in life.

			Those were the days, Callum had occasionally thought wistfully, when a landscape gardener could really let his imagination rip.

			‘I could create a magnificent vista for you, m’lord, were that village not in the way.’

			‘No trouble at all, Henderson. I’ll order it moved to another location. Change the course of the river? Yes, yes, we can do that, too.’

			It beat modern clients’ requests for play or barbecue areas, hot tubs and low-maintenance borders.

			Grandma was buried further away in the adjacent new cemetery, land purchased by the council a few years earlier to accommodate modern burials. Around where Callum stood in the lee of the rear wall lay mostly Victorian dead. But there were living things here, too, other than Callum, and he was aware of those. Mice, for example, rats, and a piebald cat that had been hunting them; it fled as Callum approached. He watched it leap across the graves and scurry up the nearest tree.

			‘Whoo!’ called the ever-so-slightly tipsy Callum in its direction. He raised his arms and flapped them up and down. ‘Watch out for foxes, Puss!’ He was still chuckling when he saw the man.

			There he sat, actually on a grave, with his back propped against the upright stone behind it. Cheeky blighter. Grandma would have been over there in a second to tell him off about that. He wasn’t a young man but neither was he old. He seemed, in the silvery sheen that coated his face, to be ageless, like the carved stone cherub that peered over his shoulder, looking down on him and enjoying his predicament. Like the cherub, he had a round face and snub nose, but lacked the curly hair. His eyes were open, so he hadn’t collapsed there, drunk, to sleep it off.

			‘You can’t stay there all night, mate,’ advised Callum, stopping in front of him. ‘Cold and damp, see? It’ll get even colder before dawn. Your joints will set solid and you won’t be able to get up!’

			The other didn’t reply, and showed no sign of being aware of Callum’s presence. He just sat there, staring. Callum bent down and tapped the seated figure on the shoulder. At Callum’s touch, the man moved, sideways, all of a piece, and collapsed in a huddle beside the grave. He wouldn’t get up, nor would his joints ever bother him.

			‘You’re dead!’ Callum told him. ‘Oh, hell . . .’ he added.

			Markby and his wife had retired to bed. He had put the woman caller out of his mind, more or less. A slight niggling memory had remained for the rest of the evening. Meredith, he knew, was still worrying about her. But that was because she had formerly been a consular officer, attached to various British embassies, and any Brit in distress kick-started her instinct to rush in there and sort things out. He had managed to go to sleep, but it wasn’t for long. Distantly, somewhere at the far ends of some jumbled dreamscape, there was a thudding noise, and he was under attack. He was about to fight off his assailant when he realised his wife was shaking his shoulder.

			‘Wazzamatter?’ he demanded, sitting up.

			‘There’s someone at the front door!’

			‘No, she’s gone . . .’ he mumbled.

			‘Alan! Wake up, properly! Listen!’

			Yes, someone was hammering at the front door and, in addition, whoever it was now rang the doorbell, three times.

			‘Oh, merry hell!’ he muttered. ‘She’s not come back, has she? She must be barmy.’ He flung back the duvet and started to get out of bed.

			‘Don’t open the door without finding out who it is!’ ordered Meredith. ‘Look out of the landing window.’

			Markby tramped resentfully out of the room, down the hall to the window in question, which overlooked the front of the house, with Meredith at his heels. She wasn’t one to be left out.

			Below, in the gloom, a shape moved. ‘Oy!’ yelled a voice.

			‘I’ll “oy!” you!’ Markby promised the visitor. He opened the window and leaned out. ‘Do you know what time it is?’ A blast of icy wind struck him. He should have taken a moment to pull on his dressing gown before investigating this new caller.

			‘Is that you, Vicar?’ yelled the visitor.

			Oh, no, not another one . . .

			‘No! This isn’t the vicarage any longer—’ He didn’t get time to finish.

			‘There’s a dead guy in the churchyard!’

			Oh, wonderful! A witty drunk.

			‘Go home and sleep it off,’ advised Markby. ‘Don’t wake me up and talk rubbish. You’re too old for practical jokes.’

			It was a burly chap down there, not a teenager.

			‘It’s not a joke. I tell you, there’s a fresh body in the churchyard, not a buried one. This one is sitting on a grave and he hasn’t been dead very long, I’d guess.’

			Meredith whispered, ‘I think he’s serious, Alan.’

			‘He might be serious. But he’s still drunk. His imagination has been working overtime.’

			‘What if it isn’t and he has found a body? You can’t just dismiss it, Alan.’

			Meredith, he realised, had sensibly pulled on a dressing gown. Bully for her! She might want to linger here but he just wanted to get back to his warm bed.

			His wife poked him the ribs with a very sharp finger.

			‘Oy!’ he protested.

			‘Go on, find out who it is!’

			‘Who are you?’ Markby shouted down. ‘And what were you doing in the churchyard? It’s locked at night.’

			Yes, it was, so why and how had this idiot been wandering about in there? Trespass, thought Markby, is a civil offence. He couldn’t go down and arrest this midnight visitor, much as he’d like to. On the other hand, if the fellow really had found a body . . .

			‘My name is Callum Henderson,’ yelled the caller.

			Markby’s brain had cleared. ‘You’re the landscape gardener!’

			The visitor paused. His occupation being identified had given him a surprise. But he soon rallied and replied in kind. ‘That’s right – and you’re the CID bloke, Markby. What are you doing in the vicarage?’

			‘I live here, dammit! But I remember you. We met at last year’s Open Gardens event in the town.’

			‘That’s right. Well, I climbed over the wall to take a short cut through the churchyard. I’m on my way – was on my way home from the pub, the Black Dog.’

			‘Stay there!’ interrupted Markby. ‘I’ll come down and let you in.’

			Minutes later, Callum sat in the kitchen with Meredith, drinking hot sweet tea. ‘For shock,’ she’d explained to him. Markby had gone to get dressed and could now be heard clumping rapidly down the staircase.

			‘It was a bloody shock,’ said Callum gloomily. ‘Oh, sorry, Mrs Markby, for the language.’

			‘Don’t worry. Quite mild, in the circumstances.’

			Markby appeared in a well-worn Barbour and wearing gumboots. ‘Right, Callum, show me this body.’

			‘You’ll have to climb over the wall, like I did,’ Callum warned him.

			‘No, we won’t. There’s a gate in the back wall of my garden, leading straight into the churchyard. This way!’

			Markby had brought a powerful torch and played its beam along the path as they walked to the rear of the garden.

			Callum’s professional instincts distracted him from the fact that they were on their way to view a corpse, and he turned his attention to his immediate surroundings. ‘Big old piece of ground you’ve got here,’ he said, peering into the darkness. ‘What are you planning to do with it?’

			‘I haven’t got round to actually planning anything. I’ve got a few ideas. It was the garden that attracted me to the property. As soon as we heard it was on the market, I moved to buy it. We know the vicar personally, so we had advance warning that the Church Commissioners were about to sell the place off; and we got in ahead of anyone else.’ After a moment, he added, ‘This isn’t the time to discuss it, but I might need some help. Would you be free?’

			‘Sure! I’d love to take it in hand,’ said Callum cheerfully. ‘Oh, we’d discuss any particular ideas you might have, of course.’

			‘Then we’ll talk business at some other time. Here’s the door.’

			Markby produced a key and opened a wooden door in the wall. Victorian, thought Callum, running a hand down the sturdy wood panels as they walked through.

			‘Which way?’ asked Markby.

			Callum dragged his attention back to the present. ‘Oh, over there, it’s right by the back wall, well, nearly . . .’

			The body was where Callum had left it. He was relieved to see it, huddled on the grass beside the gravestone. Crossing the churchyard, he’d been worried that the dead man might have disappeared somehow, and Markby would never believe his story. Markby crouched beside the body feeling for a pulse. Guiltily, Callum realised he hadn’t bothered to do that. He’d assumed the chap was a stiff. Serve him right if the fellow had come to while Callum was hammering on the vicarage door. He imagined the man getting to his feet, and shambling off into the shadows before Callum got back with a senior police officer, whom he’d roused from blameless sleep to come out here at dead of night. He glanced across. That senior bloke now seemed to be looking closely at the dead man’s hands.

			‘And this was how you found him?’

			‘Not exactly. He was seated on that grave propped up, his back against the gravestone. I spoke to him, he didn’t answer, I shook, well only touched really, his shoulder – and he toppled over. I didn’t touch him again. I panicked; I suppose. I ran away. I didn’t go far. I knew I had to let someone in authority know. And I thought of the vicarage – I’d forgotten it had been sold off and it wasn’t the vicarage any longer.’

			‘You’ve got a business; travel round from place to place. I suppose, like everyone now, you’ve got a mobile phone?’

			Guiltily Callum confessed, ‘Yes, but I leave it in the van. It’s a bit bulky stuck in my pocket. Anyway, I don’t suppose I’d have used it, if I’d had it on me. I wanted to see another human being, a live one.’ He pulled himself together. ‘What do you think? Perhaps he had a heart attack, sat down there and, well, kicked the bucket.’

			Markby was listening, but had still been running the torch beam over the body and their surroundings. He stood up.

			‘Listen, Callum, I’m going to call in the discovery of a body. There will be a team of officers coming out here, including a doctor.’

			‘I don’t think a doc is going to be much use to him,’ muttered Callum.

			‘A doctor is required to certify death. Not to resurrect this poor fellow. I can see he’s dead. So can you. But investigations rest on a foundation of paperwork, like so much else.’

			Callum mumbled, ‘Oh, right.’ It was dawning on him that he was going to be stuck here in the cold and dark for some time. He should have just left the corpse where it was and made his way home at top speed. That’s what happens when you try and do the right thing. You get dragged in.

			‘We mustn’t disturb the area any more than we have and we must stay here until they arrive. We have to make sure no one else climbs over that wall as you did, and blunders through, confusing the evidence. You must prepare yourself to make a statement. This has all the hallmarks of a murder scene.’

			‘What?’ gasped Callum in dismay. ‘It can’t be.’

			‘Well, I might be wrong. Torchlight isn’t the best way to view the area, and proper examination of the body is called for.’

			The information had crystallised in Callum’s brain together with the growing awareness of the implications of what had happened to him. If he’d been a little befuddled from drink before, his thinking was now as clear as a bell. He stared wildly into the darkness. ‘The killer . . .’ he gasped.

			‘He’s unlikely still to be hanging about out there,’ soothed Markby.

			‘Not now!’ snapped Callum. ‘But he might still have been out there watching when I was here earlier.’

			‘Oh, yes,’ Markby agreed, ‘quite possibly. You’re sure you didn’t see any movement out there in the gloom?’

			Callum felt physically sick. There he’d stood, like a drunken idiot, attempting to make conversation with the victim. All the while, perhaps only a few metres away, the killer had been watching and listening.

			‘I only saw a cat,’ he mumbled.

			As he spoke, he supposed it was the realisation that he’d nearly tangled with a murderer which had made him say something that sounded so daft.

			But Markby took his feeble observation seriously. ‘What was it doing?’

			‘The cat? Hunting mice, I suppose. I disturbed it and it ran off and up that tree over there.’

			‘If you disturbed the cat mid-hunt, then the killer probably left the scene, at least some ten to fifteen minutes earlier. If he’d still been nearby, the cat wouldn’t have been hunting here when you arrived.’

			‘Oh, I see. Even a cat can be a witness, then.’

			But Markby had taken a mobile phone from his Barbour pocket and was busy setting the wheels of investigation into action.

			‘You don’t recognise him, I suppose?’ he asked, putting away the phone.

			‘No!’

			‘Mind taking another look?’ Markby shone the beam of light down on the dead face again.

			Yes, I do mind! thought Callum. He peered reluctantly at the pallid features. ‘He looks deader.’

			‘Rigor setting in,’ said Markby. ‘Well? Recognise him?’

			‘What? Oh, no, never seen him before.’

			‘He wasn’t perhaps in the pub earlier, the Black Dog?’

			‘If he was, I didn’t notice him.’

			‘Busy night in there?’

			‘Fairly busy. But you don’t study all the faces, do you?’

			‘Saw no one you recognised to speak to?’

			‘A couple of people, the girl behind the bar, the landlord.’ With a return of horror, Callum gasped, ‘You’re asking me for an alibi!’

			‘Any investigation involves asking everyone a lot of questions,’ Markby assured him. ‘Don’t feel singled out.’

			Yeah, right! thought Callum. He was beginning to feel resentment. It wasn’t targeted at Markby, but towards the dead guy who was the cause of all this. Callum peered down at the body again. ‘What’s wrong with his hands?’ he asked suddenly.

		

	
		
			
Chapter Two


			

			Markby had reached that rank where he was no longer required to attend postmortem examinations of potential murder victims, either during or immediately after the grisly business. But this corpse had turned up very nearly on his doorstep. It gave him a personal interest. He felt quite possessive about it, so he’d decided to come along to this one on a very cold morning. With him were Detective Inspector Steve Kendal, whom he’d assigned to this case, and Detective Sergeant Beth Santos, a younger member of the team. The photographer had arrived before them. They recognised his parked car outside.

			‘I hate these things,’ said Kendal, as they quit the car park and converged on the square, pale-grey building. ‘You OK, Beth?’ He rubbed his hands together briskly.

			‘I’ll be all right,’ said Santos. She’d taken the precaution of bringing along some woollen gloves, and was pulling them on as she spoke.

			‘I had a bacon butty in the canteen before we set out. I’m beginning to wish I hadn’t.’ Kendal was keeping a wary eye on his superior, walking ahead of them at a brisk pace. ‘Don’t know why he’s so keen to get started.’

			‘Cornflakes,’ said Santos.

			‘What?’ asked Kendal, startled.

			‘I had cornflakes for breakfast.’

			‘Blimey. You can’t do a day’s work on cornflakes!’

			Her expression clearly said, ‘Better cornflakes that stay down than bacon butties you throw up!’ But she kept her silence. She thought she knew what worried Kendal. He didn’t want to disgrace himself in front of the boss.

			‘They always make the things so damn greasy,’ grumbled Kendal, his mind returning to the shortcomings of the canteen’s bill of fare.

			‘If you keep talking about it,’ Santos said as mildly as she could, ‘it’ll make things worse.’

			Markby had clearly overheard this exchange, and spoke over his shoulder. ‘It won’t be a problem, Steve! Just think of it as work.’

			The old man must have the hearing of a bat, thought Kendal crossly.

			‘Goodness, a deputation!’ exclaimed Carla Hutton, the forensic pathologist. ‘We aren’t usually honoured with a visit from you, Superintendent.’

			She was a pale, fair-haired woman with freckles. It was unsettling the way everyone looked so young these days, Markby thought. What is Carla’s age? Mid-thirties? Could it be she’s forty? Hard to believe. How had it come about that she’d chosen to spend her life among cadavers? It didn’t appear to get her down. She always seemed to him to be unnaturally cheerful, on the rare occasions he met her. She was waiting for him to speak.

			‘Well, I live in what used to be the vicarage,’ he said so briskly that he fancied Santos gave him a startled look. ‘It backs on to the churchyard, where the body was found. I was the first police officer to see it, admittedly in very poor light. But I suspected murder, for several reasons that will be clear to you.’

			‘Oh, yes,’ Carla agreed, ‘he was murdered all right. Stabbed. The weapon may have been some kind of kitchen knife, or something very similar. You can buy that sort of thing in any hardware shop or department store that sells kitchenware. Whatever it was, it was very sharp and probably pointed. Want to take a look?’

			She drew back the sheet over the body in the same no-nonsense way she spoke. She might have been demonstrating anything from a completed piece of artwork to the latest in kitchen gadgetry. But it was a human form that was revealed, pallid and marked with lines of neat stitches where the incisions had been made and tidied up before they came. Carla looked down on him with professional satisfaction.

			‘It was a neat sort of killing,’ she said, with what Markby could only think of as approval. But then, she had dealt with far worse scenes than this: the victims of road accidents, fires, industrial disasters. This stabbing was, as she’d remarked, at least a neat job. ‘He was struck from behind. The blade entered between the ribs, and went up, clean as a whistle into the heart,’ she added.

			There was a soft click as the photographer made another record to add to the many he’d already taken. He was a small, dark man who drifted silently around the area, his location only marked by the sound of the camera. Otherwise, he was like a professional mourner, present for necessity and form, but distant.

			‘The killer either knew what he was doing, then,’ murmured Markby thoughtfully, ‘or he got lucky.’ He moved to the top of the slab to take a better look at the face.

			Click, click from the camera and the shade that was the photographer melted away again. Then they all stood round and studied the dead man’s features. It was a coarse face, as if roughly moulded out of some unresponsive clay, and there was a scar running from the left cheekbone to the jaw. The fatal attack had not been the first violent encounter in his life.

			‘He looks a tough character,’ mused Markby.

			‘He looks a wrong ’un!’ muttered Kendal.

			‘Oh, that too, Steve, certainly.’ Markby nodded and glanced at Santos, to see if she had any comment. But she only pursed her mouth disapprovingly.

			‘Actually, he’s very interesting,’ said Carla cheerfully. ‘Know what happened to the Empress Elizabeth of Austria?’

			‘Yes!’ Santos spoke now unexpectedly. The other three looked at her. Her cheeks flushed. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘I think I do. I mean, when I was about twelve, I was stuck indoors with my ankle in plaster. The old lady next door thought I might like something to read. She passed some old paperback whodunits over the fence for me. One of them was by Georgette Heyer.’

			‘I thought she wrote about Regency bucks and strong-minded girls, finding true love?’ said Markby. ‘My mother used to read them.’

			Kendall looked bewildered.

			‘This book was definitely a detective story. There was a reference to the assassination of the Empress in it. She was on holiday in Switzerland and went for a walk along the shore of Lake Geneva, with a lady-in-waiting. A revolutionary fanatic stabbed her; the Empress I mean. No one, not even the victim, realised how badly she’d been injured. She got back to the hotel before she collapsed and died.’

			‘Well done!’ said Markby. He didn’t know this officer well. It was another reason he’d accompanied the other two today. He wanted to see how Beth Santos worked as part of a team. She had been with them four months now. She’d previously been with CID elsewhere in the country, but had asked for a transfer following divorce. Her old outfit had been reluctant to let her go. But Markby, whose first marriage had ended in divorce, understood the wish to start afresh in a new place, where no one knew about you. Beth Santos had caused a certain stir when she’d arrived, or so he’d been informed. She was undeniably good looking with thick dark hair and expressive brown eyes. She turned heads. There would be at least a couple of her male colleagues who might fancy their chances. However, perhaps she was now set on making the success of her career she’d failed to make of her marriage. He was pretty sure she could look after herself.

			He turned back to Carla Hutton. ‘Is that what happened in this case?’

			Carla grinned. ‘Something like that, perhaps. The victim may not have dropped dead on the spot. He may have staggered off under his own steam a little way, before collapsing.’

			‘So, the poor blighter didn’t at first realise how badly injured he was?’ asked Kendal. He had been feeling a bit left out of all this. Markby had been the first officer to see the body. Santos had read some ancient whodunit or other when she was twelve. Steve felt he had to contribute something to the discussion, and quickly. ‘Did his killer arrange him in that ghoulish fashion, propped against the gravestone? Or was he just unable to go any further and sank down, propping himself against it for support?’ Another thought struck him. ‘So when did the murderer attempt to destroy the palms and fingertips?’

			‘When, indeed?’ murmured Markby. ‘Let’s have another look at the hands.’

			‘They’re in a mess!’ warned Carla.

			When Markby had noticed that the palms were mutilated, that night in the churchyard and by torchlight, they had been slippery with blood. Now they were dry, the flesh the waxy white of death; and he could see the palms, fingers and both thumbs had been methodically slashed in parallel wounds.

			Carla Hutton said, ‘Those aren’t defensive wounds, in my opinion. If they were, the result would be untidier, slashes and stabs all over the place. I’d say all the cuts were made by the same knife, and inflicted perimortem. That’s to say, so near death or the moment of death he couldn’t fend off his attacker, or immediately after death occurred. Death may even have occurred during the attack on the hands. For my money, these were made immediately after death. There is no sign that the victim tried to fight off his attacker while the cuts were being made.’

			Markby nodded. ‘Steve?’ he asked. ‘Your opinion?’

			Luckily, Kendal seemed to have forgotten his unsatisfactory breakfast. He brightened up at being consulted, and spoke up with something near satisfaction. ‘Chummy thought he could mutilate the hands sufficiently to prevent us taking any prints. Well, he may find he was wrong!’

			‘Oh, yes, the pattern of loops and whorls isn’t just superficial.’ Carla nodded her agreement. ‘Despite the damage, your experts may get some kind of prints, enough to identify him if he’s on record.’

			‘Scene of the crime search turn up anything yet, Steve?’ Markby asked.

			‘Nothing significant so far, sir,’ Kendal admitted. ‘It’s a tricky area to search. So far, we’ve found plenty of bits of rubbish, cigarette packets and stubs, sweet wrappers, and so on. We’ve collected up all the cigarette stubs in the area of the body and sent them off to forensics. I reckon the victim and his killer might have met up there by arrangement. He wasn’t just some guy on his way home after an evening in the pub, like the guy who found him. The nearest one is the Black Dog. It’s not a big place. Henderson was in there all evening; but didn’t recognise the victim when he stumbled over him after he’d climbed over that wall. I reckon it was a meet between the victim and his killer.’

			‘Good thinking.’ Markby nodded his appreciation and Kendal looked relieved. ‘If one of them got there first, he might have smoked while waiting,’ the superintendent went on. ‘We might get some DNA from the stubs. What about the rubbish bins provided for visitors to discard dead flowers and so on? There are a couple of those in the churchyard, I recall.’

			‘Sure, we checked those out. They contained lots of paper that’d been wrapped round flowers. Dried-out wreaths. Several foil boxes that smelled strongly of Chinese takeaway food. But there’s nothing to indicate any of it is connected with the murder.’

			‘How long had he been dead before he was found, do you think?’ Markby asked Carla Hutton.

			‘Not less than, say, twenty minutes? Definitely not as long an hour, as far as I can tell. Night-time temperatures are pretty low at this time of year and he was in a damp environment, sitting on cold ground, I believe. That has to be taken into account. As with regard to what the inspector was saying, yes, the deceased had had a few pints but not enough for him to be intoxicated.’

			You were lucky, Callum, thought Markby. If you had dropped over that wall even ten minutes earlier, you might easily have come upon the killer about his grisly work.

			Aloud, he said to Kendal, ‘If the search team think they’ve nearly finished, tell them they haven’t. There appears to have been a brief period of intense activity just before, during and after the murder. We now know our “body” may have walked. There has to be something! Get that team back in there. Widen the search area. Take a look in the new cemetery, if you haven’t already done so.’

			‘Yessir!’ Kendal was privately cursing the search team. The old man was right. There ought to be something to indicate the movements of the stricken man. ‘We’ll interview the witness who raised the alarm again, Henderson. He has made a statement, but he was still pretty shaken up at the time. He might have remembered something since. Sometimes happens when a witness has had time to calm down and stops running about in a blind panic. All sorts of odd scraps of information pop back into his head.’

			‘He raised the alarm, all right,’ said Markby crisply. ‘He hammered on my front door after my wife and I had retired for the night. But you concentrate on the new cemetery; and chase up the fingerprint boys. I’ll speak to Callum Henderson. Santos, you can come with me. Either of you bring any mugshots of the victim?’

			‘I’ve got them, sir,’ Kendall said.

			‘Then let me have one. Let’s see if it jogs our landscaper’s memory.’

			‘I should tell you, I’d come across Henderson before Saturday night, albeit briefly,’ Markby warned Beth as they set off. ‘He lives in one of the small villages, although calling it that is stretching the description. It goes by the name of Abbotsfield.’

			Santos was frowning. ‘I haven’t come across it yet.’

			‘No reason that you should have. It’s the sort of place you drive straight through without realising it is a separate place with a name of its own. That suggests it was always a rural community. Now there’s nothing much there at all, apart from some quite nice old cottages, some rundown bungalows, and a couple of large barns converted into desirable residences. If you like a quiet life, it’d be the sort of place for you.’

			‘One thing struck me as a bit odd, sir,’ said Santos, as she followed Markby back to his car. She paused while Kendal drove off ahead of them. She’d come with the inspector in his car; and she was leaving with the senior officer. She already knew Kendal well enough to realise his feathers were ruffled. He was looking like a loser who’d taken a girl to a party, only to have her leave with someone else. If she had a question for the superintendent, now was the moment for her to ask it.

			‘Go on!’ encouraged Markby.

			‘It’s only that Henderson claims he was on his way home from the pub when he decided to cut through the churchyard. He says he always walks to the pub and back to his home, across the fields. Pretty long walk. I just thought it a bit odd.’

			‘Perhaps not so unreasonable,’ said Markby. ‘Not if you know all the short cuts across country and ignore the roads. Callum Henderson is an active, outdoor sort of chap. There are people who run a couple of miles a day and think nothing of it. He walks. I understand, from what he said to me, that one of his short cuts has always been across the churchyard, even though it’s locked at night.’ He took out his phone. ‘I’ll have to call him first. He could be working anywhere.’

			‘Henderson. Landscapes and Gardens!’ said a brusque voice in Markby’s ear.

			‘Good morning, Mr Hen—’ He was interrupted by the crash of something heavy falling in the background.

			Then came Callum’s voice again, more distant, as if he’d turned his head aside to address someone else. ‘Hang on, Gus! I’ll give you a hand. Give me a moment!’ The voice in Markby’s ear grew louder again. ‘Sorry about that! Yes?’

			‘This is Superintendent Markby, Callum. We’d like to speak to you again. If you have time, could you call in today? Or I could—’

			‘I’ve got a sixty-mile round trip to make today, to view a new site. I have to pick up some paving slabs on the way . . . Listen, can you come to me, straight away? I’m at home. We’re just loading— Gus! Leave room for those pavers!’ Another voice, a sort of growl, sounded in the background. ‘Yes, well, just hang on. I’ll be there in a sec. It’s the cops!’ Back to Markby. ‘Sorry, I have to supervise Gus or he gets over-enthusiastic. Can you come now to Abbotsfield? It’s only a small place and you’ll find me easily. I’ve a sign outside— No, Gus!’ He rang off.

			It takes time to learn a new area and Beth Santos had tried to familiarise herself with the pattern of minor roads around Bamford and the smaller residential areas. She was not surprised she hadn’t yet found Abbotsfield and relieved Markby had elected to drive them. She was lucky to spot the signpost for it now; it was so small it hardly qualified as such and bore only the name of the place, no indication of how far away it lay. They found themselves on a single-track road with hedges to either side and what looked like pretty deep ditches. Ahead on the left, a break in the hedgerows indicated a gate into a field. It seemed to be the only place a car could pull off the road to allow any oncoming traffic to pass. She had just stored its location in her memory when something did come towards them.

			A motorcycle rounded the bend ahead and made straight towards them at speed, the rider crouched over his steed. Markby wrenched the wheel and drove the car in the direction of the gate, lurching across the stony entry, clipping the hedge and coming to rest with the car’s nose against the gate itself. The motorcyclist roared on regardless.

			‘Suzuki,’ gasped Santos. ‘Didn’t get any of the number plate, sorry!’

			‘Young idiot!’ growled Markby. ‘He probably came from Abbotsfield and assumed he wasn’t going to meet other traffic. He’ll need to be more careful or he’ll end up in the ditch or smeared across the road.’

			They jolted back down on to the road and drove on another quarter-mile.

			‘Here we are,’ said Markby.

			Santos saw immediately why the place didn’t warrant a bigger road sign. To the right straggled a row of modest cottages and a couple of thirties-built bungalows. Why anyone had ever thought of building bungalows out here, she couldn’t imagine. Unlike the cottages, they were in a poor state of upkeep but inhabited, as indicated by front gardens filled with junk. This was where Abbotsfield’s less well-off lived. The more prosperous residents clearly resided in the pair of converted barn dwellings to the left. Further on was another cottage building with signs of activity around it. When they reached it, Markby pulled up and opened his door.

			‘Henderson’s place of business,’ he said.

			They both left the car and Santos followed the superintendent through opened wooden gates, tall and solid, leading into a yard. A sign nailed to one of the gates read C. HENDERSON LANDSCAPE GARDENING. Inside the yard two men were working, or had been working, loading a van. They’d apparently finished this task and were drinking from large pottery coffee mugs while waiting for Markby’s arrival. On seeing the two officers approach, the younger, more prepossessing, of the two men put down his mug on a nearby birdbath and came towards them. Santos judged him in his mid-thirties with a shock of fair hair and sunburned face. This, she supposed, was C. Henderson, Gardens-as-you-like-’em. He was looking at her in a startled way. Markby he already knew, of course. But even if he’d never seen Santos before, he must have seen any number of women police officers. She stared back at him and won the competition, if competition it had been. He looked away, signalling to the other worker to come forward.

			Closer study of the other man was quite a shock. He was a giant of a man with long, muscular arms, shaven head, broken nose and sphinx-like expression. His face might not show any reaction to their arrival, but his body language was wary. He’d recognised the law, even in plain clothes, and she had the sense that officialdom in any form was alien to his lifestyle. Despite Henderson’s not-so-subtle beckoning to him, he still hung back.

			Markby shook Henderson’s hand and introduced his sergeant. ‘This is DS Santos, by the way.’

			Callum, in return, indicated the giant and said, ‘Gus Toomey. He works for me.’

			Toomey still came no nearer, but nodded his bullet head in acknowledgement.

			‘Sorry to hold you up, Callum,’ said Markby, ‘thanks for waiting for us. By the way, does anyone own a motorbike round here?’

			Callum hesitated and his gaze slid sideways towards his workman.

			‘I do,’ Toomey said hoarsely. ‘Waddaboutit?’

			‘One came hurtling towards us five minutes ago. Narrow miss.’

			The body builder gestured towards the far side of the van. ‘Mine’s over there.’

			‘Anyone else living around here got a bike, a Suzuki?’ asked Markby.

			Callum had been meeting their eyes frankly but now his gaze slid away into the middle distance. ‘Not me. Drivers who know the area sometimes cut across country through here. We get the odd car, bike . . .’

			He knows who the motorcyclist is, thought Santos, but he doesn’t want to grass in front of the incredible hulk over there. Toomey isn’t going to say, either.

			‘If you should find out,’ said Markby calmly, ‘tell him to take more care, would you?’

			The gardener mumbled something. Then he spoke up more clearly. ‘What can I do for you? I made a statement. Do you know yet who he is?’

			‘Not yet, but we’ll find out. He was the victim of a knife attack.’

			Toomey was doing an unconvincing impression of a man not listening. Callum glanced across at him. ‘Want a cuppa or something?’ he asked his visitors. ‘Come into the kitchen. I apologise in advance for the mess.’

			As well he might! Santos thought wryly, as they followed Henderson into the cottage. The place was an absolute tip. The original cottage had been extended and, in addition, she guessed an internal wall had been knocked down. This resulted in a pretty large area and made it easy for Callum to move around without the trouble of negotiating low doorways; or bothering with doors at all. The kitchen part of the space was over to the left. What remained had been turned by Callum into his office. An old-fashioned square wooden table was covered with catalogues, paperwork and general debris. By the window Callum’s computer rested on a homemade desk-cum-table, chiefly remarkable for having odd legs. They were the same length, but varied in style. One was a barley twist leg from a much earlier piece of furniture, one was a length of post and the other two might have originated as supports for a piece of bedroom furniture. I don’t know what his gardens are like, thought Santos, but he’s no craftsman when it comes to indoor fixtures and fittings.

			‘I’ve been busy,’ said Henderson suddenly and quite loudly. Even Markby looked startled. ‘I haven’t had time to tidy up.’

			The words were addressed to the superintendent but Santos had the feeling they were directed at her. He must have noted the critical look she’d cast over their surroundings.

			Hung on the wall behind the desk was a framed photograph of a, presumably family, wedding. It appeared to have been taken in the 1970s. In a reversal of traditional colours, the bridegroom wore white: a suit with flared trousers. The bride wore a peasant-style dress with balloon sleeves, together with a picture hat. The dominating figure in the group, however, was an older woman of formidable aspect, wearing a sensible two-piece costume, and a felt crash helmet of a hat. She didn’t look pleased. Clearly, she was the mother either of the bride or of the groom. The reason for her manifest lack of enthusiasm might be because she thought the marriage or the bridal couple’s fashion sense ill advised, or because this was not a church wedding. The building outside which they were all posed was obviously a register office. Also, thought Santos, studying the bride’s voluminous dress again, this was a shotgun affair.
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